



 
 



gatekeepers



BOOKS BY THIS AUTHOR

Comes a Horseman 

Germ 

Deadfall

DREAMHOUSE KINGS SERIES

1 House of Dark Shadows

2 Watcher in the Woods

3 Gatekeepers



[image: 9781595544988_0004_004]


© 2008 by Robert Liparulo

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other—except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by Thomas Nelson. Thomas Nelson is a registered trademark of Thomas Nelson, Inc.

Page design by Mandi Cofer
Map design by Doug Cordes

Thomas Nelson, Inc., titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, fund-raising, or sales promotional use. For information, please e-mail SpecialMarkets@ThomasNelson.com.

Publisher’s Note: This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Liparulo, Robert.

Gatekeepers / Robert Liparulo.

p. cm. — (Dreamhouse Kings ; bk. 3)

Summary: With their mother still missing after going through a Civil War time portal in their spooky house, and their father in jail under a false accusation, Xander, David, and their younger sister continue to try to bring their mother back, now with the help of an old relative who has turned up unexpectedly.

ISBN 978-1-59554-498-8 (hardcover)

[1. Time travel—Fiction. 2. Dwellings—Fiction. 3. Brothers and

sisters—Fiction. 4. Supernatural—Fiction.] I. Title.

PZ7.L6636Gat 2009

[Fic]—dc22

2008042007

Printed in the United States of America

08 09 10 11 QW 6 5 4 3 2 1



Content

one

two

three

four

five

six

seven

eight

nine

ten

eleven

twelve

thirteen

fourteen

fifteen

sixteen

seventeen

eighteen

nineteen

twenty

twenty-one

twenty-two

twenty-three

twenty-four

twenty-five

twenty-six

twenty-seven

twenty-eight

twenty-nine

thirty

thirty-one

thirty-two

thirty-three

thirty-four

thirty-five

thirty-six

thirty-seven

thirty-eight

thirty-nine

forty-

forty-one

forty-two

forty-three

forty-four

forty-five

forty-six

forty-seven

forty-eight

forty-nine

fifty






TO MY DAUGHTER MELANIE

You may have outgrown my lap,

but never my heart.
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READ HOUSE OF DARK SHADOWS
AND WATCHER IN THE WOODS
BEFORE CONTINUING!



“Who are you really, wanderer?”
and the answer you have to give 
no matter how dark and cold 
the world around you is:
“Maybe I’m a King.”

—WILLIAM STAFFORD, A STORY THAT COULD BE TRUE






O, call back yesterday, bid time return.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, KING RICHARD II



CHAPTER

one

TUESDAY,6:58 P.M.

PINEDALE, CALIFORNIA

Xander’s words struck David’s heart like a musket ball.

He reeled back, then grabbed the collar of his brother’s filthy Confederate coat. His eyes stung, whether from the tears squeezing around them or the sand whipping through the room, he didn’t know. He pulled his face to within inches of Xander’s.

“You . . . you found her?” he said. “Xander, you found Mom?” 

He looked over Xander’s shoulder to the portal door, which had slammed shut as soon as Xander stumbled through. The two boys knelt in the center of the antechamber. Wind billowed their hair. It whooshed in under the door, pulling back what belonged to the Civil War world from which Xander had just stepped. The smell of smoke and gunpowder was so strong, David could taste it.

He shook Xander. “Where is she? Why didn’t you bring her?”

His heart was going crazy, like a ferret racing around inside his chest, more frantic than ever. Twelve-year-olds didn’t have heart attacks, did they?

Xander leaned back and sat on his heels. His bottom lip trembled, and his chest rose and fell as he tried to catch his breath. The wind plucked a leaf from his hair, whirled it through the air, then sucked it under the door.

“Xander!” David said. “Where’s Mom?”

Xander lowered his head. “I couldn’t . . .” he said. “I couldn’t get her. You gotta go over, Dae. You gotta bring her back!”

“Me?” A heavy weight pushed on David’s chest, smashing the ferret between sternum and spine. He rose, leaped for the door, and tugged on the locked handle.

