Ducks

Trails of freshly cut grass led over the dark fields to an apple orchard. 
Henry heard the distant sound of an engine starting and stopping. He scanned the area with his flashlight, noticing how many unharvested apples had fallen on the ground and been left to rot. The orchard was eerily still.  

“Well, can’t say we didn’t try,” said Mark, a little too quickly, “Let’s turn around and go home.”

“Hang on!” answered Henry, “What’s that?”

Henry thought he saw something glitter beyond the trees.  
There, by a pond, was the tractor.  All around it, ducks were very active.   

The tractor was teetering on the rocky edge; it had almost fallen in, but not quite.  
As Henry drew closer, he realized the ducks were piling rotten apples on one side of the tractor, weighing it down like a seesaw.  With each apple the ducks added, the tractor slid a little further toward the pond’s edge. Every moment brought the situation closer to disaster.
"If the ducks drop any more of those apples,” Henry cried, “The tractor will go right in the water.”
He waved his arms wildly.  “Get away!" he shouted, “Shoo!”

The ducks didn't budge.  In fact, it seemed to Henry that they worked more vigorously.  

“Stop it!’ Henry shouted at the ducks, running in very close to the tractor.  
Mark stood and watched.
A curious sucking noise came from the pond, but Henry was so focused on his uncle’s lawn tractor he didn’t think much of it.  The ducks had a very different reaction to the sound, though. They immediately stopped their work and began attacking Henry, flapping their wings and shooing him away.  

Though Henry had never considered ducks particularly vicious animals before, these ones quickly changed his mind. One duck pecked Henry so hard she took a small chunk out of his ankle. As he backed away from her in pain, a piece of tape peeled from the edge of the tractor and wrapped around his left wrist, fastening him tightly to the handle.  The duck quacked furiously and lunged at Henry’s right wrist, which he pulled away just in time to avoid another bite.   A second piece of tape narrowly missed him and fell to the ground.   

“Mark!” called Henry, “Help!”

But Mark was frozen where he stood.  One small duck paraded in front of him, and blinked her eyes softly.  Light, tentative quacks emerged from her beak.  For some reason, this was more than enough to terrorize Mark.  She cocked her head to one side in surprise as he dropped to the ground, paralyzed with fear.
“Can’t help right now!” cried Mark, “I’m dealing with a very special challenge here, Henry!”

Henry didn’t have a chance to reply, because just then two very large drakes began dive-bombing him, nipping at his neck and shoulders. Bound to the tractor, he struggled to avoid them. A third piece of cold, wet, tape flew out of the pond, narrowly missing his neck. Henry continued to tug at his trapped hand, but could not pull it free.  
The tractor’s engine lurched back to life and one wobbly, slightly bent wheel started to spin.  The whole vehicle began to tip into the pond, with Henry’s right hand attached to it.  Trapped to the huge, heavy tractor, Henry surely would be dragged into the pond and drowned.

“Mark!” cried Henry, “Help!  Hurry!”

Mark stayed crouched beside the now-napping duck.  “Hang on; I’m thinking of a strategy,” he called back in a high-pitched, quavering whisper.

“Stop thinking about what you’re going to do!” screamed Henry, “And do something!  Now.”

Mark took one soft, careful step towards Henry.  When the duck opened her soft orange beak silently however, he was immobilized again.  

“I’ll be right there,” his feeble voice whimpered.  He obviously did not want to wake the duck.
Ducks now came from every part of the orchard, with the sole purpose of terrorizing Henry, it seemed.  They approached the pond noisily, hovering over him and calling angrily to each other.  Henry braced himself for another attack, but it never came.  Instead, the ducks piled on the other side of the tractor, firmly weighing it down and preventing it from toppling over the edge.  

All at once he understood the ducks had never wanted to harm him in the first place; they had been trying to protect him from the tractor all along.   Now they were doing their best to keep Henry and the tractor on shore.  
Henry felt a peculiar sensation on his left wrist.  A huge drake with the longest, sharpest bill he’d ever seen was nibbling on the tape.  Every so often he would punctuate his efforts with long, low quacks.
The engine groaned and the tractor lurched forward slightly. For a moment Henry thought it would fall.  It tipped precariously toward the water, but righted itself again.  The drake bit down hard and made one last strong tug at the tape. It finally ripped away, freeing Henry’s hand.  Henry ran to safety; behind him the tractor toppled on to the ground with a huge crash. It landed upright.  The engine immediately died. 

