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To	Grandfather’s	House
	
	

“Where	are	you	heading,	boy?”	the	stranger	asked	in	a	raspy	voice.
“To	my	grandfather’s.”	Max	Rigdon	sighed	gloomily	as	he	watched	the

countryside	zoom	by	his	bus	window.		He	brushed	a	lock	of	wavy	brown	hair	out
of	his	green	eyes	and	adjusted	his	baseball	cap.

“You	sound	like	a	condemned	man,”	the	traveler	said.
“I	am.”
“Don’t	like	your	grandfather?”
“I	don’t	know.		I’ve	only	met	him	once.”
“Rubbed	you	the	wrong	way,	did	he?”
Max’s	green	eyes	flashed.		“You	might	say	that.”		He	turned	from	the

window	to	look	at	his	fellow	passenger.		Across	the	aisle,	the	man	had	a	hood
pulled	up	over	his	head	and	was	dressed	all	in	black.		Max	couldn’t	see	his	face,
but	it	seemed	like	a	shadow	hung	over	him,	as	if	he	emitted	a	kind	of	darkness.	
Max	shivered.

“Gotten	under	a	lot	of	people’s	skin,	he	has,”	the	man’s	voice	turned	cold.
“You	know	my	grandfather?”	Max	grew	a	little	uneasy	and	frightened.



“Yes,	and	I	know	who	you	are,	Max	Rigdon,”	the	stranger	hissed.
“Who	are	you?	What	do	you	want?”	Max	glanced	around	and	noticed	they

were	the	only	passengers.
“To	kill	you,”	the	man	roared	as	he	lunged	for	Max.		His	hood	fell	away	to

reveal	a	hideous,	skull-like	face.		The	man’s	eyes	were	blood	red	like	those	of	an
albino	rat,	and	his	skin	was	black	as	night.

Max	flinched	and	blinked	his	eyes	as	a	blinding	bolt	of	lightning	lit	the	bus.	
A	roar	of	thunder	and	pounding	rain	followed.		Max’s	heart	raced	as	he	opened
his	eyes	and	looked	around,	but	the	strange	passenger	had	disappeared.		“What
was	that?	Where.	.	.”	he	muttered.

Even	though	the	man	was	gone,	Max’s	anxiety	increased	because	he	was
traveling	to	an	undesired	destination,	his	grandfather’s	house.		Ever	since	their
first	meeting	at	his	father’s	funeral,	Max	thought	of	Grandpa	Joe	as	a	crazy	old
man.

In	addition	to	that,	he	was	about	to	ruin	Max’s	summer.		Only	two	days
earlier,	his	mother	had	shattered	his	dream	of	being	the	starting	pitcher	on	his
little	league	all-star	baseball	team	when	she	told	him	he	would	be	spending	the
summer	with	his	grandfather.

He	was	angry	at	her	for	sending	him,	and	furious	at	his	grandfather	just	for
living.		He	didn’t	want	to	be	there.		He	didn’t	want	anything	to	do	with	his
weirdo	grandfather.		“How	could	he	do	this	to	me?”	he	spat.		He.	.	.I	mean	she.	
No,	he	was	actually	mad	at	him,	and	the	him	wasn’t	his	grandfather.		Max	was
upset	with	his	father.		Why	did	he	leave	me?

Max	and	his	mother’d	had	some	very	hard	times	since	his	father’s	death.		His
mother	had	been	a	stay-at-home	mom	with	a	high	school	education.		The
accident	that	took	his	father	forced	her	to	be	the	breadwinner	for	the	family,	but
her	education	level	kept	her	in	low-paying	jobs.		Having	Max	live	with	his
grandfather	for	the	summer	would	help	financially.

More	lightning	flashed	outside	the	windows,	creating	a	raging	thunder	that
shook	the	vehicle.		The	downpour	echoed	through	the	bus	like	stampeding
cattle.		The	storm	and	the	stranger	made	him	uneasy.

As	the	bus	slowed,	Max	glanced	out	the	window	and	saw	a	large	group	of
people	standing	on	a	hill	across	the	road.		They	appeared	to	be	watching	the	bus
as	it	pulled	into	the	terminal.		Disturbingly,	each	one	wore	a	black	cloak	with	a
hood,	like	the	stranger	on	the	bus.

The	squeal	of	the	bus’s	air	brakes	broke	through	the	sound	of	the	rain.	
“We’re	here,”	the	driver	called,	as	the	bus	came	to	a	stop.

Max	retrieved	his	backpack	from	the	seat	next	to	him,	swung	it	over	his
shoulder,	and	walked	toward	the	front	of	the	bus.



“Any	bags	below?”	the	driver	asked.
Max	shook	his	head.
The	driver	opened	the	door	and	a	gust	of	wind	slammed	into	Max.		His

grandfather	stood	in	front	of	the	door,	wet	gray	hair	plastered	against	his	head.	
Max	forced	his	feet	to	take	the	last	few	steps	off	the	bus.

