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Critical Praise for Randall Sullivan
The Price of Experience
“…a tour-de-force…Sullivan’s reportage is extraordinary, his narrative enthralling.”—Rolling Stone
“…amazingly detailed and artfully presented…You can hardly turn the pages fast enough.  This is contemporary history brilliantly written.”—Playboy
“Sullivan has…crossed the line from titillation into cultural history…monumental in every sense of the word.”—The Los Angeles Times
“The pages seem to turn themselves.”—The Boston Globe
“Sullivan does a superlative job of bringing together an elaborate chain of events, offering considerable insight into…an entire cast of disturbed and disturbing characters.”—Publisher’s Weekly (starred review)
The Miracle Detective
“I could hardly put this long, mysterious book down because of the high spiritual drama…Profoundly real and profoundly human…[The Miracle Detective] ranks with Thomas Merton’s classic The Seven Story Mountain as one of  the most affecting spiritual biographies of our time.”—The Dallas Morning News
“…profound and sensitive…It’s brilliantly done and beautifully written.  I found it gripping to the last page.”—Author Ann Rice
“…a stunning mix of the personal and the historic, interviews and experiences, with Sullivan incredibly nimble at making the world’s overlap…If what [Sullivan] writes about is astounding—sightings, healing, possession—the breadth and depth of his work is rather astonishing as well…His writing draws readers into his search for answers, and soon we find ourselves sharing his excitement.”—Booklist (starred review)
“A fascinating glimpse at the paradoxes of religious faith [from] a talented, intelligent writer.”—Salon.Com
“Like it’s title, this book has something miraculous in it…Mr. Sullivan’s cast of unlikely characters recalls Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain or Thomas Merton’s The Seven Storey Mountain.”—Washington Times




LAbyrinth
“[Sullivan] constructs a compelling narrative [and] writes like a man on a mission.”—Entertainment Weekly
“A book that’s absolutely impossible to put down.”—Flaunt Magazine
“A deftly told, immensely relevant, true-life potboiler from the streets of urban America.”—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
“You don’t have to know anything about any of this to love this book.  You just read it cover-to-cover with a big smile on your face.”—Washington Post
“The most thorough examination of these much-publicized events…a disturbing story of corruption, intimidation, and murder.”—Boston Globe




INTRODUCTION
I began this book more than fifteen years ago, not long after writing a story for Rolling Stone magazine that was titled “The Curse of Oak Island.”  People who know the story of Oak Island—“The World’s Longest Treasure Hunt,” as the subtitle of my 2018 book The Curse of Oak Island has it—will recognize much of the historical material in this novel is drawn from the archives of that fantastic true life adventure.  The Cloak Island Secret is, among other things, an exploration of some notions I have about what might have taken place on Oak Island.  Obviously, this is a work of fiction in which I have moved the island from Nova Scotia to Northern California.  While the story is invented, most of the history—including the history of the religious relics referenced—is as official as anything passed down over centuries can be. 
It was my intention to write what is in many ways an old-fashioned adventure story, and to make the book into one that young readers (and perhaps some readers who are not so young) that hold at least a modicum of regard for Christian history and practice—for believers, or at least those who wish to believe. 
They will let me know to what degree I’ve succeeded. 
Randall Sullivan




















THE CLOAK ISLAND SECRET
Book One of the Sacred Destiny Trilogy
Randall Sullivan




CHAPTER 1

THE FIRST BOX WAS ONLY HALF FULL when Ned Myers decided he had enough. 
His dad had placed three big cardboard boxes in Ned’s room, to help him prepare for the move.  Ned had filled the bottom of one box with his favorite jeans, t-shirts and hoodies, plus his blue Vans and his white Converse sneakers.   On top of that, he’d thrown the pile of underwear and socks his dad had dumped from dresser drawers onto the bare mattress of his bed.  Ned dropped in a couple of sweaters, then stared into the box for a few moments and began to blink back tears. 
He pulled the framed photograph of his mom from one of his shelves, wrapped it in a t-shirt and put it in the box, then added the collection of “Illustrated Classics” she had given him for Christmas a couple of years earlier.  He’d read only one so far, 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea.  He almost put the Gregor books in the box, too, even though he knew he’d never open them again.  But they had been the first books he’d read on his own, just because he wanted to, and for a moment it had seemed to Ned that he should keep them because of that.  Then he decided it was the dumbest of ideas, holding on to things just to hold on to them.
He stared at what filled the rest of his shelves, the other books, the collection of Safari dragons that had been his favorite possessions in the world when he was five and six, the motorized vehicles and robotic pets he’d kept long after he stopped playing with them, the album of Yu Gi Oh cards that had been so precious to him when he was eight or nine. 
Ned looked at the tangle of soccer medals that hung from a big metal hook and the trophies standing on the shelf above.    The thought of unpacking all of this in some new place far from the only home he’d ever known filled him with an ache so deep that it made him bend over at the waist, and Ned realized, staring down at the floor of his room, that he would rather leave those things behind. They didn’t matter, really, he told himself as he stood up straight.  Then he noticed the binoculars his dad had given him for Christmas the year before; he had never used them except to look out the windows at birds a couple of times. Ned put them in the box.  He grabbed the Leatherman tool his dad had given him for his birthday and stuffed it into the left front pocket of his jeans.  Useful things.  The rest of what filled his shelves, though, he left where it was.   
Ned looked into the open drawers of his dresser and didn’t see anything else he wanted, other than his swimsuit. He stood in front of his closet, looking over the coats on hangers, the board games and old toys piled on the high shelf and the assortment of stuff that filled two big plastic buckets on the floor of the closet, where his other shoes were piled.  He picked up a pair of flip-flops and threw them in the box.  He grabbed his sleeping bag and tossed that onto the bed.  After thinking about it for what felt like a long time, he picked up his soccer bag, with his ball and shoes and shin guards inside, and set it next to the open box that still wasn’t filled.  He stared into the closet again for a few moments, then closed the door.
Ned was sitting on his mattress next to the box when Will, his dad, came into the room and asked, “Why aren’t you packing?”
“I’m packed,” Ned told him.
His dad looked at the things on the shelves and the clothes that remained in the dresser doors.  “You want to leave all this behind?”
Ned nodded.
“Not your State Cup trophy,” Will said.
When he was twelve, Ned had scored the winning goal in the State Cup Championship Game.  He looked at the trophy. “I don’t really want it anymore,” he said. 
“I want it,” Will said, and lifted it off the shelf. 
Ned shrugged.  “You weren’t even at the game.  But if you want it, fine.”
His dad opened the closet door and stood staring.  “Are you sure you won’t wish later that you’d kept some of this, Ned?”
“I’m sure,” Ned said.
Will stared into the closet a little longer, then picked up the newest pair of Nike running shoes from the floor and pulled the Eddie Bauer parka jacket Ned never wore off a hanger. He stuffed them into the open box, which now was almost full, then lifted the cardboard flaps and closed them. 
“Help me with your bed and the furniture,” Ned’s dad said. 
The two of them carried the mattress, then the box springs and finally the bed frame out to the U-Haul truck and loaded them inside.  They left the two empty boxes just sitting in the room and carried the filled one outside.  Most of the furniture they were taking with them was already packed in the U-Haul and there were two boxes sitting in the driveway next to the trunk ramp, sealed with packing tape.  Will had used a Sharpie to write “Kitchen” on one of the boxes and “Bathroom” on the other.   They emptied Ned’s dresser and loaded it in the truck, too.  “We’ll leave the desk,” his dad said.  Ned felt like saying he didn’t want anything from what used to be his bedroom, but he knew he couldn’t ask his dad to pay for new furniture.  He picked up his soccer bag and his sleeping bag. 
The two of them walked through the house, surveying what remained.  Mr. Jenkins, their landlord, had said they could leave behind whatever they wanted and he’d see to it.  Mr. Jenkins was a frankly weird but friendly old man with long white hair growing out of his ears who lived two doors down and was always having garage sales. It was the way he made “spending money,” he said.  He had let Ned’s mom sell stuff out of his driveway a few times; she was the only one from the neighborhood, Mr. Jenkins said, who never complained about all the strange cars and stranger people who showed up whenever he put out his signs.   His mom told him once that Mr. Jenkins hadn’t raised their rent in years, and that it was the only reason they could afford to stay put.   
“Do you want a minute alone?” Will asked. 
Ned couldn’t answer.  He sort of half-nodded and his dad walked out the front door to the truck.  Alone in the living room, Ned felt as if the air he breathed was turning into wet goo, clogging his throat, suffocating him. 
His dad had loaded his mom’s big old treadle sewing machine into the truck, but left her rocking chair still sitting in the corner of the room.  Ned stared at it and felt his lower lip quiver.  He bit down on it.  In his mind he heard his mom telling him, “I don’t know where I’ll be, exactly, except with you, right here.”  She’d patted his chest.  Tears were in Ned’s eyes when he remembered that.  He let them run down his cheeks for a minute, then wiped them away with the sleeve of his hoodie, turned and walked out the front door to the truck. 
His dad had finished packing, closed the doors of the van and was sitting behind the steering wheel when Ned climbed in beside him.  Ned could see the wet streaks on Will’s cheeks, where he had wiped away his own tears.  His dad looked over at him, then turned the key and started the truck. 
As they pulled out of the driveway and headed down the street, Ned forced himself not to turn and look back.  He could see the house in the side view mirror, though, growing smaller and smaller until the truck turned right at Noriega and the house was gone.  So was his childhood, Ned thought. 
THEY CROSSED THE GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE a little before eleven o’clock, going slow in the far right lane.  Ned didn’t want to talk and his dad let him sit in silence.  It was a clear day with just a few high thin white clouds on the horizon that for some reason made him think of the sun-bleached bones he’d seen in the desert when his parents took him to Death Valley, a long time ago.  He picked out the places from San Francisco Bay that he could recognize.  Treasure Island was where the Navy boats docked.  Behind it, Angel Island seemed to rise from the water like some hulking amphibious beast that could swallow ships whole but chose to smile at them instead. The dirty drab buildings that sprawled across Alcatraz still made him shiver; they had for as far back as he could remember.  He was pretty sure he had been frightened by Alcatraz even before he knew that the island used to be a prison.  What things had been in the past would always be part of what they were in the present, Ned thought, no matter how you changed them. He was just fourteen years old and already a part of him lived in a world that used to be.  I’m an old fourteen, Ned thought to himself. 
As they approached the end of the bridge, Ned looked out at Tiburon, where the rich people lived, and tried to remember if he’d ever been there.  He didn’t think so.  The highway was still crowded with cars driving fast when they came off the bridge.  Marin City looked like an ugly part of Oakland.  His dad turned the U-Haul off where a sign said “Seashore Highway,” but they were driving through hills that were all green and brown, covered by sparse grass and big rocks, no trees, no sign of any seashore.  His dad pointed, said, “Muir Woods,” then told him that there was a huge stand of magnificent redwoods in that direction, the ones that had provided the scenery for “Rise of the Planet of the Apes” and some old movie called “Vertigo.” But Ned could only see the grassy, rocky hills, no trees. 
They found the seashore, though, when they arrived at Muir Beach, where the hills narrowed, sloped and plunged into the ocean like the necks of thirsty horses.   Had he read that somewhere? There were big rocks in the water and pine trees on the shore.   Ned knew he’d seen this place before, but couldn’t remember when. “Does Mirror Bay look like this?” he asked his dad. 
“No.  The land is flatter and the water is smoother,” his dad said.  “It’s beautiful, but in a different way.” 
“I like this,” Ned said. 
“It’s out of our price range, if we want to be on the water, ” his dad said.  “And we do.”
The road was narrow and windy, with giant boulders banking every curve.  Ned saw a sign that said “Bolinas” and out of nowhere he remembered going there once with his mom, to some party with a bunch of theater people.  Ned had been about five and he and another little boy had decided to hide from the grownups under a blanket behind a sofa, sneaking peeks out and telling each other they were invisible.  Then his mom had realized she’d lost track of him and began searching.  Ned could remember hearing her call his name, her voice becoming increasingly frantic. But he and the other little boy had just giggled and sunk down lower under the blanket, like they were playing hide and seek.  When she’d finally found him his mom had burst into tears. 
“I didn’t mean to scare you, mom,” Ned thought as his dad drove the U-Haul into the town of Point Reyes Station, a homely little place that seemed to be stranded in the middle of a gorgeous nowhere.  All of a sudden Ned felt drowsy.  He laid his head against the doorframe and slowly, very slowly, let his eyes close. He felt the ocean breeze blowing into his face through the open window as he drifted, only half-asleep, somewhere between a memory and a dream.  At one point his mom was telling him that she would find him in the rain, whatever that meant.  As he lost his sense of time, Ned felt happier and happier.  Through eyes that still weren’t completely closed, he had a vague impression that they were turning inland and that there were eucalyptus trees along the roadside, clattering in the wind, but he couldn’t open his eyes wide enough to see for sure. 
Ned had no idea how late in the day it was when he finally sat up and blinked his eyes open, his head still thick with drowsiness. They were by the ocean again, he saw, and read road signs for places called “Plantation” and “The Sea Ranch.”  It felt like they had travelled to a different country.  Ned shook his head to clear the cobwebs.  “How much farther?” he asked. 
“Only about an hour,” his dad said.  “We’ll have daylight left when we arrive.”
Ned’s heart thumped at the thought they were almost there.  He turned to look at his dad and understood better than ever before that it would just be the two of them from now on. 
NED HAD BEEN EIGHT WHEN HIS PARENTS DIVORCED, and even though he had a lot of memories of that time, the only thing he felt sure about was the tremendous feeling of sadness that had filled him, especially after he heard that his dad was moving to New York.
They all three had lived in San Francisco before that, since Ned was born. Will had worked for a newspaper when Ned was very young then quit his job to write books. He wrote two, but neither one sold very well, and they never had much money. Ned didn’t mind. The Sunset District, where they lived, wasn’t a rich part of San Francisco in those days, and there were plenty of kids at his school who were no better off than he was. His mom earned money by making costumes for a theatre company and his dad taught a night class and wrote articles once in a while. They got by. Ned thought his life was pretty good until the day he came home from the third grade and his parents told him they were splitting up.
He never got a good answer to his questions about why. His mom told him that his dad was “self-absorbed,” and his dad complained that his mom was “angry all the time.” Ned knew there was some truth in both of those descriptions, but not enough to explain what was happening. All he knew was that his mom had gotten a job working for the city and then his dad had packed up and moved a couple of weeks later, promising to come back for a visit that summer. His dad hadn’t kept that promise, though. Instead, he got a job for a public relations company that made him travel all the time. Ned saw him twice when his dad came to San Francisco “on business,” and once when his dad flew him back to New York for his tenth birthday, then took him to Bermuda for a week of “working vacation.” His dad now wore suits and seemed to always be in a hurry, even when he was sitting down. By the time he turned eleven, Ned felt like he really didn’t know his dad anymore. His mom had always been the one who took care of him when he was little, and she was taking care of him still, even though he didn’t see her as much as he had before she got a job. His dad sent money and presents and cards and e-mails, but was never there.  A couple of times when he was angry, Ned told his mom that he felt like he didn’t have a father. Eventually, he stopped being angry, and started to accept the situation. But then right after that his mom got sick.
Ned was thirteen then and happier than he could remember being in a long time. He had just been added to a club soccer team that was scheduled to play in a national tournament in Dallas, Texas. Though he never said so out loud, Ned hoped his dad might finally be able to watch him play. A week before he was to leave, though, Ned’s mom came home from seeing her doctor and said she had cancer. She went into the hospital a few days later, and stayed for a month. When she came home, she was skinny and pale and most of her hair was gone.
Even though his mom said he should go play in the tournament, Ned stayed in San Francisco. His grandma came to spend the first week with him, then his dad arrived from New York.
Will seemed to become a different person right in front of Ned’s eyes. He never cooked at all before, but now he did, every night. He even made Ned’s lunches and drove him to school, then picked him up in the afternoons. He not only showed up for every one of Ned’s games, but was at his practices lot of the time, too. Every night they went to the hospital together to visit his mom. Ned felt like he spent more time with his dad during those two weeks than he had during the whole rest of his life. His dad had stayed on at their house after his mom came home from the hospital, taking care of them both.
Even though he had been scared and confused by what was happening to his mom, Ned had sweet memories of that time. It was like they were a family again. The moment he remembered best was once when he stood in the open doorway of his mom’s bedroom, watching his dad lie on the bed next to his mom, holding her as they whispered together. When they turned their heads and saw him, Ned lay down next to his parents, and they had all three held each other, crying and laughing at the same time. For a while after that Ned told himself that his mom’s illness was a good thing, a gift from God, because it brought them back together.  But then his mom had to go into the hospital again. And this time, she never came home.
Ned had said goodbye to his mom at the hospital. By then, he knew she was going to die. His dad and he had been sitting there watching her sleep, but then she opened her eyes, smiled, said hello, and asked if she could have a few minutes with Ned. “Your father will take care of you,” his mom had told Ned when they were alone. “But you have to take care of him, too. You have to take care of each other. I want you to believe—I want you to know—that I will be with you, watching and listening. Talk to me after I’m gone, Ned. I’ll hear you.”
Six months later, Ned wasn’t sure he believed that his mom could hear him. He talked to her anyway, though, almost every day. And sometimes he felt her, like a warm shawl that wrapped his neck and shoulders. Even if it was just his imagination, Ned found comfort in those moments.
After his mom died, Ned’s dad seemed lost. He kept going through the motions, cooking dinners, making lunches, driving Ned to school. The leave of absence he had taken from his job turned into a resignation, but Ned’s dad didn’t seem to know what else to do with himself. He wasn’t writing, and spent evenings sitting alone in the dark, drinking wine and listening to music. When Ned quit the soccer team, his dad barely noticed. Will just seemed to drift, until he was called to a meeting at Ned’s school and told that his son was “falling behind,” that he seemed to have made a new group of friends, kids who were teaching him “bad habits.” Right after that, Ned and Scott McManus got caught stealing Xbox wireless controllers from the Best Buy store on Geary Avenue. 
“Things have to change,” his dad had told him between clenched teeth as he drove Ned home from the store.
“How will things change?” Ned demanded to know. He knew they had lots of bills and hardly any money. His dad didn’t have a job anymore, and now his hair was going gray.
“All I know is that your mom wouldn’t want us to go on like this,” his dad said.
“Then what will we do?” Ned asked, still angry.
“I’ll figure something out,” his dad said. Right, Ned thought.
About a week later his dad announced that at the end of the school year they would be moving to Santa Rosa to stay with Ned’s grandparents for a while. Ned objected that he didn’t want to change schools or lose his friends, but the truth was that he didn’t care about that anymore.
His dad had already started packing when something amazing happened. One of his dad’s books was being made into a movie, and suddenly they were rich.  Well, a lot richer than before. Even after all the bills were paid off, his dad said, there would still be plenty left. They stopped packing for Santa Rosa. Then about a month later his dad said they were moving farther north than that, up the coast to Mirror Bay. It was a place he knew from long ago, back when he was in college, Ned’s dad said, a place that he loved, where they could start fresh.  The arrival of the movie money had been a miracle that was giving them both “a chance to be the people your mom wanted us to be,” his dad had said.
Ned wasn’t sure what his mom wanted him to be, other than happy.  He sort of doubted she wanted him to live in some little town way north on the coast.




CHAPTER 2

IT WAS JUST PAST SIX O’CLOCK when they approached the outskirts of Mirror Bay. The land curved inward as the rocky beaches gave way to a softer look of sand and eelgrass, and the highway curved to follow it.  Ned could see the town up ahead, built along the shoreline, and he understood where its name came from when he looked out on the water.  The bay was smooth and level, a bluish silver color, showing just ripples of shivering light that moved across its surface. The sky was reflected from it in a way that made it hard to know which was real, the sky above or the sky below. Ned could see clouds in the water.  There were maybe a dozen tiny islands, really just big rocks that bumped up through the water, covered with stunted little pine trees, and Ned could see their green reflections rippling in the bay in front of them.  Further out was a much bigger island that looked like a floating forest, and cast a long shadow on the water.
“What is that?” he asked his dad.
“Cloak Island,” his dad said.  “Along with sportfishing, it’s the main attraction of Mirror Bay for tourists, even though they can’t get on it.” 
“What makes it an attraction?” Ned asked.
“The answer to that is a very long and a very old story,” his dad said.  “It involves buried treasure, so you might be interested.”  His dad smiled. “There’s a museum in town where it’s all explained.  You should pay a visit if you really want to know.” 
“Why can’t the tourists go there?” Ned asked.
“It’s privately owned,” his dad answered. “And the man who privately owns it doesn’t want visitors.”
“Sounds pretty mysterious,” Ned said.
“Cloak Island is that, for sure,” his dad said.
The U-Haul slowed as they entered the actual town of Mirror Bay. They drove past a sign that read “Bayside Marina” and Ned could see the masts and booms of dozens of boats that weren’t quite visible.  The highway seemed like the main street, lined on the ocean side with raised sidewalks and stores and shops and restaurants that were all sided with gray boards, with bright trim around the windows. “There’s the museum,” his dad said, pointing at a two-story building with a sign out front that read “Mirror Bay Maritime Museum.”  Most everything else had some kind of a corny nautical name: The Sea Horse Cafe, Treasure Chest Collectibles, Barnacle Bill’s Bar and Grill. There was exactly one traffic signal and the light turned red as they approached.  When his father slowed to a stop, Ned read a sign that told him the cross street was called Drake Drive.  He looked down Drake Drive toward the water and saw that there were more restaurants and a movie theater and a couple of arcades.  The center of town, he thought.  He was a long way from San Francisco. 
When the light changed and the truck moved forward again, Ned observed that there were just a few houses on the other sloping roads that ran down toward the water; most of Mirror Bay’s homes were on the opposite side of the highway, where they climbed halfway up a hillside, then stopped, except for a couple of very large houses near the top.  
“We’re on the north end of town,” his dad said.  “By the water.” 
They drove another few hundred yards, then turned left toward the bay on a narrow road that was like a long driveway circling downhill.  At the bottom there were four houses, all of them pretty small and old.  His dad drove the U-Haul to the farthest one and stopped on the patch of gravel out front, then killed the engine.  They both sat staring.
The house was tiny and square and looked almost abandoned, with peeling white paint and a mossy roof.  It was right on the water, though, built out on a grassy spit of land that rolled over toward a rickety wooden dock that looked big enough for a cabin cruiser.  The view of the bay was huge and close and through his open window Ned could hear the water lapping against the shore.  The slowly sinking sun was spreading light on the water that looked like a spill of molten metals, all mixed, except where the trees on the islands appeared as dark green shimmers.
“You can improve a house,” his dad said, “but you can’t change its location.”
“What’s that?” Ned asked, pointing toward a building almost as large that had two barn doors with a padlock on them. The paint on it was peeling, too, and the roof was even mossier. 
“The shop,” Ned said.   “The fellow whose estate I bought this place from was a retired fisherman.  He used to tie his boat up right at that dock.  He stored and repaired his gear in the shop.”
“It’s all ours?” Ned asked.
His dad nodded.  “Bought and paid for.  I spent most of the movie money to own the place outright.” 
“So we’re poor again?” Ned asked.
“We have enough left to live on for a year or so,” his dad said. 
“And then what?” Ned asked.
“Let me worry about that,” his dad answered.  “Let’s go inside and look around.”
The house was all wood inside, floors, walls—even the ceilings.  There was a big window on the bay side that looked out on the water.  Cloak Island was framed like a picture in it.  The kitchen, the dining room and the living room were one room, and not that big a room. There was a nice stone fireplace.  The stove and refrigerator in the kitchen were so old they looked like they’d been there since the house was built.  A very short T-shaped hallway led to two tiny bedrooms with a small bathroom between them.  “Eight hundred square feet,” his dad said.  “If we need more space, we have to go outside.”
Ned walked back out into the living room, stood by the fireplace and looked out the window at Cloak Island.  “I like it,” he said, and made his dad smile for the first time in days. 
THE NEXT MORNING, WITH UNPACKED BOXES still crowding the little living room floor, Ned’s dad said, “Let’s drive into town, turn the U-Haul in, get some breakfast.”  Something about the way his dad said it made Ned feel almost cheerful. It was like they were two free people who could do pretty much whatever they wanted.  Like their life was being on vacation, for the time being at least.
After they dropped the U-Haul off at a big gas station in town, the two of them walked across the street and along the raised sidewalk until they came to a place Ned had seen out the window the evening before, the Sea Horse Café. When his dad stopped to read the menu in the window by the door, Ned stood behind him and looked at their dim reflections in the glass. His own curly mop of light brown hair was about the only feature of either of them Ned could see clearly, but it made him feel impatient—even frustrated—to observe that he was still half a foot shorter than his dad, who was only a little taller than average, and much skinnier than Will.  He needed to change a lot in the next four years, before he was finished with high school and ready to be out on his own, Ned thought.
His dad led Ned inside, where they sat at a table by a window with blue curtains, then ordered pancakes with bacon, and orange juice.  “How will we get back home?” Ned asked.  “Walk?”
“No,” his dad said.  “We’re going to stroll down the street, buy a pickup truck and drive it home.”
Ned at least half thought his dad was teasing, but after they finished their breakfasts and paid the check, his dad led him across the road again, to the side of the highway that looked like just an average ugly little town, then down the sidewalk that wasn’t raised, just plain cement, to a big lot where several dozen cars and trucks were parked under a painted sign that said “Munson Motors.”  As they walked past a row of shiny new pickup trucks Ned looked at the sticker on one of the windows and sucked in his breath when he saw the price.   A chubby salesman dressed in a tan jacket that was too tight and a green tie that was very loose hurried over in their direction wearing a big smile. 
“We want to look at what you have in used trucks,” Ned’s dad said, and the salesman’s smile got a little smaller. 
“We keep our pre-owned vehicles on the lot next door,” he said.  “Limited selection, I’m afraid.”
“We’ll look at what you’ve got,” Ned’s dad said.
The salesman stopped smiling altogether.  “I’ll walk you over,” he said.
They followed the salesman to the lot next door, where he introduced Ned’s dad to another salesman, a thinner, younger one who wore a green jacket with a tan tie.  “This gentleman’s interested in a used truck,” the first salesman said, then turned and walked back toward the new car lot.
“What you see is what we’ve got,” the younger salesman told Ned’s dad.
“The white truck is what, a ’93?” Ned’s dad asked.
“’92,” the younger sales main said.  “It’s a standard cab.  No backseat.”
“How many miles?”
“Just 87,000.  Mr. Coontz, who still owns Anchor Hardware, was the single owner.   He took good care of it.”
“Can we take it for a test drive?” Ned’s dad asked.
“Like I said, it only seats two comfortably,” the salesman said, and glanced at Ned.
“This is going to take some time, Ned,” his dad said.  “It might be a good opportunity for you to visit the Maritime Museum, get answers to your questions about Cloak Island.”
Ned didn’t say anything.
“What’s the admission to the museum these days?” Ned’s dad asked the salesman.
“A dollar-fifty, I believe,” the salesman said.
Ned’s dad pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and handed Ned a $5 dollar bill.  “Stop in at the museum, buy yourself a milkshake, meet me back here in an hour and a half or so,” his dad said.  “What do you think?”
“Okay,” Ned said.  The museum might be boring, but he liked the idea of walking around town with a milkshake.  He and his dad nodded to each other, then Ned headed back down the sidewalk the way they’d come.  He crossed the street where the stoplight was, and the museum was just a couple of doors down on the ocean side of the road.  It was the only building in this part of town that was taller than one story, with gray wood siding that looked older and more weathered than on the other buildings, and red-trimmed windows. 
Ned opened the door and found himself looking into the thin bony face of a woman wearing wire glasses who sat at a desk with a sign on it saying that museum admission was $1.50.  He handed her his $5 bill and looked around while she dug his change out of the drawer in front of her.  “This floor is all about the founding and early history of Mirror Bay,” she told him, then glanced toward a set of wooden stairs. “The second floor is dedicated entirely to Cloak Island.”
Ned went straight to the stairs and climbed them into a large room where the plank walls were covered mostly with old photographs and some rusty tools.  The only other person in the Cloak Island Room was a slightly chubby man with a salt and pepper beard who was using a magnifying glass to study one of the photographs. His blue blazer and gray slacks made him way better dressed than the other people you saw on the street in Mirror Bay. What’s he looking for? Ned wondered to himself.
The museum’s photographs were placed on the walls in a way that moved forward in time from left to right. The introduction to the story they told was written in black script on a full sheet of plywood painted to look like an old scroll. Ned started to be interested as soon as he read that it all had begun with a teenaged boy. His name was Daniel Muldoon. Back in 1838, not long after the first fishing village was established on Mirror Bay, fifteen-year-old Daniel had used a rowboat to pay the first “recorded” visit to the island, according to what was written on the plywood scroll. The first thing Daniel discovered on the island, the scroll said, was a tattered and faded green woolen cloak that he found tangled in the brush at the base of a towering spruce tree. That cloak was what had given the island its name. Not far from where he found the cloak, Daniel noticed a spot in the center of a clearing where the ground was sunken in an almost perfect circle. Immediately he was convinced that pirate treasure had been buried here.
All during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, the scroll explained, the Mirror Bay area had been used by pirate ships as a safe harbor. The first pirate to visit the area was also the most famous, Sir Francis Drake. Drake was perhaps better remembered as an explorer, but he had also been one of the most successful pirates in the history of the world, the scroll said. For almost twenty years, Drake captured and plundered Spanish galleons from the Caribbean Sea to the Gulf of Mexico. Around the year 1575, Queen Elizabeth of England commissioned him as a privateer, which was a way of making him a pirate who worked just for her. In 1577, at Elizabeth’s instruction, he had set sail on a voyage that was, the scroll said, “perhaps more shrouded in legend than any other in human history.” No one could say for sure how many Spanish ships Drake captured during that voyage, but records indicated that he had seized an “unimaginable fortune.” He had taken 80 pounds of gold, 20 tons of silver, and dozens of cases of silver coins, pearls and precious stones from just one galleon, the Cacafuego, according to the scroll.
Drake had dropped anchor in Mirror Bay some time during the summer of 1579, the scroll said, while sailing up the Pacific Coast along the shores of what were now Northern California, Oregon and southern Washington. This was the most mysterious part of Drake’s voyage. He was supposed to be searching for the Northwest Passage, a fabled water route from the Atlantic to the Pacific, but there were many stories of stops along the way where he buried treasure. Supposedly. Mirror Bay was just one of three places that claimed to be the site of Drake’s “New Albion,” a planned English settlement, where his ship logs described weeks spent exploring the surrounding countryside. Indian legends told of him excavating a huge treasure trove near Mirror Bay, another on the Oregon Coast and a third in British Columbia.
Daniel Muldoon, like every white person who came to Mirror Bay during the 19th century, heard such stories and became convinced there was truth in them, Ned read.
Drake never found the Northwest Passage (which didn’t exist), the scroll said, but did become the first Englishman and only the second person to sail around the world, and when he returned to his own country in 1580, the holds of his ship, the Golden Hinde, were brimming with gold, silver and precious stones. Queen Elizabeth, who took most of the treasure for her own coffers, was very happy with Drake, and made him a knight. Almost immediately, though, stories began to spread that Drake had kept much of the wealth he plundered for himself, burying it in secret “caches” on the Pacific Coast of North America. 
Daniel Muldoon heard as well the tales of “strange lights” that glowed on Cloak Island during the late hours, and the reports of fishermen who claimed to have seen “the black shapes of men, silhouetted against bonfires,” while passing by the island after dark.
It was with these stories in mind, the scroll went on, that Muldoon rowed back to the mainland and recruited two friends to help him dig for “the Cloak Island treasure.”  Using pickaxes and shovels, the three young men reached a depth of only two feet before they hit a tier of carefully laid stones, the scroll said. After removing these, the three found themselves at the entrance to a large shaft cut into the hardpan. The earth inside the shaft was loose and soft, easy to shovel, and the three young men got to a depth of ten feet when the blades of their shovels struck solid wood. Convinced they had hit the top of a treasure chest, the three dug feverishly, only to discover that what they had found was a perfectly level platform of spruce logs, “the ends of which had been embedded in the walls of the shaft.”  This must be the Drake treasure, Muldoon and his friends told themselves. Why else would anyone go to so much trouble? They rowed back to the mainland, where they gathered up a tackle block, lengths of heavy rope and two stout wooden buckets, then returned to the island the next day to continue digging. Using the rope, tackle and buckets, they were able to reach a depth of twenty-five feet before deciding that a larger workforce and more expensive equipment would be necessary to continue. Muldoon and his friends spent the next seven years searching for a backer. During that time they lived on the island, so they could guard their discovery.
“Seven years they waited!” Ned said aloud to himself. The bearded man turned his head to look and Ned felt his face get hot.  He avoided the man’s eyes and kept reading.
It was 1845 when Muldoon and his partners finally found a group made up mostly of Spanish ranchers from the San Francisco Bay area who were willing to pay the cost of an expedition to Cloak Island. A crew of nineteen men journeyed to the island during May of that year, aboard a ship loaded with equipment and supplies. The Mission Company, as they called themselves, were the ones who had named the shaft “Tarro del Miel”—The Honey Pot. It took the men just a few days to clear the mud and debris from the shaft down to the depth of twenty-five feet reached by Muldoon and his friends back in the summer of 1838. They dug down only another five feet before hitting a second platform of spruce logs, embedded in the hard sides of the shaft, just as the first platform had been. The Mission Company crew ripped out the logs and kept digging. They struck another platform at fifty feet.  Like the two above it, nearer the surface, it was daubed with a thick coat of putty—as if someone had tried to waterproof them. There was yet another spruce platform at seventy feet, this one made of hand-cut planks. It was at a depth of ninety feet, the scroll said, that the men made their most amazing discovery, a spruce plank platform with a heavy, flat, olive green-colored stone set in its center. The stone was inscribed with numbers and symbols that appeared to be a message written in code. It took two strong men to dislodge the inscribed stone, and the moment they lifted it something happened. Almost immediately, the dirt beneath their feet turned to mud, and within minutes they were standing in water up to their ankles. By the time the water was knee-high, the men were scrambling back up the sides of the shaft on their rope ladders. The next morning, the Mission Company woke to find the shaft filled with sixty feet of water. The men bailed for two solid days before admitting to one another that they hadn’t lowered the water level more than an inch or two. They agreed to break for the winter, and return in the spring with a new plan.
Most of the Mission Company men never came back to Cloak Island, but two of the crew’s laborers did, in the spring of 1859. They were George and William Blanton, two brothers who decided to use the fortunes they had made during the Gold Rush to finance another expedition to the island. The Blanton Company arrived with a crew of twenty-six men, and a plan to sink a deep shaft about thirty feet from the Honey Pot, then tunnel across and remove the treasure from below. They spent most of that summer excavating, and by September were ready to try tunneling to the Honey Pot shaft. They got within a few feet when the tunnel they were in and the shaft they had entered by began to fill with water, and slowly collapse. Seven men had been pulled out of the shaft with ropes, covered in mud, two of them barely breathing. Another three men never came back out of the shaft, and were still buried down there.
Ned shivered.  He couldn’t think of a worse way to die.  He wondered who those men were and if they had kids. The first Blanton expedition ended that day, the scroll said, but the brothers came back three years later, this time equipped with a long drill called a pot auger. The Blantons probed the Honey Pot beneath the water’s surface to a depth of one hundred-twenty feet. It was at one hundred and ten feet that the pot auger had struck wood again, then passed through the sixteen inches of “dead space” beneath it. The Blantons believed they had found “the vault,” as they called it, but the only evidence of treasure that they were able to bring up from the “watery depths” were a few tiny links of gold chain, and a piece of parchment paper that bore parts of three words that had been written in India ink with a quill pen. “Men have killed to take possession of that single scrap of paper,” the scroll said, but told nothing about who the killers or their victims had been.
The Blantons had been the first to realize that the Honey Pot was booby-trapped, the scroll went on. A system of flood tunnels that to this day were not fully understood had somehow been triggered when the inscribed stone was lifted, and had held treasure hunters at bay for more than 160 years. Between 1864 and 1962, ten separate expeditions had followed the Blantons to Cloak Island, according to the scroll. One had been funded by a group of Hollywood movie stars. Eight more men had died during those “assaults on the Honey Pot.”  Crews that came from all over the world used every kind of equipment imaginable, from steam-powered drills to deep-sea diving equipment, to a bulldozer barged out to the island by a Los Angeles man in the summer of 1960, to try to “penetrate the secrets of the Honey Pot,” the scroll said, yet every one had failed. Some people believed Cloak Island was “cursed,” the scroll said. But no matter how much was lost by one group in its effort to reach the island’s “imagined riches,” a new group of treasure hunters would arrive eventually in Mirror Bay, convinced that they might succeed where others had failed. “And so the search to know Cloak Island’s secrets continues to this day.”
“The search continues,” Ned whispered, then hoped the bearded man wouldn’t notice that he was talking to himself again. He began to study the photographs. There was one of Daniel Muldoon. It had been taken when he was seventy-one years old. With his wispy white hair blowing in the wind, Muldoon offered a sad smile as he stood beside the heaps of mounded dirt that had surrounded the Honey Pot back in 1894. Ned found it difficult to believe that this old man had ever been a teenager. The only picture of the Mission Company was so grainy that Ned couldn’t see a single feature on the faces of the men who lined the deck of the schooner that had carried them to Cloak Island. A couple of them wore sombreros, Ned could tell, but what they looked like he had no idea.
The Blanton Company photographs were better, and there were more of them. George and William Blanton had posed together for one picture with their thumbs in their belt loops and solemn expressions on their faces. There were photographs of the Blanton men hauling timbers and pulling huge buckets out of the ground with long ropes. Another showed the Blanton brothers and their crew operating the pot auger drill. Next to it was a photograph of the gold chain and parchment scrap that the drill’s bit had brought up out of the Honey Pot. There was a large photograph of the Blantons and some of their men posing on “Cut Beach,” but Ned couldn’t see it well, because the bearded man in the blue blazer blocked his view.
Ned stepped past him down the wall, watching the way the faces of the men and the equipment they used had changed over time.  A man who sat on a bulldozer smoking a cigar looked very sure of himself. Ned didn’t like his face. One of the last photographs was of a burly, big-shouldered man standing alone at the edge of the Honey Pot. “Marcus Burnett,” the caption read, the man who now owned Cloak Island.  I bet he knows a lot, Ned thought to himself. 
He moved back along the wall to the photograph of the men on the beach, where the bearded man still stood, still studying it with his magnifying glass. Ned hesitated, then worked up the nerve to ask, “What are you looking for?”
The man gave him a sharp glance, then answered in soft voice, “The missing pieces of a puzzle.”
Ned watched him turn the magnifying glass as he tried to get a better view of something that was in the hands of one of the Blanton brothers. “I mean, what exactly are you looking for?” Ned asked.
The bearded man turned to face Ned then, and almost smiled. “What do you think this is?” he asked, and held the magnifying glass so that Ned could look.
It was some sort of small metal object, Ned saw, round and flat on one end. “It looks like one of those stamp things they used in olden days to seal an envelope with wax,” he said after a few moments.
The bearded man looked impressed. He wore glasses perched low on his long, slender nose, though, that caught the light and—along with his beard—made it difficult to say what he was thinking. “That’s right,” the man told Ned. “Very good.” Ned tried not to show how proud he was of being right.  “But what is the image on the seal?” the man asked. He leaned forward to look himself.
Ned moved closer, his head right next to the man’s, and looked through the glass, too. “Is it a four-leaf clover?” he asked.
“No,” the man said, and sounded sure about it. “It’s more like a four-sided fleur-de-lis.” The man twisted the magnifying glass, his face just inches from the photograph. “The angle is bad, unfortunately.”
“Why do you want to know what’s on the stamp?” Ned asked.
“Because it may matter,” the man answered. Ned waited for him to say more. The bearded man turned again to look at him. When the reflection on his glasses disappeared, Ned could see that the man’s hazel eyes were a little kinder than he had thought at first.  “You’re a curious young fellow,” the man said.
“I guess so,” Ned agreed.
“That’s uncommon in Mirror Bay,” the man said. “In all the years I’ve been coming to this museum, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a boy your age in here, except as part of a school group.”
Ned didn’t know what to say. “I’m interested in Cloak Island,” he told the bearded man after a few moments.
“Are you?” the man asked. “Well, then we have something in common.”
He smiled for real this time. 
Ned looked at the photograph again. “The picture’s pretty grainy,” he said.
“And the glass is too weak,” the bearded man added, like he was finishing Ned’s sentence. “I need a better one.” He lowered the glass, nodded to Ned and turned to leave. Ned was startled by how suddenly the man had turned his back on him. Before he reached the doorway, though, the man stopped and looked over his shoulder. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“Ned.”
“Use your young eyes to study these photographs, Ned,” the man told him. “You may see something I don’t.” He turned again then, and walked out of the room.
Ned stood staring at the doorway, listening to the man’s footsteps on the stairs. There was a buzzing in his ears and for no good reason Ned felt that something important had just happened.  It was the way he felt when he woke up from a dream that he wanted to remember, but couldn’t quite.  “Weird,” he whispered aloud, like that would make the feeling go away. Only it didn’t. 




CHAPTER 3

NED WALKED DOWN THE SIDEWALK sipping on a strawberry malt that had cost only $2.75 at the “Sweets n’ Shakes” shop a few doors down from the museum.  The way people were staring at him made him think that perhaps what had happened up in the Cloak Island Room showed on his face, that they could see how special he felt.  Then he realized that he was the only kid on the street and that the others must all be in school.  It was May 31, a Wednesday, and the grown ups who looked at him curiously or frowned at his approach probably all wondered why he wasn’t in school, also.  Ned almost felt like explaining that he and his dad had convinced Mr. Stronach, the principal at Ansel Adams Middle School, that Ned could miss the last two weeks of the eighth grade if he started high school in Mirror Bay on schedule in September. It would separate Ned from those “bad influences,” Mr. Stronach was concerned about, Ned’s dad had argued. 
As Ned passed a few more staring people on the sidewalk, it occurred to him that he didn’t have to explain anything to anyone, including them.  He didn’t know a single person in Mirror Bay and no one knew him.  For this one moment in time, he was free from having to worry about what people thought.  He smiled to himself, thinking, “I could be anyone.”
NED FOUND HIS DAD signing papers in the office of the new car lot.  “Just about done here, Ned,” his dad said.  “You can wait in our new rig if you like.”  He nodded toward the white pickup that was parked right out front. 
“Your dad drives quite a bargain,” said the green jacket salesman, who didn’t sound very happy about it. 
Ned walked out to the pickup and climbed into the passenger seat.  He saw that the key was in the ignition and wondered if—in an emergency or something—he could drive this thing.  He pictured himself out on a highway somewhere, his dad sick or injured, sliding in behind the wheel.  “Yeah, I could do it,” he told himself. 
His dad climbed into the truck a moment later and smiled like he knew what Ned was thinking.  “How do you like it?” he asked. 
“It’s nice,” Ned said.  “I like sitting up high.” 
“Hard to find them with a bench seat anymore,” his dad said.  “We can fit three up front if we need to.” 
“Why would we need to?” Ned asked.
His dad shrugged.  “Just in case, is all I mean.” 
“Are you going to teach me to drive this?” Ned asked. 
“When you’re fifteen,” his dad said.  “In the meantime, the best way to learn is to watch what I do.”  His dad turned the key and the engine started.  He moved the shift stick from “P” to “D” and they rolled forward toward the road.  “Not much too it,” his dad said.  “Though it doesn’t feel that way when you first start.”  He turned left onto the road and drove back through town.  “Did you go to the museum?”
Ned nodded.  “It was way better than I thought it would be.  The story of Cloak Island is pretty cool.”
His dad looked out across the water.  “That unsolved mystery has been sitting out there in the middle of the bay for centuries.  It’s what puts Mirror Bay on the map in most people’s minds.”
“You said before that you worked here one summer when you were in college.”
“Two summers,” his dad said.
“What were you doing?”
“I was basically a day laborer,” his dad said. “I spent most of my time digging with a shovel next to a man who had a strong back and big dreams. But I got to be outside, in the salt air. And I learned to do a lot of things I’d never done before.”
“Like what?”
“Like how to build and maintain and repair.  Basic things nobody ever taught me before I came here.”
“Were you ever on Cloak Island?” Ned asked. 
“I was,” his dad said.  “The island was more accessible back in those days.”
“Did you ever see The Honey Pot?”
“Yes.  It was basically just a deep hole filled with saltwater then.  I don’t know what it looks like these days.”
“Do you think I could go there some time?”
“The only way is with the owner’s permission.  And he doesn’t give anybody permission.  Or so I’ve heard.”  His dad glanced over and saw Ned’s disappointment.  “I could ask around,” he said.  “Maybe there’s a way.”
Ned looked out the open window of the pickup, where he could see glimpses of Cloak Island in the spaces between buildings.  “We went past the road to our house,” he said.
His dad nodded.  “We’re going to make one more purchase today,” he said.  “Our last big one for a while.”
“What is it?”
“Let yourself be surprised, Ned.  I’ll just say this:  To live by the water and not be on the water would be crazy. Plus, I need exercise.”
“You are getting kind of fat,” Ned said.
“Thanks for pointing that out,” his dad told him. 
They were out of the downtown area, with all its gray wooden buildings and shops and cafes, in an area where there were suddenly lots of big ugly square buildings with colorful signs, connected by parking lots.  His dad parked the white pickup in front of a large sporting goods store. 
Ned followed Will inside, then down a row of rubber boats and kayaks, until they came to display of paddleboards that stood on end.  “Well, it looks like they have only one brand and in just two colors,” his dad said.  “We don’t have to think much about our choices.”  
“Have you been on one of these?” Ned asked.
“A couple of years ago, on a business trip to Florida,” his dad said.  “I fell off a few times before I learned to bend my knees, keep leaning forward and take shorter strokes with the paddle.   So what will it be for you, Ned, blue or yellow?”
Ned looked at the boards.  “Blue.”
“I’ll get yellow, so we can tell them apart.”
“Can we use them today?” Ned asked.
“That’s what I was planning.”
THEY PUT THE BOARDS IN THE BAY right next to the dock at the edge of their property, where squishy grass with a lot of brown in it bordered a narrow beach of sand and rock that stretched the whole length of the spit.  The water was a lot colder than it looked, Ned thought, as he and his dad stood in it almost up to their waists, next to their boards. Over his swim trunks, Ned’s dad wore a dark blue T-shirt that didn’t hide the weight he’d put on and made his skin look even paler than it was.  Ned felt glad he wasn’t that white. The silver in his dad’s hair really showed in the sunlight.
Will laid his paddle across the board then got up onto it himself in one quick motion, kneeling.  “You just have to sort of feel for the right position, where the nose isn’t up and the tail isn’t down,” his dad said scooting a little bit forward on the board.  He lifted his right foot and put it where his right knee had been, then stood up quickly, placing his left foot where his left knee was before.  He bent over, picked up the paddle, and took a couple of short strokes that moved him into deeper water.  “You try it,” Will said.
Ned attempted to do exactly what his dad had done, but felt the board wobble sideways as he stood up.  He almost went over into the water, but got his balance.  After a few seconds, he bent to pick up his paddle.  “Use your hips to balance, not your head,” Will said.  “Take very short strokes at first, and try to use your stomach muscles instead of your arms.”
“Is that what you did, use your stomach muscles?” Ned asked.
“I still have a few left, under what you see,” his dad said.  “Try it.”
Ned pushed his paddle blade into the water and pulled. 
“Only as far as your ankle,” his dad said. 
Ned glided forward a few feet, then put his paddle in the water again and took another short stroke.  He was just a few feet from his dad then.
“Very good,” his dad said.  “I had already fallen a couple of times before I got as far as you are now.” 
Ned felt proud.  He pushed his paddle in and pulled it a little harder, but suddenly his feet were in front of him and he felt himself falling backward.  He hit the cold water with his rear end first and sank beneath the surface.  He felt sand under his feet for a second, then pushed back to air, sputtering as he gasped for a breath.
He could see his dad trying not to smile.  “Short strokes,” Will said, “until you get a feel for it.”
Ned put his paddle back on the board, pulled himself up after, moved his knees until it felt balanced and stood up. 
“You make that look a lot easier than it is for me,” Will told him.
Ned took another couple of short strokes, trying to pull with his belly, not his arms.  He looked at his feet.
“Try not to look down,” his dad said.  “Look at the horizon.”
Ned looked up the shoreline where it curved toward downtown.  He moved his paddle to the other side of the board, switched the position of his hands and took two more short strokes, then just glided. 
“Good,” Will said, looking back over one shoulder.  “When you—“
Suddenly he saw his dad falling backward, hitting the water with a loud splash then disappearing beneath the surface before he popped back up next to the board, holding it with one hand and his paddle with the other.
Ned didn’t try not to smile.  “You were saying?” he asked.
“I was telling you to do as I say, not as I do,” Ned’s dad told him.  “It’s a father’s main job.”  He pulled himself back up onto the board with what looked like a lot of effort, kneeled for what seemed like a long time, then stood up again.  Soaking wet, his t-shirt clung in a way that didn’t do much to hide his belly now.  Will took a couple of short strokes and caught up with Ned.  “So like I said,” he told his son, “keep your eyes on the horizon.”
Ned turned his head slightly to look out at Cloak Island, where it seemed to almost hover over the water, dark green, thick with trees.  “Could we paddle across the bay on these?” he asked.
“Eventually, maybe,” Will said, with a shiver that made his voice quaver.  “We’d have to put on our life vests for that.  For now, we’ll stick close to shore, where the water’s shallow.”
The two of them paddled in silence for several minutes.  Ned concentrated on not pulling too hard or too far and kept his balance.  His dad did, too.  Downtown was getting closer.  They had gone maybe a couple of hundred yards.  “This is great,” Ned said.
“I’m already exhausted,” Will said.  “I’m a long way from where I need to be if I want to get back in shape.”
“We can do this every day,” Ned said.
“Yes we can,” his dad agreed.  “I’ll have to insist that you go out only with me for awhile, though, Ned.  And when I think you’re ready to try it on your own, you’ll have to wear a life vest.”
“Yeah, okay,” Ned said. He felt ready to try it on his own right now.  He looked out at Cloak Island, wondering how long it would take to paddle out there.  Not that long, it seemed to him. 
He saw his dad glancing over at him.  “Don’t even think about it.”
“What?” Ned asked. 