Exhausted and filthy, Henry collapsed on the muddy banks of the pond.  
A little, weak voice called from behind him, “Henry.  I think I can help if you crawl a bit closer and give me your hand”.
Mark hadn’t budged throughout Henry’s ordeal.

“You’re a little late,” answered Henry, “It’s over now.”
 “NO, it’s not,” Mark said, motioning to the duck with his eyes, “As you can see, I still have my hands full.”
Henry looked over at him in disbelief.  “Mark, I could have drowned.  You didn’t lift a finger. You weren’t in danger.   But you just stayed there, doing nothing . . . afraid of . . . afraid of . . .”   He pointed at the small, sleeping duck that held Mark captive, “. . .that?”  At Henry’s last word, the duck opened her eyes and wiggled her tail feathers proudly.

Mark blinked innocently.  "No, I wasn’t afraid.  Just cautious,” he said, tucking in his shirt.  His clothes were immaculate and smooth.  
Henry  [something]
The duck yawned and waddled over to the orchard to join the other ducks.  Henry thought she looked quite contented and proud of herself.  The others paid no attention to the boys.  The only duck that still seemed out of sorts was the drake that had helped him.  Henry heard him quacking angrily at the far edge of the orchard.  When Henry shone the light into the trees, heard the odd shrieking sound he’d heard earlier, then all was quiet.  Henry shivered again.

With the ducks gone, Mark was more confident and irritating than ever.   

 “You see, I like to look at the positive side of things, Henry,” said Mark in an upbeat, annoyingly pompous tone.  “I helped you find the tractor.  It’s a great feeling when you help others and accomplish your goals.”  Mark didn’t seem ashamed of his cowardice at all.  
Henry started to say something, but he knew it was useless.  The way the Harper-Posts viewed life amazed Henry.  Henry had never met people who could do so little and still be so convinced they were better than the rest of the world. 
“Are you listening, Henry?” Mark reached out and pulled a sticky loop of tape from Henry’s hair.  “What's this?" asked Mark, “Looks dirty.”  

“Ow! I have no idea,” answered Henry, pushing his hand away.  
 “Well, if you are going to be like that,” complained Mark, “I’m going back.  How ungrateful can you get?”
“We came for the tractor,” Henry sighed, “We can’t forget that.”

Henry turned his attention to the tractor. The front fender was damaged, and one of the wheels was flat.  

“It’s not too badly damaged," he said to Mark, doubtfully, "Maybe we can tie ropes around it, front and back, and ease it up the bank. But keep your hands away from the blades underneath.   It’s already started up once for no reason, and we don’t want to take any chances.”

Mark hesitated for a moment, but considered the massive possibilities for bragging about how he’d helped, and eventually took the end of the rope Henry held out to him.  The two boys lowered themselves down the muddy bank, wrapped each end of the tractor with rope and pulled it up on the grass.  

Fortunately, the axles were not bent.  The tractor rolled easily along the fields, and they took turns pulling it until they reached the shed.  [add: Mark rewriting his own history on the way?]
For the amount of flopping around the little building had done, it was in remarkably good shape.  Of course there were a few loose boards lying on the ground here and there, and the pots all around it were broken, but other than that, it seemed quite stable and sound.

Inside though, the shed looked as if it had been turned upside-down, shaken several times and set right again. At one end of the room lay piles of broken crates and ripped sacks, at the other, an almost unrecognizable array of bent and broken objects that at one time probably had been garden tools. Almost everything was damaged and covered with bad-smelling, powdery brown soot. A pitchfork had somehow impaled itself high in one wall at the end of the shed. 

Beneath the pitchfork, a workbench lay overturned against an adjacent wall.  The force of its fall had been so great it had dislodged a pegboard that hung there, which, much to Henry's surprise, revealed a battered, splintered door.  Through the large hole that had been ripped out, soft, gray-green light filtered through.   

“What’s that?” exclaimed Henry.

"I think it’s manure,” said Mark, holding his nose, "What a smell!"

"No, I mean over there," exclaimed Henry, gesturing towards the light, "That room behind that pegboard.”

“Who cares?” answered Mark, looking away.  Never before in the Harper-Posts’ history had any member of their family encountered a place so messy and bad-smelling.  Mark wanted nothing more than to return home to his gleaming white lemon-scented bathroom to take a shower.  