“Hello,	Max.”		His	grandfather	gave	him	a	firm	handshake	with	his	bony	but
strong	grip.

Max	peered	into	his	grandfather’s	beaming	face	and	managed	a	weak	smile.	
“Hello,	Grandpa.”

After	the	bus	drove	away,	the	brisk	wind	whipped	around	them.		“Some
storm.”	Grandfather	used	a	handkerchief	to	wipe	the	rainwater	off	his	face.

As	lightning	zipped	across	the	sky,	the	landscape	went	from	dark	to	light,
revealing	Grandfather’s	small	town,	population	thirty-five	hundred.		The
resulting	thunder	echoed	off	the	surrounding	hills	and	mountains.

The	flashes	from	the	electrical	storm	confirmed	what	Max	had	seen	from	the
bus.		There	was	a	crowd	dressed	in	black,	standing	in	the	rain.		Max	couldn’t	see
their	faces,	but	he	could	feel	their	eyes	staring	at	him.		Above	the	sounds	of	the
storm,	Max	thought	he	could	hear	moaning	or	chanting.

“Who	are	they?”		Max	nodded	in	the	direction	of	the	strangers.
“This	way.”		His	grandfather	pointed	up	the	street	as	if	he	hadn’t	heard	Max’s

question	and	started	marching	with	his	head	down,	barreling	into	the	storm.
“What	about	those	people?”	Max	tried	again,	running	to	keep	up,	but

receiving	no	answer.
Max	trudged	along	behind	his	grandfather,	and	the	chanting	grew	in	volume.	

He	glanced	over	his	shoulder	to	get	a	better	look	at	the	strange	people.		To	his
surprise,	they	were	following.		Max	was	amazed	that	his	grandfather	didn’t	seem
to	notice,	or	was	ignoring	them	altogether.		As	they	continued	up	the	street,	they
passed	through	a	well	kept	neighborhood.		Through	the	windows	of	the	houses
Max	caught	sight	of	more	people	gazing	at	him.

“COOMMMMMMEEEEE	WIIIIITH	USSSSSSSSS,”	howled	the	wind,	and
Max	whirled	around.		The	crowd	moved	up	the	street	and	gathered	in	front	of	the
houses.		His	grandfather	continued	to	push	on,	unconcerned.

The	unusual	people	alarmed	Max.		An	hour	ago,	he	thought	this	was	going	to
be	a	boring	summer.		Now	he	worried	about	what	might	happen	before	summer
even	began.		For	reasons	he	couldn’t	explain,	he	felt	a	strong	desire	to	join	the
group	of	strangers.

“Home	at	last,”	his	grandfather	called	over	the	whistling	wind.
The	appearance	of	his	grandfather’s	house	troubled	Max.		The	large	old

three-story	structure,	with	a	tower	on	the	far	side,	reminded	him	of	a	house	in	a



horror	movie.		It	stood	alone	at	the	end	of	the	street	and	could	easily	pass	for	a
condemned	building.		Several	of	the	windows	were	cracked,	the	shutters	were
missing	or	damaged,	and	every	window	on	the	third	floor	was	boarded	up.		The
wooden	siding	looked	like	it	hadn’t	been	painted	in	years.		The	yard	was	just	as
bad.		Weeds	grew	everywhere,	and	the	trees	and	shrubs	were	overgrown.		A
rusty	iron	fence	surrounded	the	spacious	lot,	with	a	gate	at	the	center	of	the	front
yard.

“You	live	here?”		Max	tried	to	hide	the	disappointment	in	his	voice.
“Yes,”	Grandpa	said	with	a	crooked	smile,	as	water	streamed	down	his	face

and	off	his	mustache.
Max	could	barely	hear	the	skreak	of	the	rusty	gate	above	the	rain,	the	wind,

and	the	creepy	voices.		Yes,	there	were	voices,	and	they	were	coming	from	the
strangers.

His	grandfather	closed	the	gate	behind	them	and	led	Max	up	to	the	house.
At	least	we’re	out	of	the	rain.		Max	took	shelter	under	the	porch	roof	while

Grandpa	searched	his	pockets	for	the	key.
“Here	we	go.”		Max’s	grandfather	unlocked	the	door	and	Max	followed	him

into	the	darkness	of	the	entryway.		He	waited	as	his	grandfather	fumbled	along
the	wall	for	the	light	switch.		“Close	the	door,	please.”

Max	started	to	shut	the	door	and	spotted	the	crowd	lining	up	around	the
fence.		“Grandpa,	who	are	those	people?”	he	asked	as	he	held	the	door	slightly
ajar.