He wore a gray hat (“It’s a kepi,” Dad would tell him) and jacket, like Xander’s blue ones. They had discovered that it took wearing or holding three items from the antechamber to unlock the portal door. He needed one more.

“Xander, you said you found her!”

Xander shook his head. “I think I saw her going into a tent, but it was at the other end of the camp. I couldn’t get to her.”

David’s mouth dropped open. “That’s not finding her! I thought I saw her, too, the other day in the World War II world—”

“Dae, listen.” Xander pushed himself up and gripped David’s shoulders. “She saw the message we left. She saw Bob.”

Bob was the cartoon face and family mascot since Dad was a kid, drawn on notes and birthday cards. When David and Xander had been in Ulysses S. Grant’s Union camp the night before, Xander had drawn it on a tent. It was their way of let-ting Mom know they were looking for her.

“She wrote back!” Xander said. “David, she’s there!”

“But . . .” David didn’t know if he wanted to scream or cry or punch his brother. “Why didn’t you go get her?”

“Something was happening on the battlefield. They were rounding up all the soldiers and herding us toward the front line. I tried to get to her, but they kept grabbing me, pushing me out of camp. When I broke away”—Xander’s face became hard—“they called me a deserter. That quick, I was a deserter. One of them shot at me! I barely got back to the portal.” He shook his head. “You gotta go! Now! Before she’s gone, or the portal changes, or something happens to her.”

Yes . . . no! David’s stomach hurt. His brain was throbbing against his skull. His broken arm started to ache again, and he rubbed the cast. “Xander, I can’t. They almost killed me yesterday.”

“That’s because you were a gray-coat.” Xander began taking off his blue jacket. “Wear this one.”

“Why can’t you? Just tell them—”

“I’ll never make it,” Xander said. “They’ll throw me in the stockade for deserting—if they don’t shoot me first.”

“They’ll do the same to me.” David hated how whiney his words came out.

“You’re just a kid. They’ll see that.”

“I’m twelve, Xander. Only three years younger than you.” 

“That’s the difference between fighting and not, Dae.”He held the jacket open. “I know it was really scary before, but this time you’ll be on the right side.”

David looked around the small room. He said, “Where’s the rifle you took when you went over? The Harper’s Ferry musket?” 

His brother gazed at his empty hand. He scanned the floor.“I must have dropped it when I fell. I was just trying to stay alive. I didn’t notice.” He shook the jacket. “Come on.”

David shrugged out of the gray coat he was wearing. He tossed it onto the bench and reluctantly slipped into the one Xander held. He pulled the left side over his cast.

Xander buttoned it for him. He said, “The tent I saw her go into was near the back of the camp, on the other side from where I drew Bob.” He lifted the empty sleeve and let it flop down. He smiled. “Looks like you lost your arm in battle.”

“See? They’ll think I can fight, that I have fought.”

“I was just kidding.” He took the gray kepi off David’s head and replaced it with the blue one. Then he turned to the bench and hooks, looking for another item.

“Xander, listen,” David said. “You don’t know what’s been happening here. There are two cops downstairs.”

Xander froze in his reach for a canteen. “What?” His head pivoted toward the door opposite the portal, as though he could see through it into the hallway beyond, down the stairs, around the corner, and into the foyer. Or like he expected the cops to burst through. “What are they doing here?”

“They’re trying to get us out of the house. Taksidian’s with them.” Just thinking of the creepy guy who was responsible for his broken arm frightened David—but not as much as the thought of getting hauled away when they were so close to rescuing Mom. “Gimme that,” he said, waggling his fingers at the canteen.

Xander snatched it off the hook and looped the strap over David’s head. “Where’s Dad?”

“They put him in handcuffs. He told me to come get you.”

“Handcuffs!” 

“And one more thing,” David said. He closed his eyes, feeling as though the jacket had just gained twenty pounds. “Clayton, that kid who wanted to pound me at school? He came through the portal from the school locker to the linen closet.”He opened one eye to see his brother’s shocked expression.

“How long was I gone?” Xander said. “Where is he now?” 

“I pushed him back in. He returned to the school, but he might come back.” “Great.” Xander glanced over his shoulder at the hallway door again, then back at David. “Anything else I should know?”