“There’s a door there,” said Henry, “I wonder what  ---“ 

Henry pushed against it, and the door easily gave away.

“Wow,” whispered Henry, “Look at this.” 

Behind the broken door, lay a small, but elegant room.  Tiled with hundreds of circular white disks, its roof curved upward like a dome, low at the edges, and high in the center. The room was lit by wide, clear tubes that ran around the edges of the dome, filled with green water.  In the center of the room stood a shiny wood table, scattered with open books and papers, as if someone had been just working there.  Above them hung a huge white candelabra, decorated with stars and birds. One bird had fallen and lay on the floor beside an overturned cabinet. Other than that, everything seemed very orderly and undisturbed.  

Along the edges of the room flowering vines grew toward the green tubes. Beneath them several illuminated tables lined the walls, made of stacked narrow trays filled with soil.  The trays rotated every so often with a gentle squeaking sound.   A fine mist of water continuously sprayed from outlets in the tubes, which kept the soil moist.   As the yellow worms wriggled to the surface in rows; cameras mounted above each of the tables took pictures of them.  Then, after several minutes, they disappeared into the soil again, and another tray rotated to the top. 

A tiny yellow worm fell from the ceiling and landed on Mark.
“Ew!” he yelled, “What’s that?”

“It’s called an annelid [something],” explained Henry, “It’s a type of worm my uncle is very interested in.”

“Oh, foul!  Foul!” exclaimed Mark, “We’re out of here, Henry.”

But something on the floor had caught Henry’s eye.  A folder had fallen on the floor, revealing several papers covered in odd symbols. “Annelid Notes Fall 1936,” Henry read aloud. 
"Henry we are going,” Mark insisted.

“Hang on, just a minute!” exclaimed Henry, “I want to see more.”  He leafed through the pages in the file folders.  Each page was dated at the top, with odd symbols and numbers, neatly recorded in rows.
 “This is not a nice place.  We shouldn’t be in here,” replied Mark, wrenching the folders from his hand and pulling Henry towards the door, “Besides, this stuff all belongs to your uncle.  It’s none of your business.”

Henry was furious.  Mark had no right to tell him what to do in his uncle’s shed, but he was considerably bigger and stronger than Henry, and was easily forcing him out of the room.  

“I am going to save you from yourself,” said Mark pompously, wrenching Henry’s hands behind his back, “I’m older, and wiser.” 

Henry felt the rush of angry blood to his face and he clenched his fists.  But just at that moment, a glittering wisp of something silver swept past him, over his shoulder.  He strained his neck to see it again, but it was gone.

Mark had almost dragged him to the door and Henry knew he had to think of something quickly to convince Mark to stay.

“Mark,” said Henry, “I don’t know where my uncle is, but I want to find out. Maybe something here will help.”

“Yeah, right,” answered Mark, “Help get me in trouble, you mean”

Mark hated challenges that even hinted of trouble of any kind.  If Henry was going to convince him to cooperate, he would have to think of some way to make Mark a hero.

Henry thought for a moment and then remarked quietly, “Mark, I’m sure your parents want to know why my uncle has been gone for so long.  Maybe it would take someone like you to discover it. In this room.”

Mark thought for a moment.  His face brightened.  He knew how desperately his family wanted to be rid of Henry.  But then his eyes clouded over.  He hated situations that were complicated.  It was so much easier when things were simple.

“Well, I don’t know,” Mark said doubtfully.

"Wait, Mark,” he said, no longer struggling, “You’re probably right about respecting my uncle’s privacy and I don’t think we should tell anyone else about this room.  But we have an opportunity to do something really nice here.”

“Nice?” said Mark, stopping instantly in his tracks.  The word “nice” had a special meaning for a Harper-Post.
“Yes.  The least we could do is to straighten up a bit for him.”  He knew that Mark enjoyed cleaning.  “It would be . . .nice.”  He repeated the word reverently.
Instantly Henry knew he was getting through to Mark.  Mark’s eyes looked oddly glazed and wondrous.  He pointed to the filing cabinet that had been overturned.  “Look at those files.!” he said temptingly, “A job like that needs a highly organized mind like yours to tackle it.”
Mark was weakening.  He was easy to flatter, and messes bothered him.  Henry held his breath while Mark looked around the room with an excited, yet calculating expression. 
“Well, perhaps we could tidy up a little,” Mark answered, licking his lips.  “But we can’t read anything,” he added nobly, “That’s called Invasion of Privacy.” 