“People?	What	people?”		Grandpa	winked.
“Those!	Outside!		The	ones	who	followed	us	from	the	bus	station,”	Max

said,	raising	his	voice	as	he	closed	the	door.		His	grandfather	had	to	have
noticed!		He	wasn’t	imagining	them.

His	grandfather	removed	his	coat	and	gave	it	a	good	shake,	spraying
rainwater	everywhere.		He	then	hung	it	on	the	coat	rack	next	to	the	door.		“This
way,”	he	waved.

Max,	still	hoping	this	was	some	sort	of	mistake	and	that	he	wouldn’t	be
staying,	held	onto	his	jacket	and	backpack.		He	trailed	his	grandfather	down	a
hallway	to	the	left	of	the	main	stairs,	and	into	a	large	outdated	kitchen	at	the
back	of	the	house.		In	the	middle	of	the	room	was	a	rectangular	table	with	two
place	settings,	and	a	steaming	pot	of	what	Max	assumed	was	dinner.		The	house,
although	spacious,	felt	warm	and	homey.

“Are	you	hungry?”	his	grandfather	asked.
“Yes,	I’m	starved.”		Max	realized	that	he	hadn’t	eaten	in	several	hours.
“Have	a	seat	then.”		Grandpa	motioned	to	a	chair	at	the	table.
Max	set	his	backpack	on	the	floor,	hung	his	jacket	over	the	chair,	and	sat,



while	his	grandfather	dished	up	two	bowls	with	stew.
“Dig	in.”		Grandpa	placed	a	bowl	in	front	of	Max.
Max	lifted	a	spoonful	and	blew	across	its	steamy	contents	before	taking	a

bite.		To	his	astonishment,	it	was	delicious,	and	he	devoured	the	entire	bowlful	in
seconds.

“That	hungry?”	his	grandfather	asked.		“Well,	there’s	plenty	more.		Help
yourself.”

Max	started	filling	his	bowl	again	but	paused	halfway,	feeling	his
grandfather’s	eyes	on	him.		“What?”

“You	remind	me	of	your	father	when	he	was	your	age.”
Max	resumed	stuffing	his	face	in	an	effort	to	avoid	a	conversation	about	his

father.		Even	though	it	was	four	years	since	his	father’s	death,	it	was	still	a
painful	topic.

His	grandfather	seemed	to	sense	that	the	matter	was	not	a	good	place	to	start
and	changed	the	subject.		“How	was	your	trip?”

“It	was	okay,”	Max	muttered,	trying	to	keep	the	food	he	had	shoveled	into
his	mouth	from	falling	out.		“I	slept	most	of	the	way,”	he	added,	wanting	to	end
that	conversation	as	well.		He	resented	being	there.		Look	at	him.		He’s	wearing	a
suit	right	out	of	a	Tom	Sawyer	novel.		Why,	he	looks	just	like	Mark	Twain.		All	he
needs	is	a	corncob	pipe.		Max	struggled	to	stifle	a	laugh.

“You	find	something	amusing,	do	you?”
“Has	anyone	ever	told	you	that	you	look.	.	.?”		Max	felt	his	cheeks	flush	with

embarrassment.
“Like	Mark	Twain?”	his	grandfather	finished.		“All	the	time.		I’ve	even

signed	autographs	as	the	famed	writer.”
“You‘re	kidding?”
“Nope.		I	don’t	think	those	silly	people	realized	he’s	been	dead	for	over	a

hundred	years.”		Grandpa	chuckled.
Who’s	he	calling	silly?		But	Max	liked	the	fact	that	his	grandfather	had	a

sense	of	humor	about	his	appearance.
“Are	you	finished?”		Grandpa	pointed	to	Max’s	empty	bowl.
“Yeah.”
“Good.”		His	grandfather	scooped	up	the	dishes	and	hauled	them	to	the	sink.	

“You	can	help	me	do	these	later.		Now,	I’ll	give	you	the	grand	tour.		Bring	your
backpack.”

Max	retrieved	his	stuff	and	accompanied	his	grandfather	out	of	the	kitchen.	
The	rain	pounded	on	the	windows	as	they	entered	the	main	hallway.		“On	the
right	is	the	front	room.		As	you	can	see	by	the	sheet-covered	furniture,	I	haven’t
used	it	in	a	long	time.



“On	the	left	is	my	study.		You	may	read	any	book	you	wish.”		He	then
gestured	to	a	door	on	the	side	of	the	staircase.		“That	leads	into	the	basement.	
Again,	I	haven’t	been	down	there	in	years.		My	room	is	at	the	end	of	the	hall,	by
the	kitchen.		You,	on	the	other	hand,	are	upstairs.”