David shook his head. “I guess if I die, I won’t have to go to school tomorrow.” He smiled weakly.

The school year—seventh grade for David, tenth for Xander—had started just yesterday: two days of classes. Mom had been kidnapped the day before that. David couldn’t believe they’d even gone to school under the circumstances, but Dad, who was the new principal, had insisted they keep up normal appearances so they wouldn’t attract suspicion.

Lot of good it did, David thought, thinking of the cops downstairs.

“I don’t know,” Xander said. “Dad would probably figure out a way to get your body there.”

David’s expression remained grim.

“You’ll be fine.”

“Don’t get taken away,” David told his brother. “Don’t leave with me over there. Don’t leave me alone in this house when I come back. Don’t—”

Xander held up his hand to stop him. “I won’t leave,” he said. “I’ll go see what’s happening downstairs, but I won’t leave. No way, no how. Okay? Besides—” He smiled, but David saw how hard it was for him to do it. “You’ll have Mom with you when you come back. Right?”

It was David’s turn to smile, and he found it wasn’t so hard to do. “Yeah.” He turned, took a deep breath, and opened the portal door.



CHAPTER

two

TUESDAY, 7:05 P.M.

David squinted against the bright daylight coming through the portal. A warm breeze touched his face. The odor of gunpowder wafted into his nostrils. It reminded him of his time on the battlefield, and he felt sick again.

“Go,” Xander said behind him.

“I am.” He stepped through, stumbled, and fell into a bush. He rolled out of it and cracked his cast into a tree. He pulled air through his clenched teeth. Before the portal faded and broke apart like a defective DVD image, he caught a glimpse of Xander looking through it.

David scrambled up to get his bearings and immediately saw the rows of tents across a narrow meadow. Soldiers streamed toward the far hills, beyond which he knew a battle raged. Gun and cannon fire rang out in the distance. His hope for a deserted camp left him as he spotted more sol-diers talking in clusters and others moving from one tent to another.

It wasn’t the mad dash to the front line Xander had described, and he wondered if time here had skipped one direction or another, like a hiccup, in the five minutes since his brother had left. They hadn’t thought of that. Maybe Xander could have returned safely. David looked for the portal, any sign of it, but it was gone.

The first time any of them had gone through a portal, Dad had ended up rescuing Xander from a gladiator. He said the items from the antechamber had tugged him toward the portal home. David and Xander had followed the same tugging to get out of the Civil War world the night before. It was as though the items wanted to go home too, and they knew the way. Now, however, the jacket, kepi, and canteen were exerting no unnatural pull. It was like they knew it wasn’t time to return.

Get moving, David told himself, but his feet wouldn’t obey. Even this far away from the battle, smoke drifted over him. Don’t get sick, not now, not with Mom waiting.

Mom. The thought of her unglued his feet. He lurched for-ward and out of the woods. Approaching the backs of the tents, he tried to remember which one Xander had written on. Had it been two tents from the front or ten? He had no clue. He walked behind the big wedge-shaped structures, peering between them, hoping to spot something he recognized. And he did, but not what he had expected: the Harper’s Ferry rifle Xander had dropped. He must be close to where Xander had drawn Bob and, later, where he’d seen Mom.

David picked up the rifle and walked to the front of the tents, coming out in the camp’s center aisle. He turned in a circle, but he didn’t see the cartoon face. He headed toward the rear of the camp. Four tents along, he saw it—and his heart leapt into his throat. Just as Xander had said, words were scrawled in block letters beside the goofy face: IS THAT YOU? I’M HERE! I’M

Mom! It had to be! Who else knew the face? Who else would write those words?

But what else had she wanted to write? She had obviously been interrupted: “I’M . . . ” I’m what? I’m safe? I’m hurt? I’m at this place or that?

Mom, where are you?

Which tent had Xander seen her enter? He remembered it was on the other side of the aisle. Could she still be there? It struck David that he could be in the camp before the events Xander had witnessed—time was that weird with the portals; she might not have even entered the tent yet.

Don’t start freaking out now, he told himself. I can do this: find Mom!