CHAPTER 4

THE SUN HAD DROPPED ONTO THE HORIZON by the time they paddled under the dock by the little beach at the edge of their property. Ned had been thinking about food for the last half-hour. They pulled their paddleboards to shore, then lifted and carried them to the shop, leaning them side-by-side against an outside wall.  Will stood breathing hard for a few moments, like he didn’t have enough energy left even to speak. 
“I know you’re hungry,” he said finally.  “I am too. We’ll take quick showers, then go for dinner.  I’ll pick up something for breakfast too, while we’re out, and get groceries tomorrow.”
Ned took his shower first and had dressed in jeans and a T-shirt by the time his dad went into the bathroom.  Ned had just slipped on his Vans when he heard a knock at the front door. He stared at the door for a moment, wondering who it could possibly be, then walked across the living room and opened it.  A smiling old woman with white hair he could see through stood on the porch, backlit by the low sun, holding a pan covered with aluminum foil with a red and white checked towel folded beneath it. 
“I’m Mrs. Jorgensen,” she said.  “Your next door neighbor.”  She held the pan out.  “I wanted to welcome you to your new home with the gift of a home-cooked meal.  It’s chicken potpie.  A specialty of mine.”
Ned took the pan from the old woman’s hands and could feel it was hot even through the towel.  He wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.  “Thanks,” he said.  “My name’s Ned.”
“Hello, Ned,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  She looked over his shoulder inside. 
Will came out of the bathroom, barefoot in jeans and a T-shirt, drying his hair with a towel.  He walked down the short hallway then stopped when he saw the old woman with Ned at the front door. 
“This is Mrs. Jorgensen, dad,” Ned said.  “She lives next door.  She brought us a chicken pot pie.”
His dad tossed the towel over the back of a chair, smoothed back his hair with both hands, then stepped up beside Ned, took the warm pan and set it on the dining table. 
“I just wanted to say welcome to your new home,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.
“It’s so kind of you, Mrs. Jorgensen,” Will said, and handed the old woman back her red-and-white checked towel.  “We just realized we didn’t have any food in the house and were headed out for dinner.  It’ll be nice to stay in and eat a home-cooked meal.”
Mrs. Jorgensen blushed and twisted her hands in the white apron Ned had just noticed she was wearing.  “Should be some left for breakfast,” she said.
Ned’s dad extended his hand and said, “I’m Will Myers.  Won’t you come in and visit with us?”
“Oh I don’t want to be a bother,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “It looks like you’re still moving in.”
“For a minute, please,” Will said.
When Ned stepped aside, Mrs. Jorgensen walked through the doorway and stood just inside it.  She didn’t leave even enough room to close the door.  The old woman looked around the room and somehow made it feel even smaller than it was.  “Mr. Gruner lived here all alone,” she said. 
“Well, there’s just the two of us, Ned and me, so we should be able to make do,” Will said.
“Mr. Jorgensen and I were so happy to see that someone Ned’s age had moved in next door,” the old woman said.  “My thirteen-year-old granddaughter Maddie spends her summer vacations with us, and complains every year that there’s no one her age anywhere nearby.”
“I’m fourteen,” Ned said.  He saw Mrs. Jorgensen and his dad exchange a slight smile, and it annoyed him. 
“Well fourteen is older than thirteen,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.
“I’m starting high school in September,” Ned told her.
“Maddie will just be an eighth grader,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “But I’m sure she’d rather have a boy next door who was older, rather than one who’s younger.  She’ll be here the week after next.”
“I’m sure Ned is happier to hear that than he’s showing,” his dad said.
Ned scowled.  It was true, though.  When they’d been paddling back home he had started thinking about spending the whole summer with just his dad for company.
“Ned’s mother is still in San Francisco?” Mrs. Jorgensen asked.
“Ned’s mother passed away recently,” Will said. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  Her face was even redder than before.  “Mr. Jorgensen tells me I’ve turned into a nosy old woman who asks too many questions and I’m afraid he’s correct.”
“It’s all right, Mrs. Jorgensen,” Will said. 
What was all right about it? Ned wondered.
Mrs. Jorgensen looked out the big picture window.  “Your house has the best view of Cloak Island,” she said.  “Did you know that you’re actually closer to the island than any house in all of Mirror Bay.” 
“There are people who live on the island, though, right?” Ned asked. 
Mrs. Jorgensen nodded.  “Marcus Bennett and his wife have been there for more than forty years.  Professor Clark staked his claim to the other end of the island six years ago it was, I think.” She lowered her voice slightly.  “That’s when things began to get nasty.”
“Nasty how?” Ned asked.
“No trespassing signs went up all over the island that weren’t there before,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “Used to be, the tour boats could pull right up to Marcus’s dock.  Now they have to keep their distance. For years, every summer, Bayside High School’s senior class would paddle out to Cut Beach on graduation night and build a big bonfire for a clambake. Marcus knew all about it and never really objected, so long as the kids stayed on the beach.  But that’s all finished.  Anybody sets foot on his end of the island these days, he has them arrested for trespassing. Not that many people want to go out there anyway, though, since the island became a war zone.”
“A war zone?” Ned asked.  The old woman was starting to interest him.
Mrs. Jorgensen nodded vigorously, like she thought she was being doubted.  “Gunshots have been fired,” she said.  “The police have been called out there several times to settle things down.”
“You called Clark ‘professor,’” Will said.
Mrs. Jorgensen nodded.  “He teaches history at Notre Dame University,” she said.  “It sounds made up, I know, but people have checked and it’s true.  That’s why he’s only out there on the island in the summer months. He showed up in town just yesterday, I’m told.” 
Ned’s dad looked out the window.  “Well, it sounds like we’ve got a front row seat on quite the drama,” he said. 
“Oh, you do,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “Something happens out there every summer.  You never know what it will be.” 
“Gives people something to talk about, I guess,” Will said.
Mrs. Jorgensen’s face got red again.  “I know,” she sighed, “I’m a terrible gossip.  It happens when you grow old in a small town.  Well, I won’t bother you any more this evening, Mr. Myers.  It’s been nice meeting you.  And you too, Ned.  Enjoy the pie, both of you.” 
Will opened the door.  “I’ll send Ned over with the pan tomorrow,” he said.
“No hurry,” Mrs. Jorgensen said, as she stepped outside.  She pointed at the pale blue house next door, visible through the pine trees that grew along the property line.  “That’s us,” she said.  “Drop by anytime.”
Ned’s dad closed the door and the two of them smiled at each other.  “Let’s dig in,” Will said. 
MRS. JORGENSEN’S CHICKEN POTPIE WAS EVEN BETTER for breakfast than it had been as their dinner.  Ned and Will had scraped the dish clean by the time they finished. 
“I’m going to spend most of the day in town,” Will said as they sat over plates that were empty of everything but crumbs.  “I’ve got a lot I want to do.  You’re welcome to come, but I can’t promise it will be much fun.” 
“I’d rather stay and explore around here,” Ned said. 
“Okay,” his dad told him.  “But you do understand that there’s no going out on the paddle boards unless we’re together, right?  At least for now.”
“Yeah, I understand.”
“And you’ll stick around here?”
“Yeah.” 
“Also, do me a favor, will you?  Wash the pan out and return it to Mrs. Jorgensen?”
“Okay.”
Ned could see his dad hesitating as he gathered up his wallet and keys and put them in his pockets.  “I meant what I said about not going out on the paddle board alone,” he said. 
“I heard you, dad.  Quit treating me like your little boy.  I’m a freshman in high school.”
His dad grinned.  “All right, old man.  Just stick close to home, okay.”
“I already said I would.” 
His dad sighed.  “I’ll be back this afternoon.”
Ned stood looking out at Cloak Island as he heard his dad start the pickup and drive away.  After a few minutes he walked around the living room opening boxes and looking inside, but didn’t take anything out.  He studied his mom’s sewing machine where it sat in one corner of the room, then went into his bedroom, which was so small he had to squeeze through the space between his bed and his dresser. He understood why his dad had said they would leave behind his desk. 
Ned decided to make his bed, something he hardly ever did at home.  It was one of the few things he and his dad fought about.  “Why should I make it when it’s just going to get messed up again?” he kept asking, truly unable to understand what about the question so exasperated his dad.  Ned looked at his made bed, wondered if his dad would notice, then went back out to the dining table, picked up the pie pan and carried it to the sink.  He filled the pan with warm water and scrubbed out the remains of the crust that clung to the edges, thinking about how his mom used to make jokes all the time about what a bad housekeeper she was.  When they were first married, she and his dad fought constantly about the importance of “chores and tasks,” Ned could remember his mom telling him.  He smiled, thinking how funny his mom seemed to think the words were.  “I guess I’m more like you, mom,” he said.   
Ned dried the pie pan, then carried it to the front door and stepped outside into a perfect morning.  The sun was bright but the breeze was cool, and he could smell the saltwater of the bay on it.  It was the kind of day that made you feel you should be doing something important and adventurous, Ned thought.  He looked at the paddleboards leaning against the side of the house, then shook his head.  It would be a long summer if his dad stopped trusting him on the first day of June. 
He walked on the gravel path to the little blue house, and knocked on the front door.  Mrs. Jorgensen opened the door with a big smile and said, “Hello, Ned.  Nice to see you again so soon.”
It was a little strange how happy she seemed, but Ned had to admit he kind of liked it.  “I brought back your pie pan,” he said, and offered it to her. 
Instead of taking the pan from him, Mrs. Jorgensen waved him inside.  “Come in, come in,” she said.  “Meet Mr. Jorgensen and have a glass of real lemonade. 
Visiting with a couple of old people wasn’t exactly what Ned had in mind for the day, but he stepped through the door Mrs. Jorgensen held open for him.  The Jorgensen’s house was only a little bigger than theirs, but they had a tiny entryway that led into the living room, where an old man sat wrapped in blankets on one end of the sofa, staring blankly in Ned’s direction. 
“Mr. Jorgensen suffered a stroke last November,” Mrs. Jorgensen said, “and he’s still recovering.” 
Ned looked at the old man, who didn’t look like he would ever be recovering, and wished he had made an excuse not to come in.  Mrs. Jorgensen, though, was already at the counter in the kitchen, pouring him a glass of lemonade from a pitcher.  Ned wondered how soon he could leave without being impolite.  Mrs. Jorgensen brought him the glass of lemonade and he took a sip.  It was delicious.  “The best lemonade I’ve ever tasted,” he told Mrs. Jorgensen, who beamed at him.  Ned took another big gulp; the faster he finished, the sooner he could go.  He looked out the window; the Jorgensens had a pretty good view of Cloak Island themselves. 
“Seems awfully close to shore when the tide is going out, doesn’t it,” Mrs. Jorgensen said. 
Ned nodded.  “How far is it?” he asked.
“Just about three-quarters of a mile across the bay at low tide,” she said.
“How deep is the water?” Ned asked. 
“Deeper than it looks,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “Over a hundred feet when the tide’s in.”  She looked at her husband.  “Don’t you think that’s right Mr. Jorgensen?”  The old man just stared at her.  Mrs. Jorgensen smiled at Ned.  “Over a hundred feet,” she repeated.  “We had a storm surge about fifteen years ago that raised the bay almost to our front door.  There’s a lot of water out there.” 
Ned took another gulp of lemonade.    “So nobody ever goes to the island anymore?” he asked. 
“Some of the whippersnappers motorboat out to Cut Beach from time to time,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “But I don’t think there have been many doing that since the Bigelow brothers disappeared.”
“Who were the Bigelow brothers?” Ned asked.
“A couple of local brothers, young fellas, who disappeared while they were trying to cross the bar in a dory boat a couple of years ago.”  Mrs. Jorgensen lowered her voice, like she was sharing a secret.  “Supposedly they drowned.  But their bodies were never recovered and there’s lots of people here in town who think they landed on Cloak Island and that either Marcus or the professor did away with them.”  Mrs. Jorgensen shook her head.  “I’m not saying the story’s true, but a lot of people tell it.”
“Why would anyone want to do away with them?” Ned asked. 
“Well, the story is that they stumbled onto something they weren’t supposed to see,” Mrs. Jorgensen said, “obtained some knowledge they weren’t supposed to have.” 
“You don’t really believe that story, do you?” Ned asked.
“I suppose I don’t, really,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “But I don’t rule it out, either.  Marcus has taken shots at people, and not just the professor.  He’s a flinty old coot, I’ll tell you that.”
Ned drained his glass with one last swallow.  “Thanks for the lemonade, Mrs. Jorgensen,” he said.  “I’ve got to get back home.” 
“No need to hurry off, is there?” Mrs. Jorgensen asked.  She looked actually sad. 
“I promised my dad I’d get some things done,” Ned told her.  He set the glass down on the kitchen counter and moved toward the front door. 
“Just one moment,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “Take some cookies with you.”  She opened her oven and pulled out a tray covered with what looked like fresh-baked oatmeal cookies.  “I miss baking and cooking for young ones,” Mrs. Jorgensen explained as she used a spatula to lift half a dozen cookies off the sheet onto a paper plate, then covered them with plastic wrap.   It seemed to take forever.  Finally, she handed the plate to Ned.  “These will help you keep your strength up.” 
Ned felt even worse about lying to the old woman as he accepted the plate of cookies and turned again toward the door.  Mrs. Jorgensen held it open for him.  “Don’t be a stranger, Ned,” she said. 
It would be pretty hard to be a stranger, Ned thought, when he was living right next door.  He walked back to his own house, looking over his shoulder to make sure Mrs. Jorgensen wasn’t watching as he disappeared behind one of the pine trees that grew between their houses, then continued down toward the water.  When he got there, Ned climbed up six wooden steps to the dock and walked out to the edge.  He could feel the floor rocking under his feet, and for just a moment had a sense that it was coming apart under him.  Like his dad had said, there was a world of movement beneath the calm surface of the bay. 
Ned turned and looked back toward the four houses spread along the bay front.  Mrs. Jorgensen called this ‘the neighborhood,’ Ned thought.  They really were separate from the rest of the town, though.  The shoreline turned from sand to rocks on both sides of them and Ned couldn’t see a single house in either direction, only the ones on the hills across the highway.  He wasn’t going to meet any other kids unless he went looking for them. 
Ned had been thinking about what the man in the Cloak Island Room at the museum had said about boys his age in Mirror Bay, that they weren’t curious.  What if there wasn’t anyone he could make friends with here? Ned worried.  Ned had been thinking a lot, too, about Mrs. Jorgensen’s granddaughter arriving in two weeks.  He hoped she was curious.  And pretty.  For a moment he imagined her looking like Natalie Molinar, a girl with big brown eyes and long tanned legs from his class at Ansel Adams that he had secretly admired, but never spoken a single word to.  There was not much chance she would look like Natalie, Ned knew, but he could always hope. 
Ned turned again to look out across the water, past Cloak Island, where a towering wall of rocks seemed to mark the entrance to the bay.  He imagined the Bigelow brothers drowning out there, grabbing at each other, their lungs filling with water.   Then he wondered what ‘done away with’ might mean. Mrs. Jorgensen had called them ‘young fellas,’ but who knew what that meant when someone as old as her said it. 
Cloak Island again seemed to float and shimmer in the water.  The trees looked close enough to touch. Being this near to a place that was so strange and famous made Ned long to be someone who was part of the story, not just another person hearing about it.  Danger and mystery and buried treasure were all within reach, he thought to himself.  It wasn’t just all that, though.  Living here gave him a chance to be part of something large and important, to be part of history, someone who mattered to more than just his sad dad and his dead mother.  If he were the one who finally solved the riddle of Cloak Island, Ned thought, everything that had happened to him would add up and make sense.  It would all have been for a reason.
Ned shivered.  Of course he was going out there. 




CHAPTER 5

IT WAS AFTER THREE when his dad finally came home, and all Ned had eaten since breakfast was Mrs. Jorgensen’s cookies.  The cab of the truck was filled with bags of groceries, though, and his dad had also brought him a burger and fries from Dairy Queen, so Ned decided not to complain.  His dad usually was almost as strict about not eating fast food as his mom had been.  He helped his dad carry the groceries into the house, then sat at the dining table and ate his burger while his dad put them away.
“I got a lot done this morning,” his dad said. 
“Like what?” Ned asked.
“For starters, we have someone coming to power wash the house tomorrow.  When he’s done, we’re going to pick up some shingles and start putting them on.”
“I don’t know how to put shingles on,” Ned said.
“I do,” his dad replied, “and I can teach you.”  He studied Ned’s face for a moment, then smiled. “I’m going to pay you for your time.”
“Really?” 
“Ten dollars an hour.  I’ve got several things that need to be done.”  

“How many hours a day are we going to work?”

“My plan is to get up early, work until the afternoon sun heats the day up, then get out on the water.”
It sounded like a pretty good plan to Ned, except that it meant spending all his time with his dad. 
His dad smiled again.  “We’re going to put the shingles on together.  The other jobs you can do on your own.”
“What will you be doing?”
“Learning how to build a dory boat.”
“Learning from who?”
“A man named Earl Iverson.  He lives here in Mirror Bay and builds the best dory boats on the West Coast.”
“Why does he want to teach you?” 
“Earl is seventy-four years old.  There are things he needs help with.  Lifting and carrying, mostly.  I’m going to do those things for him, and in trade he’s going to teach me how it’s done.”
“So you won’t be paid,” Ned said. 
“My payment will be acquiring knowledge and learning skills.  It’s a fair deal.”
“And then what?  You’re going to build dory boats?”
“I hope so.  Earl can’t make them nearly as fast as people want him to.  If and when he thinks I’m ready, he’ll start referring some of those people to me.” 
“So you’re not a writer anymore?”
His dad took awhile to answer and was staring out at the bay when he finally did.  “I don’t have any ideas I believe in. And I’m tired of working indoors, sitting in a chair, staring at a computer screen.  I want to be outdoors, moving around, working with my hands. I want to make something I can see, something I can touch.  Does it seem so strange?”
“I just thought when you found out Winning Ticket was being made into a movie that would make you want to write more books.” 
“Well it didn’t.  It made me want to move to Mirror Bay and learn how to build boats.”  He studied Ned, who was thinking this over.  “Do you wish we hadn’t come here?” his dad asked.
“No, I like it here so far.  I mean, I like how it feels.  I don’t know if I’ll like the other kids. I don’t know if I’ll like living here.” 
“I guess you’ll find that out in September.  In the meantime, we can keep you busy.” 
HIS DAD MEANT WHAT HE SAID.  At eight the next morning Ned was rolled out of bed by a roaring thrum against the wall outside his bedroom. It felt for a moment like he was going over a waterfall in a barrel.  The man with the powerwash machine was already packing up by the time Ned finished his breakfast and came outside, and the walls of the house were now soaking wet tan-and-gray colored wood with flecks of white paint sticking to it. 
His dad showed him how to use a pry bar to remove the trim around the doors and windows, then they drove together to Walker’s Lumberyard, north on the highway.  There, his dad told a man wearing a big leather tool belt that he wanted  “kiln-dried number ones,” “four-inch ring shanks” and “Grade D paper.”  Ned felt sort of small listening to a lot of language he didn’t understand, and he silently suspected his dad of being a show-off.  The man wearing the tool-belt, though, just kept nodding and saying, “Good choice.”  By the time two younger men came out of the big barn-looking building to load the back of the pickup, the guy with the tool belt was chatting away with Will like they were old friends.  
“How do you know so much about shingles and stuff?” Ned asked his dad when they climbed into the cab of the truck and started to drive away. 
“I learned how to put shingles on when I was working here twenty-five years ago,” his dad told him.  “I learned most of the really useful things I know during those two summers in Mirror Bay. Maybe that’s why I wanted to come back.” 
After they got home and unloaded the pickup, Ned helped his dad staple tarpaper to the entire outside of the house, cut out around the windows and doors.  They ate a late lunch, then his dad showed Ned how to use a laser level and snap a chalk line.  “We work up from the bottom,” Will explained.  “We’ll give our starter course a two-inch drop from the top edge of the foundation.”  Ned watched his dad nail the first four shingles edge-to-edge, extending two inches below the old siding.  “The starter course especially has to be straight and level,” his dad said, then extended the hammer.  “You want to try?”  
Ned took the hammer.  His dad handed him a shingle and a nail.  Ned held the shingle against the wall the way his dad had done, placed the nail and pounded it. He gasped when the shingle split down its entire length.  “You’re too close to the edge,” his dad said, and handed him a new shingle.  “You want to use two nails per shingle, each at least an inch-and-a-half from the edge.” 
Ned’s face was hot and his hands were shaky, but he managed to drive two nails into the new shingle without splitting it.  It had taken him about twice as long as it had for his dad to put on four shingles.  “Good,” Will told him.  “Just make sure you keep them flush against each other and that the top edge is on the chalk line.  Call me when you get to the corner.  There, we’ll have to cut the shingles to fit.”
His dad walked off toward the shed, then came back with a long metal ladder that he propped against the wall of the house where Ned couldn’t see him.  As he put another shingle in place and began to nail it on, Ned could hear his dad climbing the ladder and stepping onto the roof.  He had put on a third shingle when he heard his dad groan and say, “Crap!”  Ned stepped back from the house until he could see his dad kneeling on the roof near the very top.  “What is it?” he asked. 
“I thought we could save this roof if we took the moss off,” his dad said.  “But it’s too far gone.”
“What does that mean?” Ned asked. 
“What that means is that we’re going to have to tear it off and put on a new one,” his dad said.  “It means spending money and time I hadn’t counted on.”
Great, Ned thought.  I’ll be working all summer on the house.
At a little past three o’clock, though, right after they finished putting on the first course of shingles on two sides of the house, his dad said they were breaking for the day.  They changed out of their work clothes into swimsuits and headed for the paddleboards.
When they got the boards in the water and climbed aboard, they paddled away from shore, toward town, almost side-by-side. “When are you going to start working with Mr. Iverson?” Ned asked. 
His dad smiled.  “Soon enough.  Once we’ve gotten you to the point where you can do a job on your own, I’ll spend the first part of the day at Earl’s while you work here. I’ll come back at two or so for lunch and we can be on the water by three.”
If his dad left at eight, that would be six hours alone, Ned thought to himself.  He turned his head slightly to take a look at Oak Island, silently measuring the distance. Ned turned his head the other way and saw his dad measuring him.
THE NEXT MORNING, THEY WERE UP AT SIX, out the door and at work by seven.  Ned didn’t even remember it was Saturday until they had finished shingling an entire side of the house.  They did most of another side before his dad said it was time to knock off, eat lunch, then hit the water.   Over egg salad sandwiches, Ned asked his dad when they were going to get an Internet connection.  “The phone company’s coming to hook it up on Monday,” his dad said. 
“The phone company?” Ned asked.  “You mean we’re going to have a DSL connection?”   His dad nodded.  “That’s too slow,” Ned told him.  “We should get cable.”
Will’s expression became about as dark and annoyed as Ned had ever seen it.  “There is no cable out here,” he said. “And you’re lucky to get DSL.”
Ned punished his dad by refusing to speak to him when they were out on the water.  He just nodded or shook his head or looked away when his dad said something.  Ned deliberately fell behind and then, when his dad slowed down, paddled ahead faster, pulling out in front and not looking back.  “You’re stuck with me,” he heard his dad call, “whether you like it or not.  And you’re stuck with DSL, too.”
They had shingled three sides of the house by the time they knocked off on Sunday; working in silence had made Ned feel like he was moving slower even though they were actually going faster.  At about nine he had watched Mrs. Jorgensen back her old station wagon out of the garage with Mr. Jorgensen in the passenger seat and drive off with a wave.  When the station wagon returned about three hours later, Ned realized they had been at church and felt a sudden discomfort that he knew was shame and embarrassment, even though he didn’t know why he should be ashamed or embarrassed.  He had only been to church a few times, with his mom, who said she wanted to give him a feel for it, and see if he wanted to keep going.  He didn’t.  “Stand up, sit down, kneel, stand up, sit down,” he had told her.  “I don’t get it.”  He had liked the music, but it wasn’t enough to make him want to go back.  As he watched Mrs. Jorgensen pull the station wagon back into the garage, he wondered if God was mad at him, and if that had anything to do with what had happened to his mom. 
After lunch, Ned told his dad he wanted to paddle on his own today.  “I’ll wear my vest,” he said.  Ned could see the hurt spread like a bruise in his dad’s blue eyes, but for some reason he couldn’t help adding.  “I’m better than you are now, anyway.” 
Will stared at him for a moment, then said, “Maybe.”  He let his breath in a big sigh. “Okay, if you promise to wear your vest and stay within easy reach of the shoreline.” 
After they put their boards in the water and climbed onto them, Ned waited until his dad began to paddle south, toward town, then turned and paddled north.
Because the shoreline curved outward in that direction, it was easier to look at Cloak Island as he paddled.  The island’s reflection off the water was always larger and more vivid in the late afternoon, and once again Ned experienced the sensation that he was looking at two different islands, one that stood steady above the water and another that shimmered on its surface like something alive, a green and black sea monster rising from the depths. It was so close!  A mystery that had gone unsolved for going on two centuries and a treasure that had never been found were sitting right there, and yet everyone in Mirror Bay went on with life just like people everywhere did.  They sold trucks and served breakfasts and told stories people had already heard.  I’m not like that, Ned thought.  I’m the kind that’s…curious.
Up ahead, Ned saw a little island, one of the rocks with trees growing on them that dotted the bay, maybe two hundred yards offshore.  He paddled toward it.  When he got close, Ned circled the rock, which was bigger than he had thought, almost as large as their house, with three bent and twisted pine trees growing right out of brown and gray rock that looked more like silver and gold at the water’s edge, where the pieces of it that had crumbled away were shiny wet. Ned paddled once around the rock, then slowed next to a flat section on the far side.  He took a couple of small strokes to get as near as he could, then stepped off his board up onto the shelf.  His board was still in the water, and began to float away, but Ned was able to catch it with his paddle.  He pulled it close, then dragged it out of the water up next to him on the flat rock where he stood. 
The water lapped up over his feet and ankles, and Ned again felt how alive and powerful the bay was.  Only when you were away from shore and out on the water, he had learned, could you truly sense the tremendous movements under its smooth surface.  “There’s so much out there that we can’t see,” he whispered to himself, repeating something Will had said the day before.   
Ned tried not to think about how meanly he had spoken to his dad, but it came to mind anyway.  He loved his dad—the only person still alive that he was absolutely sure he did love.  And yet sometimes Will trying to be closer made Ned want to be farther apart. He didn’t know why he felt that way, but he knew he couldn’t help it.  Ned hugged himself against the chill of the water that was still dripping from his swimsuit. 
You and Will must work together, Ned.  The good of all depends upon it.
For a flashing instant he thought it was his mother’s voice, but then immediately realized it was some other Voice, one that wasn’t clearly female or male. Ned had the faint sense that he had heard this Voice before, but couldn’t remember when.  A shiver shook him from the back of his neck to the heels of his feet; Ned could feel the giant goose bumps on his arms without looking at them.  ‘Am I going crazy?’ he thought.  The Voice had been so still and small, and at the same time so clear and sure.  It wasn’t his own voice, was it? Ned wondered.  No, it wasn’t his own voice, he thought a moment later.
Ned suddenly felt alone and afraid, shivering again as a gust of wind blew straight into his face and seemed to push the chill into his bones.  His knees trembled as he pushed his board back into the water and climbed onto it, and continued to shake as he paddled back the way he had come, toward home. 




CHAPTER 6

NED WAS SITTING ON THE GRASS with his arms wrapped around his knees, his board beside him, when he saw his dad paddle into view, then up onto the little beach, before pulling his board out of the water and carrying it onto the lawn. 
“I didn’t think I’d find you back already,” Will said.  Then he noticed that Ned was shivering.  “Caught a chill out there, huh?”  Ned nodded and his teeth chattered.  Inside his head, it sounded like someone shuffling a deck of cards. “Let’s go inside and build a fire,” his dad said. 
When Will reached out to pull his son onto his feet, though, Ned could see his dad’s whole face fall open in an expression of shock.  “Your hands are bricks of ice,” he said.  
He put an arm around Ned’s shoulder as he guided him into the house and onto the red velvet sofa that had been his mom’s favorite piece of furniture.  Will wrapped Ned in a fleecy white blanket and used a long wooden match to light the fire.  His dad had arranged the wood and paper a couple of days earlier, but this was the first time they’d actually used the big stone fireplace.  Ned closed his eyes and absorbed the warm glow, almost like he was breathing it through his skin.
“Where did you go out there?” his dad asked. 
“N-n-not far,” Ned answered.  His teeth were still chattering and it made him stutter slightly.  “I j-j-just paddled up to the big rock closest to shore and stood there for awhile.  Th-th-then I got really c-c-cold all of a sudden.”
Will waited for Ned to say more, but Ned had nothing more to say.  He noticed his dad’s concerned expression, and was relieved when Will said, “I’m going to take a quick shower before I make dinner.  You keep the fire going, okay?”
Ned nodded.  When Will went into the bathroom and closed the door, Ned slid down onto the floor with the blanket still wrapped around him and sat right in front of the fire.  He stopped shivering after a couple of minutes and drew in a deep breath.  It felt like the first one he’d taken in a while. 
He certainly wasn’t going to tell his dad about hearing the Voice, Ned decided.  Will might make him go see another therapist.  After his mom died, his dad had arranged for Ned to meet with a psychologist at the hospital, Dr. Loveland, a man with tiny hands, big glasses and a soft, breathy voice that made Ned dislike him immediately.  Dr. Loveland had wanted to play a game called “word association” and asked Ned to tell him what he saw when he heard a word.  “Tree,” Dr. Loveland had begun. 
“A tree,” Ned had answered. 
Dr. Loveland offered just about the most fake smile Ned had ever seen, then said, “You can do better than that.  Let’s try again.  “Bed.” 
“A bed,” Ned replied, and Dr. Loveland’s fake smile and smug expression both vanished.  Later Ned heard him telling Will that he was “concerned about your son’s oppositional behavior.” 
On the drive home Will had asked, “So what did you think of Dr. Loveland?”
“He’s a stupid person who thinks he’s smart,” Ned had answered, and saw his dad trying to suppress a smile.
Ned never saw Dr. Loveland again, but his dad asked several times if he’d like to meet with a different therapist.  “No,” Ned answered each time. 
“You aren’t talking to anyone about how you’re feeling,” his dad had said. 
“I talk to mom,” Ned had replied.  His dad had nodded, but Ned could see a worried expression on Will’s face. 
“If you’re there, mom, if you’re really listening, I hope you think I’m all right,” Ned murmured as he stared into the fire.  He put another chunk of wood on the fire and was quiet for a few moments, then again spoke aloud, talking as much to himself as to his dead mother.  “Dad doesn’t have to know everything.  He worries about me too much already.”
NED AND WILL FINISHED THE FINAL ROW OF SHINGLES on the last side of the house just minutes before the phone company truck arrived and a man who only nodded his hello climbed out and went to work hooking up their Internet connection.  Half an hour later, Will let his son be the first to try it out, on the desktop computer they had brought from the house in San Francisco.  It was an old G4, so ancient it had one of those tulip designs and ridiculously slow, especially with a DSL connection.  Ned had dropped his dad’s laptop and shattered the screen about a month earlier; his dad hadn’t bothered to get a new one since.  Ned had a feeling that bringing the subject up wouldn’t be a good idea.  He tapped the top of the tiny ladder desk they had squeezed into one corner of the main room while he waited for the old G4 to boot up and then to bring up a Google prompt. 
After what seemed like forever, he typed “Cloak Island” and waited again before the first page of websites appeared on the screen. When they finally did, Ned scrolled down until he opened a page that referred to “Beeswax Symbols.”  Ned could feel his dad step up behind him as he read about the sheets of flattened beeswax that had been discovered near Mirror Bay.  The beeswax had been inscribed with “strange symbols” and, according to Indian legends, had been left by a group of white men who came ashore from a ship at anchor during the sixteenth century.  The “evidence was strong,” according to the writer, that the white men had been Francis Drake and his crew, and that it was connected in some way to the “works” on Cloak Island. 
“There’s so much to it all,” Ned said.
“Somebody once described Cloak Island as the most elaborate practical joke in the history of the human race,” Will told him. 
“Do you believe that?” Ned asked.
“No,” his dad sad.  “No one who ever lived would have gone to such lengths to play a joke.  And certainly not back in the fifteen hundreds.  When I was staying here that first summer all those years ago, a professor from the school of engineering at Cal Poly came up here and estimated that at least six thousand man-hours had gone into the works on Cloak Island.  It’s not a joke.  More like a puzzle that’s all-but-impossible to solve.”
“But not totally impossible,” Ned said. 
“Doesn’t make sense that it would be totally impossible,” his dad agreed.  “But after almost two hundred years it starts to look that way.”
Will went into the kitchen to make dinner and Ned clicked on some more websites.  Most of the postings were by people who speculated about what the treasure on Cloak Island might be.  Spanish gold was what most thought, but there were lots of other ideas.  Some person in Panama City claimed that the treasure was an emerald “the size of a young girl’s fist” that had been seized from the Cacafueco.  A man in Copenhagen, Denmark, of all places, had written that what Drake and his party had hidden on Cloak Island was manuscripts that revealed the true identity of William Shakespeare.  Another man, from Cornwall, England, offered two pages of proof that Drake had been a member of a “secret society” that had buried the missing treasure of the Knights Templar on Cloak Island.  Someone writing from Athens, Georgia, insisted that the Ark of the Covenant was in an “underground chamber” deep beneath the Honey Pot.    A reader in Los Angeles posted a comment that the Georgia man had fantasized about being Indiana Jones “maybe one too many times.”
“What do you think it is, dad?” Ned asked.
Will looked up from the cutting board where he was chopping vegetables.  “You mean what’s buried on the island?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“I have no real idea,” Will said. He used his knife to scrape the cut vegetables to the side of the cutting board.  “There is one possibility, though, that people never seem to consider.”
“What’s that?” Ned asked.
“That the same people who buried their treasure on Cloak Island came back, dug it up and sailed away with it long ago.”
“I don’t like that idea at all,” Ned said.
“Nobody does,” his dad told him. 




CHAPTER 7

ON WEDNESDAY, THE SIXTH DAY OF JUNE and the first day of their second week in Mirror Bay, Will finally went off to spend the day with Mr. Iverson, learning to make dory boats.  Ned wasn’t entirely happy that his dad hadn’t left the house until almost ten, waiting until after the crew that was going to tear off the old roof and put on a new one had arrived and set to work.  
The dust and noise would make it miserable to be inside the house or even nearby, Will observed.  “Maybe you should come with me today.”
“I’d rather stay here,” Ned said.
His dad stared at him for a moment.  “I don’t like the idea of you going out on the water alone, Ned,” he said. Ned said nothing. “If you do go for a paddle,” Will told him, “I want you to promise me you’ll wear your vest.”
“I promise,” Ned said.
“And you stick close to shore, okay?”
“I hear you,” Ned answered.  His mom had taught him a long time ago that saying ‘I hear you’ was a good way to avoid making promises you might break.              After his dad had driven away, Ned gathered up what he thought he might need for the trip:  His life vest, an empty Gatorade bottle that he filled with tap water, the Leatherman tool he had still never used and his binoculars, plus his old pair of lace up Converse. He grabbed his notebook also, with a map of Cloak Island that he had copied off the Internet folded inside.  He slipped the notebook into a Ziploc freezer bag, hoping that would keep it dry if he fell off his board.
After he put on the vest, Ned couldn’t think of how to carry the rest of his stuff until he realized that the nylon bag his soccer boots had come in would work, if he worked the long cinch cord over one shoulder and let the bag itself hang down his back.  He dropped the Gatorade bottle and the Leatherman tool inside the bag, and carried it and the binoculars and the sneakers outside. 
Ten feet from the front door, Ned stopped and looked at the three men on the roof, who all had dark skin and spoke Spanish.  They were throwing the mossy tiles they tore off the roof into a big steel box on the ground by the side of the house that was closest to their truck, and barely looked at Ned as he walked to the shop, picked up his board and paddle, and carried them toward the water.             
For several minutes Ned sat on the damp sandy grass that bordered what he and his dad had begun calling “Little Beach,” like they had named it, using his binoculars to study Cloak Island.  Almost directly in front of him, he spotted a narrow strip of dark gray sand emerging from the island’s shoreline.  That was Cut Beach, he knew, a manmade “landing area” that one website had described as being “a key piece of Cloak Island’s mystery.” According to the tide chart Ned had checked on the computer while his dad was in the shower, it would be low tide at 12:27, a little more than two hours from how.  On another of the Cloak Island websites, he’d read that the water receded far enough from Cut Beach to make it useable for about two hours before low tide and two hours afterward.  That window of four hours had almost begun, which meant that Ned should start paddling now.  
He took a deep breath, stood up, slipped the binoculars into the nylon bag with his water bottle and the Leatherman tool, then slung the cord over his left shoulder. Ned tied the laces of the Converse tennies together and slipped them through the bag’s cord, so that they hung on each side.  He carried his board and paddle to where the water was knee-deep, set it down, climbed on and stood floating for a few moments.  He took a quick look over his shoulder, saw one of the workers on the roof watching him, then began to paddle. 
Fifteen minutes or so later, he was at least two hundred yards offshore.  He glanced to his right, saw that he was out past the rock he had stood upon two days earlier, which meant that he was now further out into the bay than he had ever been.  Cloak Island, though, looked only a tiny bit closer. 
Out this far, there were choppy little waves on the surface of the bay that you couldn’t see from shore.  He felt a force working against him that was much bigger than he’d felt in his earlier paddles.  It was like a pulse rising and falling in the water, one that pushed the entire volume of the bay.  At moments, Ned had to concentrate to keep it from lifting him right off the board. 
After the second time he nearly fell off, he decided to paddle kneeling.  He choked up on his paddle and at the same time pulled in even longer strokes than he had been able to standing. Sweat was flowing down his neck and back, and stinging his eyes.  After maybe another ten minutes he lifted his paddle out of the water and drifted while he caught his breath.  When he looked up to check his distance from the island this time, Ned could see he was closer for sure.  He paddled into a turn, looked back to shore, and guessed he was almost to the halfway point. His arms and shoulders ached, and his lungs burned. 
His dad had told him that sharks hardly ever came into the bay, but hardly ever was not the same as never, Ned found himself thinking.  His paddle strokes felt a little less strong than they had been when he started.  A shiver of fear shook Ned when he wondered if he might not have the strength to make it the rest of the way.   There was no sense in turning back now, he told himself a moment later; he had passed the point of no return.  He would have to make it. 
“Courage and faith are one, Ned.  Have faith and you will find courage.”
It was the same Voice.  Exactly the same, quiet but clear.  ‘I hope I’m not going crazy,’ Ned thought to himself. He stood up again and paddled in short quick strokes, straight toward Cut Beach, trying not to hear anything but his board pushing through the water 
From this close, the gray beach was much wider than it had looked from shore.   He saw crescents of white where the silver-blue water of the bay was breaking.  The sand on the beach was really fine gravel, he knew.  On the Internet, he had read that the beach was man-made, carved out of the island’s banks with picks and shovels long before Daniel Muldoon discovered it, and that under the gravel was a thick layer of coconut husks. Fifty yards from Cut Beach, Ned thought he could see dark, furry matting under the gravel and wondered if it was what was left of the husks. Behind the gray beach rose a red clay bank that was maybe four or five feet high and so steeply cut that it looked like a wall built to keep people out.  Ned felt for a moment as if he was assaulting a fortress.
He paddled until the front of his board touched the gravel and brought him to an abrupt stop. Ned’s legs shook as he stumbled off into shin-high water, then stooped to drag the board to shore. He dropped down beside it onto the gravel, which was very fine but still jabbed his back when he lay down. He closed his eyes against the sun. His heart thumped in his chest and his ears felt plugged. For the first time in his life, Ned thought he knew what it meant to feel like your arms were going to fall off. 
He lay still until his breathing slowed, then sat up.   He seemed to need all his strength to work the cord of the nylon bag over his head and shrug it off onto the ground next to him. Ned struggled to untangle the laces of his Converse from the cord. He scooted forward until his feet were in the water to wash the gravel off of them, then pulled on the sneakers.  His fingers were trembling so much that it took a long time to tie the laces with a double knot. 
He stood up finally, looking up and down the length of the beach.  The cut bank sloped at the ends, he saw, where it would be possible to climb up onto the rocks that disappeared into salal bushes.  He couldn’t leave his board on the beach where someone might see it or it might wash away when the tide rose, Ned realized.  He threw the nylon bag back over his shoulder, laid the paddle along the board’s length and carried both to the end of the beach, where he could slide them up onto the rocks and then into the bushes.  He climbed up behind the board and stood on the rocks at the edge of the bank. 
He was breathing hard again.  He made himself keep still until he could calm down.  How brave must Daniel Muldoon have been? Ned wondered.  He sat down again, opened the nylon bag, took out the Gatorade bottle and his notebook.  He took a long drink of water, then pulled the map out of the notebook. 
It was the simplest map of the island that Ned had been able to find.  There were four big X’s next to handwritten names, little drawings of the boat docks, and north-south-east-west directions.  ‘I’m on the island’s east side,’ Ned thought to himself and turned to stand so that his back was due east—what he hoped was due east—then turned the map the same way.  Over there on the left was south.  The entire south part of the island belonged to Marcus Burnett, according to the map, while the northern third or so of it belonged to the professor.  Skull Rock was on the edge of the professor’s property, but the Honey Pot was pretty near the center of the island, on Mr. Burnett’s property.  And it was almost straight in front of him. 
He folded the map, put it back in his bag, then pushed through the mass of sticky salal bushes only to find himself crouched in darkness under the branches of a low-growing vine maple. Ned had to get down on his hands and knees to move forward for a few yards, but then a moment later climbed to his feet in bright sunlight.
He stood in a clearing where he could see beneath the trees on the other side for a long way. This was a mature forest, Ned realized. His dad had explained it to him: When the evergreens got big enough, they overshadowed the undergrowth, and eventually most of it died off. There were still a lot of vine maples and ferns in spots, and other small trees and bushes in clumps, but mostly it was open ground, under tall trees. Beautiful, Ned thought. 
He began to hike up a gentle slope, through dark shadows split by shafts of light.   He tried very hard not to be afraid by paying attention to everything around him.  The trees were some fir but mostly spruce, nearly all with trunks at least ten feet around.  Here and there one had fallen and lay on the ground huge and rotting.  He walked next to one fallen tree—a spruce, he thought—and saw that even laying on its side the trunk was taller than he was.  He would look up how long a spruce tree lived when he got home, Ned told himself.   
He was just past the fallen tree when he sensed something on his right and turned to see what had to be the biggest bald eagle in the world, perched on a sunlit branch about twenty feet over his head, staring out across the bay. The eagle turned to look at him for a second, then slowly stretched its wings and glided off majestically above vine maple and salal toward the water.  Ned’s heart was beating hard again, but he felt more excited than afraid this time, and somehow less alone. He continued uphill and inland for a few minutes, then the ground leveled out before sloping gradually downhill. He came to a small creek that ran through a narrow ravine. Ned used a rock to step across, then found himself climbing again, more steeply than before. For a moment, he thought he heard the faint whirr of a machine, and felt certain, for some reason, that he was being watched. When he spun in the direction of the sound, though, there was nothing he could see.
At the top of the rise, Ned looked down and saw a large clearing below him, covered with shaggy grass and mounds of dirt. All around it were big pieces of rusting metal, broken old machines that had been abandoned here a long time before. Near the center of the clearing was a low spot, sunken into a circle of shadow.
It had to be the Honey Pot, Ned realized, and felt a thrill of recognition that was followed swiftly by a feeling of disappointment. He didn’t know what he had expected, but something more than this. Ned started down the slope, looking both ways as he went. At the edge of the clearing, he saw an old gray building off to his right. The walls had so much lean to them that Ned felt as if he could knock it over with one push. There was a wide doorway, but no door. Inside, Ned could see more machines and equipment, but this stuff looked as if it might still be in working order.
Ned moved very slowly toward the edge of the shadowed circle, feeling soft dirt slip beneath his feet. He was glad he had come in the dry season. When he was about ten feet from the circle, Ned saw that it was a concrete cylinder built into the ground, only about four feet across. A few rungs of a steel ladder built on the inside of the cylinder disappeared into darkness below. The thought of climbing down that ladder into the darkness made Ned shiver, and for a second he had an overwhelming urge to run back to the beach. Instead, he moved around to the other side of the cylinder, with the light over his shoulder, so he could look deeper in. All that showed were more rungs of the steel ladder.
Ned stepped a little closer, crouching on his haunches. He was practically near enough to step onto the ladder when he heard a man’s voice shout, “Stop right there!”
Ned looked over his shoulder, saw nothing, then scrambled back up the grassy slope and ran for the edge of the clearing. He was almost there when a gun blast so loud it sounded like a cannon shot came roaring toward him from behind. The branches of a vine maple splintered just a few feet above his head. Ned dove toward the ferns beneath the tree, landing on his belly and crawling for cover. He clung to the ground, chin pushed into dirt.
Ned heard footsteps, but couldn’t tell where they were coming from. Then, through the fern fronds, he saw a pair of pant legs tucked into rubber boots that were walking toward him.
“I knew you couldn’t resist takin’ a look, Clark!” he heard the man’s voice roar. “Get out here and face me.” 
Ned tried not to breath. “Boom!” Another gun blast split the air, unbelievably loud. Ned felt the bushes move around him, and dug his fingers into the dirt.
“I’m not who you think,” he managed to get out. “Please don’t shoot.”
“Come out where I can see you!” the man ordered.
Ned heard a loud clicking noise. He rose to his knees and lifted his hands over his head. “Please don’t shoot,” he said again.
“What the—“ the man began when he saw Ned, then said, “Step out here.”
Ned stood and walked out of the ferns into the open, where he found himself facing a tall, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested old man who was pointing a shotgun at him. “Please don’t shoot,” he said one more time.
The old man lowered the barrel of his gun slightly and grimaced. “You damn fool kid,” he said. “You know how close I just came to shootin’ you dead.”
“I do know,” Ned answered.”
“Who are you and how did you get here?” the old man asked. Ned could barely see the man’s big crooked nose beneath the wide brim of the hat that shadowed his eyes.  
“My name is Ned Myers,” he answered, still holding his hands above his head. “I live in town. I came out here on my paddleboard.”
“Paddleboard?  Why the hell did you do that?” the old man asked. “Who gave you the idea.” He looked past Ned into the trees.
“I came alone,” Ned said. 
The old man stared at him for a few moments, and Ned thought he saw the flicker of a smile. The old man’s voice was gruff, though, when he motioned with his gun barrel and said, “You come this way.”
They were on a trail of dirt and gravel a few moments later. It wound through the trees to the water’s edge, then continued along a path that had been cut through thimbleberry bushes. Ned was relieved when he saw that the old man had lowered the barrel of his shotgun, and was carrying it under one arm, pointed at the ground. “You know who I am?” the old man asked.
“You’re Mr. Burnett,” Ned said. He stole a glance to his right, and thought about making a run for it, but knew that would be a bad idea.
“If you know who I am then you know I own this island.  Most of it anyway.”
“I didn’t mean to do anything wrong, Mr. Burnett,” Ned said.
“Trespassin’s wrong,” Marcus Burnett replied. “You can get put in jail for it. Sometimes you can even get shot.”
“I just wanted to look around,” Ned said. His voice sounded squeaky.
“Not much point in that on Cloak Island,” the old man answered, “unless you know what you’re lookin’ for. You come out here on a dare?”
“No,” Ned answered. “No one even knows I’m here.”
“So if you disappeared, your folks would have no idea where to start lookin’, would they?” the old man asked.
Ned felt sick to his stomach and wondered again if he should make a run for it.
The old man let loose a raspy chuckle. “Don’t worry,” he said. “If I was gonna shoot ya, I’d have done it already. Might have the cops come get you, though.”
“I don’t want you to do that,” Ned said miserably.
“I bet you don’t,” the old man replied, and laughed his dry laugh again. 
The trail twisted inland, under the tall trees. Ned listened to the sound of his sneakers crunching fir needles.
“How long’d it take you to find the Honey Pot?” the old man asked.
“Not long,” Ned told him. “Maybe twenty minutes. I had a map.”
“Where’d you get a map?” the old man demanded.
“Off the Internet,” Ned answered.
The old man sighed. “Damn computers. You can’t keep nothin’ to yourself no more.”
They entered another clearing, much larger than the one that surrounded the Honey Pot. There were three buildings facing the bay at the edge of the clearing. One was a log cabin. The other two looked like large tool sheds. Ned was startled to see a woman on her knees in the middle of a garden, digging with a hand trowel. Bed sheets billowed on the clothesline behind her. The woman stopped digging when she saw the two of them coming. She rose to her feet and wiped the white hair out of her eyes with the back of a gloved hand. She was old too, more wrinkled even than his grandmother, but looked stronger and healthier. “I heard the shots,” she told the old man. “Figured you were bringin’ supper home.”
“Well, we could eat him, Mrs. Burnett,” the old man answered, “but I don’t imagine he’d taste like much.”
The old woman’s eyes were smiling when she turned toward Ned.  “Come out here snoopin’, did you?” Mrs. Burnett said. “Thought you might fill your pockets with gold, that right?”
“No, ma’am!” Ned said quickly. “I just wanted to take a look, I swear.”
“Don’t swear, boy,” she told him. “It’s an old man’s bad habit.”
“That it is,” Mr. Burnett said, and chuckled again.
“You better come in the house,” the woman said, “whilst we figure out what to do with you.”
The log cabin had tall ceilings and smelled like cooked bacon inside. The walls were covered with old photographs in black frames. As he studied them, Ned realized that they were all of the various expeditions that had come to Cloak Island. Some had been taken more than a hundred years earlier.
“You know what that is?” Mr. Burnett asked as he took off his hat and pointed with it toward the largest photograph. 
A group of men wearing hats and beards stood in a semi-circle, holding shovels and picks. Ned shook his head.
“Those are the members of the Blanton Company,” the old man said. “They were the first to try parallel tunnels to the Honey Pot. Three of those men were buried alive during that dig, and another three were pulled out barely breathin’.”
Mr. Burnett hunched forward, all hook nose and bushy white eyebrows. Under the old man’s pale-eyed gaze, Ned imagined himself as a young fish about to be eaten by that giant eagle. “In the last hundred and sixty-odd years, eleven men have died tryin’ to pull out what’s down there, boy,” he said. “While you were ‘takin’ a look,’ you were also walkin’ on their graves.”
Ned drew a breath and held it. He dreaded what the man would say next.
“I understand why you want to put fear in the boy, Mr. Burnett,” his wife said before the old man could continue. “But let’s not get carried away.”
Her husband took a step back. “I just want you to understand what you’re dealin’ with, boy,” he said. “You don’t come to Cloak Island to play a game. Not even to have an adventure. If you’re not willin’ to risk your life, you shouldn’t come at all.”
Mrs. Burnett’s expression softened as she studied Ned. “Why don’t you go find Arlen and have him help this boy get back on the water, headed for home?” she suggested to her husband.
Mr. Burnett stared at Ned another moment, then nodded and walked out of the cabin through a screen door off the kitchen. Mrs. Burnett opened a big ceramic jar, pulled out two chocolate brownies, put them on a plate and set it on the dining table. “Have a bite to eat,” she told Ned.
Ned stared at the brownies, but couldn’t move. “I’m not really hungry,” he said.
Mrs. Burnett smiled. “A boy your age who’s not really hungry must be either sick or scared,” she said. “Don’t worry. You’ll get home safe today.”
“Is it true what he said?” Ned asked. “About the eleven men who died?
The old woman nodded. “Eleven dead,” she said, “and many more broken. This isn’t a place for anybody who’s weak or afraid. It isn’t a place for visitors, either.”
“How long have you been here?” Ned asked.
“Forty-three years,” Mrs. Burnett answered, and looked sad when she said it. “Forty-three years I’ve been on this island. It’s a hard place to leave.”
“What about the man who owns the other part of the island?” Ned asked. “How long has he lived here?”
“Tom Clark doesn’t live here,” she answered, and sounded almost angry. “He has a piece of the island, by law if not by rights. But you can’t say you live on Cloak Island if you’ve never spent a winter here, and he hasn’t.”
“But he comes here every summer, right?” Ned asked.
Mrs. Burnett stared at him for a moment before answering. “If I was you, I wouldn’t bring his name up around my husband.
Ned nodded. He stared at the old photographs on the walls. One that showed a bunch of men who were doing their digging in suits and ties made him want to laugh, but he didn’t. 
The screen door banged a moment later, and Mr. Burnett came into the cabin, followed by a younger man who wore cut-off shorts with work boots and a hooded sweatshirt. He had reddish-brown hair and a friendly face, but wasn’t smiling.
“I want you to get this boy back on the water, headed home,” Mr. Burnett told the younger man. 
“Should I take him in the dory?” the younger man asked. 
Mr. Burnett thought about it, then nodded.  “Just this once,” he said. He waved at Ned. “You go with Arlen.  And don’t let me see you back here again.”
Ned looked at Mrs. Burnett, who nodded her head. “Go with Arlen, boy,” she said. “You’ll be all right.”
Ned followed Arlen out the screen door. They walked in silence for a few steps, then Arlen said in a low voice, almost a whisper, like he was worried someone might hear, “What’s your name?”
“Ned.”
“How long have you been out here, Ned?”
“I wasn’t on the island for half an hour before Mr. Burnett took a shot at me,” Ned answered.
Arlen chuckled. “So I guess you didn’t get to see much.”
“I found the Honey Pot,” Ned said.
“The Honey Pot’s a graveyard,” Arlen told him. “I hate to go there.”
“But it’s where the treasure is,” Ned said.
Arlen snorted. “Who told you that? The Honey Pot’s the last place I’d look.”
“Where would you look?”
Arlen smiled. “If I told you that, old Marcus would skin me.”
“Do you work for him?” Ned asked, as the trail they were on narrowed and forced him to walk ahead of Arlen.
“Yes, I work for him,” Arlen said, and sighed. “I’ve been working for him almost half my life. All I’ve got to show for it is a bad shoulder, a bum knee and a plate in my head.”
“Have you found any gold at all?” Ned asked.
“Nope.  Just a few copper coins,” Arlen answered. “Who knows how they got here.”
“You don’t think there’s a treasure?” Ned asked.
“Oh, there’s a treasure,” Arlen said. “There’s something, anyway. I’m just not sure anyone will ever get to it. This whole island is one big booby trap.”
“Why don’t you leave?”
“How can I leave when tomorrow we might hit pay dirt?”
Ned turned to look over his shoulder, and saw that the man was smiling.
“Yes, I’m crazy,” Arlen said. “That’s what this place does to you.” He stopped, then pushed through the bushes.  Ned followed and found himself standing suddenly on bare ground where a wooden walkway led out onto a large boat dock.  There were two boats tied up at the dock, a small cabin cruiser and what Ned assumed must be a dory boat, which looked to him like a longer and wider wooden canoe, chopped off at one end and fitted with a motor. 
Arlen began to untie the knot in one of the two ropes that held the dory boat.  “Climb aboard,” he said. 
Ned stepped into the boat, feeling it rock beneath him until he took a seat on the bench at the bow.
When Arlen had loosened both ropes, he handed them in coils to Ned, who laid them in the bottom of the boat.  Arlen climbed in and sat on the stern bench so that they were facing one another.  “Far as I know, you’re the first kid to ever come out here on a board,” he told Ned.  “I think old Marcus was a little impressed by that.  And old Marcus don’t impress easy.”  When Arlen smiled at him, Ned felt himself begin to relax for the first time since he was in the middle of the bay. 
Alren started the motor and throttled away from the dock, then turned to steer along the shoreline, about thirty yards out.  The engine was so loud that Ned didn’t feel like talking over it, and apparently neither did Arlen.  As they curved around a rocky outcropping, Ned saw what he thought was a fin in the water and gasped.  A shark, he thought, until a brown head that was almost round came out of the water, with a long whiskered snout in front of it, and Ned realized he was looking at a sea lion.  Arlen grinned like he found Ned terrifically entertaining.
He could see Cut Beach a few moments later.  Arlen slowed the motor as they approached, then slowly came to a floating stop by turning the boat a hundred and eighty degrees.  “You’ll have to swim in and retrieve your board,” Arlen told him. 
Ned slipped off his sneakers without untying the laces and eased himself over the side of the boat.  His feet weren’t touching bottom, so he pushed off and swam toward the beach.  He only had to take a-half-dozen strokes or so, though, before he could sense that the water was shallow enough to stand.  He put his feet down in water that was just above his waist and waded the rest of the way to the beach.  The gravel jabbed the soles of his feet as Ned hurried down the beach to the end.  He climbed up onto the rocks, found his board and paddle, then pulled them down onto the beach. 
Ned carried the board into shin-high water, climbed aboard and paddled kneeling back toward the dory boat.  Arlen was grinning at him again, Ned could see, as he pulled up alongside.  Arlen took the paddle from him and used it to hold the board against the side of the boat while Ned climbed into the dory.  Together they lifted the board in after and slipped both the board and the paddle under the two benches.  Arlen nodded at him, still smiling, and said, “Good work.”  He started up the motor, then throttled away from the beach, headed back across the bay toward town. 
It was the first time Ned realized how easy it was to see their house from out on the water.  He steered Arlen by pointing and it was only a few minutes before they were beside the dock.  Ned saw that all the men working on the roof of the house had stopped to look. 
Arlen helped him pull his board and paddle out of the boat and put them in the bay.  Ned climbed over the side and again found himself standing in water that was just above his waist.  He and Arlen stared at each other for a moment, then Ned said, “Thanks, Arlen.”
Arlen nodded.  “I come into town on Friday evenings,” he said.  “Usually eat at The Kettle. If you buy me a cup of coffee, I might tell you some stories.” Arlen raised his chin and smiled a little wider, then throttled the engine again and turned the boat back toward the island.  Ned stood in the water staring until the boat shrank to just a dark spot moving on the bay. 
By the time he carried his board and paddle out of the water, the men on the roof had all gone back to work.  