Henry nodded and immediately headed towards his uncle’s desk.  Mark grabbed his arms again.
“No, Henry.  Paperwork is my area of expertise.  You start over there.” 
Mark gestured toward the corner of the room where the workbench had broken through the wall, and broken tools and manure had spilled on to the floor.

“Find something to sweep up all that manure while I arrange these folders in alphabetical order.”  Mark had, of course, chosen the cleanest jobs for himself.
***(Perhaps  work in description of Henry staring at the worm trays more)

Hauling manure was the last thing Henry wanted to do, but he got to work anyway.  He could think up a plan for exploring the room while he swept.  Henry found a shovel and a damaged broom from the pile of broken tools in the shed and started scooping up the manure from the floor.  He glanced around the room as often as he could without calling attention to himself.  In the center of the desk lay a pen and a long, narrow scroll. 
*Whatever his uncle had done last in the room, it had something to do with that paper.  It struck Henry that if that is what he was doing in the room, those papers might provide a clue about what his uncle was doing the day he disappeared.  Henry emptied dustpan after dustpan, and worked his way closer to the desk.  He gradually inched nearer until he could get a good look at the scroll.  It was partially unrolled, with odd markings on the surface of the paper; little brown squiggles and flecks in neat, even rows.  There was also some sort of a figure sketched on it.  Even from a distance, the shape looked familiar to Henry, but he couldn’t think of where he had seen it before.  As soon as he had a chance, he was determined to slip them it his jacket without Mark noticing.  
*He kept his back to the desk and moved gradually toward it as he swept.  Still trying to think why that shape looked familiar, he inched toward the desk.  Mark was so absorbed in his own work he didn’t notice anything. Henry slipped the roll in his jacket and continued sweeping.  That much was easy.  Then a small, dark green book caught his eye.  It looked very old and had peculiar squiggles of brown writing on the cover.  As he reached for it, an odd, tickling sensation came over his head and shoulders.  Something squirmed over Henry’s back and down his shirt.  Worms had fallen from the ceiling.  Startled, Henry jumped back.  
 “Hey!” Mark cried,  "What are you doing over there? Get back to sweeping.” He hadn’t seen the worms.  Henry wanted to keep it that way; if Mark knew there were worms falling from the ceiling, he would be out of the room in a second.
“I was just  . . “ faltered Henry,  trying to shake worms from his sleeve without Mark noticing.  
Before Henry could reply, though, the door rattled.  Both boys jumped.  

"Uncle Oliver?" cried Henry.  There was no answer, but the tools in the shed shifted and they both jumped.  Something was behind the wall.  Both boys stopped everything.  The door suddenly rattled, as if a great weight had been thrust upon it. Henry stepped back just as it fell heavily on the floor, narrowly missing him.

The boys stood motionless, staring at the doorway.  An odd gagging noise came from the shed.
“Who’s there?” whispered Mark.

After what seemed an eternity, a short, white nose appeared around its edge.

"Fidelis!" cried Mark, in relief.

Henry peered into the shed and found Anna crouched in a corner, her face an odd, ashen color.

"Sorry --- Fidelis  --- es-es-es-caped from the house,” she managed to get out between bouts of gagging,” I followed him --- heard you talking in here  --- and OH, the smell of all this manure is  ---

“Mark,” said Henry, “Mark, I think there’s something wrong with Anna.”

“Oh, no,” said Mark, unconcerned, “She’s always like that when she’s trying not to puke.”

”What?” exclaimed Henry.

“I’m not great around strong smells,” gasped Anna, staggering into the domed room, “Oh!  I . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked around her.  “What’s all this?”

“Cool, isn’t it?” said Mark, “It’s some kind of secret room that Henry’s uncle uses.”
“Mark!” exclaimed Henry.
“Well, we can’t exactly hide it, can I?” said Mark, “I mean, she’s right here.”

Henry frowned.  
“Don’t worry, Henry, I won’t tell anyone,” said Anna, “But . . but . . “ 

“Oh, kids!  Yoo hoo!” came a shrill voice from outside the shed.

“Oh, no,” muttered Henry under his breath.
At the sound of Mrs. Harper-Post, Rindskopf promptly scampered into the woods.