He looked up the aisle one direction, then down the other. Only men—most of them in blue soldier uniforms, some in the bloodied, once-white smocks of surgeons. A soldier was pounding the butt of his rifle against a rock, a blackened metal pot beside him. David had learned that coffee was cherished in Civil War encampments; this was how they ground the beans. Another man sat on the ground, writing on a piece of paper on his thigh. Two men sat on a log, cleaning their rifles. He wanted to ask whether any of them had seen her. He wanted to call out for her. But did he really want to attract attention to himself ?

He started for the tents across the aisle, then thought of something. If she knew they were looking for her there, wouldn’t she stay close if she could? He returned to the tent bearing Bob’s face and threw back the flap. A soldier sat at the edge of a cot, pulling on his boots. Another lay on a different cot, a rag over his face.

The soldier with the boots looked up. “What do you want, boy?”

David backed away, letting the flap fall into place. He moved toward the next tent. He’d check a few on this side, then cross to the other.

“Hey!” It was a man’s deep voice. “You, boy!”

David spun to see the bearded officer who had spoken to him yesterday—General Grant. He was limping now. David couldn’t remember if he had limped the day before.

As he drew close, the general expertly flipped up the cover of his gun holster with his thumb. He laid his hand on the handle of his pistol and said, “Drop the rifle, son.”

“But—” The word squeaked out of David’s tight throat.

General Grant’s eyes narrowed. “If I pull this pistol on you, boy, I’ll use it. Now drop it.”

David forced his fingers to open. The gun hit the trampled earth with a thud. He said, “Sir, I—”

“I know you,” Grant said. “Last time I saw you, you wore Confederate gray. Now you’re wearing blue and carrying a rifle. Where’s the soldier who was escorting you to the stockades?”

He meant Xander. They had pretended to be soldier and prisoner to get David off the front lines without getting shot.

“I . . . sir . . . he . . .”

The general shook his head. “We better not find him dead, boy.” He turned and raised his hand to a passing soldier.

“Corporal!”

David dropped to the ground and started to scramble under the edge of the tent. He heard General Grant say, “Oh, no, you don’t!” and felt the man grab his heel.

He yanked his foot out of his sneaker, rose, and ran through the tent, jumping over cots and the men sleeping on them. He slid under the tent’s back wall as though he were sliding into home plate. His head snagged on the canvas wall. He ducked, and the cloth wall snapped away.

Behind him the general was yelling, “Escaped Rebel!”

David pictured the man pushing through the tent flaps, pistol in hand. He expected to hear a shot any second. Instead, a commotion arose from within the tent: the clamor of soldiers jumping to their feet, going for their weapons, calling out for someone to tell them what was going on.

“Get down, men!” General Grant bellowed. “Out of my way!”

David got his feet under him and ran for the trees. Kicking through the meadow’s tall grass, gritting his teeth against the pain of his cast banging against his ribs, he got the feeling of déjà vu: hadn’t he run for his life through this very field before?

Yeah, last night!

Only then Xander had been with him. And he’d had both sneakers. Now he was loping along, one shoe on and one shoe off.

He was almost in the woods when the first shot rang out. Though he had been expecting it, the crack! of the weapon startled him. His feet did a little dance, and he tumbled over himself. Up again in no time, he plunged into the shadows of the trees. Behind him, another rifle shot cracked. He pushed deeper into the woods, then rammed his shoulder into the trunk of a big oak. He rolled around to the tree’s far side and stopped. His breathing came in ragged gulps.

David hadn’t bothered to grab the rifle when he’d bolted away from General Grant. He raised his hand to his head and confirmed what he expected: he’d also lost his kepi. But he still wore the blue jacket, which was now applying a pressure like gravity on his body—only in a sideways direction, not down-ward. If the strength of the tug was any indication, the portal was close. He noticed the canteen. It was lifting up on its strap, vibrating slightly, pointing in the same direction the tug indicated.

He craned his neck to peer past the tree. In the field behind the tents, soldiers were gathering around General Grant. The great man himself was pointing toward the woods, pushing at the soldiers and saying, “Get moving! Go!”

Me too, David thought. I gotta get out of here.