CHAPTER 8

NED WAS HUGELY RELIEVED when the roofers finished their tear-off at about three-thirty, and his dad hadn’t arrived back home yet.  While the two younger men tacked some felt paper to the bare wood, the older one came to the front door and asked Ned to tell his dad that they’d be back with the roof shingles tomorrow and finish the job then.  The man looked at him a little curiously, Ned thought, but said nothing about the boat that dropped him off at the dock a couple of hours earlier. 
When he closed the door, Ned went back to the computer, where he was scrolling through all the websites his Google search of “Marcus Bennett” had brought up.  The man really was old—eighty-one, according to what Ned read.  Mr. Bennett’s theory that what had been buried on Cloak Island was a huge cache of Spanish gold and that the approach to it involved some point of entry connected to both the Honey Pot and Cut Beach were mostly what the people who had posted on the Internet discussed.  More than a few people, though, complained about how the “cantankerous geezer” was preventing other people from visiting the island and exploring their own theories about the treasure and how to reach it.  A couple of writers mentioned Tom Clark and his “wild ideas” about Cloak Island, although neither of them seemed to have any real idea what those were, other than that they involved some “religious artifact.”  Ned had just Googled “Professor Tom Clark” when his dad’s pickup pulled up outside.  He erased his Google search and cleared the screen before his dad opened the front door. 
Will was so excited about his day with Earl Iverson—“working side by side with a master”—that it was all he wanted to talk about at first.  Ned asked polite questions, but had a hard time following his dad’s talk about tools and techniques, especially when the only thing on his own mind was the trip to Cloak Island.
Finally his dad seemed to notice that Ned wasn’t really listening.  He sighed.  “So I bet you went out onto the water today.”
“I did,” Ned admitted. “I wore my vest, I promise.”
“Where’d you paddle to?”
“Just around. I saw some families on that little beach below the museum.” 
Will nodded.  Ned sensed that his dad knew he was not telling the truth and felt a little sick in the pit of his stomach. Bad as he felt about lying to his dad, Ned felt even worse about not having anyone else to talk to, a person he could tell what he had done today. Keeping things to himself was going to be a lot harder than he had realized.  He was already trying to figure out how he was going to get away from his dad to meet Arlen at the Kettle on Friday evening. 
After dinner, Will was the one who got on the computer.  The first time Ned walked by and looked over his dad’s shoulder, he could see that Will was looking at dory boat design plans.  When Ned came back a little later, though, his dad was reading about the production of the Winning Ticket movie.   Ned stepped up beside Will and read with him for a minute. It was amazing to Ned that he actually knew the names of a couple of the actors playing characters his dad had invented. 
“When will they be done making the movie?” he asked.
“Says here they hope to be finished shooting around the Fourth of July,” Will answered.
“So the movie will be in theaters this fall?”
“More like next spring, according to what they’ve written here.”
“Why does it take so long?” Ned asked. 
“There’s a lot they have to do after they finish shooting a film,” Will said.  “They have to edit it together, for one thing.  And add music.  And lots of other stuff I don’t know anything about.”
“Will you be famous when the movie comes out?”
“I’m not in the movie, Ned,” his dad answered.  “It’s only based on my book.  And from what I’m reading here maybe I should say ‘loosely based’ on my book.”
“Are you really not going to ever write any more books?” Ned asked.
“I didn’t say that,” Will answered.  “Maybe I will write another book some day—if I can find something I really want to write about.” 
“But for now you’d rather learn how to build dory boats?”
“That’s right.  For now I’d rather build boats.”  His dad turned in the chair and looked at Ned.  “Are you sure you just paddled along the shoreline today?” he asked.
“You don’t believe me?” Ned asked.  Answering a question with a question was another technique he had learned from his mom. 
“I’m not saying I don’t believe you,” Will told him.  “I just want to make sure we have an understanding.”
“We do,” Ned said.  “I wore my vest.  I told you that.”
“Okay,” Will said.  “So you headed toward downtown, huh?”
“I was hoping I’d see some other kids my age on the beach or something,” Ned said, and the moment the words were out of his mouth realized that his lie had created the opportunity he was waiting for.  “It’s hard not knowing anybody here my own age,” he told his dad.  “I almost wish school would start.”
“I understand,” Will said. 
“I was thinking,” Ned said, “that I might want to go see a movie on my own this weekend.”
“Why on your own?”
“I won’t meet any kids if I’m with my dad,” Ned answered. His dad nodded slightly, like he knew that was true. “I was thinking Friday night,” Ned went on. “I was thinking I could get a burger at Salty’s first.”
“So you’d be alone in town, at night?” Will asked.
“The movie starts at seven-thirty,” Ned said. “I was thinking you could drop me off at six-thirty. That would give me an hour to eat and walk around downtown. You could pick me up right after the movie’s over.”
“What time is that?” his dad asked.
“Nine-twenty,” Ned said. “It will barely be dark out.”
“I’ll think about it,” his dad said. 
Ned wanted to press for an answer, but knew the best thing would be to wait. I’ve gotten a lot better at waiting, he thought to himself.                                         
He went to his room, closed the door, then looked at himself in the mirror on top of his dresser. Ned wondered if he looked fourteen and a half. He was about half a foot shorter than his dad, and more than fifty pounds lighter. The muscles in his arms were invisible unless he flexed. Ned inspected his chin in the mirror; he found a couple of tiny pimples, but not the slightest sign of a beard. His hair was getting really long and there were streaks of a color that was almost blond in it, from all his time on the water, in the sun.  He knew he needed to get it cut but for some reason didn’t want to.  Letting it grow over his ears and down his neck, where it twirled into ringlets, made him feel free in some way that he couldn’t explain, like he was becoming a new Mirror Bay Ned and leaving the old San Francisco Ned behind.    
He stared into the mirror and thought about how strange he looked to himself.  When they’d been in Turley’s, the big grocery store in town, Ned had heard the woman who worked at the checkout counter remark to his dad what a handsome boy his son was. Ned knew it wasn’t true. He had his mom’s curly hair and smooth olive skin, his dad’s bright blue eyes and dimpled chin—“the best features of us both,” his mom once had said—but for some reason they didn’t seem to fit together. It was like he had been put together by a team of people who couldn’t agree on anything.
Ned sighed and lay down with his head at the foot of his bed, then put his bare heels up on the pillows. He stared at the photograph of his mom that sat on one of the shelves his dad had hung above his bed until his heart hurt too much to take it anymore, then rolled over to face the wall.
“I’m sorry I lied to dad,” Ned whispered. “I don’t want to lie.  But I’m going back there, to the island.”  Ned listened to the silence for a moment, then added,  “If you can hear me, mom, you already knew that.  And if you can’t hear me, I’m only talking to myself.”                           
HIS DAD DROVE OFF TO EARL IVERSON’S place again the next morning right after breakfast.  The roofers were already there, carrying bundles of shingles and cardboard boxes of nails up two ladders.  Ned got on the computer and typed in a Google search of “Professor Thomas Clark” again but when he tried to read, the pounding of the hammers above him felt like someone was driving the nails straight into his skull.  He gave up after a few minutes and decided he had to get out of the house.  Wearing just a pair of shorts and his flip flops, he stepped outside and watched the roofers putting on shingles for a bit, then headed for the dock.  He walked way out to the end and sat with his legs dangling, feeling the wood beneath him sway slightly with the movement of the bay beneath it.  He started to feel sorry for himself, realizing that he really had nowhere to go and nobody to see.
Ned stared out at Cloak Island, watching its dark green shadow collect in the water as the sun rose in the sky behind it.  ‘I should do what I told my dad I did yesterday,’ he thought to himself, and the idea lifted his spirits.  It might erase at least part of the lie he had told, Ned figured. 
He stood and walked back down the dock toward the shop, where his board was leaning against the near wall.  Ned grabbed the board and his paddle, took a few steps toward the water, then decided to go back and get his vest.  Keeping his promise to his dad about that would make him even less dishonest.  Ned felt almost cheerful as he dropped his board into the water, climbed onto it, then began to paddle south along the shoreline, toward downtown.
He went as slowly as he could, tracking Cloak Island out of the corner of one eye.  He remembered what Marcus Burnett had said about walking on the graves of dead men. The idea would be in his head from now on, Ned knew, and that was what the old man wanted. If he went back and was caught by Mr. Burnett a second time, Ned wondered what the old man would do. And what would his dad do if he found out Ned had gone out there even once? If he found out Mr. Burnett had taken a shot at him?  For the first time that he could remember, Ned wondered if his dad kept secrets from him. 
The backs of the buildings on the bay side of the highway grew larger and closer.  There were piles of rocks around the posts that supported the buildings and below that a strip of beach with tufts of tall grass growing on it.  There were a few people on the beach, walking or standing along the edge of the water, mostly.  Two grownups sat side-by-side on a blanket, watching three small children, a boy and two girls, using little shovels and plastic buckets to try to make a sandcastle.  The three kids stopped digging to watch Ned as he paddled past and both girls waved at him.  Ned waved back with one hand and felt glad and sad at the same time.  They looked like a happy family, but maybe he just wanted them to be a happy family.
He paddled slowly past downtown Mirror Bay until he reached a rocky headland where the beach ended, then turned around and began to paddle back, still going as slowly as he could.  He went further from land on the way back, too far out to see the faces of the children on the beach, or their parents on the blanket watching them.  He turned to face the island, then stopped paddling and sat down on his board as it floated, his legs floating in the water.  He could see the red bank at the back of Cut Beach, now that he knew where to look for it.  He pivoted on his rump and lay back on the board with the paddle beside him and felt himself just drifting, his eyes closed against the sun as the water lapped up against his sides. 
After a time, it occurred to Ned that maybe the reason he so wanted to be part of the hunt for the Cloak Island treasure was that he really had nothing else to do, nothing that mattered to him, or to anyone else.
Trust yourself more and doubt yourself less, Ned.
This time hearing the Voice was almost comforting, as if the words were being spoken by an old friend.  ‘Maybe this is how crazy people start to think about the voices they hear,’ Ned thought to himself.  ‘They get used to them.’             
NED WAS SURPRISED TO SEE HIS DAD’S TRUCK parked out in front of the house as he paddled back toward home.  It didn’t seem possible that he’d been out on the water that long.  Then he saw his dad standing out on the little sandy lawn staring at the house.  The roofers were already finished and the house seemed transformed by the reddish gold cedar shingles that covered it from top to bottom.  Ned stepped off his board, then carried it and the paddle up onto the lawn, where he dropped them and stepped up beside his dad. 
“The house looks really cool,” he told his dad.  “Like some great old beach shack out of a movie.” 
His dad let out his breath in a soft laugh.  “I was thinking something pretty much along those lines myself,” he said.  They looked at the house together for a few moments.  “The roof shingles have been treated, but we need to get sealer on the siding shingles,” his dad said finally.  “If you’ll do that for me, I’ll pay you forty dollars a side.”
“That’s a hundred and sixty if I finish the whole house,” Ned said, and grinned when his dad just nodded.  Added to the hundred and twenty he had made for helping his dad put on the siding shingles, he’d have almost three hundred dollars, way more than he’d ever had at one time before. 
“We also need to get some new paint on the trim around the windows,” his dad said.
“What color?” Ned asked.
“There are three cans of white paint in the shop, so I guess the trim will be white,” his dad told him. 
Ned nodded.  “It’ll look good.  I really like this place, dad.”
“I do too,” Will said. “I feel like I belong here.  It’s nice to feel like I belong somewhere.” 




CHAPTER 9

ON FRIDAY MORNING, Ned’s dad didn’t say a word about that night, and Ned was determined not to ask unless he had to. After breakfast, he followed his dad outside and listened quietly as Will opened one of the cans of sealer he had bought the day before and explained how apply it with a brush so that all the seams and edges got filled.  His dad set up the ladder on the south side of the house, showed Ned how to level it, then gave him a short length of chain and a hook to hang the can from one of the rungs.  “Start under the eaves and work down,” Will said.  “Remember to keep moving the ladder so you don’t start leaning and tip over.” Ned again forced himself not to ask about that night. His dad clapped him on the shoulder and walked to his truck.  
Ned picked up the can of sealer his dad had opened, then climbed the ladder and went to work.  He was pouring sweat by the time the sun rose high enough to eliminate the last of the shade under the eaves.  Before eleven, he had moved the ladder four times.  He stopped only long enough to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and pour a glass of milk, then went back to work.  He had finished under the eaves and was on his second can of sealer, working on the lower rungs of the ladder, when Mrs. Jorgenson appeared with a tall glass of ice-cold lemonade.  “It’s made me thirsty just to watch you,” she explained to Ned, who climbed down from the ladder and stopped himself from asking if she didn’t have anything better to do than watch him. 
The old woman’s thin, fine hair lit up like fluorescent filaments in the sun.  She smiled and squinted at the same time, which made her whole face wrinkle. She handed Ned the lemonade, then said, “My granddaughter Maddie arrives tomorrow for her summer stay.”
Ned took a long drink and sighed with pleasure, which seemed to make Mrs. Jorgenson very happy.  “I think I mentioned that Maddie turned thirteen back in March,” she said.  Ned nodded.   “Smart as a whip and full of opinions,” Mrs. Jorgenson went on. “Kind of a combination bookworm-tomboy, if you know what I mean. Although I hear from her mother that the tomboy part’s pretty played out.”
Ned didn’t know what to say, so he sipped his lemonade. 
“She’s stayed here every summer since she was two, and knows Mirror Bay from one end to the other,” Mrs. Jorgenson went on.  “You should ask her to show you around.” 
Ned finished the lemonade and let Mrs. Jorgenson take the glass from his hand.  “That was delicious,” he said.  “Thank you.”
Mrs. Jorgenson was still looking at him expectantly.  “Do you think she’d like to learn to paddle board?” Ned asked, finally.  
Mrs. Jorgenson nodded enthusiastically.  “I’m sure she’d love to.” 
“Maybe we could do that,” Ned said.
“I’ll tell her you suggested it,” Mrs. Jorgenson told him, then hurried off like she was afraid he’d change his mind. 
As he watched her walk away, Ned found himself wondering again what this Maddie looked like.  A moment later, he realized it was the first time all day that he hadn’t been thinking about how he would get to The Kettle in time to meet Arlen. 
It was a little after three by the time Ned finished that first side of the house.  He spent nearly an hour cleaning up and still saw no sign of his dad.   He went inside to take a shower, and was in his room looking for clean socks when he heard music coming from the living room.  Van Morrison, his dad’s favorite.  He found Will sunk in the old leather recliner, staring out the window at the bay.  “You did a nice job today, Ned,” his dad said, and pointed to the coffee table, where two twenty-dollar bills lay under the white queen from the chess set. 
Ned picked up the twenties and folded them into his hip pocket. His dad looked him in the eye for a moment, then said, “You look ready to go.”
“Are you going to let me?” Ned asked.
His dad nodded slowly. “But I’ll be there as soon as the movie gets out,” he said. “I don’t want you out after dark alone just yet, Ned.”  Groaning slightly, his dad sat up straight and lifted himself out of the chair. “”Don’t be in too big a hurry to grow up, Ned,” he said. “You’ll have plenty of time to be old, like me.”
Ned felt a wave of guilt and sadness wash over him. It’s not like I enjoy lying, he thought to himself. What he said, though, was, “You’re not old, dad.”
“No,” his dad answered, with a slight smile. “I just feel like it, sometimes.”                           
THE CLOCK IN THE PICKUP SAID six-sixteen when his dad dropped him off on the corner across from the Port Theater.  “Nine-twenty,” his dad reminded him through the open window of his truck. Ned nodded and walked slowly down the block to Salty’s, careful not to look back until he was inside the restaurant. Standing behind the big fishnet that separated the dining room from the front entrance, Ned watched through the window as his dad’s truck rolled up Drake Drive, then turned into the parking lot behind The Embers. It was a good place to drink beer and talk to fishermen, his dad had told him.  “Do you want to sit at the counter?” a woman in a blue apron asked Ned.
“Uh, no thanks,” Ned said, then went back out the door, quickly turned the corner onto Anchor Avenue, then cut into the dumpster-lined alley that emptied just down the block from The Kettle. His stomach tightened as he opened the front door, but there was Arlen, sitting at the counter over a big bowl of clam chowder. He was wearing what looked like the same cut off shorts, the same sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up above the elbow and the same work boots Ned had met him in on the island.  Must be a kind of uniform, he thought to himself.  
Ned came up behind and hopped onto the stool next to Arlen, who pretended to be surprised.
“Welllll,” he said. “Young Ned! I wondered if I might see you this evening.”
Ned grinned as he bellied up to the counter, feeling pretty grown up as he and Arlen sat shoulder to shoulder. Arlen waved over the woman behind the counter, motioned at Ned and asked for another bowl of chowder.  “Best you’ll ever taste,” he told Ned, then looked him over for a moment, and said, “So you’re here to find out what I know about Cloak Island.”
“Whatever you can tell me,” Ned answered.
“Tell me first what you know,” Arlen came back.
“Most of what I know I read on the walls at the Maritime Museum,” Ned answered.
“That’s a good place to start,” Arlen said. “’You gotta know your history if you’re gonna solve the mystery,’ as old Marcus likes to say.”
“That’s what the man with the magnifying glass said, too, more or less,” Ned replied.
“What man with a magnifying glass?” Arlen asked.
“I don’t know who he was,” Ned said. “He was using the glass to study one of the pictures on the wall at the museum.”
“What did he look like?”
“He was a little older than my dad, I think,” Ned said. “A little bald and a little fat. With glasses and a beard. Dressed pretty fancy for Mirror Bay.”
Arlen smiled and shook his head at the same time. “Tom Clark,” he said. “Professor Tom Clark, that is.”
“I thought that might be him.  My neighbor Mrs. Jorgenson said he teaches
history at Notre Dame,” Ned said.
Arlen nodded. “Comes out here from Indiana every summer. Has ever since he got his piece of the island.”
“He and Mr. Burnett don’t get along very well, I heard,” Ned ventured.
“That’s an understatement,” Arlen said. “Wasn’t always that way, though. They were fast friends when they first met.”
“When was that?” Ned asked.
“Eight, maybe nine years ago,” Arlen said. “Tom showed up on the island one day, explained who he was, said he was working on a book about the voyages of Francis Drake. Marcus was impressed as hell by how much Tom knew about Drake’s exploration of the Pacific Coast in 1579, about the Spanish settlements in the Western Hemisphere at that time, and about European history in general. And Tom, in turn, understood that Marcus knew Cloak Island better than any man alive. They’d stay up talking until sunrise, some nights. Tom was the only man I’ve ever seen Marcus treat as an equal, to tell you the honest truth. But then it all went bad.”
“What made it go bad?” Ned asked.
“Well, Marcus has a set idea of what’s buried on Cloak Island,” Arlen said. “He believes it’s Spanish gold and always has. He’s got good reasons, too. But Tom had other ideas. I think Marcus felt…I don’t know—betrayed, maybe, when he realized what the professor was up to.”
“What is the professor up to?” Ned asked.
“I have to admit that I’m not entirely sure,” Arlen answered, “and I don’t think Marcus is, either. Sometimes I wonder if the professor himself knows where he’s going with this. He believes Drake and his men were responsible for the works on the island, that much I’m aware of. And he thinks it had to do with a group that Drake belonged to back in England. He believes they buried something down there, I think, but he’s never said—at least not to my knowledge—what it was. All he ever told me was that Drake’s ‘mission’ involved something ‘more precious than gold.’”  Arlen used his fingers to make quotation marks. “Maybe he said more than that to Marcus, or maybe that by itself was enough to make Marcus decide he wanted nothing more to do with Tom Clark. I really don’t know. All I can tell you is that Marcus threw Tom off his property and told him never to come back. But Tom did come back, two summers later, and by the time he headed home to Indiana in late August he owned the southern part of the island.”
“How did he get it?” Ned wondered.
“Turned out that when Marcus and Ben Kagan negotiated their purchase of the island, they were a little careless with the paperwork. See, the county was planning at one time to permit the construction of houses out there, and subdivided the whole island into lots. And when they made the sale, the Tester sisters either put the wrong dates on some of the documents, or didn’t sign them in the right place, or something like that. I’m not sure of the details. All I know is that the lots on the north end were ‘improperly conveyed,’ and Tom figured that out. He was able to get the sale of those lots to Marcus and Ben Kagan nullified, then make his own deal with the Tester sisters. When Marcus first found out about it, he swore he was going after Tom with a gun in his hand. And he did, I guess. Shots were fired, the police were called out to the island. It was quite the local event.”
Ned was silent for several moments, trying to absorb all this. “Who are Ben Kagan and the Tester sisters?” he asked, finally.
“Mr. Kagan is Marcus’s partner. They went in together twenty-odd years ago. I’m not privy to the details of their arrangement, but basically Ben Kagan puts up most of the money, and Marcus and I do all the work.”
“Are you an owner, too?” Ned asked.
“I’m the owner of ten percent of whatever we recover,” Arlen answered, “which so far is just about nothing. Besides that I get room and board and a hundred dollars a week. Pretty pitiful for a thirty-four-year-old man. I hope Cloak Island never does to you what it’s done to me, Ned.”
“And the Tester sisters?” Ned asked.
“They inherited the island from their father, whose great-grandfather was one of Daniel Muldoon’s original partners. Don’t know how he got possession of the whole island by himself. The sisters seemed like old ladies to me when I met them years ago, but I hear they’re still alive. Tom found them somehow, explained what was wrong with the original bill of sale, then convinced them to sell the lots again, this time to him.”
“And there was nothing Mr. Burnett or Ben Kagan could do about it?”
“Oh, they tried,” Arlen said. “Or at least Ben Kagan did. Mr. Kagan actually hates Tom Clark a lot more bitterly than Marcus does. Deep down, I know that Marcus sort of admires Tom. Admires his discoveries, anyway. But Mr. Kagan has done everything in his power to make things difficult for the professor. Tied him up in court for years, and still has attorneys sending threatening letters. Tom told me once that he’s spent his whole retirement hiring lawyers to keep Ben Kagan at bay. From what I’ve been told, Mr. Kagan isn’t a man you want to have as an enemy.”
“You said the professor has made ‘discoveries’?”
Arlen nodded emphatically. “Tom was the first one to realize that what’s on the surface of Cloak Island is a key to finding whatever is buried beneath it. He believes the whole island is a giant map, and I’ve come to agree. Marcus does, too, although I’m not sure he’d admit it. There are cut rocks and manmade stone formations all over Cloak Island. Skull Rock and a couple of the other really prominent ones had been noted by the early expeditions, but not until Tom Clark came here did anyone realize how many there were, and that they all fit together somehow. He’s laid out grids all over his piece of the island, but can’t put the whole puzzle together without access to our piece, and that he’s not likely to get. Even if Marcus allowed it, Ben Kagan never would.  Tom has tried all manner of tactics to survey the south side of the island. The best he’s been able to do is trespass by flashlight in the middle of the night. Marcus says that if he ever catches him, Professor Tom Clark will leave Cloak Island in a body bag.”
Arlen swallowed a spoonful of clam chowder and shook his head. “It’s too bad they can’t work together,” he said. “Between them, those two might just know enough to figure out what Cloak Island is all about.”
“You seem to know a lot about what Professor Clark is doing on the island,” Ned observed.
“We talk,” Arlen said. “I tell him what I know. Marcus has never asked me not to. That’s why I believe he’s just as curious as I am about what Tom’s looking for. I really believe that if he didn’t have Ben Kagan in his ear, Marcus might have partnered up with Tom long ago.”
“Why does Mr. Kagan hate the professor so much?”
“I truly don’t know,” Arlen answered. “Kagan never visited the island once during the first five years I was on it. But he’s been here a lot ever since Tom showed up, and whenever he comes around, he asks a lot more questions about what ‘that religious nut’ is up to than he does about what sort of progress Marcus and I are making.”
“Why does he call the professor a religious nut?” Ned wanted to know.
“Only reason that I know of is that Tom says the four biggest rocks on the island are laid out in the shape of a cross, with Skull Rock at the very top and the Honey Pot right where the two arms intersect,” Arlen answered. “And he’s been proven right. Two winters ago, while Tom was back in Indiana, Marcus made measurements and they showed that the rocks are in the exact shape of a cross. Marcus has been drawing up his own grid of the cut rocks and the stone formations on the island ever since. He’s got a map in his basement made of colored pins stuck in corkboard. I’ve studied it for hours, and can’t make any sense out of it at all. I can see the cross, but the rest of it is a jumble. And Marcus can’t read it any better than I can.”
Arlen finished the last of his chowder and pushed the bowl away. Ned had barely touched his. “The more you know about Cloak Island, the less you understand,” Arlen said. He was staring out the window, across the water of the bay.
“How did you get there?” Ned asked, and swallowed a spoonful of chowder.
“I went to work for Marcus as a summer job after my freshman year at Cal-Davis,” Arlen answered.
“My dad went to Berkeley,” Ned said.
“Did he?  Well, he’s probably smarter than me.”
“You never think about leaving,” Ned said.
“Oh, I think about it,” Arlen answered. “I think about it every day.” He sighed deeply. “I wish I could just let the whole thing go, Ned. I really do. But it’s too late. Wherever I went, whatever I did, I’d still be trying to figure what Cloak Island is all about. And everything else would bore me. It’s like I’m under a spell. Or a curse. One thing leads to another, but I never really get anywhere. I just keep going.”
Ned didn’t know what to say. Arlen finally forced a smile. “On the other hand, every morning I wake up and wonder what’s next,” he said. “Every day is an adventure. How many people do you know who can say that?”
“Not many,” Ned told him.
Suddenly Arlen’s smile wasn’t so forced. “Well, all right then,” he said. Arlen slid off his stool and pulled out his wallet.
Ned reached for the two twenties in his pocket, but Arlen shook his head. “My treat,” he said. His expression, Ned thought, was very kind. “So what next, young man?” he asked.
“I wish I could talk to the professor again,” Ned said.
“He spends every Saturday night at the Driftwood Inn,” Arlen said. “Comes in for a hot shower, a good steak, a bottle of Irish whisky and a soft, warm bed. So it’s a good opportunity not just to catch him, but to catch him when he’s relaxed.”
“Thanks for telling me, Arlen.”
“That’s all right,” Arlen said, and shook his hand, man to man. “I feel like you’ve joined the treasure hunt, Ned. And I like having you with us.”
He turned to leave, and walked out the door, waving with his right hand over his left shoulder, without looking back.
It was not quite eight o’clock, and Ned had time to catch at least half of the movie showing at The Port. Instead, he headed down to the harbor, to walk among the slips of the marina.  Tethered boats bobbed in the water like the movement of some enormous, elaborate clock that measured time in years, decades and centuries rather than seconds, minutes and hours. As the dock rose and fell beneath him, Ned felt powerful, as if his chest had expanded and his legs were longer, like he was years older than he had been that morning. ‘I’ve joined the treasure hunt,’ Ned thought to himself. He was part of something that had gone on for hundreds of years. This idea filled him with a happiness that was different from any he could remember. He smiled and waved at the people he saw on the decks of boats. 
Ned had been staring out over the bay for he didn’t know how long when a large flock of pelicans came flying in low, skimming the bay, lit by the reflection of the harbor lights off the water. Those birds were part of the great clock’s movement, Ned thought. ‘And so am I.’
Only a moment later, though, it occurred to Ned that the harbor lights came on at exactly nine o’clock. Time had been passing more quickly than he realized.
He hurried back uphill to Anchor Avenue, headed for The Port. The clock over the entrance to Stuhr’s Drugs said it was twelve after nine. Ned was moving nearly at a trot when he turned onto Drake, and saw his father’s white truck parked directly across from the theater. Ned froze in his steps for a moment, then backtracked a block, crossing Drake well out of his father’s field of view. He used the alley between Drake and Bay to approach the theater, wondering how to step out onto the sidewalk with the crowd that would be coming out of the theater in a few minutes. Then Ned realized he could simply wait by the exit that emptied into the alley. He had been standing there only a few minutes when the metal door opened, and the people who had been sitting up front began to stream out into the alley. Ned waited a few moments, then slipped in past the people leaving, and hurried to join the crowd that was headed toward the lobby. He was surrounded by people when he stepped outside onto the sidewalk. His dad waved through the open window of his truck, and Ned strolled casually over to the passenger side, then climbed in.
“How was the show?” his dad asked.
“I knew how it was going to end half an hour before it was over,” Ned said. When they watched a movie together, he and his dad liked to see who could guess the ending first. Every time I lie, I get better at it, Ned thought to himself.
“You meet anybody new?” his dad asked.
“I met this guy Arlen who knows a lot about Cloak Island,” Ned said. It felt good to be able to tell the truth for a change.
“Yeah? What does he know?”
Ned thought about that for a moment.  “Well, he knows that when someone starts looking for treasure, it’s really hard to stop.” 
Ned’s dad laughed.  “Hard-won knowledge, it sounds like to me.”
Ned nodded, and was glad his dad didn’t ask any more questions.




CHAPTER 10

NED WAS UP ON THE LADDER at half past ten on Saturday morning, trying to work in the rapidly vanishing shade under the eave, when a voice asked, “Are you Ned?” 
He was so startled that he almost slipped off backward and had to grab the rung in front of him, his heart lurching in his chest as the ladder skidded along the wall of the house.  He looked down and saw the face of a girl with dark hair and rosy cheeks who was squinting up at him, one hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun.  “Careful,” she told him, and seemed to be trying not to smile. Ned stared down at her, his legs wobbly. “I’m Maddie,” she said, and with her other hand held up a glass of what looked like lemonade.  “My gramma wanted me to bring this over for you.”
Ned laid his brush on the can hanging from the ladder in front of him and climbed slowly down on still shaky legs.  When he reached the ground he found himself standing in front of a slim girl wearing blue jean shorts and a sleeveless white t-shirt whose eyes were about level with his chin. She had light freckles and probing brown eyes that made him feel like he was being inspected even more closely than she was.
Ned felt mostly relief about what he was seeing.  At worst, this Maddie was more cute than pretty, with a heart-shaped face, a slightly snubbed nose and dark brown hair cut just above her shoulders.  The dimple in her chin did something for her, he thought.  She was no Natalie Molinar, of course.  Her legs weren’t long and they weren’t tanned, either—pretty pale, actually.  She looked young even for thirteen.  Ned was thinking to himself that you could barely tell Maddie was a girl from the front, but then had the weird feeling she was reading his mind and felt his ears get red.  He glanced away for a moment, then looked back and found her staring right into his eyes.  The word “frank” came to mind, though he wasn’t sure he even knew what it meant.  The way those eyes studied his face made Ned feel like reminding this girl he was almost fourteen-and-a-half.   
What he said, though, was, “You shouldn’t sneak up on people.”
For some reason that made her smile, and Ned saw that she had beautiful white teeth.  Perfect, really.  “I didn’t sneak,” she said.  “I just walked over and there you were.”
“You almost made me fall off,” Ned said.
She smiled even wider.  “I saw,” she said.  “Sorry.”  She extended the lemonade and Ned took it.  The bottom of his hand touched the top of hers and he felt something that was like static electricity, only itchy.  His mouth was very dry and he gulped half the glass of lemonade. 
“My gramma said you just moved here and I should show you around Mirror Bay,” Maddie said.  “Do you have a bike?” 
Ned shook his head and took another drink.   
“You should get a bike,” she told him.  “I know where you can find a good used one.”
Ned was having a hard time thinking what to say; it was like she was talking ahead of him. “Maybe,” he got out.
Her smile shrunk a little. “My gramma said you offered to teach me to paddle board.  That would be cool.”
“I said I might,” Ned heard himself telling the girl.  “If I have the time.”
“You’re pretty busy, are you?” she asked. 
“I am right now,” Ned said, and gestured toward the ladder.  He wished he hadn’t said it the moment he saw that Maddie’s smile was gone completely.
“Well, maybe some time when you don’t have so much to do,” she said, and reached out to take the lemonade glass from him. 
Ned watched her turn and start back in the direction of the Jorgensen’s house. He felt something like panic rise up in him.  “Hey!” he called out.  The girl turned back toward him.  “I’ll ask my dad, and maybe we could go out on the water tomorrow.” 
He felt a wave of relief when her smile returned.  “Sounds good to me,” she told him. 
Ned smiled to himself as he watched her walk away.  You could tell pretty easily that she was a girl from behind.   
IT WAS STILL DARK OUT when Ned woke up the next morning.  He looked at the clock by his bed and it said “5:17.”   He tried to go back to sleep, but couldn’t.  He picked up the copy of Kidnapped that lay on the table next to the clock, but then put the book back down without even opening it.
Ned just lay there in bed listening to the songbirds in the pine trees.  They always started up when it was still dark out, he thought to himself.  He wondered if they imagined they were singing the day into being, and if they thought they could make it hurry up and get light out.  Or was this the way they celebrated being so sure another day would come?  What would it be like if life was that simple? 
Ned looked at the clock again.  “5:43.”   He sighed.   His dad would probably get up around 6:30.  He always did, even on Sundays.  Ned assumed it was just that way for old people.  His dad had mentioned the night before that he would be fifty by the time Ned finished high school, and smiled when Ned told him, “Sorry.” 
“I forget who it was that observed, ‘Growing old isn’t so bad when you consider the alternative,’” his dad had said.  It took Ned a few moments to figure out what that meant.  
When Ned had asked his dad if he could give the Jorgensen’s granddaughter a paddleboard lesson the next day, he was a little worried that his dad’s feelings might be hurt.  Sundays were the only day Will wouldn’t be working with Earl Iverson, and Ned thought his dad might have made plans for the two of them to do something together.  Will had just smiled, though, and said, “Sure, so long as you both wear vests.”
After dinner, Ned had mentioned that the Jorgensen’s granddaughter, Maddie, suggested he should get a bike, so she could show him around town.  “Sounds like a good idea,” his dad said.  “You should have close to three hundred dollars or so after you finish putting the sealer on the shingles.  I’m sure you could get a decent used bike for less than that.”
But then I’ll have almost nothing left! Ned wanted to shout. 
Will smiled again.  “Or maybe we could split the cost.”
“I like the second idea better,” Ned had said, and was relieved when his dad nodded. 
NED WOKE UP EARLY AGAIN.  Through the window closest to his bed, he watched the pine tree outside turn from a twisted black shape to a glistening green living thing.   Finally he heard a door close and then the shower started.   Ned rolled out from under the covers, put his feet on the cool wood floor and realized he was really looking forward to the day. 
Instead of the usual eggs and toast, his dad made blueberry pancakes for breakfast and Ned stuffed himself.  He was staring contentedly out at the bay and thinking about how early he could knock on Maddie’s door when he saw the Jorgensen’s station wagon back out of the garage and realized that the old couple would be going to church this morning, and that Maddie was most likely going with them. There would be no early start for the paddleboard lesson. 
His dad seemed to know what Ned was thinking.  “I was planning to spend the day organizing the mess in the shop,” Will said.  “If you could give me a little help this morning, I’d be happy to get it.” 
First he and his dad used brooms to sweep all the cobwebs out of the corners in the shop, then they wiped the dust off the shelves.  After that, the two of them sorted through all of the cans and containers.  There were paints and oils and fuels and lacquers and cleaners and on and on.  His dad decided that about half of this stuff should be discarded and they loaded it into the back of his truck.  The rest they organized on the shelves.  Ned could see his dad was having a good time and wondered how anyone could think this was fun.  They restacked the firewood and filled an empty barrel with all the small pieces of wood that could be used for kindling.  Eventually they worked their way to the far end of the shop, where whatever was stored there had been covered by three brown tarps.  Under the first tarp was lumber, which made Will happy.  Under the second tarp there was machinery that Ned didn’t recognize; his dad told him that the biggest pieces appeared to be a lathe and a band saw that had both been disassembled.  And he seemed happy about that, also.  What made Ned happy, though, was what they found when they lifted the third tarp and discovered underneath it a two-person sea kayak and a pair of paddles.  The fiberglass craft was dirty and looked pretty beat up, but when the two of them hauled it outside and hosed it down, Will said it he didn’t see any holes or cracks and that the kayak appeared to be seaworthy. 
They carried it to the water and confirmed that it stayed afloat.  Will climbed in first, in the rear seat, and helped Ned into the front.  They paddled along the shore, past the boat dock.  “I don’t see any sign that it’s taking on water,” Will said.  “Let’s paddle down to the beach and back to make sure.”
Once he and his dad got their paddles in rhythm, it seemed to Ned that the kayak moved much more rapidly through the water than the paddleboards did.  They were at the public beach in what seemed like only a few minutes and back home just as quickly. 
“This is a real find,” Will said as the two of them hauled the kayak out of the water up onto the lawn.  “We could cross the bay in it.” 
“When could we do that?” Ned asked.
His dad chuckled at Ned’s eagerness.  “Next Sunday maybe.  Sometime this summer, anyway.  In the meantime, let’s keep it with the paddleboards by the side of the shop.” 
The two of them carried the kayak over to the shop and turned it upside down next to the paddleboards.   When Will went back inside the shop, Ned waited a few moments, then walked back down to the water to wait for the Jorgensen’s station wagon to return. 
It wasn’t long.  As the station wagon rolled down the road past him, Ned could see Maddie looking at him through the rear window.  The station wagon stopped just outside the garage of the Jorgensen’s house, and Maddie climbed out of the backseat and watched as Mrs. Jorgensen pulled the vehicle inside, then turned and stared again in Ned’s direction.  He began to walk toward her.  She looked a little less sure of herself, he thought, standing there in a blue and white dress, holding a small black purse, like being dressed up put her at some sort of disadvantage. 
“My dad said we could use the paddleboards today, if you still want that lesson,” he told her. 
She looked pretty happy to hear it, Ned thought.  “I can be ready in ten minutes,” she said. 
When she went inside, Ned walked back over to his house and carried the boards and paddles down to the edge of the water in two trips.  He went inside, kicked off his sneakers, switched his shorts for his swimsuit and came back outside just as Maddie stepped out of her front door wearing some kind of long T-shirt with her swimsuit under it.  She was barefoot and walked slowly across the gravel path where it passed through the pine trees between their houses.  Something about her careful, dainty steps made Ned want to smile, but he didn’t. 
He grabbed the two life vests, and stuck his head through the open doors of the shop.  “I’m taking Maddie—the Jorgensen’s granddaughter—for her paddleboard lesson,” he called to his dad. 
Will looked up from the machine parts he was sorting, stared for a moment, then smiled and said, “Good luck with that.”
Ned met Maddie as she walked toward the water from the other direction, and handed her a vest.  “We have to wear these,” he said.
“I know.  I had to promise my gramma.” 
Maddie held the vest in front of her like she wasn’t sure what to do with it for a second, then lay it on the ground and took off her long t-shirt to reveal the two-piece swimsuit she was wearing underneath.  Ned couldn’t help sneaking a look at the two tiny bumps under the top piece.  He almost felt embarrassed, thinking what some of the guys he knew back at Ansel Adams would have said about her.  If Maddie was embarrassed by her flat chest, though, she didn’t show much sign of it. She picked up the life vest and looked him in the eyes a couple of times while she was fastening the straps.  She was thin and pale but did have a pretty athletic body, Ned could see.  There was some muscle tone under that pale skin. She was only thirteen, Ned reminded himself.
Ned took off his own t-shirt and tossed it toward the spot where Maddie had placed her carefully folded one.  “You’re so tan,” Maddie said.
“You’re so not,” he told her.  “Sorry.”
“I don’t tan, really,” she said.  “I just sort of pinken.”  She shrugged.  “You have to accept who you are.”
“Hope you have a lot of sun block on,” Ned said as he put on his own vest and began to fasten the straps. 
“Tons,” Maddie told him.  “I’m covered in it.”
Ned couldn’t keep from smiling this time.  “So let’s get in the water,” he said.
He was amazed by how easily Maddie climbed onto the board and stood up after watching Ned do it.  He repeated all the things his dad had told him about keeping your weight forward, taking short strokes, using your stomach muscles more than your arms and shoulders, then watched her paddle forward a few feet, waiting for the inevitable first fall off the board.  But it didn’t happen.  Ned caught up with her and paddled alongside.  Maddie was looking straight ahead with an expression of intense concentration, taking quick, compact strokes with her paddle.  They travelled a hundred yards or so before Maddie lifted her paddle out of the water and floated for a moment.  She not only hadn’t fallen once, she hadn’t looked close to falling.
“You sure you haven’t done this before?” Ned asked.
Maddie shook her head.  “This is my first time.”
“You play sports?”
“Basketball and volleyball,” Maddie said.
“You seem way too short for either of those,” Ned said.
He saw Maddie’s chin lift in a slight gesture of defiance as she told him, “I play point guard on the basketball team and setter on volleyball.”  She looked him in the eye for a moment.  “And I’m good at both.  What do you play?”
“Soccer.  I used to, anyway.  I don’t know if they even have a soccer team here.” 
“They do.  I’ve seen them practicing at the high school.”  
“Oh.  Well, then maybe I’ll play soccer here.” 
Maddie took an easy stroke forward on the board and Ned did the same, so that they moved along side by side. 
“Are you good?” Maddie asked. 
“I used to be.”
“Why do you say it that way?  Aren’t you still good?”
“I don’t know.  I’m not sure about stuff like that anymore.  Everything seems so different since—since my mom died.” Ned could see her almost lose her balance on the board for a moment.  “My gramma told me,” she said.  “How long ago was it?”
“Last October.”  Ned felt his chin tremble a little and bit down, trying to stop it.  He found it difficult to keep paddling.
Maddie was taking very short strokes, moving as slowly as she could.  “My parents are divorced,” she said.  “I hardly ever see my dad.  Sometimes it feels like he died.” 
“But he didn’t,” Ned said.  “You still get to see him sometimes.” 
“The last time was more than a year ago.  I live in Colorado and he’s in Georgia.  He’s remarried and they have two kids of their own, little ones, four and six.  My half-brother and half-sister.  My dad’s a lot more interested in them than he is in me.”  She shrugged.  “I’m not complaining.  It’s just the way it is.”
“You sound pretty sad about it, underneath.”
“Maybe I am, underneath.”
“Still not as bad as having a parent die.”
“I guess not.”
“Your grandma told me you stay here every summer.”
“Since I was six,” Maddie said.
“You like it?”
“It’s beautiful here.  I love the scenery and everything.  But I get pretty lonely sometimes.” 
“Why don’t you stay home in the summer?”
“I might have to in high school if I keep playing basketball.  There are summer leagues and stuff I’m supposed to do.  My gramma would really miss me, though.  And my mom likes having me gone for a couple of months so she can spend more time with her boyfriend.  Charlie.”
“You don’t like him.  The way you say his name.”
“He’s okay.  Pretty boring, if you asked me, but my mom likes him, so good. He’s an engineer—a ‘gearhead,’ he calls himself.  He has no interest in being a step-father and that’s okay with me.” 
“You’re kind of a tough girl,” Ned said.
“I better be,” Maddie answered. 
They paddled all the way to the rocky headlands and Maddie never fell off the board once.  By the time they were halfway through the return trip, Ned realized that this was the longest conversation he’d ever had with a girl, and that Maddie had told him more about herself than any girl ever had before.  He knew that her favorite color was light blue, that she’d gotten all A’s except for a C in math, that she didn’t have a “real” best friend, that her mom had a cat but wouldn’t buy her a dog and that the last time she had cried was when she was eleven and her dad forgot her birthday.  He’d sent an “Oops” card and a fifty-dollar bill a week later and she had sent the fifty dollars back to him with no card, Maddie said. 
He’d told her a lot, too.  About the last year of his life, especially, from since his mom first getting sick.  He’d even told her about quitting the soccer team and about getting caught with Scott McManis stealing the wireless controllers from Best Buy.  She seemed pretty shocked by that and hadn’t said anything for awhile.  “Have you stolen anything since then?” she asked, and looked relieved when Ned said he hadn’t, that he wasn’t a kid who stole things or got into trouble.  Just that once and he didn’t know why. 
Maddie got pretty excited when he told her about the movie being made from one of his dad’s books.  “That is so cool!  I can’t wait to tell my gramma there’s a famous writer living next door to us.  She’ll be thrilled.”
“My dad’s not really famous,” Ned said.  “His book never sold much.  But it is being made into a movie.  I’m not sure he wants everyone to know.  Like your grandma, I mean.  He didn’t tell me not to tell anyone, but…he’s hard to understand, in some ways.  He says he’s done writing books, for now anyway, and is learning how to build boats.”
“Boats?”
Ned nodded.  “Some old guy here in Mirror Bay is teaching him.”
Maddie thought about it.  “That’s pretty cool too, really.”
“I guess.”
They paddled in silence for a few moments, both staring out at Cloak Island as it seemed to loom closer. 
“My gramma said you seemed really interested in the island,” Maddie said.
“Aren’t you?”
“Yeah, I guess.  I’ve never been out there.  My gramma talks about it a lot.  All the stuff that’s happened.  She get’s pretty excited about whatever goes on out there.   Mainly because not much happens in Mirror Bay, I think.”  She and Ned thought about that for a moment, then Maddie said, “My gramma used to date one of the men who hunted for the treasure out on the island.  That was a long time ago, of course, before she married my grampa.”
“Who was he?”
“I forget his name.  He was from Los Angeles.  He hauled some big piece of equipment out to the island to dig it up and everybody in town sort of hated him for it, I guess.  There’s a picture of him sitting on his big tractor or whatever it was in the museum.”
“I know who you mean.  I didn’t like his face.  In the picture, I mean.”
“My gramma says he was a jerk.”
“He didn’t find anything when he dug the island up?
“No treasure.  My gramma says the treasure will never be found.” 
“Somebody will find it, eventually.”
“Like you?” Maddie was smiling at him.
“Why not me?” 
“Okay, why not?   If I help you find it will you give me half?”  She laughed.
“If you help me find it, you’ll get your share,” Ned said. 
“You’re kind of serious about this, aren’t you?”
“Kind of.”
WHEN THEY WERE FINALLY BACK ON LAND and had carried the boards to the side of the shop, he and Maddie both stood there awkwardly, like they didn’t know what to do next.   Ned didn’t want to say goodbye and he didn’t think Maddie wanted to, either.  But he couldn’t think of a good reason not to. 
“Well, I guess I better go tell my gramma I made it back alive,” Maddie said, finally. 
She didn’t move, though, and they were both still standing there when Will stepped out through the shop doors.  He smiled when he saw the two of them and stepped over, wiping his hands with a greasy-looking rag.   “You must be Maddie,” he said.
“I am,” she said.  “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Myers.”
“You can call me Will.  Please.”
Ned felt even more awkward than before.  He was glad Maddie had put her long t-shirt back on.  Nobody said anything for a few moments, then Maddie spoke up.  “Ned told me about your book being made into a movie.  It’s so cool.  I never met a real writer before.”
Ned flinched slightly when his dad shot him a look.  “Not sure I’m a real writer,” Will said.  “But thanks, anyway.” 
Maddie was nodding her head, but had a slightly confused expression.  “Well, I better go tell my gramma I returned to earth safely,” she said.
“Yeah, you probably better,” Will said, smiling. 
Maddie gave Ned a look out of the corner of an eye and a tiny smile that lifted just one corner of her mouth as she turned and walked back toward the Jorgensen’s.  Ned and Will watched her pick her way barefoot across the pine needles. 
“I like her,” Will said. 
Ned just nodded.  He had a hard time not smiling, though. 