Max	followed	his	grandfather	upstairs	and	into	the	first	room	on	the	left.
“This	is	your	bedroom.”		Grandpa	turned	on	the	light.		“You	may	toss	your

things	in	here.”
Max	took	a	quick	look	around	the	clean	room,	which	contained	a	double	bed

in	the	center	of	one	wall.		A	slight	musty	smell	reached	his	nostrils	as	he	placed
his	backpack	on	an	oak	dresser	beneath	the	window	overlooking	the	backyard.	
A	movement	outside	caught	his	eye.		The	people.		They	were	still	there,	standing
around	the	fence,	in	the	rain.		He	had	forgotten	about	them	during	dinner.	
“Grandpa.	.	.”

“This	way.		There	is	more	to	see.”		Grandpa	went	out	into	the	hall.
“But	those	people.”		Max	protested.
“Not	everything	in	this	town	is	as	it	seems.”		Grandpa	led	Max	into	the	next

room,	which	appeared	to	have	a	theme.		It	reminded	Max	of	a	science	lab.		In
fact,	all	of	the	remaining	rooms	he	entered	had	their	own	themes.		One	was
devoted	to	mathematics,	one	to	history,	and	even	one	to	weaponry.		There	were
so	many	rooms	with	different	subjects	that	Max	couldn’t	remember	them	all.

My	grandfather	really	is	loony!		Max	thought	as	they	left	the	room	of
mythology.

“You	can	explore	any	of	these	rooms	whenever	you	like.		Feel	free	to	read
any	of	the	books	in	them.		I	ask	only	that	you	put	everything	back	where	you
found	it	when	you	are	done.”

“Read?		Don’t	you	have	a	T.V.?”		Max	had	no	intention	of	learning	or
studying	anything	new	during	his	summer	vacation.		Didn’t	his	grandpa	know
that	summer	is	the	time	to	forget	everything	learned	during	the	previous	school
year?

“Television.”		Grandpa	snorted.		“No,	never	had	one.		I	never	knew	anyone
who	could	survive	in	this	world	with	the	things	they	learned	from	television.”

“No	television,”	Max	complained.		“What	am	I	going	to	do	this	summer?”
“Oh,	I	have	that	all	taken	care	of.”		Grandpa	Joe	smiled	slyly.		“Now,	for	the

last	room	in	the	house.”
They	stood	at	the	bottom	of	the	tower	where	a	spiral	staircase	led	up	to	what

Max	assumed	was	the	third	floor.
“All	the	rooms	in	the	house	you	may	enter	whenever	you	like.		The	third

floor;	however,	you	may	only	enter	when	I’m	present,”	Grandpa	said	with	a
stern	expression.



“Why	do	spooky	old	houses	always	have	forbidden	rooms?”	Max	muttered
under	his	breath.

“They	are	forbidden	for	your	protection.”
Max	felt	his	face	turn	red.		He	hadn’t	intended	for	his	grandfather	to	hear

that.		He	looked	up	the	staircase	and	saw	a	landing	and	a	door	at	the	top	of	the
stairs.		“Can	we	go	up	now?”

“Not	today,	but	soon.		Now,	let’s	go	wash	up	those	dishes.”
	

###
	

Downstairs,	Max	washed	the	dishes	while	his	grandfather	dried	and	put	them
away.		He	could	see	his	reflection	in	the	window	over	the	sink	until	lightning
flashed	across	the	sky.		The	sudden	brightness	revealed	the	people	still	outside,
which	amazed	and	frightened	Max.		His	grandfather	continued	to	pretend	that	he
either	did	not	notice	or	did	not	care.

“Do	you	like	card	games?”	his	grandfather	asked.
“I	haven’t	ever	really	played	any.”
“Well,	maybe	I	will	teach	you	one	after	we	finish	up	here.”
“Shouldn’t	I	call	my	mom	to	tell	her	I	got	here	okay?”
“Oh,	yes.		I	forgot.		I	can	finish	the	dishes.		Go,	give	her	a	call.		There	is	a

phone	in	the	study.”
Max	hurried	to	the	study,	which	was	a	lot	larger	than	he’d	realized	on	the

tour.		Thousands	of	books	lined	the	built-in	shelves	that	stretched	from	the	floor
to	the	ceiling	on	every	wall.		In	the	middle	of	the	room	was	a	huge	oak	desk	with
a	red	leather	chair.		The	phone	sat	on	the	desk	next	to	an	assortment	of	pictures.

One	picture	caught	Max’s	eye.		It	was	the	last	family	picture	taken	with	his
father	before	he	died.		There	was	a	picture	of	his	grandfather	when	he	was	a	lot
younger	standing	next	to	an	attractive	woman.		She	must	be	my	grandmother.

Max	picked	up	the	phone	and	dialed.		A	wave	of	homesickness	washed	over
him	when	he	heard	his	mother’s	voice.

“How	are	you?	Did	you	arrive	safely?”	she	asked.
“Yeah,	I’m	fine,	Mom.”