He pushed off the tree and ran. The canteen strap rotated on his neck until it floated a few inches off his stomach, directly in front of him. It acted like a compass needle, guiding him toward the portal . . . he hoped.

Behind him a voice yelled, “There!”

Someone fired. The musket ball tore past him, ripping through leaves, snapping branches.

David veered left. For a few steps he ignored the jacket’s pull and the canteen’s shift to his side. Then he turned back, farther than the canteen’s bearing. It swung to his other side.

He zigzagged this way, following the tug of antechamber items, but trying to be a difficult target.

Another shot rang out. Bark exploded from a nearby tree.

A hand grabbed the back of his jacket. He yelled and threw his weight into his forward motion. The canteen hit his chest, slid up and over his shoulder. Its strap tightened around the front of his neck. Nobody had grabbed him, he realized—it was the coat, tugging at him to reverse; he had passed the portal. He skidded to a stop, turned, and ran the other way. The canteen shifted sideways. The jacket urged him to plunge into a thicket of heavy bushes. He stopped, trying to understand.

The corner of his eye caught movement toward the encampment. He turned to see a soldier twenty yards away, taking aim. He stumbled back and tumbled into the bushes. The rifle cracked.



CHAPTER

three

The musket ball sailed right over him. David hit the ground hard, flat on his back in a tangle of twigs and leaves. The air whooshed out of his lungs. He tried pulling it back in, but it wouldn’t come.

Gotta move! Get up! Go!

Gasping for breath, he scrambled to stand. Not easy with only one good arm and the weight of the cast on the other one. He fell back again. His head smacked the ground—a rock, it was so hard. He realized the light around him was not from the sun. His eyes focused on a lamp mounted to a ceiling.

The antechamber. He was home.

Something struck his leg, a hard kick to it. “Xander?”

But it was the door, closing, dragging his legs with it. He remembered the baseball bat that had broken in two between the door edge and the frame when Mom had been taken. He pulled his legs up quickly, and the door slammed.

He rolled over and pushed himself up on one arm. Foliage fell off him.

“Xander?” he said again, wheezing out the word.

The room was empty. He lowered himself back down, resting his face against the wood planks. He put most of his weight onto the right side of his body, feeling his broken arm throb between his chest and the floor. He closed his eyes and breathed.

Wind hissed into the room, causing the twigs and leaves to flutter, then fly into the air. He watched them zip into the crack under the door. The largest twigs got stuck, and leaves piled up behind them. The twigs cracked and splintered. As they did, they disappeared, along with the leaves, all of it heading back where it had come from—heading back to when it had come from.

David stood and stared at the portal door. He didn’t expect it to open. He didn’t expect anything. His eyes simply needed a place to rest while he came out of a mild daze, as if awaking from a deep sleep. Having brushed that close to death, his emotions should have been raging. Instead, he felt numb. It was as though his mind had said Enough already! and flipped a switch. He was thankful for the break.

Slowly, he began to move again. He pulled the canteen’s strap over his head and set it on the bench. He dropped his shoulder, allowing the jacket to slide off, and slipped his good arm out of the sleeve. He opened the door and walked into the hallway. He hoped Xander, Dad, and Toria, his nine-year-old sister, had fared better at getting rid of the cops than he had at rescuing Mom.

But when he emerged from the secret doorway on the second floor, he found Xander and Toria hiding in the short hall, peer-ing around the corner toward the grand staircase. Voices drifted up from the foyer.

“I told you,” Dad was saying, “you can’t search my house. Your warrant or whatever this is limits you to serving eviction papers, not enforcing them.”

“We’re not evicting you, sir,” a voice said. “We’re taking you in for assaulting a police officer.”

“Assault? I didn’t touch you until you bumped into my hand, trying to come into my house without my permission or the authority to do so. Wait, wait, wait . . . my kids are in the house. You can’t take me. It will leave them alone.”

“Then call them down,” another voice said. “We’ll take them with us.”

“Kids, stay where you are!” Dad called.

Xander held up his hand and gave David a quiet, “Shhh.” Then he looked past David, hope and worry on his face. “Where is she?” he whispered. “Tell me you found her, Dae.”