CHAPTER 11

NED HAD ALREADY STARTED putting sealer on the third side of the house when his dad left for Earl Iverson’s on Monday morning.  He didn’t want to admit even to himself that he was watching for Maddie.  He got absorbed in his work, though, and had stopped looking over his shoulder by the time he heard the sound of a ball bouncing on cement.  A moment later Ned realized that he’d seen the hoop over the garage without actually noticing that he’d seen it.  He listened to a few more bounces then the sound of the ball clanging off the rim. 
Ned wanted to climb down off the ladder and go watch, but made himself keep working with the brush, up under the eaves again, in the shade.  ‘I’m not going to go chasing after her,’ he told himself.
When he got down to move the ladder, though, he couldn’t resist taking a peek around the corner.  Through the pine trees, he saw Maddie wearing a pale blue sweat suit, dribbling the ball between her legs.  She looked really good at it.  When she turned in his direction, though, Ned ducked back behind the house, climbed the ladder and went to work finishing the last patch of shingles that were under the eaves on that side. 
He didn’t even notice that the ball had stopped bouncing until he heard her voice from below.  “So what about getting a bike?”
Ned lost his balance just enough to need to grab the ladder with his free hand.  “I told you not to sneak up on me.”
“And I told you I didn’t sneak.  It’s not my fault if you don’t pay attention to what’s going on around you.”
“I’m concentrating on my work.”
“Concentrate away.  But what about the bike?”
Ned put his brush down on the can and turned to look down at her.  “My dad said he’d split the cost of one with me after I finish putting sealer on the shingles.”
“How much longer will that be?”
“This is my third side.  I’ve been doing a side a day.”
“So like Wednesday?”
“Depends on my dad, but maybe.”
“Cool.”
They just looked at each other for a few moments.  Ned couldn’t think of anything to say
“Is that a boat on the ground by the paddleboards?” Maddie asked, finally.
“It’s a two-person kayak. We just found it in the shop yesterday.”
“Does it float?”
“Yep.”
“Could we take it out on the water?”
“Maybe sometime.  I think my dad wants to go out with me himself first.”
“You and your dad are pretty close.”
Ned thought about it and nodded slowly.  “We didn’t used to be, but ever since my mom died…”
Maddie nodded like she was absorbing the information.  “Well, I better let you get back to work.  The sooner you’re done, the sooner I can start showing you around Mirror Bay.” 
Ned watched her go.  After she disappeared around the corner of the house, he didn’t feel much like working any more.  But he did. 
WHEN WILL CAME HOME THAT AFTERNOON, he made a quick inspection of the side of the house Ned had put sealer on that day, then suggested they take the kayak out for “a serious paddle.”  They changed into their swimsuits, put on their life vests and had the kayak in the water within a few minutes.  His dad seemed a little more focused and intent than usual, Ned thought.  He had no idea why.
His dad sat up front in the kayak. Instead of starting out along the shoreline, like he usually did on his paddleboard, Will pointed them straight out into the bay. Watching his dad from behind, Ned tried to match his strokes.  Will was paddling steadily and Ned could see the sweat darkening the blue t-shirt he still wore under his vest.  The muscles in his dad’s shoulders and back were more defined than they had been just two weeks earlier, Ned noticed.  He had lost some weight, too.  Even the hair on the back of his neck seemed to turn darker as it dampened with sweat.  It was almost like he was growing younger instead of older, Ned thought. 
Ned’s own arms and shoulders were beginning to ache by the time they were halfway across the bay and he realized Will was headed for Cloak Island.  Ned almost wished his dad would slow down a little, but he made himself keep up the pace, matching each of Will’s strokes with one of his own, even as his shoulders began to burn. Will began to turn the kayak slightly as they approached the island, so that they were almost parallel to the shore forty or fifty yards off Cut Beach.  The tide was coming back in by now, and most of the gravel beach was underwater, Ned observed.  They were in shallow water by the time Will pulled his paddle out of the water and turned slightly in his seat so that he could speak to Ned over one shoulder.  Only then did Ned see how exhausted his dad was.   “I was sort of hoping you’d yell at me to slow down,” he panted.
“Why would I do that?” Ned asked. 
His dad grinned as he studied the shoreline.  “Imagine how much work went into just building this beach,” he said.  “It would have taken twenty men a week to do it, if all they had was picks and shovels.”  He was quiet for a moment, then said, “What I mean is, there had to have been a sense of purpose that drove them.”
They drifted on the incoming tide for several minutes, past the beach to where shrubs and small trees again grew right to the water’s edge. When his dad began to paddle slowly along the shore of the island, Ned did the same.  “I’ve always wondered what it was that made them choose this particular place,” Will said. “Was it the location? Was it the size or the shape? Was it just chance?”
Always? Ned thought. “We might know that if we knew for sure who it was and why they did it,” he said.  
“Those are the essential questions,” his dad agreed. They paddled toward the rocky point he had passed earlier when he was in the dory boat with Arlen. It was the only part of the island Ned had seen that wasn’t green. The rocks were huge and some of them had tumbled into the water, half submerged.   
“They call this spot Falling Rocks,” Will said.  He studied the shoreline as far as he could see it in each direction.  “I have to admit,” he added a moment later, “I’m tempted to go ashore and take a look around.”
Ned didn’t want to take the chance of meeting the Burnetts again, not with his dad along. “But the whole island is private property,” he pointed out. 
“You’re right,” Will agreed. “We’ll have to explore it from the water.”  He pointed toward a sea lion rolling on its back among the rocks in the water close to shore.  “They’re attracted to the island for some reason,” Will said.  “You see them all over those rocks during mating season, and a lot of them hang around for the whole summer.” 
Ned was starting to find it a little weird that his dad was talking about the island with such familiarity.  At the same time, he felt a little sneaky paddling past a shoreline he’d seen from this same distance just days earlier, knowing that Will assumed he was showing it to his son for the first time.
As they turned past the rocky point, Ned saw the boat dock in the distance, tucked into a curve of the land. As they paddled closer, Ned made out the big NO TRESPASSING—VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED sign that he somehow hadn’t noticed when he’d been with Arlen.  Both the dory boat and the cabin cruiser were tethered to the dock. 
Ned and his father stared at the sign as they floated past.  The word “WARNING!” was spelled out in orange-trimmed block letters on both sides of it.  “That looks serious enough,” Will remarked.
It should say, ‘Violators will be shot,’ Ned thought, but he kept it to himself.
They paddled along the shore for just a few more minutes before spotting a second, smaller dock where a strange-looking craft was tied up.  It rode high in the water, almost like a boat built on a boat, and was oblong-shaped, puffy on the sides, but flat on both the front and the back. 
“I’ve never seen one of these pontoon fishing boats in the water before,” Will said.  “That one’s certainly good-sized.  Four fishing stations and a captain’s chair.   With that lounge in the center you could find seats for ten people.” 
Ned knew it must be Professor Clark’s boat.  There was a NO TRESPASSING sign on this dock, also, and right next to it Ned could see a security camera mounted to a post that scanned the water’s edge. His dad smiled and told Ned, “I think we get the message.”
Ned flinched when the camera was pointed his way, wondering if he was being watched on a TV screen somewhere. He was trying to peer through the screen of foliage along the shore when suddenly he saw a person standing atop a big rock that was maybe the length of a soccer-field deep into the island.  It was a man, looking at them through binoculars.  Ned couldn’t make out the man’s features, but saw that he had a beard and felt pretty sure he knew who it was.
“That must be Marcus Burnett’s adversary, the professor,” Will said.
Ned wondered if the professor recognized him as the boy from the museum. 
“I guess we’ll just have to let the mystery be,” his dad said as they paddled past the second dock. 
You maybe, dad, Ned thought to himself, but not me.
THEY PADDLED MORE SLOWLY back to the mainland.  When the kayak was close to shore, Ned’s dad began asking questions about Maddie, wondering whether Ned intended to give her more paddle board lessons, if he was enjoying her company, what she’d said about her “family situation,” and so on. 
Ned found himself answering in one or two words: “Maybe”; “I guess”; “Not that much.”  Finally his irritation overcame him:  “You don’t have to know everything! Okay, Dad?” 
They paddled in silence for a while after that.  Ned stared at his dad’s back as they paddled and started to feel bad about the way he’d spoken.  But then that made him feel irritated again.  He’s the one who’s supposed to be taking care of me, not the other way around, Ned told himself.  When they were almost to Little Beach, though, Ned said, “I like her, okay.  It’s nice to have someone close to my own age next door.”  When his dad didn’t reply, Ned added, “She didn’t fall off the board even once yesterday.”
“I’m glad you like her,” his dad said when they climbed out of the kayak to pull it to shore.   
They didn’t say another word as they carried the kayak to the side of the shop.  When Will went inside to start making dinner, Ned lingered on the beach, by the dock, hoping Maddie might pop outside.  He listened for the sound of a bouncing basketball, but it wasn’t there.  Finally, he went inside, too. 
NED GOT STARTED EARLY AGAIN on the fourth and final side of the house early Tuesday morning, before Will had left for Earl Iverson’s.  Over breakfast, his dad had promised Ned that he would take him to shop for a bike the next day.  As his dad drove away, Ned was calculating how much he could pay for his half of the bike’s cost.  He’d have just under $280 when his dad paid him the rest of the money he was owed for putting sealer on the shingles.  He didn’t want to spend it all on the bike. Up on the ladder, working under the eaves again, Ned was running the numbers through his head, which was how Maddie managed to come up on him without being seen one more time. 
“You should give me your cell number,” she said.  “We could text.”
Ned rocked on the ladder, caught off guard again.  He looked down at her.  She was wearing that big t-shirt with her swimsuit under it.  This time, though, she had flip flops on her feet.  “I don’t have a phone,” he said.
“What?  How can you not have a phone?”
“I did have one.  Since I was eleven.  But the contract expired in May and we haven’t signed up with another company.  My dad promised we would before school starts.”
“So you might have to go the whole summer without a phone?”
“Maybe.” 
“Then the only way I can talk to you is face-to-face?”
“My dad would say that’s a good thing.”
“You’re dad’s a little weird, isn’t he.  I mean in a good way.  I guess that’s because he’s a writer.”
“Maybe.”
“So when are you going to get a bike?”
“My dad promised to take me tomorrow.”
“You have to go to Cleary’s.  They have the best selection of used bikes.”
“Okay.”
“Can I come?”
“Why?”
“Because I know a lot about bikes.  I have two, one here and one at home.  I could help you choose.”
“I’ll ask my dad.”
“I’ll ask my gramma.”
Maddie was squinting up at him again with one hand shading her eyes.  “My gramma was talking to me last night about Ralph Keating, the man she used to date when she was young, the one who took the bulldozer out to Cloak Island.”
Ned put his brush down on the bucket in front of him and turned around on the ladder.  “What’d she say?”
“She told me that he thought he’d figured out something.  He thought the big hole where everyone else had been digging."
“The Honey Pot,” Ned said.
“He thought the Honey Pot hole was what Francis Drake or whoever it was had used to bury the treasure, but that they closed that way up and made it so it would flood if anyone tried to dig down that way to get at the treasure.”
“Everybody knows that.”
“But what this Ralph Keating said was that they had to have dug another hole—a tunnel, he thought—that led to the treasure, and that they hid it or disguised it or something.  So that’s what he was looking for when he started tearing up the island with his bulldozer.”
“And did he find anything?”
“He found a bunch of ditches that had been made from stones that led from Cut Beach to the center of the island and were what was flooding the Honey Pot hole thingy.”
“So?”
“So next to the ditches he found two tunnels with wooden roofs that he was sure led from the Honey Pot hole to the treasure.  But somehow, when he drove over them with his bulldozer, he caved in both tunnels.  He was almost buried alive, my gramma says, and they never could get the bulldozer out.  It’s still stuck in the ground out there, my gramma told me.”
“Couldn’t he get into the tunnels from another direction?”
“Well, my gramma said that after he made the tunnels cave in and lost the bulldozer, his partner, the man who was putting up the money, threw him off the island.  Then later the island was sold to the man who’s out there now, Mr. Burnett.  My gramma doesn’t know what Mr. Burnett has done about the tunnels.  She just knows he hasn’t found any treasure.”
“That’s pretty interesting.”
“I thought you’d like it,” Maddie told him, and smiled like she had him now. 




CHAPTER 12

MADDIE WAS WITH THEM when Ned and Will went shopping for a bike the next morning.  She sat between father and son on the pickup’s bench seat, and had a lot to say, the whole way into town. Ned should get a Road Bike, or maybe a Hybrid, Maddie said, because he would be on pavement mostly, but would need gears if they wanted to ride up into the hills above town—and they did.  She had a Trek Cali at home, Maddie continued, which was a great bike, but rode a used Libero here in Mirror Bay.  She got it last summer.  It was pretty good. Her gramma had wanted to buy her a new Schwinn, because it was the only brand she knew—she was an old woman, after all—and it had taken some serious talking to convince her it would be smarter to buy a used bike, especially when that bike was foreign made.  Cleary’s was where she had found the Libero, Maddie went on, and it was the place to go, because the store always had a lot of used bikes that Mr. Cleary tuned up personally before he sold them to anybody. 
Ned saw his dad grinning as Maddie jabbered on, like he really enjoyed listening to a girl who talked nonstop.  Neither of them got in more than a word or two before the pickup rolled up in front of Cleary’s, which was just off Drake Drive behind an arcade.  Mr. Cleary was alone in the shop.  He was a man about Will’s age, maybe a little older, Ned thought, whose long hair hung down his back in a ponytail that was tan and gray.  He was tall and stringy with a bushy mustache and big smile that showed off some spectacularly crooked teeth.  You could tell the moment you met him he was a good person.
“I remember you,” Mr. Cleary said when he saw Maddie come through the door. He smiled at Will.  “A girl with some definite opinions about bicycles. And other things.”
“My friend Ned wants to look at your used bikes, Mr. Cleary,” Maddie told him.  “He’s interested in a Road Bike, or maybe a Hybrid.”
“What price range are we talking?” Mr. Cleary asked, with a glance at Ned.
Ned looked at Will, who shrugged.  “It’s up to you.  How much do want to pay for your half.”
“I’m looking for a bike I can get for two hundred or less,” Ned told Mr. Cleary.
“That limits the selection,” he said, and looked Ned over.  “You’re about what, five-six?”
“Five-seven.”
“If you say so.  Well…I do have a Diamondback Trace that I think would be good fit for you.”  Mr. Cleary walked down the row of bikes that were lined up against an entire wall of the shop, and pulled a blue and green one out.  “Diamondback calls these ‘Dual Sport’ bikes, but they’re basically hybrids.  This bike will work fine for you off road or on.  It’s a few years old.  I sold it to the same young guy who brought it back in when he was ready to trade up.  Been well taken care of.” 
Ned looked at Maddie, who nodded.  “Diamondbacks are good value bikes,” she said.  “How much?”
Mr. Cleary looked at the tag that dangled by a string from the handlebars.  “This is an XCT model that has the chainguard and 28/38/48 rings,” he said.  “I’m asking two-forty, which is just about half of what the bike sold for new.”
His share would be one-twenty, Ned thought which would leave him with almost a hundred and sixty. He looked at his dad.
“I think we can afford that,” Will said. 
Mr. Cleary beamed happily.  “Nothing like a quick sale to start the day.” He was so pleased that he threw in a six-dollar cable lock for free and offered to adjust the seat to fit Ned’s “stance.”
Will insisted on adding a helmet that cost another twenty-four dollars, and said he’d pay for it himself.  Ned gave his dad six twenty dollars bills and let him pay Mr. Cleary.  While they two men talked at the cash register, Ned rolled the bike out onto the sidewalk, where he and Maddie stood admiring it.  “We can go for a ride today, right?” Maddie said.
“If you can I can,” Ned told her. 
“We could, like, ride our bikes in the morning and go paddle boarding in the afternoon.  We’d be cross training.”
“In between, you could help me try to figure out what’s buried on Cloak Island.” 
“It could be a great summer.”
“Could be,” Ned allowed.
Will came out of the shop and helped Ned load the bike into the bed of the pickup.  Maddie again sat between the two of them on the ride home.  Before she could start talking, Will spoke up.  “I imagine you want to go for a ride on your new bike right away,” he told Ned.
“I do, yeah.”
“If you don’t mind me doing it in front of Maddie, I’d like to tell you the bike riding rules,” Will said. 
“Oh, no,” Ned groaned.
“There are three,” his dad told him. “One is you have to wear your helmet.  I don’t care if you think it looks dorky.”
“My gramma makes me wear mine all the time,” Maddie told Ned.  “So does my mom.”
“Okay,” Ned said.
“Number two is you have to lock your bike up whenever you park it somewhere.”
“Of course.”
“Number three is that you can’t ride your bike on the highway—or across the highway.  You have to walk it across, in the cross walk at the traffic light.”
“I do that already,” Maddie said. 
Ned nodded.
“Promise?” Will asked.
“Promise.  Why do you worry about me so much?”
“Because you’re all I have to worry about.”


WHEN THEY GOT HOME, WILL HELPED NED unload his new bicycle from the truck, then watched Maddie run off to check in with her grandma and retrieve her own bike.  “’Saucy’ is a word I might use to describe that girl,” he said.
“I don’t think ‘saucy’ is a compliment,” Ned told his dad.
“It is if you like a lot of flavor in your females.”
Ned was relieved that Will didn’t make him repeat his promises about the ‘bike riding rules.’  “Have fun and be safe,” was all his dad said before driving off to Earl Iverson’s.
Maddie was back with her bike a few minutes later.  She walked it between the houses, carrying her helmet on the handlebars.  “Ready?” she asked.  Ned nodded.  “Then put your helmet on,” Maddie told him.
“You first.”
Maddie shook her head, but then put her helmet on and pulled the strap it tight under her chin.
“Not so bad,” Ned said, and put his own helmet on. Maddie pressed her lips together; it was obvious that she thought he looked ridiculous. 
For some reason he didn’t want to tell her that he had hardly ever ridden a bicycle.  He’d never owned one of his own before.
They started up the road toward the highway, but Ned when tried to work the gear shifter control it went the wrong way and he began pedaling so slowly that the bike literally tipped over.  He got one foot down on the pavement before falling and stood there puffing.  Maddie was almost to the top when she noticed Ned wasn’t with her.  She turned around, coasted back down the hill to where he was, dropped a foot and stood staring at him.
“You don’t know how to shift gears, do you?” 
Ned could feel his face flushing as he shook his head.  Maddie showed him how his controllers and derailers worked, the right controller for the rear tire and the left for the front, up and down, high gears and low ones.  “Just use your rear tire derailers for now,” she said.  “It’s all you really need and it won’t get confusing.”  She was surprisingly nice about it.  Ned had expected to be made fun of. 
He followed her up the road, shifting to make the pedaling easier as it got steeper.  At the highway, Maddie climbed off her bike and so did Ned.  They pushed their bikes along the edge of the pavement, walking against the traffic, until they reached the cross walk.  It was a long wait for the light to change.
“You’ve never had a bike of your own before?” Maddie asked.
“No.  I didn’t need one in San Francisco. I could walk most places in the Sunset, or take the BART if I needed to go to a different part of the city.”
“So how did you learn to ride at all?”
“When we visited my grandparents in Santa Rosa.  They had a bike for me.  But it didn’t have gears. I just rode around their neighborhood.”
The light finally changed and they had a ‘Walk’ signal.  “Well, you’re going to be glad you have gears when we ride up into the hills,” Maddie told him as they started across.
On the other side of the highway, Drake Drive became narrower.  Cars had to move into the opposite lane to go around them, which made Ned slightly nervous.  The road was flat for awhile, then gradually became steeper.  When Maddie turned off on a road that climbed into the hills, the ride got much steeper.  Ned struggled to keep up at first as he fiddled with the shifter control, but when he figured that out he quickly caught up to Maddie and then passed her.  She began to peddle harder and caught up with him for a moment, but then Ned peddled harder, too and went ahead again.  He led all the way as they climbed a road that grew steadily steeper and more winding, and didn’t stop or look back until he reached a piece of level road where there was a gravel turnout.  He dropped a foot, turned and grinned as he watched Maddie still pedaling up the hill behind him.  When she reached the turnout and dropped a foot beside him, her face was red and Ned could see the hair that hung out of the back of the helmet sticking damply to her neck. 
“Are we racing or going for a ride?” she panted.
“I thought you wanted a workout,” Ned said.
“Don’t be a jerk. Please.  You’re stronger than I am and you have longer legs, I get it.  But we’d have more fun if we rode together.”
“Okay.  But I might go ahead once in awhile.  On a hill, maybe.”
“Because you can, I guess.”
“Yep.”
“Boys are such…boys.”
“Would you like it better if we were girls?”
“Let me think about that.”
They stood together looking down on the bay.  It looked bluer from above, almost the same color as the sky in the smoky haze on the horizon.  Ned could see tiny white crescents where the bay’s invisible waves broke against Cloak Island.  The island seemed more solid from up here, he thought, less like it was floating on the water and more like it was planted in it.  This high perspective gave him a sense of how long it had been there.  Millions of years before Sir Francis Drake or anyone else came sailing by. The one hundred and seventy years that people had been hunting for treasure on the island didn’t seem so long when you thought of it that way. 
“What are you thinking?” Maddie asked.
“I’m thinking about what it would be like if I was the one.”
“The one what?”
“The one who found the treasure.”
“What do you think it would be like?”
Ned took a while to answer.  “Like there was a reason for everything,” he said finally.
“For your mom dying, you mean?” Maddie asked.
“I guess. And for me being here.”
“You need a reason?”
“I didn’t think about it before... while my Mom was still alive. But now, yeah.”
Maddie nodded, studying him.  “You’re not exactly a regular kid, you know,” she said. 
Ned shrugged.  “That’s what happens.  Would you like me better if I was?”
“No, I don’t mean that.  Not at all.  It’s just…I wish you were a little happier.”
“I’m happier than I was a month ago.  I’m a lot happier than I was six months ago.”
“I’m glad.  Let’s keep riding.”
THEY WENT NO HIGHER into the hills.  Instead, Maddie led Ned on a course that wound through pocket neighborhoods that were terraced on roads that turned into one another without any straight lines or clear separations.  Maddie went into the lead as they coasted back downhill, faster than Ned thought they should after a truck came around a curve and passed so close that he was almost blown into a ditch by the wind.  They emerged finally into a neighborhood on flat ground where the houses all seemed to have large rhododendron plants in the front yard.  Just before the highway, they came to a red brick building with a sign on it that read “Mirror Bay High School.”  Ned coasted to a stop and put a foot down on the curb.  Maddie went almost another block before she realized Ned wasn’t with her anymore, then turned around and pedaled back to where he sat on his bike studying the high school. 
“This is where I’ll be going in September,” he said. 
“You don’t sound too happy about it.”
“It’s so tiny compared to John Muir, the high school I was supposed to go to in San Francisco.  My elementary school was bigger than this.”
“A small school makes it easier to get to know everybody.”
“Maybe I don’t want to know everybody.”
“Sure you do.  It’d be cool to go to a school where you knew everyone, understood how all the pieces fitted together.  I don’t know half the kids at my middle school and it’s only half the size of the high school I’ll be going to.”
Ned rode down the road on the side of the high school, Maddie following.  He stopped when he came to the sports fields.  There were bleachers on both sides of the main field, where a pair of soccer goals stood behind the football goal posts.    The only people on the field, though, were three kids throwing a Frisbee. 
“Are you going to play soccer here?” Maddie asked. 
“I don’t know.  I don’t want to think about it.  I just want it to be summer for a long time.” Ned turned his bike around and pedaled toward the highway. 
Maddie rode up right next to him.  “It seems like summers are never as long as you think they’ll be,” she said. 
“Maybe this one will be.”
They walked the bikes across the highway, then got back on them and coasted downhill on Drake Drive into the center of town.  It was fun riding along past shops and restaurants and arcades, watching the people on the sidewalks. 
Maddie pulled up alongside him and said she was thirsty, so they stopped in front of an arcade.  There were no bike racks that they could see, so they locked their bikes to each other on both sides of a parking meter.
It was cool and dark inside the arcade.  The games were mostly just old electronic consoles, but there was a Skee Ball machine along one wall.  Ned put a hand in his hip pocket and felt the five-dollar bill he’d brought from home.  Maddie had headed for a cooler with a glass door where the drinks sat on shelves.  She selected a lemon-lime Gatorade and Ned took one, too.  They walked to the counter where a glum-faced fat woman sat on a stool, eyeing them suspiciously.  They put their drinks on the counter and Ned held out his five-dollar bill. 
“Are you treating me?” Maddie asked.
“This time,” Ned said.  He was not happy when the fat woman handed him just eighteen cents in change.  “We should have gone to a regular store,” he told Maddie. 
“Don’t spoil it,” she said. “You’re the first boy who has ever bought me a drink.”
They went back outside onto the sidewalk to finish their Gatorades.  Ned leaned up against the window of the arcade, which was covered with flyers and posters that had been taped to the inside of the glass.  Maddie stood in front of him, reading the flyers.  “Hey, that sounds like it might be fun.”
Ned turned to look at the poster she was pointing to.  “Concerts in the Park,” it read in big letters.  Below that was a list of four concerts that would be held in Drake Park on the last two Saturdays in June and the first two in July.  “We should go,” Maddie said.
Ned was reading the fine print on the poster when he remembered that Professor Clark spent every Saturday night at the Driftwood Inn.  “I have an idea,” he told Maddie.  “If you’re up for it.”
They would convince Ned’s dad and her grandma to let them attend the concert together on Saturday, Ned explained.  “Will it be, like, a date?” Maddie asked.  If they had to call it that, fine, Ned said.  They would listen to the music for a few minutes, then slip off to the Driftwood Inn, where the professor would be eating his dinner and drinking his whiskey. Ned recalled what Arlen had said about the professor being more “relaxed” after he’d had a bit to drink.  All she needed to do was help him get the professor talking about Cloak Island, Ned told Maddie.  “Just be curious.  He likes curious kids. Then let me take it from there.”  They’d say goodbye to the professor and get back to the park before the concert ended, Ned explained.  His dad and her grandma would never know they had left. 
“You’re really serious about being part of the treasure hunt, aren’t you?” Maddie asked. 
“What would be the point of living in Mirror Bay otherwise?”
“Lot’s of people live here without even thinking about it.” 
“I’m not them.  Like I told you, I need a reason to be here.  So are you up for it?”
“Of course I’m up for it.  I’m an up-for-it kind of girl, in case you hadn’t noticed.”




CHAPTER 13

MRS. JORGENSEN DROVE HER OLD STATION WAGON like she was afraid a pedestrian might materialize out of thin air in front of her.  Ned had never been in a car that moved slower.  Maddie turned to look at Ned where he sat in the corner of the backseat.  “Now you know why I said we should leave at ten till,” she told him.
“Don’t make fun of an old woman,” Mrs. Jorgensen said.  “You may be one yourself someday.”
“That’s a long time from now, gramma,” Maddie said.
“Not nearly as long as you think, young lady.”
She let them out at the corner of Drake Drive and Outlook Avenue, about two blocks from the park. Ned was impressed that Maddie had made the arrangements all by herself: Her grandma would drop them off near the park around seven, half an hour before the concert started, and Ned’s dad would pick them up at 9:45, right after the concert was over.  “Just don’t be wandering around in the dark,” Will had told them. “And stick together.”
“That’s what people do on a date, isn’t it?” was Maddie’s reply.  She and Will had grinned at each other.  They both seemed to enjoy how uncomfortable it made Ned to hear them using the word “date.”  Which is why they keep saying it, he thought.
At least Mrs. Jorgensen hadn’t used the word.  “Have fun and be good, you two,” the old woman called to them through the open window as she drove away. 
“Can we do both at once?” Maddie asked with a mischievous smile.
“We aren’t doing anything wrong,” Ned said. 
“You’re so serious about everything, Ned.”
“Somebody told me you have to accept who you are.”
“Sounds like a very smart person.  A girl, I bet.”
Downtown Mirror Bay was done up like Ned had never seen it.  Flower baskets had been hung from hooks on the streetlights along Drake Drive and he could see Japanese lanterns hanging in the trees of Outlook Park; they were like spirits that had risen out of the people on the ground, lit up with joy at being released.  Something about the atmosphere filled Ned with optimism.  He and Maddie walked past a group of older teenagers, two boys and three girls, who were sitting on cushions and blankets in the bed of a large, raised pickup truck that had been backed up right to the edge of the park.  It gave them a commanding view of the gazebo where the musicians were already arranging their chairs and tuning their instruments.  Ned couldn’t help staring at the kids in the back of the truck, imagining that he would be going to school with them come September.  A couple of the girls, both blondes, were sort of pretty in their halter tops and cut-off shorts, even though both looked like they’d blow-dried the life out of their hair, then tried to revive it with some kind of sticky goop.
“Take a picture, why don’t you?” one of the blonde girls said, and all the other kids in the truck bed laughed like it was a very witty and original line.  “He’s cute though!” Ned heard another of the girls say, and then there were more giggles, when she called, “You can take my picture anytime.” 
“Please tell me everyone here’s not like that,” Ned told Maddie.
“Okay, not everyone’s like that.  Lots are, though. I mean, face it, this is a small town. A backwater, as my mom likes to call it.”
“You’ve never made a friend since you’ve been coming to Mirror Bay?”
“Yeah, I did have a friend for two summers.  Julie.  I met her at Sunday School.  But she moved to Washington last summer, only a couple of weeks after I got here.  She always complained about how uncool the other kids in Mirror Bay were.”
“Great.  Thanks for sharing that with me.”
“There will be some kids you like,” Maddie said.  “And for right now, you’ve got me.”
“I’ve got you, huh?”
“Yes, you do.  Can you be nice?  This is, like, the first date I’ve ever been on.”
“It’s not a date,” Ned said.
“Yes it is,” Maddie told him, and took his hand in hers.  Ned began to tug away, but when Maddie gripped his hand hard, he let her hold on.  After a few steps she let go.  “It’s kind of a date,” Maddie said in a quiet voice.
“Okay, kind of a date, I guess.”  Ned was glad to see her smile.   
They walked through the park, where people were already sitting in lawn chairs right in front of the gazebo.  Outlook Park was on a little knoll that formed the highest part of downtown Mirror Bay, and you could see over the roofs of the other buildings, right out into the bay, where Cloak Island was slowly turning burnt orange and dark purple with the setting sun behind it. 
“It really is beautiful here, though,” Maddie said.
Ned nodded.  He felt quiet inside and had a sudden urge to remain there in the park, side by side with Maddie, soaking it all in.  After a few moments, though, he told her, “Let’s go check out the Driftwood Inn and see if the professor’s there.”
“We’ll come back before the music’s over, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Promise?”
“Are you coming with me or not?”
Maddie fell into step beside Ned as they continued on through the park, then turned back downhill on Driftwood Street. 
“Can we hold hands?”
“Some other time.  Maybe.”
“Maybe I won’t want to some other time.”
“Could you just concentrate on what we’re trying to do?”
“The big treasure hunter.”
Ned was just about ready to tell her to go back to the park and wait for him there, but Maddie stopped talking and walked along silently next to him. 
The Driftwood Inn was a two-story motel attached to a one-story restaurant, all of it stucco with wood trim that was painted the same yellowish tan color.  The restaurant had big dark windows.  Ned found one where there were no people on the other side and pressed his face against the glass, with his hands up around his eyes to block out reflecting light.  He spotted the professor after just a few seconds, seated by himself at a red banquette in the corner that had space for five or six people.   “He’s in there,” Ned told Maddie.  “Let’s go say hello.”
Maddie was following behind him when Ned stepped inside.  A woman holding menus stepped forward to head them off.  “May I help you?” she asked.
“We’re just saying hello to a friend,” Ned said, and walked past her toward the corner where the professor sat.   He was wearing his blue sport coat, holding a glass filled with a light brown liquid that Ned knew must be whiskey in one hand, and a book in the other.  He looked up from the book when Ned was a few feet away, stared for a moment, then smiled broadly. 
“Welllll.  Young Ned.”
“Hello, Professor Clark,” Ned said. 
“I don’t recall mentioning my name when last we met,” the professor said. 
“Somebody else told me.”
“I see.  It is a small town.”  The professor looked past him at Maddie.
“This is my friend Maddie,” Ned said.  “She’s curious like me.”
“I wouldn’t have believed there was a second one in Mirror Bay.”
“I’m just here for the summer,” Maddie said as she stepped up next to Ned. 
“I suppose that explains it,” the professor told her.  He smiled at the two of them for a moment, then gestured toward the red vinyl bench next to him.  “Please join me.”
Ned slid onto the bench and scooted until there was enough space for Maddie on the outside.  He saw that the woman with the menus was standing about ten feet away, hovering.  The professor waved her toward him.  “Could you ask the waitress to bring my young friends something to drink, Marilyn?” 
The woman with the menus looked at Ned and Maddie, like she was still not certain they belonged inside the restaurant.  “I’ll have a Coke,” Ned said.
“Same,” Maddie told Marilyn, who stared a moment longer, then turned and walked off into the restaurant. 
“They know me quite well here,” the professor said.  “I come in every Saturday night during the summer.”
“Somebody told me that, too,” Ned said.
“Who would that somebody be, I wonder.”
“Arlen,” Ned answered.
“Ah, Arlen.  Good man, even if he’s on the wrong side of the argument.”
“Is there an argument?” Ned asked.
“If you’ve talked to Arlen you know there is,” the professor said, and raised an eyebrow.
After a moment, Ned nodded.  The professor squinted at him, then took a long sip of whiskey and smacked his lips slightly.  “So you came looking for me,” he said to Ned.
Ned felt himself flushing.  “That’s because we’re curious,” Maddie said. 
The professor nodded at her approvingly.  “As I told young Ned when we met at the Maritime Museum, curiosity is a quality I admire.  So how can I satisfy yours, Ned?”
“Well, I guess I was wondering how someone who’s a professor at Notre Dame ended up spending his summers on Cloak Island,” Ned said.
“That’s quite a long story,” the professor said.
“We’ve got time,” Ned told him.
The professor looked amused.  A young waitress in a short skirt came to the table then with two Cokes on a tray and placed them in front of Ned and Maddie.  “Thank you, Stacy,” the professor said, then raised his glass of whiskey, which was almost empty.  “Could you bring me another double, dear girl?”
“Sure can, professor,” Stacy answered with a grin.  “Will you still be ordering dinner?” 
“In due time, dear girl.  In due time.  But for now, another whiskey.”
“I’ll be right back with it.”
The professor watched her walk away, then told Ned and Maddie, “I’m also a good tipper, which makes me not only very familiar, but also quite popular.”  When neither Ned or Maddie spoke, the professor smiled and nodded.  “I would bet Arlen mentioned to you that I’m a professor of Religious History,” he told Ned. 
“I think he did say that,” Ned answered.
“My emphasis is on what we call the High Middle Ages, which is basically the period that spans the Crusades through the Reformation. That’s the twelfth through the seventeenth centuries.  I’ve rather made a specialty of Sir Francis Drake, a man in whom the many themes and contradictions of the latter part of that period were manifest.”  The professor finished the last of the whiskey in his glass and again smacked his lips slightly.  “He was a remarkable character, as you might imagine.  Drake was at once an English explorer and a loyal subject to Queen Elizabeth, a pirate of the high seas who followed his own moral compass and, less well known, a mystic whose faith in Christ overrode all his other interests and obligations.  Drake was a warrior who led his men into battle all across the globe, but also one who prayed for hours at a stretch before taking up the sword.”
Stacy returned with a fresh glass of whiskey for the professor, who held it in front of his eyes for several moments, as if looking for something he’d lost in the amber liquid.
“Do you always talk like this, professor?” Maddie asked.  Ned kicked her under the table.
“Talk like what, young lady?” the professor asked.
Maddie gave Ned a sharp glance.  “Like you’re delivering a lecture or something.”
“Only when I’m in the classroom or when I’m drinking whiskey,” the professor said, and took a sip from the glass in his hand.  “Am I boring you?”
“Not at all, professor,” Ned said.  “Please go on.”
The professor looked at Maddie.  “Please,” she said. 
“Curious children,” the professor said, as if speaking to himself, then smiled again and took another sip of whiskey.  “I’ve long been intrigued by Drake’s so-called ‘Secret Voyage’ during the years 1577 to 1580, and most of my research in the past decade has been focused on it.  I’ve written a couple of books on the subject.  Drake’s famous voyage was replete with triumphs.  He not only became the second man to circumnavigate the globe—“
“That means sail around the world,” Ned told Maddie.
“I know what it means,” she informed him. 
The professor smiled at the two of them for a moment then took another sip of whiskey.  His glass was already half empty.  “In the process he also became the first sea captain after Magellan to pass from the Atlantic to the Pacific by sailing the Tierra del Fuego.  In the Pacific, he attacked and captured dozens of Spanish vessels, taking an immense fortune in precious metals and stones along the way.  He also did a number of things that were difficult to understand and have never really been well explained.  For example, while Drake’s voyage up the Pacific Coast could be understand as a search for the Northwest Passage, that doesn’t explain the months he and his men spent anchored here in Mirror Bay, and again further north along the coast of what is now Oregon.  Also unexplained has been a land raid that Drake and his men made on an obscure Spanish outpost on the coast of southern Mexico.  Almost nothing is known of that attack, except that there was a fierce battle with heavy casualties.  What has made it stand out, in my mind, among the many battles Drake and his men fought during those years is that there was no known purpose.  No stores of gold or silver, no obvious military objective.  Only vague references in journals kept by Drake and a couple of his crew to an object that had been captured.  Of all that they had seen and done during those years, the subjects on which Drake’s men were most tight-lipped were that battle in Mexico and the time they spent ashore at a place they called New Albion.  I became convinced that what we know as Cloak Island was Drake’s New Albion.  And I also became convinced that there was a connection to that mysterious attack on the Mexican outpost.”
“Why are you so sure that Mr. Burnett is wrong and that what Drake buried on Cloak Island wasn’t gold?” Ned asked.
“Have you met Marcus Burnett as well?” the professor asked.
Ned hesitated before answering.  “Briefly.”
“How did that come about?”
“I paddled out to Cloak Island and he caught me when I was looking at the Honey Pot,” Ned said.  “He thought I was you at first.  He took a shot at me.”
“You didn’t tell me that part!” Maddie said.
“My goodness, young Ned, you are a bold fellow, aren’t you?” the professor said.  “And curious indeed.”
Ned shrugged.  “I guess.  So why are you so sure the treasure’s not gold?”
“Does it make sense to you that men would go to such lengths to bury gold?” the professor asked.  “If you were going to bury gold, you’d dig a hole, cover it over and mark the spot.  A few days work for a handful of men at most.  But to excavate and cover the Honey Pot with picks, shovels, axes and hammers had to have taken thousands of man-hours.  If you were hiding gold on an island that no white man had seen before you, gold that you intended to retrieve on a return trip, there would be no reason to create the morass of drains and tunnels and traps that runs back and forth between the Honey Pot and Cut Beach.  What Drake and his men did was meant to protect something far more precious than gold, and to keep it protected for hundreds of years.”
“So what do you think that something might be?” Ned asked.
The professor smiled, shook his head and took another sip of whiskey.  “I have an idea,” he said and stared into his glass again.  “If only I knew where to find the green stone,” the professor murmured after a few moments, like he was talking to his whiskey. 
“The stone with the symbols carved on it?” Ned asked.  “The one they found way down in the Honey Pot?”
“That’s the one,” the professor said, and lowered the glass to look at him.  “If I had the stone, I believe I could answer many questions.  For the time being, though, I seem to be doing a better job of raising new questions than of finding answers to the old ones.”  He smiled at them.  “Typical of an academic.”
The young waitress, Stacy, stopped by the table to ask if the professor was ready to order dinner.  “I believe I am,” he answered. 
“Your usual?”
“Yes.  I remain a creature of habit,” the professor said.  “And I’ll have one more whiskey as well.”  When Stacy went off with his order, the professor drained the last of the whiskey in his glass and stared at Ned. “So, my bold and curious young man, have I persuaded you to doubt Marcus Bennett’s Spanish gold theory?”
“Like you said, professor, why would anyone go to that much trouble to bury gold?  It seems like it must be something else.”
“How to find it and know for certain, though, remains the problem.  Think on it with me, will you young Ned?”
“I will.”
“And what about you, young lady?” the professor asked Maddie.
“I’m thinking already,” she told him.
“I’m happy to hear it.  Young people willing to think on things are the hope of the world.”
“We need to get back to the concert,” Maddie told Ned.
“Ah, yes, the concert,” the professor said. He tilted his head and listened.  The sound of music was faint but clear; Ned could hear horns.  “Well then, be on your way at once.  We can continue this conversation another time.”
Maddie was already on her feet.  Ned slid off the bench and stood next to her.  “Thanks for the education, professor,” he said.
“Exactly the right thing to say to a stuffy old pedagogue like me, Ned,” the professor replied, with a broad smile.  “Have a delightful evening, both of you.”
They walked out of the restaurant into an evening that was cooling rapidly.  Ned looked out toward the bay, where he detected a faint haze of fog in the fading light, like an invading force that was sneaking toward them across the water.  When he looked at Maddie, he thought she looked pleased with herself for some reason.   “What are you so happy about?” he asked.
She looked like someone trying to be a mysterious.  “Just enjoying the evening,” she said.  “The air feels good and I like the music.”
“It’s jazz,” Ned said.
“Why do you keep telling me things I already know?” Maddie asked.  “Unless you think I’m stupid.”
“Sorry.” She still looked a little too pleased with herself, he thought.
When they reached the park, the two of them walked along the edge of it, looking and listening.  There were only six musicians on stage, but they made a big sound, the tall man with the ponytail who was playing the trumpet, especially.  “Is that Mr. Cleary, from the bike shop?” he asked. 
Maddie stared at the stage for a few moments.  “It is!  I didn’t know he was a musician.”
“Maybe there’s more going on in Mirror Bay than we think.”
“Maybe.”
They stood listening together, watching Mr. Cleary as he raised his trumpet toward the sky and blew a long note that seemed to rise and fall, almost like it was echoing itself.  Their arms touched briefly, and Ned felt that electric shock again.  A moment later, he sensed someone staring and turned to see one of the blond girls from the back of the pickup looking at him from about thirty feet away.  It was the one who had shouted that he could take her picture anytime, Ned thought.  She smiled, then whispered something into her friend’s ear, and they both giggled.  Ned found himself smiling back without thinking about it.  One of the boys in the group, a thick guy with short hair who wore a tank top and some kind of a thick leather band on his wrist, scowled at Ned and threw an arm across the shoulder of the girl who had been smiling at him a moment earlier.  Ned looked away and saw that Maddie was scowling now, too. 
“It’s not polite to flirt with a girl when you’re out on a date with a different girl,” she said.
“I wasn’t flirting!  And this is only sort of a date.”  The furrow in Maddie’s brow deepened.  “But I’m sorry if it looked like I was flirting.  I wasn’t.”
She shrugged, and got that pleased-with-herself expression again.  “I bet I know something that would make you find me more interesting.”
“What?”
She leaned close.  Ned could feel her breath on his neck and the bottom of his ear.  He wasn’t sure what she was going to do until she whispered, “I know where the green stone is.”
Ned reeled back a step.  “What did you say?”
“You heard me.”
“Where is it?”
“I’m not sure I want to share that information with a boy who smiles at another girl when he’s out with me.”
“You’re making it up.”
“No, I’m not.”
Ned studied her, trying to decide if he believed her or not.  The music from the gazebo came to an almost deafening crescendo, then stopped completely.  The crowd answered with a roar of applause and cheers.  He looked at the stage, where Mr. Cleary stood smiling out at his audience.  Some of the other musicians were already putting their instruments away. 
“Is it here?” he asked.
“Not right here.  But it’s close.  We could ride our bikes.”
“Tell me where.”
“I’ll think about it.”
Ned felt an urge to shake her, but it passed quickly.  He looked at her and decided for some reason that he believed she was telling the truth.  “Are you sure it’s the right stone?” he asked.
“Pretty sure.”  Maddie began to walk along the edge of the park, back toward the corner of Drake and Outlook, where her grandma had dropped them off.  Ned followed, trying to think of what he could say to make her tell. 
His dad was waiting in his truck when they got to the corner, though, and Maddie climbed in next to him.  Ned got in after her, and felt their arms touching again.  He didn’t move away, and neither did she. 
“You’re early,” Ned told him.
“A little early,” Will conceded.  “Did you two have a good time?”
“It was an interesting evening,” Maddie said.
“Interesting, huh?” Will said.  “Is that the word you’d use, Ned?”
“I think it might be the one, yeah.”
Will looked at them both with an expression that was equally puzzled and bemused.  “Well, okay then,” he said, and put the truck in gear.




CHAPTER 14

NED WOKE UP WHEN THE BIRDS DID again on Sunday morning, and lay in the gradually lightening dark, listening to them sing.  Maddie knew something, he was sure.  The way she had looked so pleased with herself had been too convincing for it not to be true.  He was going to get it out of her, Ned promised himself, then realized that she would be going off to church with her grandparents that morning and that it would be almost lunchtime before he got a chance to talk to her. 
He tried to pass the time by studying the calendar his dad had hung on his wall a few days earlier, the full year laid out on one big page.  The official beginning of summer was the day after tomorrow, he saw, then counted forward to the start of school, which would come exactly eleven weeks later. On July 31, he would be exactly fourteen-and-a-half, Ned thought to himself.  Maddie had said she was glad he was an Aquarius, because it made him compatible with Aries, her sign.  He had said he really didn’t believe in all that astrology crap.  Well, maybe a little.  There might be something to it.  Maddie had made it sound pretty great to be an Aquarius.  Pretty great to be an Aries, too.  He didn’t want to rule it out entirely.
On July 24, it would be exactly nine months since his mom’s death.  Time just kept moving forward and the world seemed determined to leave everything and everyone who wasn’t in it behind.  What would he think and feel about his mom after a year had passed?  What about after ten years had passed? 
“I won’t forget you mom, ever,” Ned whispered, and realized that it was the first time he had spoken aloud to her in days.  He hadn’t heard The Voice in days, either.  Which was a good thing, Ned thought, even though he felt in some weird way that he missed hearing it.  He was glad he hadn’t told anyone about The Voice.  Glad especially that he hadn’t told Maddie.
Ned sighed and rolled onto his side to look at his clock.  “6:31.”  He heard a door open and then he heard the shower come on.  His dad was up and at it again.  The pine tree was fully lit by now, sparkling green again as it bathed in sunlight and morning dew.  The birds must feel like they’d really done their jobs. 
Ned lifted his legs out from under the covers and put his feet on the cool floor. 
MADDIE AND HER GRANDPARENTS CAME BACK HOME just before eleven-thirty.  Ned watched the old station wagon pull into the garage, then watched the door close behind it.  He was lying on his paddleboard, just floating in the shade of the dock.  He let twenty minutes pass, but there was no sign of Maddie.  Finally he paddled with his arms closer to shore, then climbed off the board and pulled it up onto the beach.  He sat there another ten minutes, but Maddie still didn’t come outside.  Ned went into the house, showered off the salt water, put on shorts and a t-shirt, then sat down in front of the computer but just stared at it.  After a few more minutes passed, he stood up, walked outside and headed for the Jorgensen’s.  Fine, I give up, he thought.  He was about halfway there when the front door opened and Maddie stepped through it.  Ned froze, and started to turn around, but she’d already seen him, so he just stood there.  She was wearing a big grin as she walked toward him. 
“Headed my way, were you?” she asked.
“I guess.”
“Something on your mind?”
“You know there is.  Are you going to tell me or not.”
“I’m going to show you, if you can wait until tomorrow.”
NED WAS UP LONG BEFORE THE SUN WAS on Monday.  He tried studying the calendar again, but it was still so dark in his room that he could barely make out the dates.  Somehow he dozed off again, and was startled awake when his dad sat down on the bed next to him. 
“Needed your rest this morning, huh?” his dad asked.
Ned squinted and shook his head, trying to clear it. 
“It’s 9:45,” his dad said.  “I left you some breakfast on the table.  I’m headed off to Earl’s.”
“Okay,” Ned got out.  He fell back in bed, wondering how he’d managed to sleep so hard.  He stood up, staggering slightly, his head still heavy with groggy sleep.  A cold shower only sort of brought him out of it.  He slipped on a pair of shorts, ate a little toast but no eggs while standing at the dining table, then stepped outside barefoot with no shirt on.   Maddie was sitting on the Jorgensen’s front porch, like she was waiting for him.  He waved, went back inside, put on a red t-shirt and his blue vans, ate a forkful of eggs, drank some orange juice, then stepped through the front door again and walked in Maddie’s direction.  She stood up and walked toward him until they met next to one of the pine trees. 
“Are you ready to go?” she asked.  “Finally?”
“I’m ready.”
“Well, get your bike then.”
Ned let her lead the way up to the highway.  They walked their bikes to Drake Drive and waited for the light to change.  Ned studied Maddie and wondered how she made her helmet fit so perfect.  His was always lopsided and geeky looking.  “So I guess you believe me now, huh?” she asked. 
“Like they say, seeing is believing.”
“You’ll see.” 
When they had crossed the highway, Maddie climbed onto her bike and led him the same way they had gone before.  They didn’t continue on when they hit the flat road on the side of the hill, though.  Instead Maddie turned onto a narrow lane that didn’t seem wide enough for two cars to pass.  It wound and climbed steeply uphill under tree branches that hung so low they scraped Ned’s shoulder a few times. 
“My friend Julie and I used to ride up here, just exploring.  We’d go looking for whatever was interesting or unusual.  She was a really adventurous girl.  I miss her a lot. Anyway, she was with me when we found the green stone.” 
They made another turn where a sign read “Crow’s Nest Lane.” It was an even steeper and narrower road.  Ned had to stand up to pedal and he was puffing hard by the time Maddie made one more turn, this time at a sign that read “Private Drive.”  The grade leveled gradually until they were right in front of a immaculate white cottage with leaded windows that were all shaded by trees and shrubbery.  It was a beautiful place, hidden away.  Ned knew he certainly hadn’t seen it from below. 
“Are we at the top of the hill?” he asked. 
“Just about,” Maddie said.  “Cool place, isn’t it.”
“Yeah, for sure. Kind of spooky, though. Who lives here?”
“Nobody, I think.  I mean, there was nobody here when I rode up last summer.  And it doesn’t look like there’s anybody here today, either.  The stone’s out back, in the garden.”
She got off her bike and stepped up the path like she was just going to walk back there.  Ned jumped off his own bike and caught her before she could open the iron gate into the backyard.  He looked around, but realized no one could see them.  The house had no neighbors who were close enough to even know they were here. 
“We better knock on the front door first,” Ned said.  “To make sure nobody’s home.” 
Maddie rolled her eyes.  “Fine, go knock, Mr. Careful.”
Ned climbed the steps to the front door, which was just average height but extra wide, with a rounded top.  It was painted black.  There was a doorbell button, but there was also a knocker on the door, a large metal gargoyle face with a heavy piece of iron hung that from its nose on a hinge in front of an iron plate.  The gargoyle face was the scariest one Ned had ever seen, like something born from a human being that had been crossed with a mad dog or a giant bat, he thought.  He pushed the doorbell button.  Ned could hear it ringing inside.  He stood for at least a minute and nothing happened.
“See,” Maddie said.
Ned pushed the button again and waited another minute.  Finally he came back down the steps and followed her to the iron gate.  The gate was only about chin high on Maddie and she opened it easily.  Ned followed her into the backyard, which was even more thickly planted than the front.  Heavy green bushes with tiny white flowers seemed be pressing forward along the stone pathway, like a rowdy crowd surging forward to get a good look at two accused criminals.
Ned could smell the jasmine before he saw it climbing on the trellises overhead.  There were more gargoyles back here, under the eaves of the house, and statues of birds on pedestals all along the path that led under the trellises, like they spying on them from the shrubbery.  Maddie was walking very slowly all of a sudden, Ned noticed.  He stayed right behind her.  The path led finally to a patio where iron chairs sat around an iron table.  Maddie took just a couple of steps onto it, then said, “Here it is.”
Ned stepped up beside her and saw the square stone she was staring at.  It was a pale green, but the color stood out among the gray paving stones that made up the rest of the patio.  The carving in the green stone, though, was what impressed Ned.  It was like a message written in twenty different alphabets.  There were symbols that seemed vaguely familiar—a circle inside a square, a spiral inside a triangle.  There were a number of crosses and triangles.  It was all laid out in two lines that ended on the bottom with two images.  One was of what looked like a bird, a seagull maybe, beneath some jagged lines.   The second was of the same jagged lines, but no bird.
“Weird, huh?” Maddie said.
“Totally weird,” Ned agreed.  He pointed at the images on the bottom right edge of the stone.  “That’s a bird right?” 
“I think so.  Its wings are really short.”
“And it’s sitting on what?”
“I don’t know.  Some kind of a zigzag falling from the sky.  A thunderbolt, maybe.”
“Could be.  What do you think it means?”
“I have no idea.”
“Can you make out any of the rest of it?”
“I can see a couple of letters, I think, a ‘C’ and an ‘X,’ but they don’t say anything to me.”
Ned studied the stone in silence for a few moments, but still couldn’t find any meaning in the carvings.  He felt a headache coming on.  “This might be the stone,” he said.  “I wonder if the professor could find a message if he studied it.” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.  He’s strange enough, anyway.  Are you thinking about taking this with us?”
“Look at the size of it.  I’m not even sure we could pick it up.  And I know we could never carry it on our bikes.  Plus, I’m not a thief—not since that time at Best Buy, anyway.”
“So what do we do?”
“I don’t know.  I need to think about it.  This might not even be the right stone.”  Ned looked at the house.  “Are you sure nobody lives here?” 
“I don’t know for sure.  This is only the second time I’ve been here.  But there hasn’t been anybody home either time.”
“Let’s take off before somebody shows up.  We can always come back tomorrow.”
Ned led the way back down the pathway.  The bushes seemed even closer and he had the feeling that someone or something might lunge out of them at any moment.  The eyes of the stone birds all seemed to be glaring at them. He realized he had been holding his breath when they reached the gate and let it out a big sigh before he drew another one.
“I know what you mean,” Maddie told him. 
The retrieved their bikes from the little patch of grass beside the driveway where they had left them and pedaled away, looking over one shoulder as they went.  The cottage still seemed silent and empty.  They slowed as they turned out of the long driveway and rode side by side. 
“Is it just me or is that backyard kind of creepy?” Maddie asked. 
“It’s not just you,” Ned told her.  “But maybe we felt that way because we really weren’t supposed to be there.”
“I don’t think that was all of it.”
“I don’t either.  But we’ll have to come back.”
“Maybe we should ask your professor friend to come with us.”
“And tell him what?  That there’s this green stone in somebody’s backyard that we want him to see?”  Ned pedaled in silence for a moment.  “Right now this is our discovery—“
“Our discovery?” Maddie interrupted.
“Your discovery that you shared with me, which makes it ours,” Ned said.  “Let’s be careful what we tell other people about it.”
“We’ll have to tell somebody.”
“I know,” Ned said.  “I’m thinking.”
By the time they had coasted back downhill to the highway, Ned had an idea.  He asked Maddie if there was an art store in town. There was a good one right downtown on Drake Drive, she told him.
Tursi’s, the place was called.  The only person in the place was a woman who wore a flowing skirt with sandals and had thick ringlets of dark hair streaked with silver that hung down to the middle of her back.  Enormous amber eyes that seemed far too large for her elfin features enhanced the dramatic effect of her appearance.  Ned had a feeling his dad might like her.
He asked if she had tracing paper and the woman said, “Of course.”  Ned hadn’t even been sure that’s what it was called, but the woman led he and Maddie directly to a shelf stacked with “Strathmore 300 Series Tracing Paper.” 
“It’s a highly transparent parchment that accepts pencil, marker or ink.  The best there is, in my opinion,” the woman said. 
“Which would use if you wanted to trace carvings in a stone?” Ned asked.
“Sounds like an interesting project,” the woman said.  “What sort of stone and what sort of carvings?”
“Just letters on a flat rock,” Ned said.
“A young man of mystery, huh?” the woman asked, and smiled.  “If it was me, I’d use a sheet of Strathmore and a charcoal.  Just lay the paper on the stone and very gently rub it with the charcoal.  That should do the trick.”
Ned saw that the tracing paper was sold only in a box of fifty sheets that cost $16.95.  “Can’t I buy a single sheet?” he asked.
“I’m afraid we don’t sell loose sheets,” the woman said. 
Ned wavered, not sure he wanted to pay seventeen dollars for one piece of paper.
“Tell you what,” the woman said.  “I have an open box.  I could give you one sheet if you buy the charcoal.  That comes in a box also, I’m afraid.  But a box of Coates is just five dollars and you might find that having some charcoal around to draw with is fun.”
“Okay,” Ned said.  “Thanks.”
The woman hummed to herself while she pulled a piece of paper from a box behind the counter, then rung up the charcoal.  “What’s your name?” she asked when Ned handed her a ten dollar bill.
“Ned.”
“Mine’s Jana.  I’ve seen you around, I think, Ned.  With a man I assume must be your father.”
“Yeah.”
“What’s his name?”
“Will.”
Jana handed Ned his change.  “You’re both new to Mirror Bay?”
“Yeah, we just moved here at the end of May.”
“Interesting.  Well, I hope you like it.  The winters can be foggy and wet, but it’s a beautiful place year round. Wonderful for an artist.” 
“Thanks.”
She handed him the box of charcoal and the sheet of paper in a bag.  “Come back and tell me how it worked.”  She had a pretty smile, Ned thought.  “Bring your dad.”
Maddie huffed when they were back out on the sidewalk.  “Boy, she’s what my gramma calls man-hungry, isn’t she?”
“Kind of pretty, though, don’t you think.  For somebody so old, I mean.”
“I guess if you like that artsy fartsy type,” Maddie said.
“I think my dad does.”
“Introduce him to her, then.”
“Maybe I will.”
They began walking down the sidewalk toward the waterfront as they talked.  Ned liked it that he had no idea where they were headed.   
“That’s a pretty smart idea.  To make a tracing,” Maddie said.
“Thanks.  Let’s hope it works when we ride back up the hill tomorrow.”
“And then what?  Are you going to show it to the professor?”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“I bet there’s there’s code breaking sites on the Internet.”
“Probably. I’ll take a look.  But I have a feeling that the code on the rock is a one of a kind thing.”
“Do you trust the professor?”
Ned thought about that.  “For some reason I do.” 
“’For some reason?’  Maybe you ought to figure out what the reason is.”
They walked on in silence. Ned looked at their reflections in windows as they passed, pleased to see that he was almost a head taller than Maddie.  Because of the way she talked, it was easy to forget sometimes that she was really just a little kid. 
Ned was so preoccupied that when he heard his name called, he thought he might have imagined it.  But then he heard it again:  “Ned!” 
He turned and saw someone across the street, in the darkened doorway of Dunstan’s Marine Supply.  When she stepped out into the sunlit sidewalk, Ned recognized Mrs. Burnett.  The old woman waved him toward her.  Startled and confused, he hesitated for a moment, then told Maddie, “That’s Mrs. Burnett.  From out on the island.”
He crossed the street with Maddie a step behind him and was surprised to see Mrs. Burnett smiling like she was delighted to see him.  “I thought that was our Young Explorer,” Mrs. Burnett said, and laughed at Ned’s confused expression.  “It’s what Mr. Burnett and I call you.” 
Marcus Burnett himself stepped out of the store himself just as the words were out of his wife’s mouth.  He smiled at Ned like he was happy to see him, also.  “Wellll, the boy who paddled out to the island on a board.”
“I was just telling Ned that we call him The Young Explorer,” Mrs. Burnett told her husband. 
Ned looked at Maddie, who was grinning just like the two old people. 
“What’s your name, dear?” Mrs. Burnett asked. 
“Maddie.”
“Are you Ned’s sister, Maddie?”
“Not his sister, no,” Maddie said.  “Just a … friend.”
“A friend,” Mr. Burnett said.  “I see.”
“A neighbor,” Ned said, and regretted it when Maddie scowled at him. 
Mrs. Burnett noticed.  “Well, it’s good to have neighbors who are friends,” she said.  “Mr. Burnett and I were just about to head down to Sweets ’n’ Shakes for some ice cream.  Will you two join us?  It will be our treat.”
Ned was so surprised he couldn’t answer right away. 
“Sure,” Maddie said.  “That would be great.  Thank you.”
Mr. Burnett looked at Ned.  “I kind of thought you never wanted to see me again,” Ned told him. 
Mr. Burnett looked even more amused than his wife did.  “No, I just never wanted to see you out on the island again. Unless you’d been invited.”
“We’re in town now,” Mrs. Burnett said.  “Let’s have some ice cream.”
Ned and Maddie walked between the two old people for the block and half it was to Sweets n’ Shakes.  “You haven’t been back out to the island, have you, Ned?” Mr. Burnett asked. 
“My dad and I paddled our kayak out there once.  But we didn’t go on,” Ned said.
“No law against that,” Mr. Burnett said.  “Were you looking for something in particular?”
“No, just looking.”
“No law against looking, either, so long as you do it from the water.”
At Sweets ‘n’ Shakes, they found a little table by the window where there was barely room for four chairs.  It forced them to crowd together and Ned felt Maddie’s bare shoulder against him.  The Burnetts ordered cups of pistachio and black walnut, which seemed to Ned like the kinds of flavors old people would like.  He got chocolate chip and Maddie asked for strawberry cheesecake.  The Burnetts looked as happy as two little kids when their ice creams were delivered.  Mr. Burnett didn’t even wait until Ned and Maddie had been served before he dug in.  “Best black walnut I’ve ever tasted,” he said. 
“He says that every time we come here,” Mrs. Burnett told Maddie. 
Maddie and Ned got their ice creams a moment later and they all ate a few bites in silence, before Mrs. Burnett and Maddie began to chat about living in Mirror Bay and how different it was in winter, when the cold and rain drove away the tourists and the “summer people.”  Ned noticed Mr. Burnett eyeing him from across the table.  He was almost getting used to the friendly expression on the old man’s face. 
“Why are you so sure that it’s gold buried on the island?” Ned asked him.
Mr. Burnett looked startled by the question for a moment, then answered with a question of his own.  “What else would it be?”
“I don’t know, but it seems like someone went to a lot more trouble than they would have just to hide gold,” Ned said.  He noticed that Mrs. Burnett and Maddie had stopped talking to each other and were listening to him. 
“Maybe that depends on how much gold you’re talking about,” Mr. Burnett said.
“If it was gold, why didn’t they come back and get it a long time ago?”
Mr. Burnett turned to his wife.  “I believe our young friend has met Tom Clark,” he said.  Ned felt his face get hot.  “Did the professor tell you what he believes is down there?” Mr. Burnett asked.
Ned shook his head.
“Me neither,” Mr. Burnett said.  “Clark is pretty good at keeping secrets.”
“I read online that you’ve tried every way there is to find tunnels and chambers at the bottom of the Honey Pot,” Ned said.
“You read that ‘online,’ did you?” Mr. Burnett asked.  He chuckled and shook his head.  “Well, I’ve tried all kinds of ways to get down there, that’s for certain.”
“Are you the one who built the concrete walls and put in the steel ladder?” Ned asked.
“Arlen and I did that together,” Mr. Burnett said.
“How far down does it go?”
“Sixty feet,” the old man said.  “After that, you have to get wet if you want to keep going.”
“Have you done that?  Gotten wet, I mean.”
“A number of times.  Water down there’s so turbid—murky—that you can’t see your own hands unless you hold them right in front of your face.  I’ve gone under with scuba gear—even used a deep sea diver’s rig one time.  Got the bends so bad I almost died.  Spent damn near a week in the hospital.  That was eleven years ago.”
“You haven’t been back down there since?” Ned asked.
“No reason to.  I’ve realized there has to be another way in, a better way.  That’s one thing Tom Clark and I agree on.  Whoever designed those works must have left a back door.”
“But you don’t know where it is?” Ned asked. 
“Not yet, but I’m working on it.”
“What about the tunnels that Ralph Keating found?”
Mr. Burnett snorted and shook his head.  “Those were so collapsed by that fool that there’s no getting into them.  And his damn bulldozer is still down there, blocking the way.  It would take I don’t know what kind of equipment to get it out of there.  But like I said, there has to be a back door.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because no one will ever get to the treasure unless there is.  And the men who buried that gold on Cloak Island wanted to be able to get to it, someday.”
“Do you think that what’s carved on the green stone might tell where the back door is?” Ned asked.
“It might,” Mr. Burnett said.  “It might tell a lot of things.  Except that nobody’s seen the damn thing in almost a century.”
“What happened to it?”
“That’s yet another mystery.  All we know is that it was displayed for several years in the front window of an establishment here in town known as Van Slyke Mercantile, which was founded by a nephew of George Blanton.  Someone smashed open that window and took the stone.  No one knows who.  It’s never turned up since.”
Ned and Maddie exchanged a glance.  He was relieved when she kept quiet. 
“So how will you ever find the back door?” Ned asked.
“The only way is to keep looking,” Mr. Burnett said.
“As long as you can,” his wife told him.
“As long as I can,” he repeated. 
Mrs. Burnett sighed.  “Tick tock,” she said.  The old woman found her smile again a moment later, though.  “That was delicious,” she said after she swallowed her last spoonful of pistachio ice cream. 
“So was mine,” Maddie said.  “Thanks a lot for treating us.”
“Happy to do it, dear.”
“We kind of have to get going,” Ned said.  He stood up.  “It was really nice of you to buy us ice cream.  And to talk to me about … everything, Mr. Burnett.”
“Do you have to rush off?” Mrs. Burnett asked.
“I’m supposed to be there when my dad comes home,” Ned said.  Which wasn’t strictly true.  Was it his mom or his dad who had told him that the problem with lying was that it gets easier the more often you do it?
“Well, I hope we see you again soon, Ned.  You too, Maddie,” Mrs. Burnett said.
“In town, that is,” her husband added.  But he said it with a smile. 
Ned started to step away but, instead of following, Maddie leaned over and gave Mrs. Burnett a hug that seemed to take the old woman by surprise, and also to make her very happy. 
“Why did you do that?” Ned asked Maddie when they were back out on the sidewalk.
“I don’t know.  I just felt like she needed a hug.” 
Ned nodded like he understood.  All he really knew, though, was that he liked Maddie a lot at that moment. 