	
###
	

Max	couldn’t	recall	the	conversation	with	his	mother	as	he	lay	on	his	bed	in
the	dark.		Every	once	in	a	while,	a	lightning	strike	illuminated	the	room	and	a
house-shaking	boom	would	overwhelm	the	rain	tapping	against	the	window.		He
had	never	been	homesick	before.		Not	only	did	he	miss	his	mother,	but	the



people	outside	terrified	him.		He	could	still	hear	their	eerie	chanting	mingled
with	the	storm.		What	really	scared	him	was	his	desire	to	go	outside	and	join
them.

Max	spent	half	an	hour	staring	at	them	after	his	grandfather	said	goodnight.	
He	tried	to	make	out	their	silhouettes	every	time	the	lightning	flashed.		They
appeared	to	be	of	all	shapes	and	sizes.		They	were	tall	and	short,	fat	and	skinny,
old	and	young.		Why	were	they	out	there?		What	did	they	want?		The	longer
Max	studied	them,	the	greater	grew	the	urge	to	be	with	them.		Their	persistence
astounded	him.		After	observing	them	for	a	time,	his	eyes	grew	heavy.		The	more
he	watched,	and	the	harder	he	listened,	the	drowsier	he	felt.		All	his	muscles
ached	and	his	head	pounded.		His	discomfort	drove	him	to	the	bed	where	he	laid
down	and	curled	into	a	ball.

	
###
	

Suddenly,	Max	found	himself	in	his	grandfather’s	front	yard	without	a	clue
how	he	got	there.		He	stood	barefoot	in	the	rain	facing	the	people	on	the	other
side	of	the	fence.

“Come	with	us,”	they	called,	and	Max	walked	towards	the	gate.		He	had	no
control	over	his	feet;	they	moved	as	if	they	had	a	mind	of	their	own.		When	he
reached	the	gate,	he	unlatched	it,	and	stepped	through.

The	mysterious	group	seized	Max	from	all	sides,	grasped	his	right	arm,	and
forced	him	to	hold	his	right	hand	out	with	the	palm	turned	upward.		One	of	the
figures	placed	a	small	metallic	object,	some	kind	of	symbol	Max	did	not
recognize,	on	his	open	palm.		The	chanting	of	the	group	grew	in	tempo	and
intensity,	the	words	dark	and	biting.

A	piercing	pain	caused	Max	to	gasp	as	the	metal	burrowed	into	his	hand.		It
twisted	and	squirmed	as	if	alive.		One	second	it	was	on	the	surface	of	his	hand,
and	the	next	it	was	beneath	the	skin.

The	chanting	changed.		With	the	sound	of	each	strange	new	word,	the
symbol	now	embedded	in	Max’s	hand	began	to	glow.		At	first	he	felt	a	weird
tingle,	but	then	it	burned	fiercely.		He	screamed,	and	didn’t	know	how	much
longer	he	could	withstand	the	pain.		The	people	held	him	tight	as	he	struggled	to
free	himself.

Max	jerked	up	when	the	pain	became	unbearable.		He	realized	he	was	sitting
on	his	bed	as	another	bolt	of	lightning	flashed	outside	his	bedroom	window.		The
roar	of	thunder	muffled	the	cry	that	escaped	his	lips.

He	sat	in	the	dark	covered	in	sweat.		Is	this	rainwater?		His	hand	prickled;
his	breathing	was	heavy,	and	his	heart	raced.		He	fell	back	on	the	bed	and



listened	for	any	sound	of	movement.		Max	held	his	hand	up	before	him	to	see	if
there	were	any	marks.	He	waited	for	another	streak	of	lightning	to	provide
enough	light	to	see.		The	minutes	dragged	into	an	hour.		His	arm	grew	tired	and
his	hand	dropped	slowly	onto	the	bed.

Max	remembered	thinking	that	the	rain	had	stopped,	then	drifted	off	to	sleep.
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Not	an	All-Star	Performance
	
	

“Get	up,	sleepy.”		Grandpa	Joe	nudged	Max’s	shoulder.
Max	had	a	hard	time	waking	up.		The	lack	of	sleep	made	his	head	spin	as	the

room	slowly	came	into	focus.		It	was	a	bright	sunny	morning	without	any	trace
of	yesterday’s	storm.		He	squinted,	and	Grandpa	Joe’s	smiling	face	became
recognizable.

“Are	you	going	to	sleep	all	day?”	Grandpa	asked.
“What	time	is	it?”		Max	yawned.
“A	little	past	eight.		Breakfast	is	waiting	downstairs.”
Max	slid	out	of	bed	and	got	dressed	before	he	made	his	way	to	the	kitchen,

then	helped	himself	to	pancakes.		He	had	to	admit,	his	grandfather	was	a	good
cook,	and	two	stacks	almost	didn’t	seem	like	enough.