David shook his head. “General Grant recognized me. I had to run, like you did. I didn’t even get to the tent you told me about. But, Xander . . .” He gripped his brother’s arm. “I saw the message she left.”

Love for his mother and disappointment at not finding her welled up from his chest. It dried his mouth and wetted his eyes. So, the emotional numbness had been only temporary, he thought. It was like getting punched in the arm so hard you couldn’t feel it for a while.

Xander’s sadness showed in his eyes, but he nodded and smiled. Trying to be the big brother, the brave one, David thought.

Toria whispered, “Who are you talking about? Mom? What message?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Xander said. “Now shhh.” He looked at David and nodded his head toward the voices. “They’ve been going at it like that for a while. Dad read the court papers, something about the house being unfit to live in.”

“I agree,” David said.

Xander scowled at him. “They weren’t supposed to get us out of the house, just serve the papers.”

“So why don’t they just go away, then?”

“Dad asked how much Taksidian paid them to get us out of the house, and that really ticked them off. Now they want to take him to jail.”

Taksidian’s deep voice rolled like thunder up the stairs. “Officers,” he said, “Mr. King is correct. You can’t take him and leave the children here alone.”

Why would Taksidian be pleading their case?

But that wasn’t what the man had in mind. The next thing he said was, “Why don’t I go get them for you?”

Toria took a step back. Her hand clasped David’s.

“Hey,” Dad said loudly. “He can’t—”

“Sir!” a cop said. “We’re handling this. Bill, take Mr. King out to the car.”

“No! You can’t do this!” Dad yelled.

There was a lot of banging going on down there. David imagined his dad, hands cuffed behind him, getting pulled backward out the door while he kicked out at the cops, at Taksidian. His heels would be striking the floor, hitting the door frame.

Xander started around the corner. David pulled his hand out of Toria’s and reached for him. His fingers brushed his brother’s shirt, then got a grip on his waistband.

Jerked to a stop, Xander snapped his head around. He was what Mom would have called fightin’ mad.

David shook his head. “You’ll just make it worse.”

“They’re taking Dad.”

“But you heard him. He wants us to stay here. They’ll just take you too. Then where will we be?”

Xander looked from David to Toria. Something in her expression softened his. He flipped a stray strand of hair off her face with his finger and said, “It’ll be okay, Toria. Don’t worry.”

She lowered her head. “First Mom, now Dad.”

Below, Taksidian said, “Just give me five minutes.”

“Can’t let you do that, Mr. Taksidian,” the remaining cop said. “It’s not your house, sir.”

David expected the man to say Not yet . . . but what he did say was worse.

“But, Officer Benson,” Taksidian said, “there’s no place they can hide where I can’t find them.”

Xander looked over his shoulder at David, his eyes wide.

Outside, Dad was still yelling. David heard their names, but the words were being snatched away by the breeze and the trees and the distance as the cop pulled their father away from the house.

Taksidian wasn’t finished. He said, “In the interest of the children’s welfare, officer, I can make it worth your while.”

“Step outside, sir,” Officer Benson said.

David thought the cop sounded angry. Maybe after Dad’s accusation of the cops taking money to help Taksidian, this new attempt at a bribe had—finally—grated on the cop’s sense of duty.

Slow footsteps echoed downstairs, moving from the foyer to the hollow-sounding planks of the front porch.

“Alexander King, David King, Victoria King,” the cop hollered, obviously reading their names. “Last chance to come now.” He waited. “We’ll return with a court order to remove you by force, if necessary. It’s for your own safety.”

Silence. Then: “We’ll send a car back to wait outside tonight. If you change your minds, go out to the officers. They’ll take care of you.”

His footsteps took him to the porch. The door closed.



CHAPTER

four

TUESDAY,7.33 P.M

“Now what?” David said.

Above them, something creaked. Their eyes lifted to the ceiling.

“I’m scared,” Toria said.

“Just the house settling,” Xander said.

His eyes found David’s: Xander didn’t believe it, and nei-ther did David.

“What if they do come back to take us out by force?”

 David said. “They might board the house up or change the locks.”