CHAPTER 15

NED WAS UP EARLY AGAIN THE NEXT MORNING.  By eight o’clock he had finished breakfast and was feeling like his dad would never leave for Earl Iverson’s.  He tried to fill the waiting time by reading some of Kidnapped.  It was a struggle to stay focused at first, but when he got to the part where Davie climbs the stair tower in the House of Shaws and realizes his uncle wants him dead, Ned became engrossed.  He lost all track of time during the chapter where Davie meets the cabin boy Ransome, and was startled when his dad tapped lightly on the bedroom door, stuck his head inside and said, “I’m off to Earl’s.  See you this afternoon.”
Ned almost wanted to keep reading, but instead, as soon as he heard his dad’s truck drive away, he retrieved the nylon bag where he had stashed the tracing paper and the box of charcoals from the bottom drawer of his dresser and slipped it over his neck and shoulder, the same way he had worn it when he paddled out to the island.  He was walking toward the front door of the house when Maddie knocked on it.  
“You ready?” she asked, when Ned opened the door.  Her bike was leaning against the porch behind her. 
Ned got his own bike out of the shop and they pedaled together, in silence, up to the highway.  They didn’t talk, either, as they rode up into the hills on the other side, pedaling so hard that Ned was gasping for breath by the time he reached Crow’s Nest Lane.  He dropped a foot and waited for Maddie to catch up.  She was panting and her face was bright red as she rode up next to him. 
“You okay?” Ned asked.
“Nice of you to ask,” she said sarcastically. 
“Sorry,” Ned said.  “I guess I’m excited.”
“I guess.  Let’s ride together the rest of the way.  Okay?”
“Okay.”
Ned pedaled slowly up the narrow, winding road, and slower still when they turned into the driveway and climbed it beneath the overhanging branches of the trees alongside it.  When Ned stood up to pedal, the leaves on the trees brushed the top of his head. 
When they reached the white cottage, Ned was startled, and so was Maddie, to discover a slightly battered red Honda Civic parked in front of the garage. 
“Someone’s here,” Ned said.  Maddie nodded.  “That doesn’t look like a car that goes with this house,” he told her.
“What should we do?” Maddie asked.
“We have to knock again,” Ned said. 
“I’ll come with you this time,” Maddie said. 
They laid their bikes on the same small patch of lawn where they had left them the day before and walked together up the stone steps to the front porch.  “Let me talk,” Maddie said when she pushed the doorbell. 
A long time seemed to pass before a stocky woman with frizzy brown hair and a lit cigarette in the corner of her mouth opened the door.  She was holding a dust mop in one hand.  She looked surprised to see the two of them standing there, but her expression was friendly. 
“Hi there,” Maddie said.  “I’m Maddie and this is Ned.  We’re conducting a survey for a school project.  Could you answer a few questions for us, ma’am?  We’re trying to find out how old the houses in this neighborhood are and how long the people living in them have been here.”
“Isn’t school out already?” the woman asked.
“We’re supposed to have our project done by the time we go back in September,” Maddie told her.  Ned was impressed. 
“Well, you see, I don’t live in this house,” the woman told her.  “I just come by twice a month to clean it.  The owner, Mr. Kagan, only uses the house occasionally, when he visits from San Francisco.”
“Ben Kagan?” Ned asked.
“You know him?” the woman wondered.
“I’ve heard of him,” Ned said.  He felt his face getting warm.
“Well, he’s only here two or three weeks a year, in August usually, but he likes the house kept ready for him,” the cleaning woman explained, then spoke to like she was confiding in the two of them.  “Taking care of this place is probably the easiest money I make.”
“Okay, then,” Maddie said.  “Thanks for your time.  We’ll come back in August when Mr. Kagan is here and talk to him then.”
“Good luck with that,” the cleaning woman said, shaking her head slightly as she smiled.
“Thanks,” Ned said, and turned to follow Maddie back down the stone steps. 
The front door was closed when they turned around to look back. 
“What now?” Maddie asked.
“We wait for her to leave.”
They coasted down the driveway on their bikes and found some grass next to a laurel hedge where they could see cars coming and going on Crow’s Nest Lane.  They leaned their bikes against the hedge and sat on the grass.  No cars came or went. 
“So who is Ben Kagan?” Maddie asked.
“He’s Mr. Burnett’s partner.  The one who puts up the money.  Arlen told me he hates Professor Clark.  That’s all I know about him.”
“Remind me who Arlen is.”
“He works for Mr. Burnett.”
“Oh yeah.”
“So now the question is why Mr. Kagan has kept the green stone a secret from Mr. Burnett,” Ned said.  “If it really is the green stone.”
“I think it is.  Don’t you?”
“Yeah, I think it is, too.”
“So why do you think Kagan isn’t telling Mr. Burnett he has it?” Maddie asked.
“I don’t know.  Maybe Mr. Burnett is only pretending he doesn’t know where the stone is.”
“You think that?”
“No.  I believed Mr. Burnett when he said he had no idea where it was.”
Twenty-two minutes had passed, according to the time on Maddie’s cell phone, before the little red Honda made a right turn off of Crow’s Nest Lane and headed back downhill.  He and Maddie waited another few minutes, then got on their bikes and pedaled back up to the cottage. 
Ned went through the iron gate first this time, and led Maddie down the path beneath the trellis.  He again felt the spying eyes of the stone birds in the bushes on him and wondered if that was what whoever had put them there wanted him to feel. 
When he came to the green stone, Ned shrugged the nylon sack off his shoulder and knelt in front of it.
“I think we should clean it off first,” Maddie said. 
Ned could feel her breath on the back of his neck as she spoke.  He swept away as much of the dust and grit as he could with his hands, then blew it out of the carved images.  Some of it bounced back into his nose and he had to stifle a sneeze.  Ned pulled the tracing paper and the charcoal out of the nylon sack and placed the sheet of paper over the stone.  It was just wide enough to cover the edges of the stone. 
“Hold one end for me,” he told Maddie.  She knelt next to him and used both hands to hold one end of the paper flat to the stone.  Ned took a charcoal out of the box and laid it flat on the paper.  He began to rub it across the surface and immediately saw the message carved into the stone appear as light gray images against a darker background. 
“It’s working,” he said. 
“Don’t press too hard,” Maddie told him.  “You’ll tear the paper.”
Ned worked the charcoal over the entire surface of the stone until he could see every single carved letter and symbol and image.  He was amazed at how clear they were.  When he was done, he took a deep breath, lifted the paper off the stone and showed it to Maddie. 
“That’s it,” she said.  “We’ve got it.”
“Let’s get out of here,” Ned said.  He put the charcoal back in the box and pushed the box into the nylon bag.  He gently rolled the paper up and laid it in the bag on top of the box.  Ned stood and walked quickly back down the path under the trellis, slipping the bag over his shoulder as he went.  But when he turned, Maddie was still kneeling in front of the stone, aiming her phone at its carved face.  “I should have thought of this sooner,” she said, and pressed the button twice.   
Ned felt his face get red.  “I should have, too.” 
“The tracing’s better,” Maddie said, but more like she was trying to make him feel a little better than like she meant it.  
She followed Ned to the iron gate and passed through ahead of him while he held it open.  They were both trying not to hurry too much, Ned knew.  They picked up their bikes, climbed on and coasted back down the driveway. 
Just as they reached Crow’s Nest Lane, a car came around a curve and honked at them as they rolled out into the road in front of it.  They both braked to squealing stops as the car swerved to go around them and they saw the snarling face of the man behind the wheel as he shouted something at them through his window.  Ned stood astride his bike with his heart pounding and turned to Maddie, who looked just as frightened as he felt.  Suddenly, though, she burst out laughing and so did he.  They were still laughing when they began to pedal back downhill.  Ned tried to stop, but every time he looked at Maddie they both laughed even louder, wobbling on their bikes in a way that made it feel as if they were descending in a mad careen, held up by invisible cushions of air that guided them safely to the bottom. They were still gasping and giggling when they reached the highway and braked to a stop.  The two of them climbed off their bikes and pushed them along the sidewalk, trying to avoid each other’s eyes so they wouldn’t start laughing again.  When they reached the intersection with Drake Drive and stood waiting for the light to change, Maddie leaned her head against Ned’s shoulder.   He let her.
MADDIE HAD THE TRACING SPREAD OUT on the dining table while Ned checked it against the code breaking sites he had found.  There was nothing close to a match. 
“I don’t think they used a code anybody else knows,” Maddie said.  
“I think it’s more like a puzzle than a coded message,” Ned told her.  “Like I said, a one of a kind thing.”
“So what now?”
“All I can think to do is show it to the professor.”
“Do you believe in him that much?” Maddie asked.
“I like him.  Don’t you?”
“I’m not sure, to be honest, Ned.  But if you do, that’s good enough.  How are you going to show it to him?”
“Paddle out there in the kayak, I guess,” Ned told her. 
“Now?”
“There’s not time today before my dad comes home.  I’ll have to do it tomorrow.”
“We’ll have to do it tomorrow,” Maddie said.  “I’m coming with you.”
“You can’t tell your grandma.”
“I’ll just say we’re going for a paddle.”
MADDIE HAD GONE HOME by the time Will’s truck rolled down the hill and parked outside with the by now familiar sound of crunching gravel.  Will suggested they go for a paddle almost as soon as he came through the door. 
Five minutes later, when Will walked back outside with no shirt on, Ned was already on his own board, floating in the shade under the dock. It was the first time Ned had seen his dad bare-chested since their arrival in Mirror Bay, and although Will was almost as pale as Maddie, Ned could see that he really had lost weight.  There was still a roll of fat around his waist, but it was a small roll now.  Ned watched his dad pick up his board and paddle from the side of the shop and noticed the thickened muscles moving under the skin on Will’s arms and shoulders.  
“You’re really getting into shape,” Ned said when his dad dropped the board into the water.   
“I believe I’ve reversed the process of disintegration,” his dad said.  He climbed onto the board and stood up in a single motion.  “At least for the time being.  Let’s go hard today.”
“Okay,” Ned said. 
They started south down the shore as they did most often, headed toward downtown.  Within seconds, without either of them saying a word, it became a race.  Ned could see his dad bending his knees low and taking quick, short strokes. Will went ahead by a few feet, but Ned had nearly caught up a minute later.  He saw his dad look over and grin, then paddle even faster.  Ned stayed with him, just a few feet behind.  They moved across the water like that, both going as fast as they could, until they were parallel with the public beach.  Then Will lifted his paddle out of the water and coasted to a floating stop as Ned went past.  Ned turned and looked at his dad, who stood bent over on his board, sucking in deep breaths.  
“I didn’t see the finish line,” Ned said.
“It’s an imaginary finish line,” Will panted.  “We reach it when I’m finished.”
“You look finished enough to me.”
Will laughed, but without enough breath to make it long or loud.  “I think I can make it back, but only if we go slow,” he said. 
“No more racing, you mean?”
“No more racing,” Will said. 
It took them at least twice as long to paddle back home.  And Will was still breathing hard when they carried their boards out of the water and across Little Beach, then sat down on the sandy lawn with them.  “Whew!” Will said. 
Ned grinned.  It felt good to see his dad so alive. 
The two of them stared out at Cloak Island in silence for a few minutes before Will asked whether “that fellow you met in town” had said anything to him about the problems between Marcus Burnett and Professor Clark. 
Ned was taken aback, and almost asked why his dad wanted to know.  There was no way, though, he decided, that his dad could know that he himself had met both Mr. Burnett and the professor.  So Ned told Will the story he had heard from Arlen about Marcus and the professor being friends for a time, before Mr. Burnett realized that the professor didn’t believe the Cloak Island treasure was Spanish gold and they had a falling out.
Will took that in, then asked, “Did Arlen tell you what the professor thinks is buried out there?”
“He doesn’t know,” Will answered.
Will was quiet for a few moments, then said, “I’ll bet the professor asked Marcus one of the two questions that Cloak Island’s treasure hunters have never liked.”
There was something about the authority in his dad’s voice that Ned found curious.  At least a couple of times now, his dad had spoken about Cloak Island in a way that suggested he knew a lot more than he was letting on.  “Which two questions are those?” he asked.
“I think I mentioned the first one to you already:  ‘If you believe gold is buried out there, why do you think that the pirates who buried it didn’t come back to retrieve their treasure?’ That is, ‘Why do you think there’s anything still there?’”
Ned was ready this time.  “Well, if the pirates did come back for their treasure, wouldn’t they have just left a big hole in the ground with piles of dirt all around it?” he asked.  “I mean, they wouldn’t have left everything still perfectly closed up, would they?” 
Will nodded.  “Good answer,” he said.  “But why didn’t they come back for the treasure?”
“Maybe something happened to them,” Ned suggested. 
“I’d wager that’s what Marcus Burnett tells himself,” Will said.  “But it doesn’t have anything to do with the second question, the really puzzling one, which is why anyone would go to so much trouble to bury a treasure they planned to come back for.”
Ned was impressed.  “I think that’s the question Professor Clark asks,” he said.
“Does he have an answer?” Will asked.
“Arlen said he has ideas,” Ned answered.
Will laughed.  “A lot of people have had ideas about Cloak Island over the years.  More ideas have been abandoned out there than machines.”
Now Ned was unsettled by his dad’s tone of voice.  “How do you know so much about the island?” he asked.
“I read, too,” Will said.  “And I hear things.”
“Have you been out to the island?” Ned asked.  He felt actually suspicious of his dad now, and knew it was in his voice.
“You saw the ‘No Trespassing’ signs out there as well as I did,” Will answered.  “You think I’m a lawbreaker?”
Ned felt his face getting hot, and knew it was probably red.  A lawbreaker? he thought.  Is that what I am.  “No,” he told his dad.  “I just didn’t realize until right now that you were that interested in Cloak Island. 
“I’m not,” Will said, with real force behind the words.  He shook his head, then rocked forward onto his feet and stood up, a move Ned didn’t think he could have pulled off a month earlier.  “We should both probably try to forget that the place exists.”
“I couldn’t do that,” Ned said.  “Could you?”
“I could try,” Will said, then scooped up his board and paddle, and carried them toward the shop. 
Ned turned to watch him go.  It was the first time since his dad had moved back to San Francisco from New York that Will had seemed so interesting. 




CHAPTER 16

NED AND MADDIE HAD THE KAYAK IN THE WATER just minutes after Will left for Earl Iverson’s the next morning.  Ned had put the paper with the tracing of the inscription from the green stone inside three plastic Ziploc bags, each one sealed over the other, then put those inside the nylon soccer boot bag, along with his binoculars, his Leatherman tool and two Gator Ade bottles that he’d filled with water.  He and Maddie also each brought a pair of Converse sneakers.  Ned had packed everything in the front of the kayak, where Maddie was sitting, because her legs were shorter and she weighed less.   His dad had said something about the uneven distribution of weight slowing the kayak down when the two of them had paddled out to the island in it earlier, with Will up front. 
Maddie kept trying to talk to him as they paddled, but as he stared at the back of her head all Ned could hear were a stray word or two—there was something about his dad, or hers; he wasn’t sure—so he said nothing.  Finally she lifted her paddle out of the water and turned around to glare at him.  “Are you ignoring me?” she asked.
Ned took his own paddle out of the water.  “I can’t hear most of what you’re saying,” he told her.  “If you want to have a conversation we’ll have to stop paddling so you can turn around and look at me.”
“Fine,” Maddie said in a huffy voice. “Let’s just paddle.”
Such a strange person, Ned thought to himself.  She gets her feelings hurt by the stupidest things, but then she’s over it five minutes later and acts like it never happened.  For some reason he liked that about her, which made him pretty strange, probably. 
It took longer to reach the island with Maddie in the front seat of the kayak than it had with Will up there.  But the sun was still behind them when they reached Cut Beach, where the fine gravel was gradually rising out of the water in the receding tide.  Ned tried to direct Maddie just by paddling and she seemed to understand, helping him swing around toward the north end of the island. When they reached Falling Rocks, they discovered several sea lions sunning themselves.  Maddie pulled her paddle out of the water to look at them and Ned did the same.  They floated about thirty feet from the rock where a big sea lion seemed to be standing up on its front fins as it watched the two of them.  When it barked, Ned heard, “Off, off.” 
“Cool,” Maddie said.  “I didn’t know there were seals out here.”
“They’re sea lions,” Ned said.  “Way bigger than seals.”
“Fine, sea lions,” Maddie said.  “You really like to correct me, don’t you?”
“I just thought you’d want to know what they really are.”
“Do you think they care if I call them seals?”
“Why do you always look for ways to get your feelings hurt?”
Maddie went quiet.  She turned around and stared ahead for a moment, then began to paddle again.  Ned began to paddle too a moment later.  They reached the first dock, the bigger one, the Burnett’s dock, about ten minutes later.  The cabin cruiser and the dory boat were both there.  In another ten minutes they came to the smaller dock, where the professor’s boat was tied up.  Ned warily eyed the security camera on the dock as he and Maddie paddled up directly beneath it.  Ned held onto one of the rope cleats while Maddie got out, then she turned around and held the boat for him while he climbed out beside her.  Kneeling side-by-side on the wooden dock, they lifted the front end of the kayak and pulled it gradually up onto the planks next to them. 
“I wish you’d asked for the professor’s cell phone number when we saw him Saturday,” Maddie said.  “So he’d know we’re coming.”
“I wish I had, too, but we’re just going to have to surprise him.”
“Hope he’s in the mood for company.”
“Me, too.”  Ned pulled the nylon bag out of the kayak and stood up.  “Let’s find out.”
Maddie followed him on a trail that wound through bushes that had small pinkish red berries on them—huckleberries, he thought. It climbed up between large rocks for about a hundred feet, then leveled as they walked under towering spruce trees that cast huge dark shadows.  There seemed to be few trees on this end of the island, though, and the sun was in their eyes as they walked between rocks that were worn smooth by the rain and the wind. 
The trail dropped then into a meadow where there was a small pond and Ned saw Professor Clark peering through the lens of a chunky yellow instrument that rested on a tripod. Ned thought it might be some sort of underwater camera.  The professor was wearing shorts and a t-shirt, which make him seem almost like a different person than the one Ned had met twice in his blue blazer.  The professor stood turned away from them at an angle and was so absorbed in whatever it was he was seeing that he didn’t even sense Ned and Maddie approaching until they were about fifteen feet away and he turned toward the sound of their footsteps. 
Professor Clark looked so surprised to see them that Ned almost laughed, especially when the professor sputtered for a few seconds before he got out, “Wh-wh-at are you two doing here?”
“We came for a visit,” Maddie answered.  “Is it all right?”
“I—I just wasn’t expecting anyone,” the professor said.
“I told Ned he should have asked for your cell phone number,” Maddie said.  “You do have a cell phone don’t you?”
“Of course I have a cell phone.”
“Not everyone does.”
The professor stood half-smiling with a slightly baffled expression on his face.  Maddie seemed to have the same effect on the professor that she did on his dad, Ned thought to himself. 
“How did you get out here?” the professor asked.
“In the kayak Ned and his dad found in their garage,” Maddie said.  She pointed to the instrument on the tripod.  “What is that thing?”
The professor looked at it like he wasn’t sure for a second, then said, “It’s a theodolite. A surveyor’s tool.”
“Are you surveying?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes.  The main features of Cloak Island are laid out in certain configuration, and so are the cut rocks.”
“Cut rocks?” Ned asked.
“Many of the rocks on the island bear signs of carving,” the professor said.  “They are meant to tell us something.”  He pointed to a smooth rock nearby that did have, Ned could see, an unusual shape on the top.  “I’ve assigned letter names to each one.  That’s ‘Lazy L.’” He pointed to two other rocks on the other side of the pond.  “Those are ‘Broken M’ and ‘Jagged T.’” 
“And you think they spell something?” Maddie asked.
“They do spell something,” the professor said.  “This entire island is kind of puzzle, or coded message.”
“Are you good at decoding messages, professor?” Ned asked.
“It’s something I’ve studied,” the professor said. 
Ned opened the nylon bag and pulled out the paper wrapped in three plastic bags.  He opened each of the plastic bags, removed the sheet of tracing paper inside and unfolded it in front of him.  “What about this?” he asked.
The professor stepped closer and inspected the charcoal tracing on the paper.  “I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said after a few moments.  “Where did you get this?”
“Do you know what it is?” Ned asked.
The professor stared at the paper again.  “I’m guessing that it’s what someone told you is on the green rock,” he said finally. 
Ned looked at Maddie and could see that she was just as impressed as he was.  “Maybe it is what’s carved on the green rock,” he told the professor.  
“How would you know that, unless you’ve seen the green rock?” the professor asked. 
Ned just stared back at him.
“You become more interesting to me each time I meet you, Ned,” the professor said.
Maddie cleared her throat.
“And you have become much more interesting since your friend Maddie showed up,” the professor added.  
Ned didn’t know what to say.
“Would you be willing to leave this with me for a time?” the professor asked, motioning to the sheet of paper in Ned’s hands. 
“What do we get in return?” Maddie asked.
The professor looked at her and smiled like someone who just couldn’t help himself.  “How about a history lesson?”
Maddie didn’t look thrilled, but Ned said, “Deal.”
“Let’s go to my place so we can sit down,” the professor said.
Ned and Maddie followed him on a trail that led uphill to a knoll with a giant stump in its center.  Below, a tiny shack had been built between the trunks of two towering spruce trees.  When they went inside, Ned saw that the walls were just the other side of the boards that had been nailed on the outside.  The floor was wood boards, too.  The professor pulled a string that turned on the bare bulb overhead.  Ned could see a counter against one wall where there was a sink, a tiny refrigerator and a microwave oven.  The only furniture in the room was a cot with a sleeping bag on it in the far corner of the room and a rough wooden table with three camp chairs crowded around it.  The table was covered with papers and a laptop computer. 
No windows, Ned was thinking, when the professor opened a pair of wooden shutters that were made out of the same planks as the walls and floor and ceiling, revealing a hole that had been cut in the side of the shack that faced the bay.  At least the view was good, Ned thought. 
As Maddie looked around her, a shocked expression appeared on her face.   “There’s no bathroom,” she said. 
“I haven’t gotten around to putting in facilities,” the professor said. 
“So what do you—“
Ned touched her arm to silence her.  Maddie shot him a look but shut up.
The professor smiled at her.  “I use the woods,” he said.  “Which can be an adventure, I admit.  It makes my stay at the Driftwood Inn on Saturday nights a particular pleasure, I must say.” 
“I bet,” Maddie said.
The professor was still smiling.  He motioned toward the table.  “Have a seat.”
Ned and Maddie sat in camp chairs on one side of the table while the professor sat on the other.  
“This is the first time both of those chairs have been used since Marcus Burnett and his man Arlen sat in them years ago,” the professor said.  He pushed some papers together and set them aside in a pile.  “All I can offer to drink is water.”
“That’s all right,” Ned told him.
The professor nodded, then seemed to think to himself for a few moments before speaking.  “So,” he said finally, “I told you earlier that the study of Sir Francis Drake was an area of special interest for me.”  He waited until Ned and Maddie had both nodded before continuing.  “That study has convinced me that the key to understanding what took place on Cloak Island all those years ago involves a secret organization.”  He let that sink in.  Ned looked at Maddie, who seemed to be holding her breath.  “A secret organization to which Francis Drake was said to belong, The Order of St. Helena.  Do you know who St. Helena was?”
Ned shook his head and then so did Maddie.
“You weren’t raised in a particularly religious family, were you Ned?” the professor asked.
“Not really,” Ned answered.  “My mom believed in God, though. And I think my dad does, too, but I’m not sure.”
“Your mom believed?” the professor asked.
“She’s dead,” Ned said.
The professor raised his eyebrows “I’m sorry,” he said.  There was a moment of silence, then the professor went on with his history lesson.  “St. Helena was the mother of Constantine, the Caesar who made Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire.  Helena was born in the third century, around 250 A.D.  She was said in Drake’s time to have been a British barmaid as a young woman, although it’s generally believed today that she came from Asia Minor, from what is now the nation of Turkey, and was probably an innkeeper.  I personally believe they were right about her in the beginning.  How she came to be the legal concubine of a Roman general named Constantinius Chlorus is an open question, but what we know for certain is that in the year 272 she bore the general a son named Flavius Valerius Constantinus—Constantine.”
“Isn’t a concubine like a…prostitute of something?” Maddie asked.
“More like a mistress,” the professor said.  “There was no dishonor in it in those times, but no real honor, either.  And when Constantinius Chlorus became a Caesar a few years after his son by Helena was born, he was forced to marry, Theodora, the emperor’s step-daughter, and to cast Helena aside.”
“That sucks,” Maddie observed.
The professor cocked an eyebrow, then agreed, “It couldn’t have been pleasant for her. We know very little of what happened to Helena during the next twenty or so years, but we do know that her son Constantine became a very successful Roman soldier, praised for his valor in the wars against Egypt and Persia.  And when Constantinius Chlorus died, his troops made his son Constantine a Caesar.  A year and a half later, he became the Roman emperor.  And one of the first orders Constantine gave was that the entire empire should honor his mother, the former concubine, Helena.”
“Yay!” Maddie said.
The professor couldn’t help smiling.  “What Constantine did not yet know was that his mother, now sixty-three years old, had recently converted to Christianity.  Whether it was mainly because of Helena’s influence, or simply because he wanted to consolidate Christian support in the provinces, Constantine, along with his ally—his co-emperor, really—Licinius, issued what we know as the Edict of Milan, which instituted religious tolerance and forced the return of Christian property.  The Edict of Milan effectively ended paganism, which is what makes Constantine such an important figure in the history of the Christian Church.  Be that as it may, Constantine and Licinius soon fell out and went to war.  Constantine’s army prevailed and Licinius was executed.”
“You mean killed?” Ned asked.
“Beheaded,” the professor said.  “Execution was far more common than imprisonment in those times.  So then Constantine, now sole emperor, declared himself a Christian, moved the capital of the empire to Constantinople and invited his subjects to join him in the faith.  It was the single greatest sea change in the history of the Roman Empire.”
Ned and Maddie were sharing sidelong glances, both wondering what all this had to do with Cloak Island. 
The professor took note, shrugged and went on.  “Now Constantine may or may not have been a real Christian, but his mother certainly was.  She created a number of philanthropies with funds provided by her son, and also set off on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, where she was assigned to recover the cross upon which Christ had been crucified.”
“Alone?” Maddie asked.
“No, of course not,” the professor said.  “She had a party of soldiers and servants with her.  Helena was a formidable woman, understand, and not necessarily a gentle one.  Almost the first thing she did upon her arrival in Jerusalem was to convene a meeting of rabbis from throughout Palestine and demand, under threat of torture, that they tell her where the cross was hidden.  When the rabbis refused, she ordered them burned alive.”
“Burned alive?!” Maddie interrupted. “You called her St. Helena.”
“People saw things differently back then than they do today,” the professor said, and for the first time seemed a little annoyed with Maddie.  “Anyway, when the rabbis realized that Helena meant to have her orders obeyed, they delivered up a man named Judas who they said could take her to the place where the ‘True Cross’ was hidden.  This Judas refused to cooperate, however, so Helena sentenced him to death by starvation.”
“Boy, she was tough,” Ned said. 
“Tough indeed,” the professor agreed.  “After six days without food, Judas led Helena to the site of a pagan temple dedicated to the goddess Venus and said the ‘True Cross’ was buried beneath it.  The Church for some time embraced a story that Helena and her party knelt to pray, and that almost immediately there was a movement of the earth. Then a perfume filled the air and miraculously converted Judas.  What we know is that Helena had the Temple of Venus torn down and ordered Judas to dig.  When he reached a depth of twenty feet, he discovered three crosses, pulled them from the earth and laid them before the emperor’s mother.”
The professor paused for effect, then went on.  “But how to tell which of the three crosses was the True Cross?  Macarius, the bishop of Jerusalem, suggested that they test the three relics to see which had miraculous powers.  A sick woman was brought before them, then laid upon each of the crosses in turn.  When she was laid upon the third cross, she was healed.”
“Did that really happen?” Ned demanded to know.
“It was written by St. Cyril as history,” the professor answered, “about twenty years after the events described.  But there is an earlier letter from Paulinius to Severus, now part of the Breviary of Paris, in which he states that Helena herself had come up with the test for the True Cross.  According to Paulinius, Helena had a dead man exhumed—“
“Dug up!?” Maddie blurted.
“Dug up,” the professor agreed.  “Helena’s soldiers touched his body to each of the crosses; when it made contact with the wood of the third cross, he was restored to life.”
Ned rocked back in his chair and saw Maddie do the same.  “You believe this?” he asked.  
The professor looked the two of them over for a moment, then said, “I don’t say the story is true or untrue, but it is a historical fact that Helena raised a shrine on the site that is now known as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, placed above its altar a cross that had been dug up from beneath the Temple of Venus and declared that it was the True Cross, the cross upon which Christ had been crucified.  Helena also raised churches in Bethlehem and upon the Mount of Olives, then returned to Constantinople with a piece of the True Cross which she had ordered removed as a gift to her son.”
“So what, she broke off a piece of the cross?” Ned asked.
“Cut off a piece, I would imagine,” the professor said.  “There was at least one other piece cut off later. But the cross remained largely intact.”
“The cross was wood, right?” Maddie interrupted.  “A piece of wood that had been buried in the ground for more than two hundred years when Helena found it.  Wouldn’t it have rotted by then?”
The professor cocked an eye. “A shrewd observation for so young a girl,” he told her.  “And a valid one according to natural law.  But we are talking about supernatural law in this instance.  Of course many people—including most of my colleagues at Notre Dame—no longer believe in supernatural law.  I, however, do.”
Ned thought he saw a slight roll of Maddie’s eyes. “So what happened next?” he asked.
“We know only a little of what happened next,” the professor said.  “Helena died in Rome soon after her trip to Jerusalem, either in 326 or 328 A.D.  Constantine himself died in 337.  Between Helena’s death and his, another piece of the True Cross was sent to Constantinople, along with the three ‘Holy Nails’ that were found with the True Cross.  What remained of the Cross, which was nearly all of it, was enshrined in a silver reliquary at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre—“
“What’s a reliquary?” Maddie asked. 
“A container for relics,” the professor told her.  “This particular reliquary was, obviously, cross-shaped.”
“What happened to the piece of the cross that Helena gave to Constantine?” Ned asked.
“Constantine had it enclosed in a column at the forum in Constantinople, hoping to make the city impregnable.”
“And the nails?”
“One of the Holy Nails was fastened to Constantine’s helmet and another to his bridle.  The third was used in the Iron Crown of Lombardy, which is still preserved in the Cathedral of Monza, near Milan, Italy.”
“And the cross stayed in Jerusalem?” Ned asked.
“It did, for about two hundred and seventy five years,” the professor answered.  “It was still at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the silver reliquary either replaced or covered over by one made of gold and precious jewels.  Then in 614 A.D. Chrosroes II of Persia captured Jerusalem and had the cross removed to his homeland, where it was kept near present day Teheran.  Thirteen years later, in 647, the Roman Emperor Heraclius made war on Chrosoes and recovered the cross.  He took it first to Constantinople, then returned it to Jerusalem.”
“What happened to it then?” Ned asked.
“It was enshrined again in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,” the professor said.  “At least we assume it was.  All we really know for certain is that around 1009 A.D. the Christians in Jerusalem, fearing a Saracen invasion, hid the cross.  We don’t know where, just that it remained hidden for ninety years, until 1099, when it was removed from hiding by the Christian armies who fought the First Crusade.  Have you seen the movie Kingdom of Heaven?”
Maddie shook her head.  “I have,” Ned said.
“Well, that scene in which the Christian army of King Baldwin, the leper king, confronts the army of Saladin, carrying a huge golden cross with them, is historically accurate.  The Christians actually did carry the cross with them when they rode into battle.  Baldwin had it with him when he defeated Saladin in the Battle of Montgisard.  Unfortunately, after Baldwin’s death, the Christian Crusaders also had the cross with them when they were defeated by Saladin’s army in the Battle of Hattin.  The last widely-accepted historical record we have of the True Cross, in fact, is from the immediate aftermath of the Battle of Hattin, when Saladin dragged it through the streets of Jerusalem tied to the tail of his horse.”
“Are you saying nobody knows what happened to the cross after that?” Ned asked.
“From what one might call the official historical point of view, the Cross after this all but disappears into myth and legend.  The only known records—and most historians would not describe them as such—that pertain to the Cross have been held by the Order of St. Helena.”
“The group you said Drake was part of,” Ned said.
The professor nodded approvingly.  “The Order of St. Helena took root in England in the Late Middle Ages.  I say ‘took root’ because the Order was apparently created in the Holy Land, during the late twelfth century, among the British nobles who joined Richard Plantangenet—better known as Richard the Lionheart—in the Third Crusade.  Richard was among those who felt particularly distressed by Saladin’s victory at Hattin, by the fall of Jerusalem and by Saladin’s desecration of the True Cross.  He immediately began to rally support for what became the Third Crusade, much to the displeasure of his father, King Henry II.  When Henry died two years after the Battle of Hattin, though, Richard was crowned King of England.  His first action was to free his mother Eleanor of Acquitaine, from prison.  His second was to impose a tax on the English people that he called the ‘Saladin tithe’ to raise funds for the Third Crusade.  Six months later he departed for the Holy Land.  Richard was a deeply committed man. On his way to Jerusalem, he captured Cyprus.  Then he defeated Saladin at Acre.  But he was never able to conquer and hold Jerusalem.”
“Was the Cross still in Jerusalem?” Ned asked.
“No, but Richard had no way of knowing this at the time,” the professor answered.  “What happened was that during their encampment at Acre a group of especially devout knights who fought with Richard created the Order of St. Helena.  They meant to honor Constantine’s mother both as a Briton and as a heroine of the Christian faith.  In her name, they pledged to recover the True Cross.  Their records show that they interrogated—and perhaps tortured—some of the nearly three thousand Muslim prisoners held by Richard at Acre.  By this, they learned that the Cross had been removed to Damascus, and that in Damascus there had been an intense debate about what to do with the relic.”
“Who was debating?” Ned asked.
“Right question,” the professor said.  “The imams—Muslim clerics—were divided into three groups.  The largest wanted to simply remove the cross from the reliquary and burn it.  Another group of imams objected to that, however.  The Muslim faith has an ambivalent attitude toward Jesus.  The Koran actually venerates Jesus as a prophet, though it discounts him as the messiah, and of course entirely rejects the story of the Resurrection.  The imams who were mindful of the veneration aspect argued against the destruction of the Cross and urged that it should be kept and concealed.  The third group, the politicians and pragmatists, also wanted to keep the Cross, but they wanted it to be used as a chip to bargain with the Crusaders.  The second and third groups together were larger than the first group alone, so it was agreed that they would keep the Cross.  Unfortunately, there was also a fourth group interested in the Cross, whom the knights of The Order of St. Helena refer to in their journals as ‘the Djallists.’  And while the three groups of imams were debating what to do with the Cross, the Djallists stole it and secreted it out of Damascus.”
“What are the Djjallists?” Ned asked. 
“A difficult question,” the professor answered, and for the first time there was a waver in his voice, as if he wasn’t quite sure what he wanted to say.  “Islam teaches of one they call the Massih Ad-Dajjal—the false messiah, equivalent in some respects to the Christian anti-Christ.  Interestingly, all schools of Islam agree that this false messiah will be killed by Prophet Isa, which is how the Koran refers to Jesus.  But ‘Dajjal’ is also a term commonly used among Muslims to refer to the devil, or to evil spirits in general.  So ‘Djjallists might be understood as a word referring to some sort of Islamic Satanist group.  Or perhaps simply as a group of bad men.  The knights of the Order of St. Helena clearly made the former interpretation, but then they were prone to see all Muslims as devil worshippers.”
“So what did these Djjallists do with the Cross, supposedly?” Maddie asked.
The professor couldn’t help smiling.  “Supposedly they smuggled it first to Cairo, then to Tripoli, and from there to Tangier, before finally removing it to southern Spain sometime in either the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century. “
“How do you know that?” Ned demanded.  The professor seemed to be pretty sure about things that had happened hundreds of years ago.
“I don’t know it,” the professor admitted.  “All I know is what The Order of St. Helena believed.  The Djjallists, as they understood it, were hiding the Cross from both the Christians and the Muslims.  They took the Cross to southern Spain because Andalusia at this time was neither entirely Muslim nor entirely Christian.  It was an unruly region, rife with intrigue and various cabals.  The Djjallists apparently thought it fertile ground for their group and their mission.”
“What mission?” Ned asked.
The professor sighed.  “According to The Order of St. Helena, the True Cross must be carried at the head of the Christian army that will fight the battle of Armageddon, the final battle between good and evil.  Without the True Cross, the members of the Order believed, that battle could not be won.  The Order also believed that the Dajjallists were determined to see that the Cross was never in Christian hands, thus ensuring the victory of the Massih Ad-Dajjal over the Prophet Isa.”
“Why didn’t they just burn the cross, or chop it up?” Maddie asked.
The professor looked shocked by the question.  “Well, apparently they were afraid to,” he answered finally.  “They regarded the Cross as an object of enormous power.  According to the records of The Order of St. Helena, the Dajjalists used the Cross in their own ceremonies.  It was reported that they kept the Cross in an inverted position—upside down—in the underground chamber where they practiced rituals that included desecrations of the Cross.”
“What kinds of desecrations?” Ned asked.
The professor hesitated.  “In deference to your youth,” he said finally, “I won’t go into the details, except to say that they involved bodily fluids.”
“How would the members of the Order know that?” Maddie wanted to know.
“What they knew they learned by capturing and interrogating members of the group, or those who had done business with them,” the professor answered.
“By ‘interrogating’ you mean torturing,” Maddie said.
“Torture no doubt was part of the process,” the professor allowed.
“And you know all this from records kept by The Order of St. Helena?” Ned asked. 
“That is the only source I have,” the professor admitted.  “And I should confess, I suppose, that there are actually no known records of The Order of St. Helena written between the late eleventh and the early sixteenth centuries.  Between the journals of the Crusaders written at Acre in 1192 and the records of the meetings of the Order that began in London in 1547, there is nothing on paper that we know of.  All that I have told you about what happened comes from the writings of a man who signed only as ‘B’ during the middle part of the sixteenth century.  His journal, though, was treated as a work of history by the members of the Order, who based many of their activities upon it.”
“What were their activities?” Ned asked.
“Mostly, they assembled and spoke and thought and planned,” Professor Clark said.  “They also gathered intelligence, mostly from captured Spanish prisoners.  And it was from these sources that they learned that the True Cross, along with Constantine’s crown and his bridle, had been removed to the New World.  Apparently, the Spanish Inquisition had driven the Djjallists ever deeper underground.  And as the Inquisition increasingly sought out not only Jews, but also ‘Moors,’ those who were holding the True Cross worried that they would be exposed.  The records of the Order suggest that the Cross, the crown and the bridle all were carried aboard ship to New Spain, some time around the year 1567.  It’s clear that it was believed by the Order that the Cross and the other relics were being held in Lima, Peru.  My research, however, has convinced me that they were in fact held at another location.”  The professor paused, and for the first time appeared concerned that he might be saying too much. 
“Where does Francis Drake come in?” Ned asked.
“Drake was a member of The Order of St. Helena,” the professor replied.  “As I told you before, Drake was a deeply devout man, a preacher before he was a captain, actually.  The records of The Order of St. Helena describe the voyage made aboard his ship the Golden Hinde as a ‘mission.’  He may have been officially in the employ of Queen Elizabeth, but it’s clear—to me, at least—that he had another agenda, one that involved his membership in the Order.  I believe he was pursuing his oaths both to Elizabeth and to St. Helena during a series of forays he made along the west cost of New Spain in early 1579.  Drake did raid Lima, or rather Lima’s port, Callao, during those weeks, but the records we have indicate it was a rather odd affair.  Despite an incursion that set an entire Spanish fleet in pursuit of him, Drake reported taking no treasure from Callao.  He seems to have been intent upon capturing a single ship, the San Cristobal, then interrogating her captain and her pilot.  Now, Drake did shortly after his raid on Callao take the richest prize of his entire voyage, the treasure-laden Cacafuego.  It’s what he did immediately after this though, that has been difficult for historians to understand.  Rather than fleeing to the high seas, Drake stayed close to shore, sailing up the coastline toward a relatively insignificant Spanish settlement on the southern coast of Mexico called Guatulco.”
“Do you know why?” Ned asked.
The professor hesitated again for a moment before he continued.  “There is absolutely nothing in either English or Spanish records that would explain Drake’s raid on Guatulco, except for a single mention of a ‘relic’ that was captured.  This mention is in the journal of Edmund Tremayne, a clerk of the Queen’s Privy Council who was assigned by Elizabeth’s secretary of state, Francis Walsingham, to interrogate the crew of the Golden Hinde shortly after Drake’s return to England in 1580.  What this interrogation was about is difficult to say.  Elizabeth and her court may have been suspicious because of rumors that Drake and his men had hidden much of the treasure taken from Spanish galleons on the west coast of what is now the United States.  Or perhaps the Privy Council was concerned that someone from Drake’s crew might have revealed a part of their mission that was supposed to have been kept secret.  There is evidence that points to either possibility.  What we know for certain is that almost immediately after Drake sailed into Plymouth harbor in September of 1579, all his journals and charts were impounded—never to be seen again.  We know most of what this was about from Tremayne’s journal, and that is precious little.”
Maddie yawned.  Professor Clark and Ned both stared at her.  “It’s a lot to take in,” she said defensively.
“I’m still listening,” Ned told the professor.
“Good boy,” the professor said. 
Maddie folded her arms in front of her chest.  “I’m listening, too.”
“It’s clear that Tremayne concentrated the questions he put to Drake’s crew on the weeks they spent ashore at two locations.  As I believe I mentioned before, one was along the coast of Northern California—almost certainly Cloak Island.  All of the crew stuck to the story that they had sailed up the coast in search of the fabled Northwest Passage, and that they had stopped along the way to create an English settlement they called New Albion, picking one spot, then abandoning it, before trying a new location hundreds of miles north.  Tremayne clearly was skeptical, because no crew had been left to man the supposed settlement.  At the same time, though, he was impressed by the loyalty Drake inspired among his crew.  But what caught my attention when I first read Tremayne’s journal was a reference to the raid on Guatulco in which Tremayne reports that a Welsh gunner’s mate had spoken of a ‘relic’ seized in that action.  Tremayne seems not to have been very interested in this ‘relic,’ until the Welshman was found with his throat cut three days after Tremayne spoke to him.  Tremayne then persisted in attempting to discover what this ‘relic’ might be for several weeks, but without success.  According to Tremayne’s journal, the other members of Drake’s crew whom he questioned insisted that they had no idea what he was talking about. Drake himself eventually learned that Tremaye was interrogating his crew about the raid on Guatulco and requested a meeting with the queen.  She granted Drake’s request, and immediately after their meeting ordered Tremayne to abandon his investigation.  Tremayne, of course, obeyed, and apparently never mentioned any of this to anyone.  Only after his journals were recovered many years later did these details come to light.”
“So you think that what Drake and his men took from Guatulco was the True Cross?” Ned asked in a low voice, almost a whisper.  He had no idea who he thought might be listening in on them. 
“I believe it’s possible,” Professor Clark answered.  “But I can’t claim much support for the idea.  My colleagues at Notre Dame only know enough to have decided I’m eccentric.  My department head plainly thinks I’m a tenured crazy.  No foundations are interested.  That’s why I’ve had to finance this entire investigation out of my own pocket, with a little help from friends.”
“And you think the Cross is buried here, on Cloak Island?” Ned asked. 
“I think it may be,” the professor said. 
No one spoke a word for at least a minute.  “I’ve just now told the two of you more than I’ve told anyone else, except for the small group of friends who have supported my efforts,” the professor said finally.  “I’ve done so because I hope that if I give you my trust, you will return the favor, and allow me to keep the tracing you’ve made for a time.  Perhaps later you’ll agree show me where the stone that you made the tracing from can be found.”
Ned looked at Maddie.  “It’s up to you,” she told him.
“Perhaps you two would like to learn how I’ve been using my theodolite,” the professor said.  “And what I’ve found.”
“Yes,” Ned said.   
Maddie stifled another yawn.  “Sure,” she agreed, but she sounded more sleepy than interested.
The professor pulled a large piece of graph paper from the stack he had pushed to one side.  “A theodolite is basically a telescope mounted within two perpendicular axes, one vertical and one horizontal.  When you point the telescope at an object, you can measure the angle almost exactly.  What it’s permitted me to do is sight between the various landmarks of Cloak Island, including the five largest of the cut rocks, to try to discover if there’s a configuration.”  The professor laid the sheet of graph paper on the table in front of them.  A cross drawn in red ink was right at the center.  The professor pointed to the large blue circle where the two arms of the cross intersected.  “This is what’s called ‘Skull Rock,’” he said.  “It’s the largest rock on the island and has been called Skull Rock at least since the 19th century, because the earliest visitors to Cloak Island recognized that it had been carved in the shape of a skull.”
He seemed to be waiting for some response.  Ned nodded. 
“The hill where Jesus Christ was crucified was called Golgotha—‘Skull Hill,’” the professor explained. 
“Okay,” Ned said. He didn’t want to let on to the professor how little he knew about the Bible and religion. 
“And here and here and here and here,” the professor said, pointing to the four ends of the cross he had drawn on the graph paper.  “Those are four large granite rocks whose unusual characteristics were also observed by early visitors to the island.  The ‘cone stones,’ they’re called.  Each is about eight feet wide by six feet tall, and they’ve been set into the ground on a flat bottom, showing only an upper portion that has been carved into a cone shape.  What I call ‘The Headstone’ is here, at the top of the cross.  It’s on my property, so I could show it to you if you like.  The point I’m making, though, is that with the theodolite I’ve been able to demonstrate that the four cone stones and Skull Rock are laid out in a perfectly geometrical cross.  This could not have happened by accident.  The Grand Cross, as I call what you see on the paper in front of you, was laid out on Cloak Island at an incredible cost in time and effort by people who wanted it to be discovered.”
“What about all the other cut stones you’ve found?” Ned asked.  “What are they for?”
“I’m working on that question,” the professor said.  “It’s what I was doing when you found me in the meadow.  All I can say for certain is that those stones were cut for a reason. They’re here to communicate something, some message.”  He pulled another large sheet of graph paper out of the pile on the table.  It was covered with different colored lines that looked to Ned like all the maps of the BART system in San Francisco that he’d seen, laid one on top of the other.  “I haven’t found the pattern yet, but I know there is one,” the professor said.  “There’s another, larger configuration on the island that is here, I believe, to tell us not only what we’re looking for, but how to find it.  Frankly, that would be easier if I had ready access to Marcus Burnett’s piece of the island.  All I have is the notes and observations I made years ago, when Marcus was still allowing me to explore the island’s south end.”
He and Ned stood looking at each other for a few moments, until Ned extended the rolled sheet of paper he still held gripped in his right hand.  “All right, professor,” he said.  “You can have this.”
The professor took the paper from Ned’s hand.  “I can’t promise that I will be able to decipher it,” he said. 
“But you’ll tell us whatever you can, right?” Ned asked.
Professor Clark nodded.  “If this is real,” he said, “it may be the most important clue I’ve come across.”
“Been given,” Maddie corrected him.
The professor gave her another can’t-help-myself smile.  “Been given,” he agreed.