After	breakfast	Max	couldn’t	find	his	grandfather.		He	didn’t	want	Grandpa
to	think	he	was	a	slacker,	so	he	washed	the	dishes.		As	he	put	the	last	plate	away,
he	noticed	the	palm	of	his	right	hand.		There	was	a	definite	mark	of	some	kind,
like	a	faded	scar.		At	first	he	thought	it	might	have	been	dirt,	but	after	having	his
hand	in	soapy	water	for	fifteen	minutes,	there	was	no	question.

“It	looks	familiar,”	he	muttered,	gazing	at	his	palm.		His	grandfather	entered
the	kitchen,	startling	him.

“What	does…?”		Grandpa	studied	him	with	raised	eyebrows.
“I	was	just	putting	the	dishes	away.”		Max	closed	the	cupboard	and	wiped	his

hands	with	a	towel	to	hide	the	mark.
“Is	something	wrong?”
“No.”



For	the	first	time,	Max	detected	a	serious	tone	in	his	grandfather’s	voice.		It
was	there	for	one	quick	moment,	replacing	his	usual	happy-go-lucky,
everything-is-right-in-the-world	tone.

“Thank	you	for	cleaning	up,”	Grandpa	said.		“I	was	going	to	do	that,	but
thank	you.”

“I	can	pull	my	own	weight.”		Max	tried	to	sound	responsible.
“I’m	glad	to	hear	it,”	Grandpa	smiled.		“I	do	have	some	things	for	you	to

do.”
Max	felt	like	he	had	stepped	into	a	trap.		The	twinkle	in	his	grandfather’s

eyes	told	him	he	was	about	to	be	put	to	work.		I	am	going	to	be	my	grandfather’s
slave.		Look	at	this	dump.		It	would	take	ten	Cinderellas,	with	twenty	fairy
godmothers,	working	all	summer,	to	get	this	place	in	shape.

Suddenly	Grandpa	Joe	let	out	the	heartiest	laugh	Max	had	ever	heard.		Max
could	have	sworn	the	house	was	about	to	come	down	over	the	rumble.

“What’s	so	funny?”	Max	asked.
“The	expression	on	your	face,”	Grandpa	chuckled.		“You	look	like	you	just

got	caught	with	your	hand	in	the	cookie	jar.		Does	the	thought	of	chores	scare
you	that	much?”

Max	didn’t	know	what	to	say,	but	the	sight	of	his	grandfather	laughing	made
him	feel	better.		The	corners	of	his	mouth	curled	up	into	a	smirk.		He	didn’t
know	why,	but	he	thought	he	might	just	like	his	grandfather.

“I	do	have	some	chores	for	us	to	do,	but	they	aren’t	very	big.		It’s	summer
after	all,	and	summers	are	supposed	to	be	fun.”

Grandpa	Joe	led	Max	out	to	the	backyard	to	an	old,	crumbling	barbecue	pit.	
Max	wondered	how	long	it	had	been	since	its	last	use,	because	weeds	grew	out
of	it	like	a	monster’s	tentacles.		Two	pairs	of	gloves	lay	on	its	edge.

“Today’s	task	is	to	clean	up	all	the	tumbleweeds	in	the	yard,”	Grandpa	said.	
“We	will	bring	them	here	to	burn.”

Max	looked	around.		“Are	these	last	year’s	weeds?”		It	was	too	early	for
tumbleweeds	this	year.		He	was	annoyed	at	the	prospect	of	cleaning	the	big	yard,
let	alone	last	year’s	mess.

“Yes,	I’m	not	much	of	a	caretaker,”	Grandpa	admitted.		“Now	grab	some
gloves	and	let’s	get	going.”

Max	snatched	up	a	pair	of	gloves,	but	he	wasn’t	happy	about	it.
“You	take	the	front	yard,	and	I’ll	do	the	back,”	Grandpa	said.		“You	have

younger	legs,	and	it	will	be	easier	for	you	to	run	back	and	forth	and	bring	the
weeds	here.”

Max	hung	his	head	and	dragged	himself	to	the	front	of	the	house.		He	would
be	carrying	weeds	the	greater	distance,	plus	the	front	yard	was	twice	the	size	of



the	backyard.		He	sighed	and	started	picking	up	the	large	round	weeds.		He
hauled	his	first	load	to	the	back	where	his	grandfather	had	already	created	a	pile
in	the	pit.		He	dumped	his	load	on	top	and	headed	back	to	the	front.

It	was	tedious,	but	Max	discovered	gathering	the	tumbleweeds	was	an	easier
job	than	he	first	anticipated.		Because	of	their	bulky	bodies,	he	only	had	to
remove	two	or	three	of	the	tumbleweeds	to	clear	a	large	area.