“I think that’ll take some time.” Xander licked his lips. “Probably easier now that they arrested Dad. But they can’t do anything tonight, no way. I’m more worried about—” He stopped, his eyes dropping to Toria.

“What?” she said. “What are you more worried about?”

“Nothing.” He peered around the corner, then walked into the second floor’s main hallway and to the top of the stairs.

Toria and David followed him. The foyer was empty, the door was closed.

David thought about how wind always blew into the antechamber after they’d returned from one of the worlds. It pulled everything that belonged to that world back through the door. Something like that had just happened in the foyer. The cops and Taksidian had blown in and taken Dad. But Dad belonged here. It wasn’t right that they could just take him. The house felt emptier without him—not just one person emptier, but like it had been abandoned for centuries, an ancient tomb.

David felt Toria’s hand grab his again. He saw that she also clasped Xander’s hand. She looked up at him. “Can you guys sleep in my room tonight? Please?”

David nodded.

Xander said, “Good idea. David, let’s go get our stuff. Toria, go clear your floor to make room for us.”

They walked hand in hand to Toria’s door and released her into her room. Then the boys approached the chair that David had jammed under the linen closet door handle to keep Clayton from coming back through. It was a solid piece of furniture, with spindles that rose from the rear of the seat and ended in a heavy top rail.

David leaned his ear to the door. “I don’t hear anything,” he whispered.

“How long ago did you send him back?”

“Right before I ran to find you,” David said.

“So, what, a half hour?” Xander said. “If he was going to come back tonight, he’d have done it already. He must have gone back to the locker and left. Maybe he’ll wake up tomorrow thinking it was a dream.”

“Fat chance.” David reached for the chair, but Xander stopped him.

His brother glanced back toward Toria’s room, then gestured for David to follow him into their room. As soon as they were both inside, he said, “You didn’t see Mom?”

David shook his head. “They shot at me again. Xander, they almost got me this time.”

“Like they didn’t before?”

“How are we supposed to get her, when they keep trying to kill us?”

“We gotta find a way. Maybe we’re missing something.” He moved to his bed and gathered up his pillow and blanket.

David went to his bed. He picked up his pillow and, with one gimp arm, struggled to get the blanket as well.

“Here,” Xander said. He tugged off the blanket.

“Thanks. Xander, what you said before, about something worrying you more than the cops coming back . . . ?”

Xander turned, the bedding pressed to his chest with his arms. It made him look like a little kid. “Taksidian,” he said. “That guy’s not done with us.”

“You mean tonight?” David closed his eyes. When were they going to get a break? He was exhausted, and he didn’t like that being scared was becoming a normal feeling for him.

“I don’t know,” Xander said. “But I don’t think I’m going to get much sleep.” He walked into the hall.

At the door, David spotted Xander’s mobile phone on the dresser. “Hey,” he said, picking it up. “Does Dad have his cell?”

“Usually does.”

David flipped the phone open and thumbed a speed-dial number. He listened to the rings on the other end and walked closer to Xander.

“Xan—” Dad’s voice said.

Thumps and scratching noises came through to David’s ear, then another voice said, “This is Officer Benson. Is this Alexander?”

In the background Dad yelled, “Xander, stay there!

Don’t—”

David flipped the phone closed. “Oops,” he said. “I think the cop just took the phone from Dad.”

Xander shrugged. “They would have taken it anyway, at the station. So much for that.” He turned away.

“Wait,” David said. He pushed the phone into his back pocket. He wanted it close, in case Dad called. He eased the chair away from the linen closet and opened the door enough to peer in. He said, “I should go through.”

“Why?”

“Make sure everything’s okay.”

“That kid knows about the portal,” Xander said. “That’s not okay.”

“We gotta know we can use it, if we have to. You know, before we have to.”

“What do you think he did, lock it? If he did, and you went through, how would you get back?”

“Taksidian did,” David reminded him. “He was in the locker, then went back, without the locker door opening and closing. Must be a way.”

“You don’t know it,” Xander said.

“I can try to figure it out,” David said. “If I don’t come back in twenty minutes or so, come get me.”

Xander scrunched his face. “Go through?”