CHAPTER 17

NED DIDN’T KNOW WHY, but his arms felt heavy as he paddled slowly past the Marcus dock, where the dory boat and the cabin cruiser were still tied on opposite sides.  The professor’s story had thrilled him, but at the same time it had taken something out of him.  Maddie was moving even slower than he was, Ned noticed, and barely dipping her paddle in the water. Finally, she stopped entirely.  and turned in her seat to look at him. 
“You don’t think the professor’s crazy?” she asked.
“No,” Ned told her.  “Do you?”
“I kind of wonder.  I mean, his story is pretty incredible.”
“But its all based on history,” Ned said.  “It’s complicated, but I can follow it.  The professor is a really smart man who knows a lot. ”
“Yes, he’s smart,” Maddie said.  “But what he told us still sounds pretty strange and scary to me.”
“I agree it’s strange, but that doesn’t make it scary.  It’s exciting. I mean, how cool would it be if he was right?  Can you imagine being the people who found the True Cross?  Everyone in the world would know who we were.”
“What about those Djallist people, whoever they are?  They don’t sound scary to you?”
“Well, yeah, they sound scary—if they even exist. Not knowing is part of what makes it exciting.”
“Fine,” Maddie said, like it really wasn’t.  “You trust him, obviously. I mean, you gave him the tracing.”
“You don’t trust him?”
“I guess I do if you do.  I don’t know.  It’s kind of too much, you know? I have this buzzing in my ears.”
“I do too,” Ned admitted.
Maddie turned back around in her seat, but didn’t pick up her paddle.  She just sat, scanning the horizon.  Ned paddled on in silence, stroking slowly but steadily as the kayak began to pass through the huge, half-submerged stones of Falling Rocks.  This had become Ned’s favorite part of the trip to and from Cloak Island.  He steered the kayak along the edge of the biggest rock, where tendrils of yellow-brown kelp clung to it along the waterline. 
Suddenly Maddie pointed and shouted, “Staircase!”
Ned could see it, four big flat rocks stacked in a way that looked like stairs climbing up to nothing.  “Yeah,” he said softly.  He watched a sea lion swim along the shore beneath the rocks and for some reason that made his arms feel even heavier.  It took extra effort to keep paddling. 
Maddie eventually picked up her own paddle and began to help again. They moved a little faster through the water.  Ned felt like he was between two worlds, a world he knew and a world he didn’t know, and wanted to keep a foot in each of them.  It was sort of like waking up when you wanted to go back to sleep.  Just moments later, though, he saw the world he knew waiting for him on Little Beach. Will and Mrs. Jorgensen were standing there together, eyes shaded by the hands they held at their brows.  When he and Maddie had paddled to about fifty feet away, Ned could see how furious his father was, and how upset Maddie’s grandmother was.   He felt as if he was being jarred awake, suddenly trying to shake the grog out of his head. 
When the kayak was close enough, Will waded out into the water and pulled the craft to shore.  His dad’s mouth was tight and his eyes were as hard as Ned ever remembered seeing them.  “You’ve been gone for hours,” Will said.  “We just called the Coast Guard to send a boat to look for you.  Now we’ll have to phone them back and say don’t bother.” 
“Maddie!” Mrs. Jorgensen called in what was almost a wail.  “Do you have any idea how you’ve frightened me?” There were tears in the old woman’s eyes.
Maddie stared at the sand as she climbed out of the kayak onto the beach.  Will climbed out after the girl and stood behind her.   He touched her arm with one hand. 
“I think what you don’t understand is that the way to get more freedom is not to abuse the freedom you have,” Will said.  His teeth were clenched.
“I’ll be starting high school in seven weeks,” he told his father.  “I’m not some baby.” 
“You’re not an adult,” Will said tersely.  “An adult can be trusted.”
“An adult can take care of himself,” Ned said. 
“That’s right, an adult can,” Will said.  “You live under my roof exactly because you can’t take care of yourself.”
“We made it back fine,” Ned said.  “Sorry if I worried you.”
Will blew out his breath in a heaving sigh that seemed to relax him just slightly.  “I’m disappointed in you,” he told Ned.  “And disappointed in myself for placing more trust in you than you deserve.”
Ned was stung.  “Maybe you and I are just really different people,” he told his dad.  “Maybe I’m the kind of person that wants to explore what’s out there, not just ‘let the mystery be.’” 
Will winced, his eyes wounded. “You have no idea what kind of exploring I’ve done in my life, son,” he said, then turned and walked back toward their house. 
Mrs. Jorgensen laid an arm around Maddie’s shoulders and turned her toward their house.  Maddie looked back at him with a worried expression, then walked with her grandmother toward their front door.  The old woman looked more like she was leaning on the girl than guiding her, Ned thought, and felt sorry for them both. 
He dragged the kayak up onto the beach and then lifted the craft and carried it on his head to where the paddleboards stood leaned against the shed.  After he laid the kayak face down, Ned returned to the beach and sat, looking out across the bay.  Their conversation with Professor Clark seemed like it had happened two days not two hours earlier.
Ned shivered.  “I miss you so much, mom,” he whispered.  “I hope you’re listening somehow.  I know if you are you understand.  You understand why I want to be part of something bigger than just me, or just me and dad, or just me and the people around me.  I’m not sure Maddie really gets that.  But I think you would.” 
Ned’s mind went still a moment later. It felt good to have no thoughts. He stared at the bay until the sun got so low it started to burn his eyes, then closed them and just sat, listening to water lap against the shore at his feet. 
Finally he stood and walked to the house.  The front room was dark and empty when he stepped inside.  His father’s door was closed. 
IT WAS TENSE AND SILENT AT HOME for the next couple of days.  Will came and went without saying goodbye or hello.  He took his paddleboard out by himself.  By Friday afternoon, Ned was tired of feeling bad, and started to become rebellious.  He stepped out of his room and found his father at the computer, reading some long article.  “I’m going for a walk in town,” Ned said.  Will didn’t answer, didn’t even turn his head.  He just kept reading his article.  Ned wanted to say something else, but no words came.  He opened the front door and stepped outside, headed up the narrow, winding road toward Drake Drive.  He looked back once to see if Will was coming after him, but there was no sign of his father.  “Okay,” Ned said, but didn’t mean it.
ARLEN WAS ON HIS SAME STOOL at The Kettle, with only a glass of water in front of him.   He spun slightly on the stool to see Ned approaching.  “Hey there,” he said.
Arlen didn’t look all that happy to see him, Ned thought.  The man’s face was pulled tight in a way he hadn’t seen the other times they’d met, and his eyes weren’t as warm.
“Is there something wrong?” Ned asked. 
Arlen tried to smile, like he appreciated that Ned had noticed.  “Things haven’t been very pleasant on the island lately,” he said. 
“Why is that?”
Arlen blew out sigh so big that it actually seemed to deflate him. He looked caved in for a second.  “Ben Kagan is in town, visiting,” he said.  “And he and old Marcus have been butting heads.”
‘Butting heads how?” Ned asked.
“Mr. Kagan came through the door asking all sorts of questions about Professor Clark and got irritated when Marcus didn’t have answers.  I heard him tell Marcus, ‘Keeping tabs on Clark is part of what I’m paying you for.’  And that burned Marcus.  He reminded Mr. Kagan that he was being paid under a contract they’d had for more almost a quarter century and that it doesn’t say a thing about checking up on Tom Clark.  They went back and forth for a while.  Mr. Kagan’s voice kept getting louder and Marcus’s ears got redder and redder.”
Arlen lowered his eyes to the countertop, with an expression like he was sorry about something.   “Mr. Kagan was also upset when he heard that you had visited the island,” he said.
“How did he find out about that?” Ned asked.
“I told him,” Arlen said, and looked up at Ned with eyes that seemed to want forgiveness.  “He asked if anyone else had been out to the island, and I told him just some teenager from the mainland who’d paddled out.  I didn’t say your name.  Mr. Kagan got furious about it.  He demanded to know why Marcus hadn’t had you arrested.  When Marcus said you were just a kid, Mr. Kagan got loud.  He practically shouted that it was important to make an example of anyone who trespasses on the island. Marcus said he didn’t know your name, either, and Mr. Kagan didn’t believe him.  He more or less called Marcus a liar and it got nasty quick after that.  When Mr. Kagan told Marcus, ‘I could cut you off any time,’ Marcus ordered him out of the house.  I though the two of them were going to start throwing punches for a second there.
“Afterward I told Marcus that this was a side of Ben Kagan that I’d never seen before.  Marcus said, ‘I have seen it, one time too many.’  I’m not sure what’s going to happen next, Ned, but I have a bad feeling.”
When the woman behind the counter set a bowl of chowder in front of him, Arlen barely looked at it.
“I’m sorry, Arlen,” he said.  “I’m glad you didn’t tell Mr. Kagan my name.”
Arlen nodded but said nothing, and Ned felt all of a sudden that he should go.   “Maybe things will be better by next Friday,” he said.

Arlen nodded again, like he wanted Ned to go, too.

WILL MADE A BIG PANCAKE BREAKFAST Saturday morning, and Ned knew his dad was trying to move on.  Ned asked if they could take a paddle together after breakfast, and could see Will was pleased.  “Let’s do that,” his dad said.  

They put their boards in the water with their stomachs still full and paddled side-by-side away from town, toward the little rock islands that dotted the north shore.  His dad glanced several times toward Cloak Island, and Ned had the idea Will was going to turn them in that direction, but they continued along the shoreline, passing between the rock islands and the mainland. 

Will didn’t seem to want to talk and that was fine with Ned.  He was having trouble thinking about anything but how to get another meeting with Professor Clark.  When they came to the last of the rock islands, Will paddled into a U-turn and Ned followed.  Will took his paddle out of the water and just stood floating on his board.  Ned coasted up next to him and did the same.

“I was thinking of using some of the money I’ve made to take Maddie on a date,” he said. 

Will smiled.  “I think Maddie would be pretty happy to hear that,” he said.

“I was thinking about dinner at the Driftwood Inn,” Ned said.  “I know it’s expensive, but it would be Maddie’s first date ever.”

“Yours too,” Will said, then nodded.  “Sure, go for it.  I think Maddie’s the perfect girl for a first date.”

NED FELT GLORIOUSLY ALIVE, and could see that Maddie did too, as they walked south from Drake Drive toward the entrance to the Driftwood Inn.  The two of them were part of something that seemed to be growing larger and more important with each passing day, and they were in it together.  Ned had never felt so close to anyone who wasn’t his parent, and this was way different than that.  When Maddie reached out to hold his hand, Ned squeezed hers, and felt strength in his grip that had never been there before.  It was almost like he suddenly knew what it would feel like to be a man, not a boy. Maddie smiled like she was proud to be there, proud to be walking with him.

The two of them passed through the Driftwood Inn’s lobby, and were momentarily lost as they stepped into the darkened dining room.  Maddie squeezed his hand even harder, then let it go. 

Professor Clark was sitting exactly where he had been the last time they’d seen him here, in the middle of the same red banquette, his glass of scotch in front of him, papers and books spread out on a table that had space for five other people.  He didn’t look up until Ned and Maddie were right in front of him, then motioned them to join him in the banquette, like he had been expecting them.   

Ned saw then that the rubbing of the green rock was the paper the professor had been studying.  The professor waved one hand across the rubbing then backhanded the air, like he was pushing away someone trying to look over his shoulder.  “I’ve made very little progress,” he said.  “No progress, really.  I’ve tried every manner of transcription and substitution to make something of the letters and numbers, and none of it seems to work.  I’m focused on the symbols and images now, because I think perhaps the pictures tell a story.”

Maddie leaned across Ned to study the rubbing.  He felt hot where she was touching him.  “They do look like little pictures,” she said. 

“I’m concentrating on the ones that are repeated,” the professor told them.  He pointed at a triangle with a cross inside that appeared on the rubbing in three different places, twice with zigzag lines pressing up against it on one side.

“The lines look kind of like how a little kid would draw waves,” she said.  

The professor nodded absently. “Maybe,” he said.  “And the cross may be the Cross, but what is the triangle?”

“Maybe a sail?” Ned guessed.

The professor stared at the rubbing for a moment, then said, “You may be right.  It could have to do with the ship that brought the Cross to New Spain.”

He pointed to the other images that appeared on the rubbing more than once:  three nested circles, a column with what looked like rays coming out of its top.  “I’m especially puzzled by this stair step design at the bottom that has what looks like a bird perching inside it,” he said.

At the words “stair step” Ned felt his heart skip.  Maddie squeezed his arm, but neither of them spoke. 

“Ah, well,” the professor said, then folded the rubbing into a square.  “Enough of this.”  He slid the paper square into the inside pocket of his jacket. “Let’s enjoy ourselves,” the professor said.  “And dinner will be on me.”  Ned wasn’t going to argue.  He didn’t know what dinner for two at the Driftwood Inn would cost, but he was pretty sure it would be most of the money in his pocket. 

When the waitress came to check on them, the professor ordered another scotch for himself and “two flutes of sparkling cider” for Ned and Maddie.  When the drinks arrived, the professor lifted his in a toast and Ned and Maddie did the same.  “To those who ask questions and search for answers,” the professor said.  They clinked glasses and Ned took a sip of the cider, which was better than he expected it to be. 

“Shall I regale you with the story of how I first became fascinated with Francis Drake and the Order of St. Helena?” he asked. 

“Please,” Ned said, even though he had a feeling the professor might put Maddie to sleep.  He wanted to hear it, though.

“It began with a man I had known for some time as a trader in antiquities,” the professor said.  “Out of nowhere, he called me from London one day and offered to broker the sale of a ‘volume’ he believed I would be very interested in, concerning Francis Drake and a very select organization to which he had belonged.  I was interested, of course.  I wanted to meet the person who owned this volume, but was not allowed.  This dealer did, however, send me photocopies of three pages, along with his guarantee that what he was offering were the only surviving records of the meetings of the Order of St. Helena.”

The professor took another sip of whiskey and smacked his lips slightly.  Out of the corner of his eye, Ned caught Maddie smiling at him.  The professor didn’t notice.  “I had heard of the Order on occasion over the years, but never was certain that it actually existed,” the professor went on.  “The volume being offered was authentic, though—I sensed that immediately.  I was able to persuade Notre Dame to pay for the purchase by using one of the photocopy pages that had been signed by it’s author, who identified himself simply as ‘B.’ I convinced my department head, who was sympathetic to me in those days, that ‘B’ was Francis Bacon.” 

The professor rocked back in apparent horror at the blank expressions on Ned’s and Maddie’s faces. , “Sir Francis Bacon,” he said.  “The founder of the scientific method and pioneer of modern jurisprudence, along with being a philosopher, a statesman, a poet and an essayist.  A very great man, one of the three greatest who ever lived, no less than Thomas Jefferson said.  There are also a handful of historians, I among them, who believe that Bacon was the Master of an occult or secret society whose other members were the most eminent men in Elizabethan England.  Many have claimed this society was the Rosicrucians or the earliest iteration of the Freemasons.  I believe it was the Order of St. Helena.”

The professor sighed and took another sip of whiskey.  “I never was able to produce conclusive evidence that ‘B.’ was Bacon—a handwriting comparison called it into question—and my colleagues at Notre Dame, my department head included, lost interest.  I’ve been left pretty much on my own for the past fifteen years, but that at least has given me more or less exclusive access to the volume in question, and I have based my life’s work upon it.  I’ve come to believe, vainglorious as it may sound, that whoever sold the volume to Notre Dame intended for me to have it.  These years have been lonely, but rewarding.  And now”—he smiled at Ned and Maddie—“I have companions.  Partners, if you don’t mind my calling you that.”

“I don’t mind at all,” Ned told the professor.

NED AND MADDIE WALKED BACK UP Drake Drive toward the park.  Ned took Maddie’s hand this time.  She pressed her cheek against his shoulder for a moment. 

“You know where we’re going tomorrow, don’t you?” Ned said.

“I don’t think my grandma or your dad will let us,” Maddie said.

“We’re not asking,” Ned said.  “We’re just going.” 

Maddie stopped, turned and looked at him with wide eyes.  After a moment, she lifted her chin.  Ned knew she wanted him to kiss her, so he did.  “Longer,” Maddie said.  Ned kissed her again and kept his mouth pressed against hers.  When he finally drew his lips away, he saw that Maddie’s eyes were still closed, an expression of bliss on her face.  “Okay,” she said when she finally opened her eyes. 





CHAPTER 18

THE BAY WAS CALMER THAT MORNING than Ned had ever seen it, smooth to the horizon.  He could see his own face reflected back to him when he leaned over the side of the kayak.  “It must have been a day like this when somebody gave Mirror Bay its name,” he told Maddie. 
“It’s like God said, ‘Hush,’” she replied in a voice that was barely more than a whisper. 
The slight splash their paddles made each time they came out of the water began to sound almost deafening.  As they approached Cloak Island, it felt like they were gliding on ice. When they reached Falling Rocks, Ned and Maddie both pulled their paddles out of the water and sat floating about twenty feet away. 
There were three sea lions sunning themselves on two different rocks. A pair of them were side-by-side on one rock, both standing up on their front fins.  The third was on a rock nearby, flopped on its side, watching Ned and Maddie with an expression of supreme indifference.  Ned had never been this close to one of the creatures, except when he was looking down on them from a dock or pier.  At eye level, they seemed much larger than they had before.  “They’re huge,” Maddie said, and sounded a little frightened.  It occurred to Ned that it would be easy for one of them to turn their kayak upside down.  The one on its side looked like it weighed a thousand pounds.  One of the standing sea lions barked at them twice, a yelping sound that seemed to come from deep in its belly.  Ned and Maddie both flinched and fell back a little in their seats. 
“I don’t think they’re dangerous,” Ned said.
“I don’t think you know,” Maddie replied. 
After about thirty seconds, one of the sea lions on its fins lowered itself to lay its chin on the rock, and half-closed its eyes.  The second sea lion rolled over moments later and lay against the first one like it was using it as a pillow.  Ned chuckled and Maddie grinned.
Ned gestured toward the rocks that climbed above where the sea lions were and said, “It really does look like a staircase to me now.” 
Maddie just nodded.  They floated in silence for some time, watching the sea lions doze.  “What are you thinking about?” Maddie asked.
“My mom,” Ned told her. 
“You miss her,” Maddie said. 
“All the time,” Ned replied.  “Except for once in awhile when it feels like she’s around, not really gone, if you know what I mean.”
“You mean, like, you feel her spirit around you?” Maddie asked. 
“Sometimes, yeah.  I talk to her.  Does that seem crazy to you?”
“No, not crazy.  But how do you know if you’re imagining it or not?”
“I don’t know.  I just feel.”
Maddie nodded.  “You feel a lot.  That’s part of what makes you so appealing.” 
Ned felt his face flush.  He wanted to say something, but couldn’t think of what it would be.
“You and your dad seem really close,” Maddie said after a while. 
“We do?” Ned asked.
“Oh, yeah.  I’ve felt jealous sometimes.  I feel like I don’t even know my father, like I don’t even really have a father.  Which is hard when you feel like you barely have a mother, either.”
“I used to feel like I barely had a father,” Ned told her.  He described how his dad had left and moved to New York, and that they only saw each other a couple of times a year during that time.  “He came back home when my mom got sick and I could see how hard he was trying, but I still didn’t trust him.  I think maybe I blamed him for my mom getting sick, even though I knew he wasn’t.  I sort of hated him, really, because I knew it could never be with him like it was with my mom.  I didn’t start to feel really connected to him again until we moved here.  Sort of like we got to reset and start new.”
“It’s obvious to everybody that your dad loves you,” Maddie said.  “I can see it, my gramma can see it.  I think you’re really lucky.”
Ned stared at the rocks where the sea lions were lazing.  “It’s been a long time since I felt really lucky,” he said. 
Abruptly, the biggest sea lion stretched on its side, then rolled over right to the edge of the rock.  The creature slid its fins forward on the sloped edge of the rock and slowly pulled itself into a slide that turned suddenly into a dive.  Awkward-looking as it had been on the rocks, the sea lion was graceful in the air, hitting the water nose first and plunging deep below the surface in a single motion.  He and Maddie watched for it to surface, but it never did. 
They waited what seemed like minutes before Ned asked, “How long can a sea lion stay under water without coming up for a breath?”
“I don’t know,” Maddie told him.  “A lot longer than I thought, though, that’s for sure.” 
The two of them scanned the water of the bay all along the island’s shore, then looked to each side.  Ned ever turned around to see if the sea lion could have surfaced behind them.  But there was no sign of it. 
Then a thought struck him so hard that it almost knocked him over.  “What if that wasn’t a bird by the staircase?” he asked.
“On the stone, you mean?”
Ned nodded.  He began to feel so excited he could barely contain it.  “I’m going to take a look at what’s down there,” he said. 
“What?  No you’re not!” Maddie said.
Ned was already loosening his life vest.  He pushed it into the kayak at his feet, then piled his t-shirt and sneakers on top.  “Yes, I am,” he said, but then realized he had no idea how you got into deep water from a kayak .  He thought for a moment about trying to stand on the gunwale, then realized there was a better way.  He climbed out of his seat and lay himself across the kayak so that his legs were dangling over one side.
“Ned, this is insane,” Maddie said.  “You’re scaring me.”
“I’m a good swimmer,” Ned said.  He began to ease his legs into the water as he pushed his upper body in a sort of backward crawl.
“You’re going to tip us over!” Maddie shouted at him.
“No I’m not,” Ned said.  “Lean the other way.”
Maddie threw her upper body over the gunwale opposite the direction Ned was moving.  “You can’t leave me alone!” she said. 
“I’ll be right back,” Ned told her, then let himself slip into the water.  He bobbed for a moment, took one deep breath, then dove and swam as hard as he could underwater toward the rocks.  Within seconds. he realized it would be impossible to see anything clearly.  The kelp was too thick and the water was too dark in its shadows. Ned could barely make out the shape of the rock in front of him where it went down to the bottom of the bay.
The water was much deeper than he would have though it could be this close to the island; Falling Rocks were part of a cliff that reached toward a bottom that was invisible in the depths of the bay. Ned stroked and kicked as deep as he could, but the water just got darker and the shape of the rock more vague.  When his lungs began to burn, he rolled backward, then kicked toward the light on the surface.  A tangle of kept caught his right arm, and for a moment Ned felt panic.  He could see bubbles of his breath rising from his mouth in the water overhead. He remembered his dad telling him, “Never breathe water!” then jerked his arm free from the kelp and pushed through the slimy tendrils of it until the light was right in his face. He broke the surface gasping and choking, his eyes stinging from the intensity of the sunlight. 
Ned had no idea where exactly he was until he heard Maddie call his name.  When he turned in that direction, he saw her paddling the kayak closer.  He swam weakly toward her until he could get a grip on one of the kayak’s gunwales.  He just hung on for a minute or so, still trying to catch his breath.  When Maddie asked if he was okay, all Ned could do was nod his head.  He looked up at her for a moment, then pulled himself onto the gunwale until he lay face down across the kayak, his arms and legs both dangling in the water. 
“You have no idea how much you scared me!” Maddie told him, and sounded truly angry. 
Ned couldn’t answer, so he just lay face down until he found the strength to roll over.  On his back, he was still stretched across both gunwales, chest heaving as he continued to breath deeply.  “Sorry,” he said finally, then slowly eased himself up into a sitting position and slid into his seat sideways, with his legs still up on one of the gunwales.
“Why did you do that?” Maddie demanded to know.
“Did you ever see the sea lion surface?” Ned asked. 
Maddie shook her head, still glaring at him. 
“There has to be some place it could go down there,” Ned told her.  “A cave, maybe.”  His heart pounded just speaking the words aloud. 
“A cave?”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” Ned said.  He thought for a moment, then said, “We need Marcus Bennett.”
“What?  Why him?”
“Marcus is a diver,” Ned told her.  “Remember?  And Falling Rocks is on his end of the island.”
“What are you talking about? You can’t just bring Marcus in,” Maddie told him.  “You need to talk to the professor.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” Ned agreed.  “He may say Marcus can’t be trusted.  And maybe Marcus can’t be trusted.  But I’m pretty sure we need his help.”
“I don’t know,” Maddie said, then gave a slight smile.  “I’m glad you said ‘we’.”
NED WORRIED THE ENTIRE TIME they were paddling back to the mainland that Will would return home before they made it back themselves.  There was no sign of his dad’s truck at the house, though, and Ned felt the knot in his stomach loosen.  He pulled the kayak onto the beach by himself, while Maddie waded ashore. 
“I better go home and make sure my grandma’s not worried about me,” she said. 
“Just tell her we paddled south along the shoreline toward downtown and back,” Ned suggested.
“Lie, in other words,” Maddie told him. 
“It’s a white lie, Maddie.”
“I don’t like telling any lies.  But I will this time.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay.”
Ned watched her walk back toward her grandma’s.  There was a swish to the way her bottom moved that he didn’t remember seeing before, and he knew that she knew he was following her with his eyes.  ‘She’s doing that on purpose,’ Ned thought to himself, and was surprised by how much it pleased him.
HE WAITED IN HIS ROOM for Will to return home.  His dad was already pan frying two tuna filets in the kitchen by the time Ned came out to join him.  Ned acted more interested than he was in hearing Will talk about the importance of a dory boat transom, because that was where you hung the motor and so on.  After a couple of minutes Ned sat down at the desk in front of the computer and began a search that seemed to take forever on their old and stupidly slow computer. 
When Ned let out a sigh of frustration, Will asked what he was looking for. 
“I’m wondering how deep can a sea lion dive and how long one can stay underwater without coming up for air,” Ned told his dad. 
“A big male can dive down as deep as six or seven hundred feet,” his dad said, “and can hold its breath for up to fifteen minutes.”
“That doesn’t seem possible,” Ned said.  He realized that the sea lion could have swum a long way after it went into the water; it might have been on the other side of the island when it surfaced for all he knew.  “But how long do they stay down usually?” he asked. 
“Normally only a minute or two.  They like to stay close to the surface.”
“So if you saw one dive and not come back to the surface—even after more than fifteen minutes—what would you think?” Ned asked.
“I’d think either that it was dead or that it found some air to breathe down there,” Will answered.  “Why are you asking me this?”
“How would it find air to breathe, except in a cave?” Ned wondered.
“That’s the only way I can think of,” his dad said.  “Do you think you’ve found a sea lion cave?”
“There are such things?” Ned asked.
“Of course,” his dad told him.  “There’s a giant one in Oregon.  It’s a roadside attraction.”  Will stared at him with an expression so intense it made Ned look away, then asked, “Where do you think you’ve found a sea lion cave?”
Ned hesitated for a moment, then decided to go for it.  If his dad was against him, then he was against his dad.  “On the shore of Cloak Island,” he told Will. 
He was startled to see that his dad seemed more excited than angry.  “I knew you’d been going out there,” Will said.  “Where on the island do you think this cave is?” 
“In a place only Maddie and I know,” Ned answered. 
Will stared at him with a stunned expression for a moment, then dropped his shoulders and smiled slightly.  “If it’s your discovery, you don’t have to share it with me—or anybody.”
“I want to share it,” Ned said.  “I want to share it with Professor Clark and with Mr. Bennett.  I want Mr. Bennett’s help in going down below to check it out.  He’s a diver, you know.”
“Yes, I do know,” Will said.
“How?” Ned asked.
Instead of answering the question, Will said, “I thought Marcus and the professor hated each other.”
“The professor doesn’t hate him,” Ned said.  “And I don’t think Mr. Bennett really hates the professor, either.  That’s Mr. Kagan.”
“Mr. Kagan hates just about everybody, from what I hear,” Will observed.
The two of them studied one another for a moment.  His dad was looking at him in a way he never had before, Ned realized, almost like they were speaking man-to-man.
“I’m glad you told me, Ned,” Will said.  “I just wish you’d trusted me earlier.”
“You wouldn’t have let me go out there, dad.”
“No, I wouldn’t have,” Will agreed.  “So what is it you’d like me to do, now?”
“I want you to help me convince Mr. Bennett to explore the cave with us,” Ned said.
“If there is a cave,” Will replied. 
“I think there is.”
“Maybe,” Will allowed.  He dropped his eyes and Ned could see his dad was thinking about what else to say.  “I think I can help you with Marcus,” he said finally.
“You’ll talk to him?” Ned asked.
“We’ll talk to him,” Will answered.
NED SPENT MUCH OF THAT NIGHT tossing and turning in bed, too agitated by anticipation to let his brain rest.  His thoughts ran a gamut from how Marcus Bennett would react to their approach to what Professor Clark would say when he found out Marcus was involved—if Marcus agreed to be involved—to what searching for an underwater cave would be like and whether his dad would try to stop him from being part of that.  It was long past midnight when he finally fell asleep and almost ten the next morning when he opened his eyes and looked at his clock. 
Ned sat upright in a start, pulled on his clothes in seconds and opened his bedroom door.  ‘Dad’s not home!’ he thought, then looked out the big bay-facing window and saw Will on the beach, standing right at the water’s edge.  He opened the front door and walked barefoot to where his dad stood.  Will gave him a sideway glance and a thin smile. “Think we should paddle out there on our boards?” he asked. 
“Yes!” Ned said, relieved and excited that his dad hadn’t changed his mind.  “I can be ready in five minutes.”
Will’s smile got wider.  “You’ll need some breakfast before we get going,” he said.  “And it’ll be another hour at least, anyway, before the tide’s low enough to land on Cut Beach.”
When they went back inside, Ned insisted that all he wanted was cereal and milk.  Will hesitated a moment, then nodded and went to change into his swimsuit.  Ned poured half the amount of granola he usually ate into a bowl, splashed it with milk and finished it in a minute.  He had already put on his swimsuit when Will stepped back out into the main room wearing his own, with a waterproof bag slung across one shoulder.  His dad had some tan, and looked even slimmer than he had been the last time Ned had seen him without a shirt on. 
“Okay,” Will said.  “Let’s put our boards in the water.”
The bay wasn’t as still as it had been the day before.  A breeze that blew from the north ruffled the surface and pushed them to their left as they paddled toward the island.  Ned was impressed by how strong Will looked on the board. Ned knew he was stronger also; it felt as if he traveled a foot further each time he pulled the paddle than he had back in early June.  The two of them fell into a rhythm, their paddles pushing into and then lifting out of the water in the same tempo.  Cloak Island filled more and more of the horizon as they slid across the water, growing steadily larger and closer.  The ebbing tide was just beginning to expose Cut Beach.  As they came close enough to land, only five or six feet of the gravel shore was above water.
They waded onto the beach, each with their board under one arm, their paddle in the opposite hand.  Ned heard his dad grunt in pain when he stepped onto the sharp rocks barefoot.  He and Will sat on their boards and pulled sneakers out of the bags each had slung over a shoulder.  After his dad had tied his laces, and put on a T-shirt, he took a pull on his water bottle then offered it to Ned. “Okay,” Will said.  “Let’s stash our boards and go see Marcus.” 
The way his dad had spoken Mr. Bennett’s name struck Ned as weirdly familiar.  And then Will found the gravel trail without any help from Ned, and led his son in the direction of the Bennett’s house. 
“You know the island, don’t you, dad,” Ned said.
Will who was walking several steps ahead, didn’t turn his head as replied, “Yes, I know the island.”
Neither of them spoke again until Ned followed his dad into the clearing where the Bennett’s house and the two sheds stood.  “I do know the island,” Will whispered when they saw Mrs. Bennett, wearing big pants and high boots, working the ground in her garden with a hoe. 
When Mrs. Bennett looked up and saw them, she dropped her hoe and gasped.  For a moment, Ned thought the old woman was terrified, then realized she was smiling. “Will?” she called.  “Will Myers?”
“Hello, Lucy,” Will said. 
Mrs. Bennett came toward them in an old lady trot, peeling off her gloves and dropping them to the ground as she approached.  Will stepped toward her and took both of the woman’s hands in his.  “It’s been so long,” Mrs. Bennett said.  Now she had tears in her eyes, Ned noticed.  She looked at Ned then and gasped again.  “Ned is your boy?” she asked.  When Will nodded, Mrs. Bennett seemed to choke up.  “I can’t believe this is happening,” she said. 
“Neither can I,” Will told her.
Ned stood dumbfounded, looking back and forth between his father and the old woman, trying to understand what was happening.  “You two know each other,” he got out, finally.”
His dad and Mrs. Bennett both laughed.  “We knew each other.  A long time ago,” Will said.
“A very long time ago,” the old woman told Ned, shaking her head in wonder.  “Years before you were born.”
Ned stared at his dad, wondering who exactly Will was.
“We came to talk to Marcus,” Will told Mrs. Bennett, whose smile faded slightly.
“I’m not sure how he’ll react, Will.”
“Neither am I,” Will answered.  “Let’s find out.”
Mrs. Bennett looked over one shoulder.  “He’s in the house with Arlen,” she said, then turned and led Will by one hand toward the front door.  In a cloud of confusion, Ned followed.
When Mrs. Bennett opened the front door, she led them into the living room, where Marcus and Arlen sat in leather chairs in front of the fireplace, hunched over charts that were laid out on the coffee table between them.  Ned again felt as if the people in the old photographs on the walls were watching him. 
“Marcus, we have guests,” Mrs. Bennett said. 
Mr. Bennett turned his head with an abstracted expression on his face, then stared at Will with widening eyes.  “Is it you?” he asked finally.
“It’s me, Marcus,” Will said.  “I’m back.”
Marcus Bennett gaped for a few moments, the asked,  “How long?”
“Since the end of May,” Will told him, “when we moved into the old Maine place.”
Mr. Bennett looked at Ned then, and nodded.  “I see it now,” he said.  “The resemblance.”  Ned could see that old Marcus’s lower lip was trembling. 
“How do—“ Ned got out, before Will interrupted.
“I used to work with Marcus, here on Cloak Island,” Will explained.  He smiled at Arlen.  “I guess you could say I was Arlen before Arlen.”  He stepped forward to shake the younger man’s hand. 
A moment after Arlen stood up, so did Mr. Bennett.  “You were more like a partner than an employee,” Marcus said. 
“More like a son,” Lucy Bennett corrected.
Marcus studied Will for a moment, “More like a prodigal son.”
Ned felt like his feet were sinking into the floor.  The moment didn’t seem real.
Marcus spoke to him.  “Your father gave up the search for the love of a good woman.”
“Was that mom?” Ned managed to ask.
Will nodded.  “It’s a complicated story, Ned.  But I’ll tell it to you another time.”
“How is Becky?” Mrs. Bennett asked.
“She’s dead, Lucy,” Will answered.  “Last January.”
Mrs. Bennett raised a wrinkled, spotted old hand to her lips.  “Oh, I’m so sorry, Will.”  She looked at Ned.  “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
The five of them stood in awkward silence.  Arlen was staring at the floor, like he wondered if he should be in the room.  For some reason Ned looked at a picture on the wall, as if he thought he could catch the people in the old photograph listening in. 
Will finally spoke.  “I’m not sure what brought me back,” he said.
“You always loved this place,” Lucy Bennett told him. 
“I always did,” Will agreed. 
“Is this the first time you’ve been back out to the island?” Arlen asked in a nervous voice, like he was anxious about being included. 
“I’ve paddled around it—a few times,” Will answered, and gave Ned a smile.  “But this is the first time I’ve set foot.”
“What is the occasion?” Mr. Bennett asked.
“Ned thinks he’s found the back door, Marcus,” Will told the old man.  “He needs your help to make sure.”
“The boy thinks he’s found a way in?” Marcus asked in an incredulous voice.
“He does,” Will replied. 
“Maddie and me found it,” Ned said then.  He felt as if his voice was coming back to him.  “With the professor’s help.”
“Tom Clark is part of this?” Marcus asked in a suspicious voice.  His expression darkened.
“That’s right,” Ned told him.  “Maddie and I agreed that we can only show you where we think the cave is if the professor’s there, too.”
“To hell with that!” the old man exploded.  Even his wife looked defiant. 
“I’m not sure what Ned’s found, Marcus,” Will said, “if anything.  But I think he may be onto something.  You’re not going to let an old grudge keep you from finding out, are you?”
“You’ve got a nerve,” Marcus Bennett said.  “First you run out on me, now you come back all these years later and want me to join up with that lunatic thief Clark.”
“The professor’s no lunatic,” Ned said, trying to hide the part of him that wasn’t so sure.
“Has he told you what he thinks is down there?” Marcus demanded. 
“He has,” Ned told the old man. 
“So what is it, exactly?”
“Professor Clark would have to tell you that himself,” Ned answered. 
Mr. Bennett shook his head, his expression sour.  He was thinking about it though, Ned could see. 
“The spot Ned wants to show you is on your end of the island, Marcus,” Will said.  “But we need more than your permission.  What we’re looking for is underwater.  We’d need to be down there for a while.  We’ll need dive gear and your equipment. And we’ll need you with us.”
“You’ll have to bring me,” Ned told his father.
Marcus snorted and Will shook his head.  “That would only complicate things, Ned.  We’re not sure what we’ll find down there, and what the dangers might be.”
“I’m not showing anybody anything unless I’m part of it,” Ned said. 
Will and Mr. Bennett exchanged glances, like they were impressed by Ned’s determination.  “The professor will have to be there with us, too, like I said,” Ned told them. “And Maddie has to be included.  She found where the cave is as much as I did.”
“This is starting to sound like a whole helluva lot more trouble than it’s worth,” Marcus said.
Will was still looking at his son.  “How much trouble have you already gone too, Marcus?” he asked.
“Too damn much,” the old man admitted in a softer voice. 
“You can’t stop now,” Will said.
Marcus was looking at Ned now, too.  “You better be onto something, boy,” he said.  “Because if I’m going to partner up with Tom Clark, I’ll need to see results.”
NED CAME UP CLOSE ON HIS FATHER’S HEELS and peppered him with questions as he walked the trail back to Cut Beach.  “Why didn’t you tell me you used to live on Cloak Island?” he demanded.  “Was mom here?  Why’d you keep it from me?”
“I’m going to explain it all to you, Ned, I promise,” Will answered.  “But first let’s talk to Professor Clark and see if we can keep this thing moving.”
At Cut Beach, they pulled their kayaks into the water, climbed back up on them and began to paddle toward the south shore, headed for Professor Clark’s end of the island.  Ned found it difficult to keep his mouth shut as they passed Falling Rocks, but he did. They paddled up on both sides of the professor’s dock, and sat down off their boards, lifting them by the nose out of the water and laying them alongside one another. 
This time Ned led the way, up over the knoll where the big stump stood, then down into the notch between the two towering spruces where the professor had build his cabin.  Professor Clark was sitting in a camp chair just outside his front door, cleaning the moss and grime from a round, flat rock that looked as if a wedge had been cut out of it. 
After he was introduced, Will let Ned explain to the professor what their visit was about.  Professor Clark had started shaking his head before Ned could even finish, and when he spoke sounded almost as unenthusiastic about joining forces as Marcus Bennett had been. 
“Marcus still thinks this is a treasure hunt,” the professor said.  “He’d want to cash in whatever we found down there.  He has no belief in a higher purpose.”
“The spot Ned wants to show you is on the Bennetts’ property, professor,” Will said.  “There’s no doing this without Marcus.  We’ll all just have to trust him to do the right thing.”
“I’m not sure that doing the right thing means a great deal to Marcus Bennett,” the professor said in a curt tone.  He sounded a little sniffy, Ned thought.
“Marcus is a good man,” Will replied quietly.  “A man of honor.  He always has been.”
“Then why is he in business with Ben Kagan?” the professor demanded. 
“The money Marcus made building bridges was all spent years ago,” Will answered.  “He needed Kagan’s help to keep going.  It’s that simple.”
“You knew him before Kagan, didn’t you?” the professor asked.
“I did,” Will replied.  He glanced at Ned, then told the professor.  “I first came up here during spring break of my sophomore year in college.  I was supposed to write a story for the Daily Cal, but I got a little more involved than that.  Back then, Marcus and Lucy were catching, killing, picking or growing everything they put on their table.  ‘Eking by, but eating good,’ as Lucy liked to put it.  Marcus was in his late fifties, still a bull of a man, but he knew he needed help.  They were already talking to Ben Kagan by the time I came back to the island during the summer after my junior year.  I remember when Kagen flew them to San Francisco for a week and put them up at the St. Francis.  Lucy said it was the first vacation they’d had in more than ten years.  While they were in the city, he made them an offer they couldn’t refuse.”
“So Kagan bought them,” the professor said.
“Call it that, if you like,” Will told him.  “All Marcus really wanted from life at that point was to be able to continue the search.  He never understood me or anyone else wanting more than that.”
“How long did you stay with the Bennetts on Cloak Island?” the professor asked. 
“Two and a half years,” Will answered, and smiled at Ned’s astonished expression.
“Your departure must have been a great disappointment to Marcus,” the professor observed. 
“It was a very great disappointment to him,” Will said. “But he kept going, just like I knew he would.”
“You, though, were able to walk away from Cloak Island and never look back,” the professor said.  “Not many have done that.”
“Twenty two years have passed, and here I am again,” Will replied. 
The professor nodded.  “Point taken.”  He looked at Ned.  “What is it that you want from this, Ned?  Tell me.”
Ned thought a long while about what would be a good answer, but still wasn’t sure he had one.  “I want to be part of something great,” he told the professor.
“Something that matters,” the professor prompted
“Something great that matters,” Ned agreed. 
The professor smiled, then asked Will, “Were you like this twenty-two years ago?”
Will’s expression was wistful.  “Maybe I didn’t want it as much as Ned does.  Maybe that’s why he found what I couldn’t.”
“Or not,” the professor said.  “Nothing’s been proven.”
“Nothing’s been proven,” Will agreed.
Both men stared at Ned, who didn’t know what to say.
“We won’t know until we look,” he told the two of them, finally.
The professor chuckled.  “Words of wisdom,” he said, then nodded.  “All right, Ned.  I’ll join your expedition.”