On	one	of	his	trips	from	the	backyard,	Max	noticed	someone	watching	him.	
Luckily,	it	wasn’t	a	creepy	crowd	of	chanting	people.		Instead,	it	appeared	to	be
a	girl	about	his	age.		Her	long	blonde	ponytail	stuck	out	of	the	back	of	a	baseball
cap,	and	she	wore	torn	jeans	and	a	white	t-shirt.		She	leaned	against	the	fence
that	surrounded	the	house	across	the	dirt	lane	from	his	grandfather’s.		She	didn’t
move	the	entire	time	Max	worked.		She	just	stood	there	like	a	statue	and	stared.

After	an	hour	of	transferring	tumbleweeds	from	the	front	yard	to	the	back,
Max	finally	seized	the	last	two	weeds.		He	packed	them	around	back	and	threw
them	on	one	of	several	piles	his	grandfather	had	made.		Grandpa	wasn’t	there,
but	the	backyard	was	clean	and	tidy.		He	pulled	off	his	gloves	and	grunted	at	his
mud-covered	pants	and	shirt.		The	yard	actually	doesn’t	look	too	shabby.		With	a
little	more	work	the	place	could	be	pretty	nice.

An	old	wooden	gazebo	in	need	of	a	new	coat	of	paint	stood	in	the	back
corner.		The	yard	had	lots	of	rose	bushes,	straggly	shrubs,	and	trees.

Grandpa	Joe	came	out	of	the	house	with	two	glasses	of	lemonade.	
“Thirsty?”

“Oh	yes.”		Max	accepted	the	glass	and	gulped	down	the	sweet	liquid.
“So,	what	do	you	think	of	the	yard?”	Grandpa	asked.		“It	looks	a	lot	better

than	it	did	this	morning.”
“I	was	thinking	it	could	really	be	a	nice	yard	with	just	a	bit.	.	.”	He	stopped,

realizing	his	error.
“Of	work.”	Grandpa	chuckled.		“Don’t	worry	we’re	done	working	for

today.”		He	took	a	box	of	matches	out	of	his	pocket.		“Do	you	want	to	light	the
fire?”

“Can	I?”		Max’s	eyes	shone	with	excitement.
“Sure,	I	never	knew	a	boy	who	didn’t	want	to	play	with	fire.”	Grandpa

produced	a	folded-up	newspaper	from	his	back	pocket	and	handed	it	and	the
matches	to	Max.		“Start	this	first,	and	then	throw	it	into	the	pit.”

Max’s	mom	had	always	forbidden	him	to	play	with	matches.		He	accepted
the	items	with	a	smile,	retrieved	a	match	from	the	box,	and	struck	it	on	the	side.

“Hold	the	newspaper	away	from	you	and	light	the	end,”	Grandpa
encouraged.

Max	obeyed	his	grandfather’s	instructions.		He	then	tossed	the	lit	paper	into



the	pit	and	watched	the	fire	spread	to	the	weeds.		Soon	a	white	pillar	of	smoke
billowed	over	the	house.

“Let	it	burn	down	a	little	and	then	add	some	more	weeds.”		Grandpa
indicated	the	other	piles.

The	girl,	who	had	been	eyeing	him	earlier,	now	stood	outside	the	back	fence,
staring	at	the	fire.		The	thought	that	his	closest	neighbor	was	a	girl	disappointed
Max.		He	was	past	the	girl-hating	stage,	but	he	wanted	friends	he	could	throw	a
baseball	with.		He	wasn’t	about	to	play	house	or	dress	up.

“That’s	Cindy,	she	lives	next	door,”	Grandpa	said,	inclining	his	head	towards
her.		“Want	to	come	in	and	help	us	burn	these	weeds?”	he	called	to	her.

She	blushed	as	she	nodded,	and	made	her	way	towards	the	back	gate.		When
she	entered	the	yard	her	shabby	appearance	surprised	Max.		She	was	different
from	other	girls.		All	the	girls	he	knew	were	into	things	like	make-up	and
clothes.		He	had	never	met	a	true	tomboy	before.		She	wore	baggy	clothes,	but
he	had	to	admit,	she	was	kind	of	cute.		She	had	soft	features	with	full	reddish
lips,	baby-blue	eyes,	and	golden	blonde	hair	that	reflected	an	unusual	amount	of
sunlight.

“Cindy,	this	is	my	grandson,	Max,”	Grandpa	said.		“He	is	staying	with	me	for
the	summer.”

“Hello,”	Max	greeted.
“Hi,”	said	Cindy	shyly,	meeting	his	gaze	for	a	second.
“Well,	this	is	one	of	the	biggest	fires	I	have.	.	.”	said	Grandpa.		“I	say,	where

are	my	manners?	Cindy,	would	you	like	some	lemonade?”
“Yes,	please,”	Cindy	mumbled,	and	Grandpa	went	to	fetch	another	glass.
While	Grandpa	was	in	the	house	a	gang	of	boys	pedaled	their	bicycles	up	to

the	back	fence.		A	tall	gorilla-like	boy	rode	out	in	front	of	the	others	and
appeared	to	be	the	leader.		“What	a	shame,”	he	spat	as	he	skid	his	bike	to	a	halt.	
“I	was	hoping	the	house	was	on	fire,	then	we	could	be	rid	of	the	old	wacko	that
lives	there.”