“No, come to the school and get me out. I don’t know,” David said. “It may be our only way out, if . . .” He didn’t even want to say it. “If Taksidian comes back.”

Xander eyed the door up and down as though sizing up an opponent. “All right,” he said, dropping the bedding on the floor. “Just there and back. Make sure there’s nothing weird.”

David opened the door further. He frowned at the interior: shelves of towels and sheets, only enough room to stand in front of them. What if Clayton had done some-thing to the locker, something more than locking it? He pictured a fire in it, himself materializing in the flames and unable to get out.

“If you don’t want to . . .” Xander said.

David swallowed, feeling the spit slide down his tightened throat. He stepped in and pulled the door closed behind him.

In the darkness, the walls closed in. The floor flexed, buck-ling under his weight. Metal popped. A scream reached his ears. Had he done that? No . . . not him. Maybe the screech of metal.

The front wall pushed in on him. He cracked his head on the back metal. Something had happened to the locker. It was crushed, somehow smaller. If it got any smaller, he’d . . . he’d implode, just be crushed with the locker. He elbowed his cast into the side wall and shoved his good arm forward. His hand touched cloth, softness under it.

That scream again—human—followed by sobs, a wretched weeping. Someone sniffed.

David whispered, “Clayton?”

A gasp, more sniffing. “D-D-David?” Fear and panic were in his voice.

David raised his hand. He found a face, wet and gooey. Gross. He wiped it away on his pants. He said, “Clayton, what are you doing in here?”

“You . . . you put me here!”

“I mean, still? Why didn’t you leave?”

“I . . . I can’t!” Clayton said. “I can’t get out. And . . . I thought I heard . . . noises.”

Could he really not find the little tab on the latch assembly that released the door catch? The kid must have been pretty shaken up, zipping into David’s house and back again to the locker. True, it was disorienting, but that much? Maybe Clayton thought David had sent him someplace else, like a grave.

David had another thought: he had teleported to a place where another person already was. He remembered what his brother had said when he suggested to Xander that they both go through the locker-linen closet portal at the same time: “In The Fly, two life forms ended up all mixed together.”

What if he and Clayton had melded together?

Oh, man!

But that hadn’t happened. They’d wound up in the same tight place, but separate and whole. He hoped. He patted his chest, neck, face. No extra parts. Nothing missing.

Clayton said, “What kind of tricks are you pulling on me! What’s happening?”

“Clayton, calm down.”

David thought about their location: a locker in a short hallway off the main one. Turning left led to the middle school classrooms. On the right would be the cafeteria’s doors. Even the janitor would be gone at this hour—other-wise he would have heard Clayton, got him out, and their secret would be blown.

He said, “I’ll get you out of here, but you have to promise never, ever to tell anyone what happened. Not about this locker, not . . . Hey, how did you know to get in the locker anyway?”

Clayton sniffed. “When I was after you. I thought I saw the door close, thought I had you. But when I looked, you were gone. Then I heard your freak brother calling for you. I came back to check it out.”

“You can’t ever tell anyone, you hear?”

“Are you kidding? You are so busted. I’m going to make sure your—your coven fries for this, for this witchcraft . . .”

“Okay,” David said. “See ya.”

“No, wait! Wait! Get me out of here. I was just kidding, really.”

“I can put you back anytime I want to,” David said as menacingly as he could. “You understand?”

Clayton started crying again.

David felt sorry for him. A little. He thought of something else, just in case the scare tactic didn’t work. He reached behind him.

“Hey,” Clayton said. “What are you doing? What’s that?”

The flash was blinding in the darkness.

David looked at the picture on Xander’s cell phone. Tears and snot covered Clayton’s terrified face. He turned it for the bully to see, then hit save and shifted the phone to his bad hand. He pushed his arm between Clayton and the locker wall, found the catch, and opened the door.

Clayton spilled out onto the tile floor of the school hallway. He flashed a stunned expression at David, standing in the locker.

David snapped another picture. He said, “Stay quiet and these pictures never make it to the Internet. And remember, snot-face, I can put you back in here.”

He reached out, grabbed the edge of the locker door, and pulled it shut.
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