CHAPTER 19

NED STOOD WITH HIS DAD, Maddie and Professor Clark on the dock the old fisherman who’d built their house had used “for probably fifty years,” Will had once guessed.  It would be the first time a real boat had tied up there since they’d moved into the house, Ned realized.  He forgot the dock even existed, a lot of the time, set off on the edge of their property like it was, with stairs that started near the back door of the shed. 
The dock felt especially rickety today, Ned thought. He could feel the sway in the mossy green pilings as the water moved beneath them.  There were no rails, just the floor and the stairs.  Maddie pressed in close to him, like she needed something to lean against.  The professor had tied up his pontoon boat next to the side of the stairway just a few minutes earlier.  Ned had assumed that Mr. Bennett would be picking Professor Clark up on Cloak Island, but he “didn’t want any favors,” the professor said.  Will and the professor stood side by side in silence, each lost in his own thoughts as they scanned the bay for the approach of Marcus Bennett’s cabin cruiser.
The boat appeared on the western horizon just a moment later, with waves of wake streaming behind it, spreading across the surface of the water in a fan shape.  A minute or two after that, Ned could make out Arlen standing next to Marcus, who was at the wheel.  As the cruiser drew near, Marcus slowed the boat and turned it in a wide arc, so that it coasted to stop next to the dock. Arlen threw ropes to Will and the professor, who pulled them snug against the pilings, then wrapped the ends around two rusty old metal cleats.
“Come aboard,” Marcus called, like he was the captain of a ship. 
Will and Ned both helped Maddie step over the side rails onto the deck, then Ned climbed over after her.  The professor followed, and gave Marcus a sort of two-fingered salute that prompted the old man to touch his own forehead.  Something about the exchange of gestures made Ned want to laugh out loud, and he did chuckle quietly.  Will loosened the ropes from the cleats and threw them back to Arlen, then climbed aboard himself. 
Marcus throttled the twin motors and swung his old cruiser back around toward the island.  After the time he’d gone with his fourth-grade class to Angel Island and when his father had taken him past the Statue of Liberty on the Staten Island Ferry during his only visit to New York, this was the biggest boat he’d ever been aboard.  He and Maddie sat on a padded bench outside the wheelhouse where the four adults were all crowded together inside.  Maddie hugged his arm, but didn’t talk.  Neither did Ned.  The motors were loud and it didn’t seem like there was anything to say, really. 
Will reached through an open window and tapped Ned’s shoulder.  “Time for you to start giving directions,” he shouted over the motors.  Will stood and pointed to the southern part of Cloak Island’s eastern shore.  “Falling Rocks,” he told his dad. 
Will nodded and smiled.  “Yeah,” he said.  “It makes sense.”
Ned saw old Marcus and the professor eyeing one another warily, like each suspected the other of something.  “If there’s ten billion dollars of gold down there, professor, how big a piece do you think you’d ask?” Marcus inquired in a loud jeering voice. 
“I’m a lot more concerned about you putting a price on something that’s priceless than I am about pocketing my share of the loot,” the professor retorted. 
“That’s what you say now,” Marcus replied scornfully. 
“We don’t know what’s down there—or if there’s anything at all,” Will interrupted, like he was trying to break up a fight before it started. 
Marcus and the professor each subsided into silence, but kept casting sidelong glances of misgiving at one other.
“This is it,” Ned said when they came close to the shore next to Falling Rocks.
Marcus brought the motors down to a low chirr, until the boat was almost drifting in the water.  There were five sea lions sunning themselves on the rocks today.  They stared lazily at the people on the boat, like they were at most mildly curious. 
“Can I have the rubbing?” Ned asked Professor Clark.
The professor slipped the square of paper out of his jacket pocket and handed it over.  Ned unfolded the paper and held it stretched between two hands. 
“What’s that?” Marcus asked.
“It’s a rubbing of the green stone,” Ned told him. 
“You’ve seen the green stone?” Marcus asked.  Ned hesitated. “Yes or no?” the old man demanded.
“Maddie found it,” Ned said. 
“Where?” Marcus barked the question. 
Ned glanced at Maddie, who shook her head slightly.  “Not yet,” she said. 
Marcus glowered, but said nothing.
“I’m looking at the picture you described as a bird inside a staircase, professor,” Ned said.  “Except those aren’t wings, they’re flippers.  It’s a sea lion, not a bird.”  He let go of one end of the rubbing and pointed with his free hand toward the climbing rocks above the ones where the sea lions were lazing.  “There’s your staircase,” Ned said.  “I think the cave is right below it.”
All four of the adults were staring at him with expressions that were incredulous, but at least a little admiring.  “It might be,” the professor said. 
“Let’s watch the sea lions,” Ned said. 
Minutes passed before one of the creatures lumbered on its fins to the edge of a rock, then slid off into a nosedive and disappeared beneath the surface of the bay.  The professor looked at his watch.  “Eleven twenty-two,” he said. 
Marcus and the professor had each brought binoculars.  They scanned the bay, looking for the sea lion to surface.  “Those things can stay down a long time,” Marcus said.
“But they rarely do that,” Will said.  “Most of them come back up after a minute or two at most. 
A lot more than five minutes seemed to have passed when the professor looked at his watch again and said, “Eleven twenty-seven.”
Another of the sea lions clambered to the edge of the rock it was on and plunged into the water.  The boat seemed to be bobbing more a bit more violently, Ned thought.  Maybe they were too close to the rocks.
“I’m starting to feel a little sick,” Maddie said.
“There must have been some movement at sea,” Marcus observed. 
“What do you mean, ‘movement at sea’?” Maddie asked.  She was looking a little green, Ned thought.
“A minor earthquake,” the professor explained.  “It’s quite common.”  He looked at his watch.  “Eleven thirty-two,” he said. 
The professor and Marcus continued to scan the water with their binoculars.  A few minutes later, a sea lion surfaced next to the rocks.  “Eleven thirty-six,” the professor said.  “Fourteen minutes, if it was the first one.”
“That’s not either of the ones we saw go down,” Marcus said.  “Look at the size of this fellow.  Must weigh six hundred pounds.  He’s an old bull.  The first one we saw go down was female and the second was a youngster.”
“So where did this one come from?” Ned asked.  The adults, he noticed, looked a little more persuaded. 
“I need to lie down,” Maddie said.  Will helped Maddie ease down onto the seat cushions where she and Ned had been sitting earlier, and folded one over behind her head. 
“When I dove here, it was way too dark to see,” Ned said.
“My halide light is still in a box in my basement,” Marcus said.  “But I do have an HID Powerlight aboard.  We might be able to see something with that.”
“Who’s going over?” Will asked, like he thought it was probably him.  When no one answered, Will took off his T-shirt and began to empty the pockets of his shorts.  He lost his balance a moment later, though, when the bobbing of the boat suddenly intensified, and leaned against the side of the wheelhouse to stay upright. 
Marcus looked over one shoulder, then shouted, “Sneaker!”
Ned turned in that direction and was stunned by the six-foot wall of water coming at them. It hit the boat half astern and threw it violently onto one side.  Ned was thrown hard against the wheelhouse in a spray of water that soaked him to the throat.  He heard shouts and cries as the others grabbed for whatever they could.  The wall of water crashed against the rocks, rising almost as high as the staircase, then sucked away in a backwash that exposed the shore eight feet below the waterline.  For a moment, quite clearly, Ned could see the top of an arched opening under the rocks, the entrance to the cave, he realized in a flash. 
The professor, who was holding fast to the deck rail on that side of the boat, saw it too. “By God, boy, you were right!” he shouted. 
A moment later, though, Ned heard the groaning and moaning behind him.  Marcus was sitting sopping webt against a bulkhead, looking like the breath had been knocked out of him, blood trickling down one side his face.  Then Ned saw Maddie lying on the deck a few feet from Marcus, with her arm twisted under her in a strange position.  Ned stared in confusion for a moment, then realized the girl’s arm was broken.  He staggered toward her as the boat rocked wildly in the water.  When he kneeled beside her, Maddie looked up at him with a dazed expression.  “Ned,” she said.  “I’m hurt.”
MARCUS SPED TOWARD THE MAINLAND SHORE with the throttle open wide, the boat growing heavier and slower as it took on water through the crack in the hull that had been made when the sneaker wave threw it against the rocks. “Come on, damn you,” he growled through gritted teeth.
Ned and Will had lifted Maddie back up onto the now-bare bench.  They could find only a single cushion that they put under her head.  She looked bad, pale and clammy, hugging her broken arm against her with her other arm.   When she opened her eyes and looked at him, Ned told her, “It’ll be okay,” but he wasn’t sure. 
Arlen was hurt even worse than Maddie.  They’d found him inside the boathouse crumpled beneath the wheel, with one shoulder crooked in a way that made you grimace just to see it.  He was still on the floor, wrapped in a blanket, with his eyes closed.  Ned thought he might be unconscious.  
Marcus had a gash next to one eye that was still bleeding down his cheek like a red tear, but looked okay otherwise.  The professor had a dark red welt on one side of his neck and kept making a sound like someone clearing his throat, but he didn’t seem to have been seriously hurt, either.  Ned and his dad were the only ones with no injuries that showed, though Will did seem to be listing a little to one side, like he was favoring his ribs there.  Ned didn’t have a mark on him. He felt a little bruised on his back, but it wasn’t bad.  Why he should be unhurt he had no idea. 
The boat was riding so low that water was beginning to pour in over the transom by the time they reached shore.  Marcus went past the dock and ran the cruiser right up onto Little Beach, half-in, half-out of the water. 
Will went over the side and sprinted straight to the front door of their house.  He ran back outside a moment later, this time toward his truck.  Within seconds, he had backed it up right to the edge of the beach.  The professor and Marcus lifted Maddie over the side, where Ned and Will caught her and carried her to the pickup, then laid her on her back in the bed.  Arlen was up on his feet, being helped over the side by Marcus.  Will held him on one side as Arlen staggered to the pickup and lay down in the bed next to Maddie. 
They were at the hospital emergency room three or four minutes later, the professor riding up front with Will while Ned and Marcus cradled Maddie and Arlen in the pickup’s bed.  Will ran inside, with Ned following.  Three men and a woman wearing white coats came out wheeling gurneys a moment later.  They loaded first Maddie, then Arlen and wheeled them back inside. 
NED SAT ON A METAL CHAIR IN THE WAITING ROOM, forehead in his hands, wondering when a doctor would come out through the double-doors and tell them something. The professor sat on one side of him, rubbing the side of his neck from time to time.  He’d stopped making the throat-clearing sound, though.  Marcus sat on the other side of Ned, wearing a big bandage that reached from the bottom of his forehead to the top of his cheek.  No one was talking.  Will had gone to get Maddie’s grandma. 
A doctor did step through the double-doors a few minutes later.  He was a small man with dark brown skin and looked way too young, Ned thought.  “The girl is fine,” he told them in a high piping voice.  “It’s a clean break of the ulna.  We’re putting her in a temporary cast.  We’ll give her something for the pain and release her within the hour.  The young man, though, wasn’t so lucky.  A scapular fracture can be a serious matter. We see them most often in motorcycle accidents.  The shoulder socket has been injured as well, which can create complications.  He’ll be in a sling for at least five weeks, then we’ll make an evaluation about whether he needs further treatment.”
“Are you keeping him overnight?” Marcus asked. 
“No, we’ll be able to release him in a couple of hours.”
It didn’t seem like even an hour before Maddie, her left arm in a cast supported by a sling, came out through the double doors with a nurse who opened them for her.  Her grandma had walked into the waiting room with Will just a few moments earlier.  Mrs. Jorgensen hugged Maddie around the neck with tears in her eyes. 
“Careful, grandma,” Maddie told her, then looked at Ned.  “I’m okay.”
Ned and Will walked with Maddie and her grandma out into the parking lot, where Mrs. Jorgensen had parked.  Ned was impressed that she’d driven her own car to the hospital.  Ned opened the car door on the passenger side for Maddie, who stood there looking him in the eye for a moment.  “Remember that I’m part of this,” she told him.
“I won’t forget,” Ned promised. 
Maddie kissed him quickly on the lips and climbed into the car’s front seat.  Ned leaned down to look at her eye level, and told her, “You are a big part of this.”
He and Will watched Mrs. Jorgensen drive off, then walked back toward the emergency room entrance, where Marcus and the professor were waiting.  “I’m going to wait here for Arlen,” Marcus announced. 
“I’ll wait with you,” the professor said.  “I can give you and Arlen a ride back to the island, if you like.”
“Good of you to offer,” Marcus told the professor in a soft voice, “but I imagine we’ll stay at the Inn tonight.”
THE PROFESSOR ACCEPTED WHEN WILL SUGGESTED he should stay the night with them, and again when Ned offered his room.  Ned wasn’t sure why he didn’t want to go to the Inn.  Maybe because Marcus would be there. 
Ned showed the professor his room.  When the professor saw the photograph of his mother at the head of Ned’s bed, he paused to study it for several moments.  “You must still miss her terribly,” the professor said.
“I miss her,” Ned said.  “Sometimes it feels terrible.” He paused a moment, then decided to tell the professor, “She said she would always be near me, and that I should talk to her whenever I feel like it.”   He wasn’t sure what the professor would think of that.
The professor, though, smiled kindly, and said, “You should trust and honor what she told you.” He and Ned looked into each other’s eyes for a moment.  “There is a world beyond this one, Ned,” the professor said.
“You’re pretty religious, aren’t you, professor,” Ned said.
Professor Clark sighed.  “I once was,” he said.  “I actually studied to be a priest.”
“Why did you stop?” Ned asked. 
“I met a woman,” the professor said.  His expression got sad, Ned thought.  “It was the one and only time I ever fell in love.”
“What happened?”
“She went away,” the professor said.  His voice sounded tight in his throat.  “But the feeling I had for her never did.”
“Do you know where she is now?”
“She married someone else and has three children with him,” the professor answered.  Ned could see that the man was literally keeping his chin up.  “I’ve gotten to the point where I truly hope she’s happy.”
The professor turned his head when he noticed Will standing in the doorway.  “Do I seem silly to you, Mr. Myers?” he asked. 
“Not at all,” Will answered.  “Neither does Ned, when he talks to his mother.”
When they all went back into the main room, Will’s phone buzzed.  He answered, “Hello, Marcus,” then just stood there, listening.  “Okay, I’ll talk to the professor,” Will said finally, then hung up.  
“Talk to me about what?” the professor asked.
“Marcus wants us all to meet at the Driftwood Inn for dinner this evening,” Will told him.  “He’ll try to take charge now, professor, count on it.”
The professor thought for awhile.  “We’ll all need scuba gear,” he said finally. 
“Do you dive, professor?” Will asked. 
“Not in years,” the professor said.  “What about you?”
“Just a couple of times in the last fifteen years,” Will said.
“What about you, Ned?” the professor asked.
“I’m good,” Ned answered, and was offended when he saw his dad shake his head slightly. 
“He’s had a few lessons, but still hasn’t earned even a certificate,” Will told the professor.  “He’s worn a tank outside a swimming pool exactly once.”
“You said I did great,” Ned retorted.
Will and the professor exchanged wry smiles.  “He can remember every word I’ve ever spoken,” Will said. “When he wants to.”
THE PROFESSOR WAS EXPLAINING HIS THEORY of Cloak Island when Ned got up from the computer and headed for the front door.  “You’re not interested in this?” Will asked.
“I’ve already heard it,” Ned told him.  “I want to go check on Maddie.”
Will nodded.  “Okay.”
Maddie was wrapped up in a blanket watching some old black and white movie when Mrs. Jorgensen opened the door for Ned.  Maddie’s grandma fluttered her hands for a moment, then headed for the kitchen.  “You two talk,” she said. 
Ned sat on the sofa next to Maddie, who lay back in a pile of pillows that supported her head and arm.  She looked small and young.  Her voice didn’t sound that way, though, when she asked, “What’s going on?”
Ned told her they were going to meet Marcus at the Driftwood Inn in a couple of hours.  Maddie asked if he was going to tell Mr. Bennett about the green stone.  “I was thinking I should,” Ned said.
“Why?” Maddie wanted to know.  “It will just upset him.  Who knows what he’ll do.”
“He has a right to know that Mr. Kagan doesn’t trust him,” Ned said.  “That Kagan has been hiding things from him.”
“What good will that do?” Maddie wanted to know. 
“Arlen told me that Mr. Kagan was the main problem between old Marcus and the professor.  Maybe if Marcus stops listening to Kagan, he’ll start listening to the professor.”
“You think the professor’s right about everything, don’t you?” Maddie said. 
“I don’t know,” Ned told her.  “I think he might be.  You still don’t?”
“I think he knows a lot, but I don’t think he knows everything,” Maddie said.  “And I think there’s things he hasn’t told us.”
“Why do you think that?”
“It’s just a feeling I have,” Maddie said.  “There’s more to his story.”  She studied Ned for a moment.  “So what do you think about your dad?” she asked.
“Every time I look at him I feel like I’m meeting someone new,” Ned said.  “There’s definitely a lot more to his story.”
“He’ll tell you when he’s ready,” Maddie said. 
Ned nodded slowly.  “I’m almost afraid to hear it,” he admitted.
“I don’t think it will be bad,” Maddie said.
“I don’t either, not really.  It’s just that no matter what he tells me now, I’ll wonder what he’s holding back.”
“Give him a chance to explain himself, Ned.”
Ned nodded, squeezed Maddie’s free hand, stood up and headed for the front door.  Her voice stopped him.  “Are you going to dive with them?” Maddie asked.
Ned turned around to nod.  “I have a right to be there,” he said. 
“Please be careful, Ned.”
“I will.”
“You’ll come straight to me here afterward, right?” Maddie asked. 
“I promise,” Ned answered.  He turned toward the door again, but once more Maddie’s voice made him turn around.
“You couldn’t have done this without me,” she said.
“I know that, Maddie,” Ned told her in his most serious voice.  Hearing it seemed to make her happy.
AS HE STEPPED ONTO THE FRONT PORCH, Ned could hear that his dad and the professor were deep in conversation.  He thought he heard his own name and the word “complication.”  When he opened the door, though, both men glanced up at him and went silent.
“Were you talking about me?” Ned asked. 
Will hesitated, then answered, “We were talking about the dive. And whether you should be part of it.”
“You both said that if I showed you where the cave is, I would be included,” Ned told the two men.  “Are you going to break your word?”
“I’d rather break my word than put your life at risk, Ned,” Will said. 
Ned tried not to be choked by the emotion rising in his throat. “If you go back on your word to me this time, dad, I’ll never believe you about anything again.”
Will looked to Professor Clark.  “You want my opinion” the professor said, “a promise is a promise.”
Will’s chin sunk to his chest and he stared at the floor for several moments, before raising his eyes to Ned.  “I will need to believe that you’re paying really close attention to what I tell you,” he said. “If I start to doubt that…”
“I hear you,” Ned told his dad.
WHEN NED, WILL AND PROFESSOR CLARK WALKED into the dining room of the Driftwood Inn, they found Marcus Bennett sitting alone at a big table by the window, with the sun bleeding into Pacific Horizon behind him.  “How’s Arlen?” Ned asked as he sat down in the chair across the table from the old man.  Marcus gestured for Will and the professor to sit down too.  “Arlen’s hurtin’ bad,” he said.  “Won’t be of much use to us for awhile.  I took him back out to the island and he went right to bed.  Never seen Arlen do that before.”
“How did you take him back out to the island?” Will asked.
“Lane Taggart ferried us out and brought me back to the mainland.  My boat will be in dry dock for at least a month, he tells me.”
Marcus placed both his big gnarled hands palms down on the table.  “I think we can be ready to go by tomorrow afternoon,” he said.  “I’ve got my aqualung rig, and Arlen’s.  You can use that, Will.  You still got your gear, Tom?”
Ned was startled to hear Marcus call the professor ‘Tom.’   He could see his dad was also.   The professor, though, just nodded and said, “I do.”
“What about me?” Ned asked.
Marcus drew back in his chair and looked to Will.  “We all made him a promise,” Ned’s dad said. 
Marcus looked down at his hands for a moment, then back up at Ned.  He wore a fierce expression.  “That water’s gonna be cold and dark,” he said.  “The entrance to that cave will be like it’s hidden in fog.  You panic down there, boy, we could all be in trouble.”  He let Ned absorb that for a moment, then went on, “I suggest you stay with the boat.  I’d like to have Arlen do that, but he’s gonna be out of commission for awhile.  You could take his place for us, though.”
Ned shook his head firmly.  “I’m going with you,” he said.  “All the way.  It’s my find.”
Marcus looked at Professor Clark this time.  “The boy’s shown his mettle,” the professor said.  “And as he says, it’s his find.”
Marcus shook his head and shrugged at the same time, then nodded.  “Okay, there will be four of us going in,” he said.  “Without Arlen, we’ll have to leave the boat at anchor.  Should be no problem.  I figure that whoever comes last can tie a sixty-pound stranded wire line to his belt, maybe three hundred feet of it.  No way we’d need more than that.  I’ve a Sealine reel and surf rod we can mount on one of your boat’s portside stations,” Marcus told the professor.  “The other three will have to swim free and stay close.  We have to assume there’s a shelf close by the entrance to the cave.  I’ll have my Powerlight with me.  Won’t help a lot.  The turbidity of that water will make it like swimming in pea soup.  But the light will be enough to show us where there’s no ceiling.”
Marcus rocked back in his chair and spoke to the three of them like a military commander preparing his troops.   “Open air gear will give us an underwater air supply of forty minutes.  I can’t imagine we’d need more, but if we don’t find that shelf in the first fifteen minutes, we’ll have to turn around and head back to the boat.  So everybody will have to pay attention and follow me.”
The professor shifted in his chair.  “So you won’t be bringing up the rear and pulling that line,” he said. 
“I’ll have the light,” Marcus pointed out.  “So I’ll be in the lead.  One of you sees something, you’ll have to tap me and point.”
The three of them sat in silence, letting the reality and the risk of what Marcus was proposing sink in.  Marcus nodded when he thought it had.  “That sixty pound line won’t snap or shear off on the rocks,” he said.  “You can draw it out tight and pull yourself back to the boat if need be.  We shouldn’t have to go deeper than fifteen feet, so not much to worry about in terms of the bends.  The only concern is that once we go through the cave entrance everybody has to keep close and stay under control.”  Marcus looked at Ned again.  “Easier said than done, believe me.”
“I’ll be all right,” Ned said, but his stomach was churning.
“Okay,” Marcus wound up.  “I say we meet at Dunstan’s at around eleven a.m., fill our tanks and rent the boy’s gear.  We should be out to the island and in the water by one, two at the latest.”
Again, the three of them were listening in silence, each trying imagine what the next day would be like.  Marcus looked at Professor Clark and gave him a broad smile.  “By this time tomorrow, Tom, we should know which one of us is the crazy man.”
“Maybe you’re both crazy,” Will said.  Marcus laughed, but the professor did not seem amused. 
Ned had been waiting the whole time for Marcus to ask about the green stone, but he stood up abruptly and announced, “I’ve got a lot to do.”  He spoke to the professor.  “You want to give me a ride back out to the island, Tom?  All my gear is there, and so is yours.” 
The professor nodded like he didn’t know what else to do, then stood up and walked with Marcus toward the dining room entrance. 
“No dinner, I guess,” Will said. 
NED AND WILL WALKED IN GATHERING DUSK back to the pickup truck.  It occurred to Ned that this was the first time he and his father had been alone, really, since his dad’s past relationship with the Bennetts had been revealed.  He could see on Will’s face that his dad was thinking the same thing.
There was a stilted silence after they climbed into the truck.  Will started up the engine and steered the white pickup up Driftwood Street and onto Drake Drive.  His knuckles were tight where he clenched the steering wheel, Ned noticed. 
“I was nineteen when I first came up here from Berkeley, twenty-six years ago,” Will said.  “I had heard of Cloak Island from a graduate assistant who was teaching a class on European exploration of the Western Hemisphere.  There was no Internet in those days, so I went to the library.  When I read what little I could find on the history of Cloak Island, I could hardly believe such a place existed.  I knew I had to come and see it for myself.”
Will was taking deep breaths.  “Back then, Marcus and Lucy had the whole island to themselves.  Their only child had died as an infant.  Lucy couldn’t have another one.  There was a sadness to her that I could feel the moment we met.  I had gotten out there by hitching a ride with a fisherman.  I stepped off his boat onto the island with no sure way back to the mainland except to swim for it.  I never did write the story that was my excuse for coming up here, but I did write several letters to Marcus when I got back to Berkeley.  During the spring of my junior year, I wrote that I would work for room and board, and Marcus wrote back that that was the most he could afford.”
Will was smiling now, and his grip on the steering wheel had loosened.  “Basically, I spent that whole summer digging.  Marcus wanted me to help him figure out the system of drains under Cut Beach, and how they connected to the Honey Pot.  We never really solved it.  But I learned enough about the island that summer to know that something truly fantastic had taken place there.  The amount of work that had been done—with picks and shovels—amazed me.  Like a lot of people before me, I became convinced that there had to be something incredible at the bottom of it all.  I wouldn’t have gone back to school, to tell you the truth, if Marcus and Lucy hadn’t made me.”
Will turned left off of Drake Drive and the truck descended toward their house.  “I finished my degree in another year-and-a-half, taking summer classes and working twenty-five hours a week as a night janitor, cleaning the toilets of the people I was sitting in class with during the day.  As soon as I graduated, I took the fifteen hundred dollars I’d managed to save and came straight back up here.  Marcus was already talking to Ben Kagan.  I only met the man once, and I didn’t like him.  Kagan’s the kind of man who seems to be thinking every second about what he can get out of people.  No wonder he’s rich.  But like I told the professor, Marcus and Lucy were in desperate straits, and Kagan took care of them.  He even let Marcus keep me as his ‘limited partner.’ I had approximately the same deal that Arlen does now.  I was living in a cabin with no heat and a dirt floor, but I didn’t care.  I was twenty-two and caught up in the romance of it all.” 
Will laughed at himself as he spoke the word ‘romance.’
“Besides Marcus and Lucy, just about the only person I knew was a woman who lived in town.  She was a couple of years older than me, and came from a family that is connected to Cloak Island from way back.  She knew more about the place than even Marcus did, and had some of the same ideas about the works on the island that Professor Clark does.  She was talking about cut rocks and coded messages long before the professor came along.  She didn’t believe anybody would have gone to so much effort just to bury gold and silver.  She used to mock Marcus, and she despised Kagan.  She seemed to know something about him, Kagan, I mean, but she never shared it with me.  We were close there for a while, though. I thought maybe I was in love with her, to tell you the truth.  But we fought a lot, mainly about Marcus.  She thought he was a greedy fool.  She thought I was a fool, too, I guess.  Some things were said that we both probably wished we could take back, but neither of us ever did.  So we stopped seeing each other.”
Will parked the pickup in the driveway next to the house, but kept talking after he had shut off the engine.  “Then during my second summer on the island I met your mom.  She had stopped in town with a couple of friends.  They were taking a road trip to Seattle.  Things happened fast.  Her friends went on to Seattle and she stayed here.  It took her a little longer to convince me to give up on Cloak Island.  I took her out to the island to meet Marcus and Lucy.  When she saw what that place had done to them—to Lucy in particular—she decided she didn’t want to spend her life ‘chasing ghosts,’ as she called it.”
Will turned in his seat to face Ned.  “I wouldn’t leave with her at first.  I kept telling her—and myself—that we were close to a breakthrough.  But after she went back to college I started to miss her badly.  We exchanged some letters and I convinced her to meet me in Monterrey during Winter Break.  After spending a week with her, I was ready to throw in the towel.  Your mom got me to see Cloak Island as a sort of bottomless pit that robbed the lives of those who fell under its spell.  All of a sudden, I wanted what I thought of as a real life.  So I came back up here just long enough to tell Marcus and Lucy that I was leaving.  Lucy was good about it, but Marcus tore into me, told me I was quitting on him and quitting on myself, and that a quitter was all I would ever be.
“The woman friend I told you about said more or less the same thing.  She told me that Cloak Island would haunt me the rest of my life and that she would, too.  She turned out to be right, but it took me a long time to figure that out.  I moved to San Francisco after I got the job as a reporter at the Examiner.  Your mom dropped out of college and came there to be with me.  We got married.  You were born.  I loved your mom, but I also started to resent her.  I began to blame her for making me give up on the great adventure of my life.  It came between us.  I tried to make up for what I’d lost by becoming a writer, but I was no great success, as you know.  Never having money and always being in debt made us both a little crazy.”
“So you got divorced,” Ned said.
“Your mom was the one who filed for the divorce, right after she got her city job,” Will said.  “One of my former newspaper editors offered me the job in New York, and I took it because it seemed like a chance to start over.  But it wasn’t that at all.  I was even more unhappy than I’d been before, but at least I was too busy to think much about it.  Then your mom got sick and I came back to San Francisco to help out.  She and I talked a lot in those months, more than we ever talked before.  She knew pretty much everything about me by the end.  She told me that after she was gone I should move back up here.  She knew how much I loved Mirror Bay.  The bay, the island, the salt air, all of it.  It seemed out of the question, but then I got that phone call telling me that a movie I’d all but forgotten about was finally getting made.  It’s far-fetched, I know, but I couldn’t help feeling your mom had something to do with it.  Overnight we had the money to move pretty much wherever we wanted.  And I realized immediately that where I wanted to be was here.  I wanted you to be here too, Ned, though I can’t claim I thought about that very clearly.  I suppose I knew you’d be drawn to Cloak Island.  But truthfully, son, I never dreamed you’d do what you’ve done.  Now I feel like you’re the one who brought me here, not the other way around.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that you were here before?” Ned asked.  “I didn’t even know that you met mom here.”
Will shook his head like he really didn’t know.  “I almost told you a couple of times.  But there was just so much confusion and regret wrapped around it all in my mind.  I was waiting for the right moment, is the best answer I can give you.”
“You mean you were putting it off,” Ned said.
“I suppose that’s what I was doing,” Will replied.  “Maybe I didn’t want to tell you about all the mistakes I’ve made in my life until I had put some of them right.”  He opened the door of the truck on his side, but didn’t climb out.  “Does it make me seem like a different person to you?” he asked.
“It sort of does,” Ned told him.  “Not in a bad way, though.  This is just maybe the first time in my life I’ve been able to imagine you as young, dad.  That’s kind of cool.”
“It’s just about the first time in years I’ve been able to imagine myself as young, Ned,” Will said.  “And you’re right, it’s kind of cool.”




CHAPTER 20

THE NEXT MORNING, NED AND WILL ATE a light breakfast—one egg on a slice of toasted 9-grain bread—in silence.  Ned wasn’t sure why his dad was avoiding eye contact, but he sort of appreciated it.  When they had finished, Will piled the dishes in the sink without so much as rinsing them, and looked across the countertop at Ned, who had stood up from the table. 
Will took a deep breath.  “You’ve heard this already from Marcus, I know Ned, but I’m going to repeat it,” he began. “The water we’ll be in today will be absolutely nothing like what we dove in on the Bermuda trip.  It will be a lot colder, but the main difference will be how much harder it is to see.  The kelp bed there is so thick that hardly any light will penetrate.  And once we get into the cave, the water will unbelievably turbid—all churned up and filled with sediments.  You lose sight of somebody in that kind of water, it’s very hard to find them again.  So I’m going to want you to stay right on my hip the whole way.  I want you to be able to reach out and grab me at any moment.  If I ever seem to be getting ahead of you, grab my leg.  Don’t get distracted by something around you and take your eyes off me. Okay?”
“Okay,” Ned agreed.  He was impressed and a little frightened by the urgency in his dad’s voice. 
“The other thing I want you to think about—the main thing I want you to think about—is your breathing.  We’re using aqualungs, which will make it a lot easier than the old rebreathers I learned on.  But you still have to keep calm and keep breathing.  In and out, over and over.  Focus on your breathing.  And don’t let anything—anything at all—panic you.  Once we get in there, we may find ourselves in a tight spot where we have to turn and move in coordination.  Just maintain your focus and keep breathing normally. As long as you do that, you’ll be okay.”
Ned nodded, but glanced away from the fear he saw in his father’s eyes.
“If you do start to feel panicky, grab my leg immediately,” Will went on.  “When I look at you, point back to the cave opening and we’ll be out of there in no time.”
“I’m not going to panic, dad,” Ned said. 
Now there was admiration in Will’s eyes.  “I’m sure you won’t son.  But it’s going to be a strange environment.  Maybe a very strange environment.  There would be no shame in admitting you’re not ready for it.”
Ned met his dad’s gaze with all the ferocity he could muster.  “I’m ready, dad.  I want to be there.  I want to be there more than I want anything.”
“Okay,” Will said, and smiled.  “What an adventure, huh?”
“What an adventure,” Ned agreed. 
NED AND HIS DAD WALKED THROUGH THE FRONT ENTRANCE of Dunstan’s Dive Shop, Will carrying a waxed canvas duffel bag stuffed with things he thought they might need.  The light was so dim inside that Ned could barely make out Marcus and the professor on the far side of the shop.  He had to take another couple of steps before he saw that the two of them were standing behind a lean, leathery man wearing a headlamp who sat in an old wooden rolling chair as he filled their tanks with compressed air. 
“Arlen’s rig is already on the professor’s boat,” Marcus told Will. “Everything’s ready but you and your boy’s tanks, which are right here.” The old man gestured toward two of the four tanks lined up in front of the man in the chair, then cocked an eye at the bag Will was carrying.  “Shouldn’t need more than that.”
Will lifted the bag an inch or two.  “Mostly Ned’s stuff in here,” he said.
Marcus nodded.  “We need to get the boy his rig,” he told the man in the chair. 
The man spun the seat in Ned’s direction and extended his hand, but didn’t stand up.  “Phil Dunstan,” he said.  “I own this place.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Ned said and shook the man’s dry, rough hand. 
“Are you really?” Phil Dunstan asked, and laughed like it was a joke only he was in on.  “Okay.  Well, I got what you need already put together.”  He walked the rolling chair across the pine plank floor to a long table, where diving gear had been piled, then began to hand it to Ned, one piece at a time, calling out each item as he did:  “Vest. Regulator. Pressure Gauge. Hoses. Tank Holster.”  When the table had been cleared, Mr. Dunstan looked at Ned, whose arms now were filled to overflowing.  “You need a wetsuit?” the man asked. 
“Got one,” Ned replied.  He had a feeling it wouldn’t be a good idea to add that his dad had bought it for him the day before at the Clean Line Surf Shop. 
“Flippers?” Mr. Dunstan asked.
“Got those, too,” Ned told him. 
Mr. Dunstan looked a little disappointed.  “You used this scuba rig before,” he asked.
“One just like it,” Ned answered. 
Mr. Dunstan cast a slightly furtive glance past Ned at the three men who stood speaking among themselves twelve feet away.  “Where exactly you headed?” he asked in a voice that was not much more than a whisper. 
“No place special,” Ned replied. “We just want to explore a rocky shoal, see what we can find.”
Mr. Dunstan’s expression now was definitely not pleased. “You’re near about as tight lipped as them other two,” he said. 
Ned simply shrugged.  After a moment, Mr. Dunstan did, too.  “All right, let’s get the rest of them tanks filled,” he said. 
Will, Marcus and the professor all went silent as Phil Dunstan walked his chair back to where they stood.  No one spoke a word as Mr. Dunstan finished filling the last of the four tanks.  ‘They don’t want to give Mr. Dunstan even the slightest idea about where we’re headed,’ Ned thought to himself.  A moment later, Will gave his son a wink, as if they were in on it together. 
Marcus paid the bill—“seein’ as it’s your boat we’re usin’”—he told the professor, then picked up one of the tanks and carried it toward the door.  The professor grabbed up a tank also, and followed.  Will carried two tanks, because both of Ned’s arms were filled with his dive gear.  
Phil Dunstan walked his rolling chair behind them.  “Tell me what it’s all about some day,” he called. 
Marcus turned in the same moment he opened the door, splashing sunlight into all their faces.  “Nothin’ to tell, so far, Phil,” he answered, then walked out into a brightness that seemed for a moment to dissolve him.  
Ned took a quick look over his shoulder to see Mr. Dunstan’s sour expression, then quickly turned his head again so that the man wouldn’t catch him smiling.   
ALMOST THE MOMENT THEY CLIMBED INTO the boat, Marcus was trying to be the boss, just like his dad had said he would, Ned thought.  When the professor took the captain’s seat in the middle of the boat, Marcus asked, “Don’t you think I should be there?” 
“Not aboard my boat, Marcus, no,” the professor said, then keyed the big motor.
Under the resulting roar, the old man released his breath in a snort and took the seat at the front fishing station.  Will and Ned took the two rear stations.  Within moments, Marcus had his binoculars out, aimed at the island.  Will and Ned gave each other a smile, but no one spoke a word all the way across the bay.  The professor throttled the motor down as they approached Falling Rocks. 
“There’s the staircase,” Ned said, finally, when they were in sight of Falling Rocks. 
Marcus swiveled in his seat.  “You say there’s a picture of that staircase on the green stone?” he asked, as if just remembering their earlier conversation.
Ned nodded.  “The professor’s seen it,” he said.
“Clark has seen the stone?” Marcus asked in a loud voice, like he was demanding an answer. 
“Just a rubbing of the inscription that Ned and Maddie made,” the professor called to Marcus.  “Not the stone itself.”
“Are you ready to tell me where you found the stone?” Marcus asked Ned in the same thundering voice. 
Ned thought a moment before answering.  “It was Maddie who found it.  I need to ask her before I say more.”
Marcus pressed his lips together as he shook his head in frustration.  “Held hostage by a couple of teenagers and partnered up with my sworn enemy,” he fumed. 
Will didn’t even try to hide his smile, so Ned didn’t, either. 
The professor shifted the motor into idle as the boat drifted about forty feet from the rocks on the shoreline.  “You want to drop anchor?” he asked Will. 
Will nodded.  “This is close enough,” he said.  “We don’t want to risk punching a hole in your boat, too.”
Ned hadn’t even noticed the large metal object that lay on a coil of rope between his dad and the professor.  The thing looked like a boat itself, he thought, one with three sails, two upright and another that was broken, listing to the side.  “              “We call this a fluke,” Will told his son.  “Does a great job of holding so long as you make sure it hits bottom.”  Ned watched his dad lower the anchor slowly into the water, first by hand, then with a crank, giving it slack just a few inches at a time until there was hardly any rope left.  “There,” Will said. 
Marcus stared at the line until the boat had drifted a little, then nodded as it pulled taut.  “Good,” he said, then stripped off his pants and began to loosen the buttons of his shirt.  He put both legs into his wetsuit, then stood up to wriggle his arms into the sleeves. Ned couldn’t help staring.  The old man still had impressive dock rope-like muscles in his arms and shoulders, but folds of flabby grayish-white skin hung from them.  Marcus caught him looking.  “I’m eighty-one years old, boy,” he said. 
“And still have the strength of men thirty years younger,” Will said.  Ned could tell that his dad meant it. 
By the time Ned wriggled into his own wetsuit, he saw that both Marcus and Will had strapped diver knives to their legs. “What do you need those for?” he asked.
“It’s a tool, Ned, that’s all,” Will told him. 
Marcus dug into the black rubber bag on the floor of the boat at his feet and came out with four black fanny packs, heavy-duty looking ones with big metal clasps. He handed one to each of them.  “Just in case we find somethin’ we want to bring back,” he explained.
When Marcus had cinched the last of the four fanny packs around his waist, he stood tall, and looked imposing packed into his wetsuit.  He spoke to them all, but to the professor especially, it seemed.  “Like I said, I’m goin’ first,” he told the others. “I’ll have the Powerlight on my belt, so I’ll be the easiest to see and to follow.”
The professor chewed his lower lip.  “I’ve spent time in these waters,” Marcus added in a gentler voice.  “I know what they’re like.  Will, you come behind me, and Ned, you’re behind your dad.  You’ll bring up the rear, Tom.  That means you’ll be pullin’ the line. No tellin’ how far we’ll have to swim before we find the shelf. 
“I chose this time of day because we’re well into an ebb tide.  The water won’t rise on us for awhile.  In fact, it should drop some.  And maybe it’ll be a little less turbid, although we’re sure to stir it up.  So we stick close.”
“And all agreed that if fifteen minutes pass and we haven’t found the shelf, we turn back, right?” Will said.  For the first time, Ned noticed that his dad was wearing a heavy watch with a black rubber band on his left wrist. 
Marcus gave the professor a glance, then said, “Agreed.”
“Agreed,” the professor echoed. 
Marcus went into his rubber bag again and brought out a heavy fishing reel wound to its limit with thick, stranded steel wire.  “Our life line,” he said, as he fitted the reel onto the thick rod mounted at the fishing station where he had been sitting, closest to the front of the boat.  He pulled loose line off the reel with one hand and used several feet of it to tie the rod tighter into its mount. He found the other end of the line, then went back into his rubber bag.  This time what he brought out was a thick black leather belt with a ringbolt fitted into the back of it.  He used two feet of the wire to tie it to the ringbolt, then extended the belt to the professor.  “This is yours, Tom.” 
The professor took the belt from Marcus, but seemed to hesitate before strapping it on.  “If at any point you feel it not pulling freely,” Marcus told the professor, “you grab Ned’s leg, and Ned you grab your dad’s, and Will you grab mine.  We’ll have to make sure it’s not hung up before we can continue.”  The professor was still holding the belt, staring at it. “Draggin’ on a rock’s not the same as being hung up,” Marcus continued.  “Only if you feel line pullin’ back on you do you grab the boy’s leg.  You’ll have to be quick.  Can you manage that?” 
The professor looked Marcus in the eye, then nodded and buckled the belt around his waist. 
“Like I said before, that sixty-weight line won’t shear off on even the sharpest rock,” Marcus said, “but if at anytime you feel it go slack, you grab the boy’s leg and so on.  We’ll have to look behind us to see what’s happened.”
There were so many things to worry about, Ned thought.  He saw the same concern on Will’s face.  “I’m going to be right on your hip, dad,” Ned said, “just like you told me.”
Will nodded.  “Focus on your breathing,” he said.  “Keep it slow and steady.  As long as you do that, you’ll be all right.” 
Marcus checked to make sure that the reel was wide open, then reached into his black rubber bag one more time.  What he came out with this time looked like little terrarium, a half-globe of glass sitting in a metal stand wrapped in a long, thick cord with a plug at one end.  Marcus unwound the cord, then threw the end with the plug to the professor, who fitted it into a socket that was right in front of the boat’s motor. 
“This halide light has fifty feet of cord.  It should give us enough illumination to organize in the water and get started in the right formation,” Marcus said.  “But that’s about all it’ll do for us.”
He carried the light onto the hull of the boat and sat with his legs dangling over the water.  “I’ll need a few seconds to make sure I got the light positioned right and turned on,” he said.  “Soon as I come back to the surface, you enter, Will.  You come after your dad, Ned, once you see he’s clear, a good ten feet from the boat. Then you ease in last, professor, makin’ sure that line is behind you.  We can’t have you getting’ tangled in it.” 
Marcus was staring at the professor.  “Whatever we find,” he said, “it belongs to all of us.”
The professor slowly nodded.  Marcus nodded back, then dropped into the water.  Will slipped onto the hull a moment later, waiting until a green glow appeared in the water about twenty feet away and Marcus surfaced in front of it. His dad gave Ned one more nod, then dropped over the side himself. 
Ned felt himself shivering as he climbed up onto the hull on all fours.   His legs shook as he hung them over the edge.  Will surfaced about fifteen feet ahead of the boat, then lifted one hand out of the water to give a thumbs up.  Ned’s arms felt weak has he pushed off to drop fins first into he water.  The cold startled him for a moment, but he felt his strength quickly return and swam toward his dad and Marcus.  He felt a hand around his wrist, and bobbed up out of the water right next to Will.  “Good job,” his dad told him.
The professor was already in the water, swimming toward them in neat, compact strokes.  He pulled up to tread water within an arms’ length of Ned. 
Marcus swam on his side, pulling the halide light behind him, its strange green light moving in the water like some giant phosphorescent jellyfish.
Ned felt his breathing become easier as the four of them swam toward the staircase.  Two sea lions were up on their fins barking at them as they approached.  Ned wondered for a moment if the creatures would come off the rocks at them, but they didn’t.
Marcus began to tread water about ten yards from the rocks, pushing the kelp clear of him, and shooting a look of annoyance at the barking sea lions. “End of the cord,” he said. Yellow brown strands of the kelp clung to his shoulders but he was moving his arms freely.  Each of them pulled up behind Marcus, all treading water, all pushing the kelp away. The green light was spread out in the water all around them. Marcus adjusted his goggles, then fitted his mouthpiece into place, nodding at them to do the same.  He turned and dropped under the surface of the water a moment later, Will gave Ned’s arm a pull, then went quickly behind Marcus.  Ned followed immediately, thinking only about keeping on his dad’s hip.
It was a relief to discover that he could see the others clearly in the green light that filtered through the kelp.  Even though they were little more than silhouettes, their outlines were distinct.  He could even see the wire trailing from the professor’s belt.  When Ned looked down, though, all he saw was darkness.  That was the direction Marcus was pointing as he stroked toward the deep face of the underwater cliff.  Will was on Marcus’s hip a moment later and Ned caught up with his dad a moment after that.  Only a second or two later, Ned could feel the professor next to him.  They stroked down into the darkness, the green light fading behind them, and within seconds all Ned could see of Marcus was the tiny white light on his belt.  Even his dad had become a vague outline, and Ned could only trust that the professor was where he belonged. 
Ned could see the Powerlight moving as Marcus unclipped it from his belt and pointed ahead.  For a moment Ned caught sight of a seam in the cliff face that he knew must be the cave entrance.  Marcus swam toward it, Ned and Will following close behind.  ‘Are you there, professor?’ Ned wondered.
Marcus pulled up suddenly, Will and Ned bumping to a floating halt behind him. In the beam of the Powerlight, Ned saw something moving in the mouth of the cave, then suddenly recognized it was a bull sea lion that emerged into the Powerlight’s beam and swam straight toward them, then past, just feet away. 
Ned’s heart was thumping and he knew he was breathing too fast.  Then he felt the professor’s hand on his shoulder, and a moment after that his dad’s hand squeezing one of his.  Knowing they were still together helped Ned calm himself.   Marcus had begun to swim toward the cave again, the Powerlight moving through the water in front of him.  One by one, they went behind him. 
When they had reached the cliff face, Marcus stopped again, then pointed down with his light.  Just as the old man had said, there was shelf of rock beneath the entrance to the cave, large enough for all four of them to stand on.  Marcus stood on the left side of the entrance, motioning the others with his light to the right.   He pointed his light into the bottom of the cave, then placed it below his chin, so that he looked like some terrible ghoul as he nodded.  He clipped the light back to his belt, then pulled himself up with both hands and kicked his flippers as he disappeared through the opening.  Will gave Ned’s arm a squeeze, then went into the cave the same way.  Ned followed, marveling at how light he was in the water, and how easy it had been to pull himself off the shelf and up into the cave.   
Marcus had stopped just inside, leaving barely enough room for the three others to stack up behind him.  His powerlight strobed the cave, which Ned could see was really a rocky tunnel that narrowed ahead. He pushed his diaphragm down against a surge of claustrophobic fear and concentrated on breathing slowly. 
Even with the light pointing in that direction, it was impenetrable dark about ten feet ahead of them, which Ned realized must mean that the cave was crooked and winding.  Marcus moved in that direction.  Ned felt his dad squeeze his hand again, then follow.  He stayed on his dad’s hip until the cave turned right and the walls were so close that he could only follow the splash Will’s flippers made in the water.  ‘Breathe in, breathe out,’ Ned repeated to himself. 
Suddenly the tunnel opened into a much larger pool of water that was murkier still.  Ned couldn’t even see Will’s flipper splash anymore, and began to panic again until he swam into his dad’s back, and then a moment later felt the rock wall Will was clinging to.  Ned could just barely see the Powerlight moving to his right as Marcus pulled himself along the wall.  Will gave Ned a tug, then followed Marcus. 
Ned pulled hand over hand along the wall to keep up with his dad.  At one point, the top of his head scraped rock, and Ned realized that they were under a ceiling.  He began to breathe too fast again, but kept moving, using the craggy rocks of the wall to pull himself forward behind his father.  He and Will brushed arms a couple of times, and that helped Ned keep calm.  He tried to slow his breathing, and wondered how much time had passed.  He had no idea. 
Will halted abruptly, and when Ned pressed up against his dad again he saw that Marcus had stopped first.  The Powerlight seemed to be moving oddly in the water, up and down.  Ned felt a hand on his shoulder again, and again relief that the professor was right there. 
The Powerlight was pointed almost straight down now.  Marcus clipped it back to his belt, then plunged deeper into the dark water.  Will hesitated for only a moment before following and Ned went after his dad, feeling too frightened to think.  It seemed they were swimming into a black hole until all at once Ned could see the Powerlight shining on rock walls and realized they were in another tunnel.  At least he hoped it was another tunnel. 
The four of them swam single file again, until Ned saw the Powerlight rising in the water and began to swim upward after it.  For a moment he wondered why the beam of Marcus’s light seemed to be spreading overhead, then suddenly felt his head rising out of the water.  Instinctively, he spat out his mouthpiece and drew fresh air into his lungs.  He felt his whole body relax like a fist unclenching. 
He was treading water right next to Will as the professor came to the surface, and spat out his mouthpiece also.  The professor took a deep breath and grinned.  Marcus had pushed his mask back on his forehead and was passing the beam of his Powerlight across rock walls and a bumpy rock ceiling that had to have been twelve feet over their heads.  Finally, Marcus’s light found a ledge of rock along one wall and he swam toward it.  After pushing their own masks onto their foreheads, the three of them followed. Their breathing was so loud that it sounded like the four of them were exhaling through speakers. 
Marcus pulled himself up onto the shelf, and sat to wait for the others.  One-by-one the other three came out of the water and sat next to him.  They were in what felt like some underground amphitheatre.  Ned could hear sea lions barking from what didn’t sound like a great distance.  “Why is there such good air in here?” he wondered aloud.
“There’s some kind of flow through the rocks above us,” Marcus said. 
He stood then and began to walk along the ledge in the direction it widened.  “This way,” he said. 
They each rose to their feet and followed after him.  That Marcus was in charge didn’t seem to be in question at this point.  The ledge broadened into a floor of rock.  As Marcus swept the walls around them with his light, Ned could see that they were standing in a large chamber at least forty feet across, with several openings, maybe more, that seemed to lead to other chambers.  The sea lions were getting louder.  The flap of their flippers on the stone floor seemed louder also. 
Marcus stripped off his tank and rested it against a rock wall.  Each of the others did the same.   “Let’s take that belt off you,” Marcus told Professor Clark.  When the professor loosened the belt and handed it to Marcus, the old man bent to buckle it around two of the tanks.  “That’ll do,” he said. 
Marcus stepped then toward the opening at the other end of the chamber, leading them with his light. A pair of sea lions emerged from the darkness, a big bull and a smaller cow.  The bull lunged forward like he was going to take a bite out of Marcus’s thigh, but retreated when the old man shined the Powerlight directly into its eyes.  A moment later they heard splashing as the sea lions dove into the water.  More splashes sounded in the chamber as they moved ahead. 
The professor grabbed the end of Marcus’s light and pointed it toward the opening on their right.  “Look,” he said.  “That’s an almost perfectly uniform archway.  Nature didn’t do that.  This has to be the way.” 
Marcus jerked his light free of the professor’s grip, a gesture of annoyance, but then began to nod his head as he studied the archway.  “You may be right,” he said, and began to walk in that direction.  The professor ran ahead of him, though, his fins slapping loudly, to grab at something on the wall next to the archway.  It was a stick about the size of a baseball bat, Ned thought, until the professor pulled something out of a pouch on his vest, flicked it, and flooded the archway with light.  The stick was a torch, Ned saw all at once, and what the professor held in his other hand was a butane lighter. 
Will saw the torch on the other side of the archway and lifted it from its mount.  When the professor lit the second torch, the whole chamber was illuminated.   Their shadows were huge on the wall next to them, like giant monsters stalking smaller prey.
Marcus turned off his Powerlight and clipped it to his belt.  He wore an odd expression, like he knew wasn’t the boss anymore, but was confused by how that had happened so quickly. 
The professor was in the lead now, and went first through the archway.  They followed in a reverse of their earlier order, Ned second, Will third and Marcus last, the slap of their flippers on the rock echoing loudly all around them.   The torches lit what seemed like a hallway with the same arched roof as at the entrance.  “All of this is hand-cut,” the professor said. 
The hallway led to half a dozen rough rock stair steps, obviously carved by men. They climbed up the steps one at a time into what felt more like a large room than an underground chamber, maybe fifteen feet wide and roughly squared at the corners.   Will and the professor passed their torches across the walls until they each stopped on the same startling sight.  It was large cross that had been painted on the rock, so vividly white in the torchlight that it seemed to glow against its gray background. 
The four of them stood frozen in awe, trying to grasp that it was actually there. Then, in the pretty much the same instant, their eyes fell to the small wooden chest that lay at the base of the cross.  Plain, sturdy and weathered gray, the chest had a curved top that didn’t rise even as high as Ned’s knees.  There was no latch or lock. 
Marcus quickly kneeled before the trunk.  He pushed at, then pulled on the top, straining to make it lift, but couldn’t.  Finally, he ran his fingers along the seam where the curved top closed on the chest.  “Is this some kind of glue?” he asked.
The professor knelt next to him and touched the seam himself.  “Beeswax,” he said. 
Marcus exchanged a glance with the professor, then unsheathed the dive knife strapped to his right leg.  He ran his blade along the seam, grunting as he cut into it.   When he had gone around the entire chest, Marcus set his knife on the stone floor in front of him and pushed up on the lid again.  It creaked open, strips of wax crumbling from its edges. 
In the torchlight, they saw the faded sheet of parchment that covered whatever was in the chest beneath it.  When Marcus reached for the parchment, the professor caught his wrist with one hand and they seemed to struggle for a moment, until Marcus pulled back and let the professor take one corner of the parchment between his thumb and forefinger, then lift it slowly out of the chest.  “Sheepskin,” Ned heard the professor mumble to himself.  He opened a pouch on his vest and pulled out his eyeglasses, then pinched another corner of the parchment held it open in front of his face.  The eyes of the other three, though, were on what lay under the parchment.  To Ned, it looked at first as if the chest was full of marbles, all of them white, until he registered that what he was seeing were pearls, enormous, perfectly formed pearls, hundreds of them. 
Marcus dug the fingers of one hand deep into the lustrous stones, lifted out a palm full of them and held them under his nose.  “Look at the size of them!” he said.  “There’s not one that isn’t a half-inch around.”  He let the pearls trickle out of his hand back into the chest.  “I’m no expert,” Marcus said then, “but I’m fairly certain that what we’re looking at, gentlemen, is millions of dollars.”
“What we’re looking at is a treasure that was intended for a purpose,” the professor replied sharply.  He had barely glanced at the pearls, still intently studying the parchment.  Ned moved a step forward to look over the professor’s shoulder.  He couldn’t read a word.  “Why are the f’’s so fancy?” Ned wondered.  “And why are there so many of them?”
“Because most of them aren’t f’s,” the professor answered.  He pointed. “That’s how the letter ‘s’ was written in the Old English of the sixteenth century.”
The professor stood up.  “May I read it aloud to you?” he asked.
“Of course, professor,” Will said. “Please.”
The professor seemed to draw himself up, and when he spoke it was in a loud voice, as if there were hundreds of people listening:
“’Ye Masters, Know that this treasure has been dedicated to the mission of Our Lady, St. Helena of Britain, with the knowledge and approval of Our Queen, Elizabeth of England.  These stones, the finest of their kind ever recovered from the nether globe, were taken by us from the Spanish ship San Cristobal at the port of Callao in the kingdom of Peru on the fourteenth day of February in the year of Our Lord 1578, and deposited in this place secret on the 17th day of May, that self-same year. 
‘At our bequest, they belong now to such just and brave men as would spend them in service to St. Helena’s cause, that being the recovery and guardianship of the True Cross.   Men who would take them for any other purpose are thieves, and worse than thieves.  Such as those will be an abomination in the eyes of God.  May they suffer endless torment.  But for the knights of Our Lady who would fulfill her sacred task, there will be honor both in this life, and in the life to come.  May they be protected from the abominable ones and delivered into glory.’
“There are signatures at the bottom,” the professor said in a softer voice.  “The one at the top reads, ‘Francis Drake, captain, Golden Hinde.’  The one below reads ‘Francis Fletcher, chaplain.’  The body of the message is in the same hand; Fletcher wrote it.  There are at least another fifty signatures below those, every surviving member of the Golden Hinde’s crew, I would imagine.”
Ned reached out to place his fingertips on the signature of Francis Drake, but the professor pulled the parchment away from him.  “No, Ned, no touching,” he said.  “We can’t risk damage.” 
When Ned withdrew his right hand, the professor let go of the parchment with his left thumb and forefinger, then reached into another of the pouches on his vest to withdraw a large Ziploc bag that he handed to Ned.  “Hold it open for me,” the professor said. Then, touching only its outer edges, he carefully folded the parchment and slid it into the plastic bag.  He took the bag from Ned, sealed it with his right thumb and knuckle, then slid it back into the vest pouch and sealed that as well.  Only then did the professor take a good look at the chest filled with pearls. 
“What do we do with them?” Ned asked the professor.
It was Marcus who answered.  “We can’t do anything with these pearls unless we get them out of here,” he said.  “Let each take his share and when we’re back on the mainland we can decide what next.”
“You would ignore what’s written here?” The professor demanded in a voice that was both indignant and amazed, tapping the pouch on his vest. 
“I’m ignoring nothing,” Marcus said.  “But I won’t be bound, either, by something written more than four hundred years ago.”
“The men who left these pearls here were placing their trust in us,” the professor said, this time to them all. 
“The men who left those pearls are long dead,” Marcus retorted. 
Ned met his father’s eyes.  Will hesitated a moment, then nodded slowly.  “I don’t see how we can take them without accepting their terms,” he said.
Marcus was struggling to keep calm.  The veins bulging in his neck looked enormous.  “What would you like to do?” he asked Will and the professor. “Leave them here for another four hundred years, or until someone else comes along to claim them?  Maybe we should contact the authorities, bring in the government, let them decide.”
The professor met the old man’s baleful gaze and shook his head firmly. 
“Maybe you think we should let the Vatican have them,” Marcus said.
The professor didn’t shake his head this time, but he didn’t speak, either.
“Well I won’t be giving my share to the Vatican,” Marcus went on.  “And I won’t be leaving them here, either.  You can argue with me about what to do with them once I’m standing on dry land.”
Without further discussion, Marcus began to scoop handfuls of pearls into his fanny pack.  No one moved to stop him.  He filled the pack to the point where it bulged and would barely zip, then clipped it around his waist. “Now this is extra weight I don’t mind carryin’,” he said, and grinned wolfishly.
A moment later, the professor knelt to fill his own fanny pack with pearls.  He looked across the lid of the chest at Ned.  “What I’m taking will be devoted entirely to the search for the cross,” he said. 
Ned went to one knee next to the professor and began to fill his own fanny pack.  His dad placed a hand on his wrist.  “I’m with the professor,” Ned said. 
“No, you’re with me,” Will told his son.  “Whatever we take will have to be held in a safe place until we figure out what we should do.” 
When Ned nodded agreement, Will knelt also and began to fill his own pack with pearls.  By the time Will’s pack was filled and zipped, there were only a small number of stones, less than twenty, in the bottom of the chest.  The professor picked them up one at a time, then opened the vest pouch where he had placed the parchment and slipped the pearls in there, too. 
Marcus wore a pleased expression.  “Oh, I agree,” he said.  “Let’s not leave anything behind.”
The old man was in the lead again as they filed past the cross on the wall, through the short hallway and out through the archway into the main chamber.  He stopped where their tanks were lined up against the wall. He unbuckled the belt with the ringbolt from the two nearest tanks, then strapped it around his own waist.  He picked up his tank and carried it over one shoulder, motioning to the others to do the same. 
Marcus led them onto the ledge, reaching back for the wire line now trailing behind him, and steering it to one side.  Ned walked looking down to make sure his flippers didn’t catch on the loose wire. 
When Marcus had found the spot he was looking for, the place where they would go back into the water, he pulled his tank around to inspect it. “Twenty four minutes of air,” he said.  “Plenty to get home on.”  He put the tank, then handed Will the wire line.  “Put this line back in the water, while I check the other tanks, okay?” he said.  “Then draw the slack out so we won’t get tangled in it when we go back in.”
While Marcus inspected Ned’s tank, Will pulled up a length of the wire line that trailed behind them and began to wind the rest of it across his forearm between hooks of his thumb and an elbow.  When he had coiled all of the loose wire on the floor, he began to pull gently on the wire in the water at his feet.   “Something’s wrong,” he said a minute or two later. 
“What is it?” Marcus asked. 
“I can’t pull it tight,” Will said.  “It just keeps coming.  It’s not spinning off the reel.  It’s too easy for that. 
“Keep pulling,” Marcus commanded.
Will did as he was told, winding more and more wire around his thumb and elbow.  Finally he brought a loose end of wire out of the water.  He showed it to Marcus. “You told us this would never shear off on the rocks!” Will shouted, looking worriedly at Ned. 
Marcus took the loose end of wire from him, and examined it.  “It didn’t shear,” he said.  “It was cut.”  He continued to stare at the line as the others stood stiffened in shock. “Kagan,” Marcus whispered finally.
“What?!” Professor Clark asked sharply.
Marcus wore a stricken expression.  All of a sudden, he looked a hundred years old.  “He’s my partner,” the old man said.  He was looking at Will.  “I thought he had a right to know.”
“You told Kagan what we were doing?” Will asked, incredulous and enraged. 
“He’s my partner,” Marcus repeated weakly.
Ned felt his own anger and fear rising.  “You want to know where Maddie and me found the green stone?” he asked Marcus.  “In the garden at Ben Kagan’s house!”
Marcus sagged.  He seemed overcome with rage and shame at the same time. He took his tank off his back and sat down on the ledge, staring into the water at his feet. 
“What are we going to do?” Ned asked Will.
He and his dad stared at other in silence.  Will looked scared now.  The only sound in the chamber was the water lapping against the rocks.
“We have to swim for it,” Marcus said finally, softly, as if talking to himself. 
“Swim for it! How?” Will demanded.
Marcus laid the torch on the rock at his feet.  The flame sputtered but didn’t die out.  The weaker flame illuminated Marcus’s face and silhouette as rose back to his feet, lifting his tank as he stood.  He put the tank on his back again. “This is my doing,” he said.  “I’m the one responsible for our line being cut.  I’ve got twenty-four minutes of air, Will.  You hold the loose end of the line, I’ll pull this end.” He motioned to the wire tied to the ringbolt on the leather belt.  “If I make it out, you’ll feel me tugging on the line.  If more than twenty-four minutes pass and you haven’t felt me tug, you’ll know I didn’t make it, and you’ll have to try yourselves.”
“You’re an old man, Marcus,” Will told him. “And right now you look it.”
Marcus nodded slightly, conceding Will’s point.  “I’ve spent more hours underwater—and in these waters, mostly—than the rest of you combined,” he said.  “I remember how we got in here.  I led the way.  I’ll take the Powerlight with me.  And I’ll make it.”  He pulled his mask down to cover his eyes and nose, placed the mouthpiece between his teeth then stepped off the ledge into the water.  He surfaced out of his splash a second two later, gave Ned a thumbs up, then rolled over into a dive and disappeared from sight. 
Ned felt numb.  Marcus was gone—just like that. 
“Twenty-four minutes,” Will murmured. 
The professor lay the torch he was carrying on the floor next to the one Marcus had put there.  It continued to burn, also.   The professor sat down next to the torches and pulled his eyeglasses out of one pouch on his vest, then the plastic bag containing the parchment out of another.  He put on his glasses, then opened the bag and removed the parchment with a thumb and forefinger.  As before he held just one corner of the parchment and slowly shook it open, then pinched the opposite corner with his other thumb and forefinger.  It took a moment before Ned realized the professor was looking at the back of the parchment.  “What do you see, professor?” he asked.
“Sit beside me,” the professor said.  When Ned did so, the professor pointed with his nose.  “This is a map,” he said.  “You can see the shape of the island, can’t you?”
Ned could, though it was just barely visible.  There were a number of X’s drawn on the back of the parchment, too, Ned could see.  And faint numbers next to them. 
“My God!” the professor said. 
“What?” Ned asked.
“Each of the X’s marks a spot where I’ve found cut rocks.  They’re numbered.  There’s an order here, a direction.”
“There’s the cross and the triangle again,” Ned said, pointing.
The professor moved face close to the parchment.  “You’re right,” he said.  “It’s the same symbol.  I think I see numbers next to it, also.”
“I see them,” Ned told him. 
“They must correspond in some way to ones by the cut rock locations,” the professor said, his voice growing more excited. 
Ned noticed that his dad hadn’t turned around to take even a quick look at the parchment.  He stood with his back to them, close to the water, checking his watch.  
“I have to get this out of here,” Professor Clark said.
“I have to get my son out of here,” Will snapped, for the first time turning his head. 
The professor nodded.  “Yes you do.”  He again folded the parchment very carefully, again touching only the edges, slipped it into the plastic bag, then tucked that back into the pouch on his vest.  He removed his glasses then, and tucked those away, also.  “Will you pray with me, Ned?” he asked. 
Taken by surprise, Ned answered, “I’m not much of a prayer.”
“Have you ever prayed?” the professor asked. 
“I prayed when my mom was sick,” Ned told him.  “She died anyway.”
“That doesn’t mean your prayers weren’t heard, Ned,” Professor Clark said.  “It doesn’t even mean that they weren’t answered.”  He saw that Ned was unconvinced.  “Will you at least kneel with me while I pray?” the professor asked. 
Ned nodded. 
The professor rolled up onto his knees and Ned did the same. When the professor made the sign of the cross, Ned mimicked him, though he didn’t know why.  He was silent, though, when the professor began to pray:
“Holy St. Joseph, Spouse of Mary.
be mindful of me, pray for me, watch over me,”
“This is the Unfailing Petition to St. Joseph,” the professor told Ned.  “It’s considered a prayer of last resort.”  He returned to the prayer:
“Guardian of the paradise of the new Adam,
provide for my temporal wants.
Faithful guardian of the most precious of all treasures,
I beseech thee to bring this matter to a happy end,
if it be for the glory of God,
and the good of my soul.
Amen.”
“Amen,” Ned repeated in a whisper so soft probably only he could hear it. 
The professor smiled at him. They knelt in silence until Will shouted, “I feel a pull!”
Ned and the professor were on their feet beside him in an instant.  Will stood tensed, waiting, then shouted “There it is again!  Marcus made it!”
One at a time, taking turns holding the loose end of the line, the three of them strapped on their tanks, tightened their fins and adjusted their masks. Will took the line then, and wrapped two feet of it or so around his left wrist.  He sat on the ledge with his fins just above the waterline. Ned and the professor sat down on either side of him.
“The three of us will have to work together to make it safely out of here,” Will said.  “You both need to keep a good grip with one hand on the belt of my fanny pack,” he instructed. “You can stroke with your free hand and you better keep kicking, because we’ll need all the push we can get.  I’ll hold the wire with my left hand and stroke with my right, except when I have to use it to feel my way along the rocks.  Without Marcus’s Powerlight, we’ll be blind down there.  But the line will lead us where we need to go.   If I pull up to a stop, quit stroking and kicking immediately, because I’ll be pausing to get my bearings.  When I start to stroke and kick again, you have to join me immediately.”  He glanced at the professor, then looked into Ned’s eyes.  “You have to trust me.  Don’t let go of the belt, ever.”
Will went into the water first, his right hand grasping the lip of the ledge.  Ned went in on his dad’s right and the professor followed on Will’s left a moment later.  “Get a good hold on the belt with your near hand, both of you,” Will said.  Ned and the professor had to squeeze up against Will to obey. 
“Masks down,” Will said.  Ned and the professor pulled their masks down to cover their eyes and noses, then Will did the same.  “After I put my mouthpiece in,” Will said, “I’ll count to three and we’ll dive together.  Okay?”
“Okay,” Ned and the professor said in the same breath.  They each inserted their mouthpieces and clamped down on them. 
Will fitted his own mouthpiece between his teeth, bobbed in the water for a three-count, then plunged forward into a dive.  Ned went with him as well as he could, but felt the fanny pack’s belt straining his grip for a second or two, until he pulled close, kicking with both flippers and stroking downward with his right arm.  His dad was already only a dark shape next to him, and the professor was invisible except for the bubbles he made when he exhaled.  They swam together like some strange, three-headed creature. 
They were deep underwater when Ned sensed that his dad had stopped stroking and was feeling for rock.  He felt Will pull him even deeper a few moments later, straightening his body and stroking again.  They must be leaving the water that filled the great chamber, Ned was thinking, when his left hand slipped loose from his dad’s belt.  He snatched with his fingers but couldn’t get a grip and in a fraction of a second, it seemed, he was alone in a vast blackness, not even sure which direction to reach.  Terror overcame him so quickly that he stopped remembering to breath.  He flailed with his arms in the water, but caught hold of nothing but more water.  ‘I’m going to die,’ Ned thought.  His heart seemed to be pounding in his ears, not his chest.  Then he heard it, the Voice, for the first time in weeks, faint, but clear:  “Courage is faith, Ned.  Have faith, and you will be brave.’ 
Even if it was nothing but a thought in his head, the voice had seemed to come from a direction, a little to his left and ahead.  He kicked in that direction, reaching out into the water for…anything, when he felt a hand clasp his arm just below the elbow and squeeze tight.  It was Will, who pressed his mask right up against Ned’s a moment later.  Another hand clasped his opposite shoulder, and then he and his dad and the professor were hugging each other close, arms wrapped around one another’s shoulders.  They floated that way for a long time, it seemed, before his dad finally pulled Ned’s left hand back to the belt of the fanny pack around Will’s waist.  Ned gripped tighter this time, sensing the professor’s move to his dad’s opposite side.  Then, as if on some sort of signal, all of them leaned forward in the water and began to kick again.  It took Ned seconds to work up the courage to stroke with his free hand, but when he did he could feel them moving forward faster and knew they were entering the roofed tunnel.  His mind began to clear.  He was ready when Will began to stroke and kick upward, rising in the water, and ready also when Will stopped his stroke and felt for the rock wall just below the ceiling. 
When Will pulled up, Ned reached out instinctively and felt the rock in front of him.  When he raised his hand, he felt the ceiling above.  The professor would be in the front position, Ned realized.  Still holding the fanny pack belt with his left hand, Ned pulled himself along behind Will and the professor.  In his mind’s eye, having been in this very place only a couple of hours earlier, he could visualize where they were.  How long had it taken to move along this wall? Ned wondered. Time didn’t seem to exist down here.  He concentrated on feeling his way on the rock, keeping his breathing slow and steady.  He felt almost calm.
Ned sensed the passage narrowing a moment before Will and the professor let go of the wall.  He rotated with them as the other two turned awkwardly to their left.  They were in the first tunnel now, Ned knew, almost there.  When Will bent forward to begin swimming forward again, Ned held tight to the belt and kicked with both flippers, then stroked with his right arm.  He scraped along the rocks on his right a couple of times, and banged his elbow both times.  He felt no pain, just kept kicking and stroking.  Finally, the tunnel became too narrow for them to swim side-by-side.  Will pulled up and so did Ned, who could now just barely make out the shapes of his dad and the professor next to him.  He felt Will grab his left hand and pull it loose of the belt, then keep pulling until Ned realized his dad wanted him to move to the front.  He dogpaddled and kicked forward, feeling the bulk of the professor’s body next to him for a moment, then sliding past.  There was nothing to do but keep moving in this direction, Will knew.  He kicked then as hard his he could, alternately stroking and feeling for the tunnel’s walls as he moved forward.  He had no idea how far ahead of his dad and the professor he might be. 
For a moment Ned was seized by the thought that he might encounter a sea lion headed the opposite direction in the tunnel.  But there had been no sign of the creatures so far.  He was still kicking but had stopped stroking and was feeling his way along the wall to his left now, using both hands to pull himself forward.  The tunnel kept narrowing until Ned knew he was at the entrance.  Even though he could see nothing, Ned could feel the rock rounding away from him and sensed the moment when he had passed through and was back in the water of the bay.  He stroked and kicked upward until there was light above him. His arms and legs became so tangled in kelp that he had to strip it off of him even as he kept kicking upward.  Ned could actually see the kelp overhead for a moment before his head burst through it and was above water a moment later.  He spat out his mouthpiece a moment too soon and swallowed a small gulp of saltwater that made him choke and cough, but was exultant anyway, rolling onto his back and lifting his mask onto his forehead so that he could gaze up at the sky, just floating like that for a few moments, until he heard a splash behind him and rolled back over to see the professor’s head above water.  The professor spat out his mouthpiece and raised a fist out of the water.  Will popped up to the surface just a second or two later, about ten feet from where the professor was treading water.  His dad spat out his mouthpiece and gave a great roaring shout at the sky, then looked at Ned and began to laugh.  “We did it, son,” he called, and began to swim in Ned’s direction.  The professor followed and a moment later they were treading water right next to one another, all smiling and laughing about how good it was to be alive. 
“Anyone see the boat?” Will asked, finally. 
They all turned in the water, but the kelp was so thick that it was hard to see.  Ned wondered where the green glow of the halide light had gone.  “I believe it’s this direction,” the professor said, and began to swim that way, pushing aside the kelp as he moved ahead.  Will and Ned went after him.  They had swum only twenty feet or so when the professor pulled up and pointed.  “There!” he said. 
Ned saw it too, literally right in front of them, maybe a hundred feet away.
Ned saw then that there was something floating in the water next to the boat.  It him took a moment to realize what it was. and in the instant that he did Will shouted, “Marcus!” 
His dad swam furiously toward the boat.  Ned and the professor gave chase but Will still beat them by half-a-dozen strokes.  Marcus was in the water at an odd angle, Ned saw, his left shoulder and the left side of his face above water, but the rest of him submerged.  Will already had Marcus in his arms and was turning the old man onto his back by the time Ned touched the side of the boat.  Marcus looked bad, Ned saw at once.  He was a purplish-gray color and his eyes were closed.  The wire line was still held fast in his left hand, and Ned wondered for a moment if that was a death grip.  Marcus opened his eyes then, though, and gave Will a grimace of a smile.  But when he tried to speak there was no sound, until finally he croaked, “Heart.”
“Climb into the boat,” Will ordered Ned, barely taking his eyes off Marcus. 
Ned went up the ladder as quickly as he could and was reaching over the side as Will and the professor pushed Marcus up out of the water toward him.  Even with the two men lifting from below, it took all of Ned’s strength to pull Marcus up over the gunwales. He rolled the old man over onto his back in the bottom of the boat.  Marcus opened his eyes for just an instant, and seemed to smile slightly.  He was gasping for breath and his face was getting grayer by the second.  His lips were dark purple.     
Will was in the boat and kneeling next to Ned in what seemed like the blink of an eye. Ned moved aside so that his dad could take Marcus’s hand. The old man opened eyes and seemed to pull Will closer.  He strained to get out a word.  “Ruby…” Ned heard Marcus say in a voice that was half-croak, half-whisper.  Marcus seemed exhausted by speaking just that one word, but after a few moments he added, “…knows things.”  He closed his eyes and Ned wasn’t sure Marcus was still alive, except that his chest was heaving. 
Ned heard the boat’s motor fire up and turned his head to see that Professor Clark was at the wheel; Ned hadn’t even seen or heard him climb aboard.   The professor hit a button that made the anchor start to rise and looked back at Ned with a somber expression. 
Will squeezed Marcus’s hand and told him, “We’re getting you to the hospital.  Hold on.”
That made Marcus open his eyes again.  “Kagan…” he rasped, then closed his eyes and opened them.  “She knows…” he got out.  Marcus was staring at Will and Ned wide-eyed. His expression was incredulous, as if he couldn’t believe how difficult it was to speak.  “Mountain,” he whispered like someone using their last breath. 
The boat began to move.  At the boat’s stern, Ned saw the water churning. 
Marcus lay still, then all at once his whole body seemed to spasm.  Ned could see the muscles and veins in his neck straining.  He opened his eyes again for just a moment and spoke a single word in a voice loud enough to be heard over the boat’s motor:  “Lucy!”  Marcus closed his eyes then and breathed out the last of what was in him in a way that reminded Ned of wind whistling through trees. 
It took Ned several moments to understand that Marcus had just died. Most of him didn’t believe it even then.  Will sobbed and smoothed the hair back from Marcus’s forehead.  He laid his head on Marcus’s chest, which seemed much smaller than it had been just seconds earlier.  “Marcus,” Ned heard his dad say.  “Marcus.”  It was true, Ned realized, old Marcus was dead.  He hugged his dad as Will hugged Marcus. 
Ned heard the motor get quieter, and boat itself slow down.  The professor sat in the fishing station next to Will and handed him a blanket.  Will stared at the blanket for a moment like he didn’t know what to do with it, then unfolded it and draped it over Marcus.  Slowly, his dad pulled the top of the blanket up to cover Marcus’s face, but that left the old man’s naked feet exposed.  When Ned saw Marcus’s gnarled gray-white toes, he broke too.  His dad turned to take him in his arms as Ned sobbed and they cried together for the second time in their lives.  
At the wheel, the professor revved the motor and they moved again toward the mainland.  Then another boat came around the north end of Cloak Island, headed in their direction.  When the professor saw the other boat, he revved the motor until they were skipping and bumping across the bay at top speed.  The other boat seemed to give chase for a minute or so, then slowed to a stop in the water, far behind them.  Ned could see only that there were two people standing side-by-side at the front of the boat.  Will turned then too, finally, and saw the boat disappearing behind them. 
“Damn Kagan,” he said. 




CHAPTER 21

THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED WERE A BLUR for Ned. He compared it to the time he had gotten a concussion knocking heads with another soccer player a couple of years earlier. Afterward, he wasn’t sure if things had happened in exactly the order he remembered them, or if he was leaving some of it out. 
Professor Clark had sort of taken charge, as Ned recalled it. It was the professor who had removed Marcus’s fanny pack and stuffed it into the black rubber bag, Ned remembered, because he recalled his dad asking the professor why he was doing that. 
“We can’t tell anyone where we swam or what we found, Will,” the professor had answered. “Our story has to be that we were just exploring the waters around Falling Rocks.”  His dad seemed almost angry that the professor was thinking ahead, but he nodded and said nothing. The professor made a call on his cell phone then, and there were two police cars and an ambulance waiting at the marina next to Salty’s when the boat slid into an open space next to the dock.  . 
After Marcus’s body was carried away by the ambulance, the professor did nearly all the talking to the police.  His dad had said little more than, “Yes” and “That’s right.”   The only thing the police asked Ned was whether he was okay, and Ned had just nodded.  The police didn’t seem very curious, Ned thought, which was the opposite of how he expected police to be.   
Will had insisted on going alone to tell Mrs. Bennett what had happened to her husband.  The police said that would be okay, which also surprised Ned.  When he mentioned this to his dad later, Will had answered, “It’s a small town.”
The professor offered to give Will a ride out to the island. His dad thought a moment, then said that they should go by their place first, so he could load his board on the boat.  The professor could drop him off close to the island, Will said, and he’d paddle home.  “If you would wait at my place with Ned, I’d appreciate it, professor,” his dad said. “I don’t want to leave him alone.”
“Certainly,” the professor had answered.
Later, Will hadn’t wanted to say much about what he told Mrs. Bennett, other than that, “It’s not right to keep things from her.”  When Ned and the professor pressed for more information, his dad told them tersely that it had been “a private conversation.”
Ned and the professor would see Mrs. Bennett themselves the very next day.  Lucy wanted Marcus buried on the island, Will had explained to the two of them. The mortuary where Marcus’s body had been taken from the county morgue said they couldn’t do that, because of state regulations.  Mrs. Bennett, though, said she would not have him buried anywhere else.  Ned and Will rode out to the island the following morning in the professor’s boat, and the three of them had dug the hole for Marcus by themselves.  Arlen offered to help, but he could only use one hand, and Will told him it would be better to keep Lucy company.
Mrs. Bennett had picked the spot where they should dig, a sloped clearing on the island’s west side where you could see the mouth of the bay and the Pacific Ocean beyond it.  After she showed them where she wanted the hole dug, Mrs. Bennett had hugged Will and then pulled Ned into the embrace with them, sobbing in their arms for just a few moments.  She let go finally, and Arlen took her back to the house riding behind him on an ATV.
Digging the hole was hard work and had taken a long time. Will and the professor went back and forth about what to do with the pearls the whole time. 
“I want Marcus’s fanny pack,” Will had told the professor.
“Those pearls don’t belong to Marcus, or to us,” the professor replied.
“But we’re the ones who have to decide what to do with them,” Will said.
“And what should we decide to do, in your opinion?” the professor asked.
“We should sell the ones in Marcus’s pack,” Will answered.  When the professor’s back stiffened, his dad added, “The money will go to Lucy, less the ten percent that will be paid to Arlen.”
“Do you have any idea how great a sum that might be?” the professor asked.
“Not really,” Will answered.  Leaning on their shovels, his dad and the professor had stared at each other for some time before the professor turned to Ned and asked, “What do you think?”
“I think my dad is right,” Ned answered.
The professor didn’t though.  He kept raising this or that concern and Will seemed to wear down after a while.  Finally the two of them struck an agreement:
They would put all four fanny packs in a safety deposit box at the Bank of the West branch on Drake Drive that would be in both their names.  The professor would fly to New York with the eighteen pearls that had been left in the bottom of the chest after they all had filled their fanny packs, the pearls he had carried back to shore in a pouch on his vest.  He knew someone who knew someone who knew an important jeweler in New York, the professor had explained.  He would offer the eighteen pearls to the jeweler, so that they might have an idea what the rest were worth.  They could decide what to do with the money when the professor returned from New York. 
The next morning, the day of Marcus’s funeral, the three of them had sat at the dining table in Will and Ned’s house to count all of the pearls in all four packs.  There were two hundred forty-five pearls in the professor’s pack, two hundred forty-four in Ned’s, two hundred forty-two in Will’s and two hundred fifty-one in Marcus’s.  With the other eighteen in the professor’s vest, that was exactly one thousand.  They put the pearls back in the fanny packs, except for the eighteen the professor would take to New York, then drove to the bank, rented a large safety deposit box and put all four packs inside.  Ned wasn’t allowed to go in the room where the safety deposit boxes were, because he was a minor, the bank lady said, so he had sat outside in the lobby thinking about what to tell Maddie. 
She was going to ride with them out to the island in the professor’s boat for Marcus’s funeral.  Will had talked to her grandmother. Ned hadn’t had a chance even to see Maddie yet.  He couldn’t tell her much, if anything, on the boat, Ned knew, and he couldn’t at the funeral either, of course.  It would have to wait until after.  Will warned him that he should be careful what he told Maddie, because it could be dangerous to her.  “If I mention Ben Kagan, you mean?” Ned had asked.  That was exactly what he meant, Will answered. 
The funeral was to be at three o’clock.  The professor had ridden with Will and Ned to the mortuary, where he and his dad and the professor and a man who worked there carried the plain coffin with Marcus’s body in it out to the white pickup and loaded it into the bed.  “Highly irregular,” the man who owned the mortuary had called this, but he didn’t complain after the professor assured him he would be well paid for his “assistance.”
It had been more difficult to move the coffin from the pickup to the professor’s boat.  It was just the three of them this time, and they had to set the coffin down several times for fear of dropping it before they got to the boat, and lifting the coffin into the boat had been even more difficult.  Almost the strangest thing Ned could remember from those few days was riding out to the island in the professor’s boat, with his dad and the professor wearing suits, and Maddie in a dress with her arm in a sling and him in the sport coat he had worn to his mom’s funeral, too short in the sleeves now, the professor at the wheel, the other three of them sitting at the boat’s fishing stations, with the coffin on the bench seat between them.  When Ned complained that there was an awful chemical smell coming from the coffin, his dad replied that the smell would be a lot worse if Marcus’s body hadn’t been embalmed.  Somehow that word—“embalmed”— made Ned realize Marcus’s body really was inside the wooden box next to his knees.  He and Maddie looked at each other and shivered.  She stared at Ned the whole way there, and he kept avoiding her eyes. 
Arlen, dressed in a suit that was too big for him, was waiting at the Bennett’s dock with what he called a “hand truck.”  With his help, they had moved the coffin from the boat to the dock, and then loaded it onto the hand truck.  Will wheeled the coffin like it was a piece of furniture to the end of the dock, where Arlen had parked the ATV, with a trailer on the back of it now.  The four of them then hoisted the coffin into the trailer, but it wouldn’t fit all the way, so they had to leave one end sticking up out of the back. 
For the first time in the past three days, Ned saw his dad smile.  “I hope Marcus is somewhere laughing his ass off,” he told the professor. 
“Whether people get to laugh their asses off in the afterlife I’m not certain,” the professor replied, smiling himself.  “But I share the sentiment.”
That was how Marcus had gone to his grave, in a coffin wedged into the back of a trailer pulled by an ATV.  Arlen had four ropes waiting at the gravesite. These they used to lower the coffin into the hole. 
It was just the five of them, Ned, Will, the professor, Maddie and Arlen, along with Lucy Bennett. in attendance. For a long minute or two it seemed as if no one knew what to say.  Then Mrs. Bennett thanked everyone for being there, and said she wanted to be buried right here next to Marcus when it was her time, that she had lived and loved beside him for more than fifty years and she wanted to spend forever afterward lying beside him too.
The professor asked if he might say a few words.  For a moment, Mrs. Bennett looked as if she wasn’t too sure about that, but then she nodded. 
The professor opened the Bible he had brought with him.  “This is from First Corinthians,” he said:
“’What is sown is perishable, what is raised is imperishable.
It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory. 
It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power.
It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body.’”
Tears rolled down Mrs. Bennett’s cheeks.  She nodded again to the professor.  “Thank you, Tom,” she said. 
His dad hugged Ned, then Maddie did.  She was crying too, now. 
In their suits, side-by-side, Will and the professor had shoveled the dirt back into the hole on top of the coffin.  There was a small mound on top when they were done.  A large pile of stones lay next to the grave, where Arlen had dumped them earlier.  One-handed, he helped Will and the professor and Ned place them on the mound until they covered it completely. 
“I’m not sure about a marker,” Mrs. Bennett said to no one in particular. 
“There’s time for that, Lucy,” Will told her.  He took her hand and led her back toward her house. 
It was a wake, Will had said, which Ned heard as “awake.”  He imagined a celebration of still being up and about, but it was really just some cold cuts and bread, and Will and Arlen and Lucy telling each other stories about Marcus.  Ned wouldn’t have minded hearing some of those stories, but Maddie had pulled him aside and tugged him back outside almost as soon as the adults started talking to one another. 
“Are you going to tell me what happened or not?” she demanded when they were on the front porch.
Ned did tell her most of it, including about the pearls and the parchment.  He only left out the part about their line being cut and Marcus saying that Ben Kagan was responsible for it. The line had broken, Ned told Maddie. 
For the first time since he’d met her, Maddie had nothing to say.  She seemed overwhelmed by the story, especially the part about his dad and the professor and him swimming back out of the cave. She was shaking a little, Ned noticed.
“You all could have died, you know,” she said finally, after a long silence.
“I do know,” Ned replied.  “I was there.”
“I don’t think you should have been,” Maddie told him.  “I think it’s pretty irresponsible parenting by your dad.”
Ned was annoyed.  “My dad trusted me.  He treated me like an adult.”
“But you’re not an adult.”
“I’m more of an adult now than I was before we swam into the cave.”
Maddie shook her head like she wasn’t buying it.  “So where are the pearls now?”
Ned told her about the safety deposit box and what had been decided about the professor taking some of the pearls to New York. 
“Did you have a vote in that?” Maddie asked.
“Sort of,” Ned said.  “Not exactly.  I guess I had a say.”
“You had a say?” Maggie said.  “You had a say?  Is that because you swam into the cave and I didn’t?”
“Not exactly, no,” Ned told her.  “I just happened to be there when my dad and the professor were debating what to do.”
“So the professor was right about everything,” Maddie said. 
“Sure looks like it.”
“It’s still really hard to believe.”
“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t been there,” Ned told her.
“So you agree with your dad that some of the pearls belong to Mrs. Bennett and Arlen.  Do you agree with the professor that the rest of them have to be spent on the search for the cross?”
“I’m not sure about that,” Ned admitted.  “Maybe not all of the rest of them.”
“So let me ask you, do you think some of the pearls belong to me?”
“I don’t know.  Do you think they do?”
“I think they belong to me as much as they belong to you,” Maddie told him.
Ned thought for a while before answering.  “Maybe they do,” he said finally, “but not quite as much.  I swam into the cave to find them and you didn’t.”
“I don’t like you very much at this very moment,” Maddie told him.
“Sorry,” Ned said.  “I don’t have any of the pearls either, though, so I can’t do much about who gets what.”
“Only you have a say, and I don’t.”
“You have a say,” Will said.
“Maybe you should tell your dad that.”
“I will,” Ned promised.
THAT NIGHT, IN THEIR KITCHEN AT HOME, Ned did tell his dad that Maddie couldn’t be left out of any decisions about what would be done with the pearls, and that he wasn’t going to be left out, either.  “Let me think about that,” Will said at first.  After just a few moments, though, he told Ned, “I promise you and Maddie will be consulted before any final decision is made.”
“Consulted?” Ned said.  “What does that mean?”
“Look it up in the dictionary,” Will answered, and went into his own room, closing the door behind him.
THE PROFESSOR CAME BACK FROM NEW YORK four days later.  Ned and Maddie were sitting at the dining table with Will when the professor arrived in a long black car with a driver to fill them in on what had happened back east.  He seemed surprised for a moment that Ned and Maddie were there, but nodded like he was agreeing that it was okay as he sat down at the table. 
“These pearls are more valuable than I imagined,” he began.  “The jeweler told me that the only ones he’d ever seen the size of these were used in individual settings, for rings or earrings.   He offered me one-point-seven million dollars for them, and told me he could have them made into a necklace that would sell for half again that amount.”
The three of them sat stunned.  “There are people who will pay more than two million dollars for a necklace?” Ned asked. 
“Apparently so,” the professor answered.  “Quite a few of them, if our jeweler friend is to be believed.”
Ned tried to calculate what the rest of the pearls must be worth, but couldn’t make himself concentrate on the math of it.  The professor had already figured it out.  “What this suggests is that the remaining pearls are worth more than ninety million dollars,” he said.
Will and Ned and Maddie still couldn’t speak.  They didn’t even want to look at each other, Ned noticed, and all kept their eyes on the professor.  “What to do with a sum so extraordinary is beyond me,” the professor told them.  “I’ve pledged my share to the Order of St. Helena’s mission, and I stand by that, but even one quarter of ninety million dollars is more than I can imagine spending.”
“So what do you suggest we do?” Will asked finally.
“I accepted the jeweler’s offer and the money is in a bank account I opened in New York,” the professor said. “You want Mrs. Bennett taken care of, Will, and I concur. I suggest we give her one million dollars of the money we’ve been paid for the pearls I took to New York, and let her pay Arlen his ten percent out of that.  I would ask that half of the remaining money—three hundred fifty thousand dollars—be set aside to support the search for the Cross, and that the remaining three hundred and fifty thousand be divided between the three of you, with Ned and Maddie’s funds going into college accounts.”
Ned and Maddie finally looked at each other.
“And the rest of the pearls?” Will asked.
“My vote is to leave them where they are, in the safety deposit box, until such time as we can agree on what to do with them,” the professor told him.  “If you believe more should be sold to the benefit of Mrs. Bennett and Arlen, I won’t oppose that.”
He let Will think for as long as Will needed.  “I think that sounds right,” Will said finally.  The professor looked at Ned and Maddie.  Ned couldn’t think of anything to say, so he simply nodded.  Maddie nodded too. 
“Then we’re agreed,” the professor said.  “I’m flying back to South Bend tomorrow to clean up my affairs there.  The university has agreed to give me a one-year sabbatical, so long as it’s an unpaid sabbatical.  I believe my department head imagines he may be getting rid of me for good.  Be that as it may, we’ll have to make the financial arrangements while I’m in Indiana.  I think we should pay Lucy Bennett—and yourself, Will—with cashier’s checks drawn on the New York account. You can set up a college account for Ned yourself, unless he already has one, and perhaps you could talk to Maddie’s grandmother about setting up one for her. When those are ready, I’ll send the money by wire transfer.”
“You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you professor?” Will asked.
The professor shrugged.  “It was a long flight back from New York and a long drive here from San Francisco.  I’ve had time to think.”
“You still have the parchment, don’t you?” Will asked. 
“It’s not on me,” the professor answered.  “I’ve put in a safe place.” 
“You decided what to do with that item on your own, I notice.” 
The professor looked only a little uncomfortable.  “I believe that the markings on the back are essential to carrying forward from here,” he answered. 
“Have you deciphered the code on the back of the parchment, professor,” Ned asked. 
“Not entirely,” the professor replied.  “Not even mostly, to tell you the truth.  But I am certain that the coordinates match the locations of the cut rocks on Cloak Island and that those correspond to another location in another place.”  He eyed Will.  “You have an idea about where that might be?”
“Why would you ask that?” Will demanded.  “I have no idea at all.”
The professor was looking into Will’s eyes.  “Did I hear Marcus saying something to you about a ruby?” he asked. 
“He said something, I’m not sure what it was,” Will answered.
Ned was startled.  He had no idea why his dad would hide anything from the professor. 
“Didn’t he say something about Kagan knowing where this ruby is?”
“He may have, I’m not sure.  Marcus could only get out a few words there at the end.”
“I thought he was talking about a person named Ruby,” Ned interjected.  “A woman.”
His dad gave Ned a look that froze him, and he said no more.  The professor saw what had happened, but instead of posing more questions about Ruby, he told Will, “I thought I heard Marcus say the word ‘mountain’?”
“I think he did,” Will allowed.
“But you have no idea what mountain he was talking about,” the professor said.
“None,” Will answered. 
Ned could see that Professor Clark knew Will wasn’t telling the truth—or at least not the whole truth—but the professor simply shrugged and stood up from the table.  “I had hoped that you and Ned might join me in this endeavor,” he told Will.
“Ned begins high school next month,” Will said.  “I want his attention on that.  Not on some search that began a thousand years ago and will probably never end.”
“It will end,” the professor replied.  “Everything does, eventually.”  He smiled at Will, warmly it seemed to Ned.  “”I’m going to keep in touch with you,” he said. 
“That’s fine, professor,” Will replied.  “You can let me know what you’ve found.  And I’ll wish you well.”
He shook Will’s hand, then turned to shake Ned’s.  “You’ve been an outstanding associate, Ned,” the professor said, “and I’m going to keep in touch with you, also”.  He turned to Maddie then and took her free hand between both of his.  “We could not have done it without you,” he told her. 
“I know,” Maddie replied.
The professor chuckled and shook his head. “Quite a girl,” he told Ned. 
He stepped out the door without looking back and climbed into the backseat of the long car that had been waiting for him the entire time. 
“Why don’t you want to tell the professor what you know?” Ned demanded of his father, as the long car drove away.  
Will’s expression was stern. He gave Ned a slight shake of his head, then turned to Maddie.  “I promised your grandmother I wouldn’t keep you long,” he said.  “I think it’s time for you to get back home and rest.” 
“I’ve got a broken arm, not some dread disease,” Maddie replied.
Will stood staring at her until Maddie finally sighed and stood up.  “Come over and say hi later,” she told Ned. 
“I will,” Ned promised. 
Will waited until Maddie had stepped outside and was halfway to the Jorgensen’s house before he spoke.  “The answer to your question, Ned, is that I don’t want us to be drawn any further into this.”
“But we are in,” Ned said.
Will sighed.  “Twenty years ago I became involved in the search for whatever was buried on Cloak Island.  I walked away, but I never really got free of the place.  Now I can be.  We know what Drake and his men left behind.”
“But it’s not over,” Ned said.
“It can be for us, if we want it to be,” Will told him.  “Or we can go on.  And on and on and on, for all we know.  That’s what Marcus did.  He couldn’t let go and in the end it killed him.”
“Whoever cut that line killed him,” Ned said.  “Kagan killed him.”
“Maybe,” Will replied.  “We don’t know that for certain.  Either way, I think our best course is to keep quiet and hope that Kagan will show his appreciation for our silence by leaving us alone.”
“You want to let him get away with it?” Ned asked. 
“We could call the police, turn this all over to them, let it be their problem,” Will suggested.
“I don’t think the professor would like that,” Ned told his dad.
“I don’t think he would, either.  The professor has committed his life to this…project.  But I haven’t and neither have you.  Soccer practice at Mirror Bay High starts in two weeks.  I want you to be there.   Classes start two weeks after that, and I want you to be there, too.”
“So the best you can come up with is that we just go on like nothing happened?”
“No.  We’ll both know what happened.  We’ll both know what we did.  What you and the professor and Maddie did, really, Ned.  You’re the ones who solved the mystery, a mystery men have been struggling with for a century and a half, a mystery that began more than four hundred years ago.  You three did that.”
“But it isn’t solved,” Ned said. “Not really.”
“The Cloak Island mystery is solved, Ned.  The professor can take it from here.”
“So we’re just going to drop everything, leave the pearls in a box in a bank and pretend we don’t know about them?”
“We’ll leave the pearls in that box until we understand better what to do with them,” Will said.  “And until then we’ll go on, knowing about them.”
“What about Kagan?” Ned asked.  “You think he’ll just go away.”
“I don’t know.  I doubt very much he knows about the pearls.  He probably thinks we found something, but he doesn’t know what.  My guess is that the professor is the one he wants to speak to about that.”
Ned shook his head.  None of it sounded right.  “So you get to decide for us both?” he demanded of Will.  “What about Maddie?”
“When you turn eighteen you can decide what to do with the pearls you brought back from Cloak Island, Ned.  If you think that half of them should go to Maddie, she can decide what to do with those when she turns eighteen.  But until then, yes, I will decide for both of you. And what I’ve decided is that we should stop here and think carefully about what’s next.”
WILL SAID GOOD NIGHT AND RETIRED to his room at a little past nine, normal for him.  Ned waited until ten before climbing out his bedroom window.  He retrieved his bike from where he had left it leaning against that side of the house and wheeled it through the trees to the Jorgensen’s.  Maddie’s bike was right next to her bedroom window.   He tapped very gently on the glass and her face appeared behind it second later.  She opened the window, fully dressed in jeans and a blue hoodie.  Ned put his hand under the elbow of the arm in the sling, and helped her climb outside.  He was impressed by agile she was as she dropped to her feet.  “I knew you’d be coming,” she whispered in his ear. “And I knew you knew I knew it.”
Together they wheeled their bikes into the road, then climbed onto them and began pedaling uphill.  They both knew where they were going without having to be told.  Ned didn’t feel any fear until they were pushing their bikes through the crosswalk on Drake Drive, where the lights for some reason made him feel exposed. There was only a single vehicle that had to stop for them, a yellow pickup truck.  The man at the wheel stared at them intently, like he was about to demand to know what a couple of kids were doing out this late on a weeknight, especially when one of them had her arm in a sling.  Ned felt a sudden, crazy fear that it might be Ben Kagan.  The man was young, though, and the truck was old. 
When they got to the other side of the street, both of them got back on their bikes and began the steep climb up toward Crow’s Nest Lane.  Ned didn’t get way ahead of Maddie this time, making sure she was right behind him the whole way.  She was steering her bike with one hand, and going slower than usual.  “I can’t shift gears” she complained.
Ned kept imagining a car that would come squealing around a curve in the dark, right at them, but they were the only ones on the road the whole way.  On Crow’s Nest Lane, they stopped some distance from Kagan’s house, and wheeled their bikes in that direction until they saw the red Honda parked in the driveway. 
“What would the housekeeper be doing here so late?” Maddie whispered. 
“Let’s find out,” Ned told her.  He parked his bike on its kickstand at the bottom of the driveway and Maddie did the same.  “Are we just going to walk up to the door?” she asked.
“I don’t know what else to do,” Ned said. 
Some time passed after they rang the front doorbell, then they saw the housekeeper peering at them through the curtains of the closest window.  The door opened moments later.  “What are you two doing here at this time of night?” she demanded.  She spoke with a lit cigarette between her lips.  
“We were asking ourselves the same question about you, ”Ned told her.
The housekeeper seemed flummoxed by his reply.  “Mr. Kagan called and asked me to come over and clean up after the movers.”
“Movers?” Maddie asked.
The housekeeper used two fingers of her left hand to pull the cigarette out of her mouth.  “They emptied the whole house this afternoon,” she answered.  “Packed it all up and drove away.” She said it like someone who didn’t know why she was telling them, but was doing it anyway. 
“Drove away to where?” Ned asked.
“Someplace,” the housekeeper replied.  “I have no idea.  I just know he wanted the house empty and said he was going to put it up for sale.” Her expression was glum.  “That’ll be the end of the monthly checks and the easiest money I ever made,” she said. 
“We’re going to look around outside,” Ned told the housekeeper.  “If you don’t mind.”
“I lost a notebook when we here trying to get Mr. Kagan to take our poll, Maddie quickly explained, then added.  “He wasn’t very helpful.”
“He wouldn’t be,” the housekeeper said.  She shrugged.  “Go ahead.  What’s it to me?  I just can’t let you in, is all.” 
“That’s okay,” Ned told her.  “We found Mr. Kagan in the garden out back when we were here.”
“Yeah, fine, whatever.  Good luck,” the housekeeper said, and closed the door. 
They opened the iron gate and discovered that the bird statues were still there, all along the walkway, scarier-looking than ever in the darkness.  Maddie used her cellphone flashlight to show the way.  It came as no surprise, really, when they arrived at the patio and discovered that the green stone was gone.  Kagan hadn’t even filled in the space; he’d just left a rectangle of moss and dirt in the middle of the patio. 
“We knew it,” Maddie said.
“Yep,” Ned agreed.  “Let’s get out of here, please.”
MADDIE HAD TO GO BACK HOME to Colorado three days later. She wouldn’t discuss it until the day before.  A couple of times she told Ned, out of nowhere, “I don’t want to leave.”  But all she wanted to hear back was, “I don’t want you to, either.”  If he tried to say more, she shook her head and looked like she might cry.  So he just waited for when she wanted to really talk.   The day before she was supposed to fly home, Ned sat with Maddie on the beach for most of an afternoon, staring out at the bay, feeling sad and saying nothing.  She didn’t want to take a bike ride. They walked up to Drake Drive on the last afternoon Maddie would spend in Mirror Bay until next June, and ordered hot fudge sundaes at ‘Sweets ’n’ Shakes’, but Maddie ate only one spoonful of hers before she pushed it away.  Ned didn’t want his then, either. 
“You’re my best friend,” he told her on the walk back. 
“Is a ‘friend’ all I am to you?” she asked.
“I didn’t mean that,” Ned said.  “I just meant that there’s no one else I’d rather be with.”
“Am I your girlfriend?” Maddie wanted to know.
“I guess you are,” Ned said.  “I mean, yes, you are.  You’re my friend and my girlfriend and the only person I can really talk to.  I’ll be sad when you’re gone.”
Maddie wasn’t crying but there were tears in her eyes.  “If I’m your girlfriend I wish you’d given me something that says so, like a ring or a necklace or something,”
“I didn’t think of it.  Let’s go back to town and I’ll get you something.”
“It’s not the same if I have to make you do it.”
“I want to,” Ned said. 
They walked back uphill to Drake Drive and went into one of the tourist shops.  Maddie picked out a necklace with a clamshell pendant and Ned paid for it.  She wanted him to put it on her.  After he did, on the sidewalk in front of the store, she kissed him, right in front of everyone passing by.  Ned’s face got red, but he was happy she’d done it.
They got up in the dark the next morning, because Maddie had an early flight.  It had been agreed that Will would drive Maddie to the Redwood Airport up north in McKinleyville, almost a three-hour drive.  Mrs. Jorgensen was afraid to leave Mr. Jorgensen alone for a whole day and wasn’t sure she could drive that far and back, anyway. 
Maddie sat on the pickup’s bench seat between Ned and his dad, with her head on Ned’ shoulder.  They didn’t want to talk, at least not in front of Will, so they just watched the scenery roll by in the dark with their heads pressed together. The sun started to come up as the truck turned inland at Leggett and redwood trees began to tower above them after they passed through Garberville.  Will seemed to know that it was best to keep silent, and he did.  No one said even a word. 
Tears started rolling down Maddie’s cheeks after they got to Eureka.  Ned’s stomach felt so tight he could barely breath.  It wasn’t far after that. Ned had never seen an airport so small or one with a name so long:  “California Redwood Coast, Humboldt County Airport,” read the big sign at the entrance. They parked right outside the entrance and got Maddie’s bags out of the pickup’s bed.  Will took the big one with wheels, and Ned carried the smaller one. 
They checked Maddie in at the desk, and Will put her big suitcase on the scale there.  He remarked to the woman behind the desk that he’d been surprised to learn there was a direct flight to Denver, but then Will and the woman saw that Maddie was trying not to cry and just gave each other pursed lip smiles and said no more.  Ned was trying not to cry now, too. 
They had to say goodbye at security.  Maddie took her carry on bag from Ned and put the straps over one shoulder.  The bag was big enough to make her seem really tiny.  She looked like she didn’t know what to do for a second, then hugged him tight, while the other people going through security shuffled past them.  Ned hugged her back, and it felt like they weren’t going to let go until Maddie did.
“Will you text me every day?” she asked.  Will had finally got Ned a new phone a few days earlier. Maddie was crying now and her voice was thick and choked.  Ned nodded.  “And call me at least once a week?” Ned nodded again.  Maddie wrapped her free hand around the clamshell pendant, stepped forward to kiss Ned quickly on the cheek, then turned and walked away from him.  She didn’t look back as she took off her shoes and put her bag on the conveyor belt, or even when she walked through the metal detector.  Only when she was on the other side did she give him one last look and a little wave. 
It was easier to be leaving than to be left, Ned thought. 
When they were back in the pickup, Will offered to park in a spot where they could watch Maddie’s plane take off, but Ned said no, “Let’s just drive back home.”
“We could stop in Eureka, get something to eat,” his dad suggested. 
“No thanks, I’m not hungry,” Ned said. 
Will just nodded, started the truck and steered it out of the parking lot back onto the highway, headed south this time.  It was really good of his dad, Ned thought, to not try to make conversation. 
THE NEXT MORNING WAS A SATURDAY.  Ned was alone on Little Beach, looking out across the bay, when Will sat down beside him.  “What do you say we take a paddle out to the island, say goodbye to it for awhile, too?” he asked.
It sounded good to Ned—anything to stop from thinking about what it would be like to not see Maddie until next summer. 
Forty minutes later they were on their boards right next to Falling Rocks, looking up at the staircase, remembering all that had happened in the past week. 
“You were right, Marcus,” Will whispered.  “And you were wrong.  I was wrong.  But I was right, too.”
“I’m not the only one who talks to dead people,” Ned observed.
“No you’re not,” Will told him.
“I love this place,” Ned said after a few moments of silence.
“I do too,” Will said.
“Don’t you still wish you knew why they chose it?” Ned asked.
“I wish I knew all sorts of things, Ned,” his dad replied. “We have to learn to live without knowing most of them.  People call it growing up.  But maybe it’s just growing old.”
“But we can’t stop trying to know,” Ned said.
“Some people do,” Will told him.  “Most people, actually.”
“I’ll never be that way,” Ned said. 
“Only time will tell if that’s your blessing or your curse,” Will told his son.
As Ned was thinking about that, a huge bull sea lion surged to the surface of the bay and clambered up onto the rocks beneath the staircase.  The creature seemed to stare at the two of them for a moment, then spat out a spray of water and barked loudly. 
Will laughed.  “I believe it’s time for us to say goodbye,” he said.
“Goodbye Marcus,” Ned called into the wind.
“Goodbye Marcus,” Will repeated, more softly.
The two of them put their paddles back in the water, turned their backs on Cloak Island, and pulled for home.




EPILOGUE
SIX WEEKS LATER, NED WAS A HIGH SCHOOL FRESHMAN and the starting left wing on Mirror Bay’s varsity soccer team. He wasn’t as big or as strong or as fast as some of the older players, but no one on the team had his touch. On the first day of practice, he’d been measured at five-feet-seven-and-a-half inches tall and at a weight of one hundred thirty nine pounds. It felt good to know he was growing. 
He’d made friends with the two sophomores on the team, but there were a lot of kids in school who thought he was strange.  Ned blamed the local weekly newspaper that had printed two articles about Marcus Bennett’s death.  Both reported that a father and son who had recently moved to Mirror Bay were in the water with Marcus when he suffered his fatal heart attack. Will’s and Ned’s names had been in one of the articles.  `
Word got around at school pretty quickly and Ned discovered that there were people who saw him not just as a new kid, but as a strange and spooky new kid.  He’d been called names in the hallways by guys he didn’t know, including “Weirdo” and “Killer,” but the one that had stuck was “Ned the Dread.”  He had no idea who started it or what it meant, and no one could explain it to him. But already even some of the junior and senior soccer players were calling him that.  For reasons he didn’t understand, there were a couple of guys in his own class—both football players—who seemed to want to get in a fight with “Ned the Dread”. He had no idea what to do about that.  He’d never been in a fistfight and didn’t want to be in one now. 
A red-headed girl named Lizbeth in his World Literature class had demanded to hear all about Marcus’s death, including whether Ned had been there when it happened and what that was like.  When he said he didn’t want to talk about it, Lizbeth seemed insulted and suspicious at the same time.  He felt pretty sure she was one of the people spreading stories about him.  
There were other girls whose interest in him seemed kinder, but Ned felt shy around them.  A part of him believed it would be wrong to Maddie if he got to know any of these girls very well, but he was wondering about that now, too.  He and Maddie had been texting every day for most of the first month after she left, and talking on the phone every Sunday.  Pretty soon, though, they were texting every other day and then every third day, and she didn’t seem upset when he had to miss one of their Sunday calls because he was traveling with the soccer team. 
He found that he didn’t want to talk to his dad much about Maddie or about what was going on at school or about anything, really.  Luckily, Will wasn’t asking a lot of questions these days.  His dad had become completely absorbed in building his first dory boat all by himself.  He was working at Earl Iverson’s later and later.  On top of that, he’d been out on a couple of dates with the woman from the art store, Jana.  Both times, Will had come home with takeout food for Ned’s dinner, taken a shower, then driven away.  The second time, Will didn’t come back until long after Ned had fallen asleep. His dad seemed to imagine that everything was going just great and Ned was reluctant to tell him otherwise. 
He and Will weren’t talking about Cloak Island or Marcus or the pearls, either.  It was almost like his dad thought he should pretend to have forgotten about it all.   For Ned, though, there was no forgetting, and he felt more and more alone with his thoughts.
He had a mounting sense of waiting for something, but without knowing what it might be.  He just felt certain for some reason that he wouldn’t be at Mirror Bay High for very long.  That wasn’t something he wanted to mention to Will, either.
Then on October 16, which was his mom’s birthday, Ned had opened the mailbox on the way home from soccer practice to find a letter that had been addressed to him personally. The envelope had a stylish green and yellow pre-printed return address in the upper left hand corner that read, “The Inn at Manzanita.”  The post office stamp said it had been mailed from Cannon Beach, Oregon.  When Ned went inside and opened the envelope, there was only a single sheet of stationary inside, with the same green and yellow logo of the Inn at the top, and just one handwritten sentence below that. 
“The search continues…” it read.  Even without a signature, Ned knew that it was Professor Clark’s handwriting. 
Ned sat down immediately and ran a Wikipedia search for “Manzanita.”  He had his own laptop computer now; his dad had bought it for him right before school started, but their Internet connection was still ridiculously slow.  When the “Manzanita” page finally opened, Ned found himself reading about an evergreen shrub that grew only in western North America.  Eventually he noticed that there was a second “Manzanita” Wikipedia page, this one about a small town on the northern Oregon Coast.  There was very little description of the town, but right at the end of the Wikipedia entry was a mention of an annual beach run that began at the foot of Neahkahnie Mountain. 
“Mountain,” Ned remembered Marcus saying with one of his last breaths. 
He found a photograph of Neahkahnie Mountain that showed the side of it rising up through fog out of the Pacific Ocean.  Ned stared at it for some time, and then the Voice spoke to him for the first time since the day of Marcus’s death.  “You
must go there, Ned,” it told him. 
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