The	rest	of	the	boys	laughed	and	added	their	own	rude	remarks.
“Bummer	it	isn’t	the	house,	with	the	old	geezer	in	it,”	another	boy	called.
“This	town	would	be	better	without	that	old	beat-up	thing.		The	house	could

stay	though.”
This	comment	brought	a	roar	of	laughter	which	lasted	several	minutes.		Their

crude	comments	shocked	and	incensed	Max.		Even	though	he	had	only	known
his	grandfather	for	two	days,	Max	liked	the	old	guy.		He	glanced	at	Cindy.		Her
face	was	bright	red,	but	not	with	embarrassment.		She	was	angry;	her	fists
clenched	at	her	sides.

“Hey,	Mindy,	who’s	the	wuss?”	asked	the	leader.		“Is	he	your	new,	no	wait,



first	boyfriend?		Or	are	you	paying	him	to	hang	out	with	you?”
Again,	the	group	howled	with	laughter.
“Shut	your	face,	Larry,”	Cindy	yelled,	in	a	stronger	voice	than	Max

expected.		He	didn’t	think	her	capable	of	such	volume.		“Why	don’t	you
scumbags	go	and	jump	in	the	sewage	pond?”

“Don’t	tell	me	to	shut	your—uh—my	face!		I	might	have	to	knock	your	wuss
of	a	boyfriend	out	cold,”	Larry	hollered.

Max	had	seen	this	boy	only	a	few	minutes	and	during	that	time	his
expression	hadn’t	changed	once.		Even	when	he	laughed,	he	still	seemed	mad.	
Max	wondered	if	his	face	was	stuck	in	a	permanent	mask	of	anger.

“What	are	you	kids	doing	out	here?”	asked	Grandpa	as	he	emerged	from	the
house	with	Cindy’s	lemonade.

“Nothing,	you	old	wacko,”	called	Larry	as	he	climbed	back	on	his	bike.	
“Come	on,	guys.		Mindy	and	her	boyfriend	need	the	old	geezer	to	stick	up	for
them.”		Larry	turned	his	bike	around	and	sped	away.		“You	better	watch	yourself,
wuss.		You	might	get	your	head	knocked	off	in	this	town,”	he	yelled	over	his
shoulder.		The	other	boys	added	their	agreement	before	they	left.

“What	was	that	all	about?”	Max	questioned,	still	stunned	by	the	brazen
crudeness	of	the	boys.

“Just	kids,	being	kids.”		Grandpa	handed	Cindy	the	lemonade.		“You	better
add	a	couple	more	weeds	to	the	fire.		It’s	dying	down”

“They’re	worse	than	that,”	Cindy’s	voice	was	firm	and	edged	with	disdain.	
“They’re	bullies.		They	think	they	own	this	town.		I	have	been	here	a	year	and
they	still	won’t	call	me	by	my	real	name,	and	they’re	always	brats.”

“Do	they	treat	all	new	people	like	this?”	asked	Max.
“Actually,	no,”	she	said	with	a	funny	expression.		“It’s	weird.		Four	other

kids	moved	here	after	I	did,	and	Larry	and	his	group	didn’t	pick	on	any	of	them.	
Well,	maybe	at	first,	but	then	they	all	became	friends.”

“Strange,”	muttered	Max.
“Don’t	worry	about	them,”	Grandpa	said,	and	they	went	back	to	gazing	at	the

fire.
The	next	few	days	were	similar	to	the	first.		Max	and	Grandpa	Joe	began	the

day	with	chores,	and	Cindy	eventually	joined	them.		Max	liked	her.		She	was
fun,	and	he	couldn’t	understand	why	she	didn’t	appear	to	have	any	friends.		The
town	was	small	enough	to	walk	across	in	half	an	hour,	but	no	one	ever	visited
her.		He	thought	she	was	pretty,	but	he	would	never	admit	it.		Even	with	those
eyes	and	lips,	she	was	one	hundred	percent	tomboy.		She	would	do	anything
Max	could,	and,	to	his	great	surprise,	she	loved	baseball.		Every	day	after	chores
they	played	catch	until	their	arms	hurt.



Her	parents	were	nice	too,	but	with	both	of	them	working,	they	left	Cindy
home	alone.		She	seemed	happy	that	Max	was	here,	which	reinforced	his
suspicions	about	her	lack	of	friends.

Towards	the	end	of	Max’s	first	week	with	Grandpa,	Max	and	Cindy	went	to
explore	the	hills	behind	Grandpa’s	house.		They	hiked	all	over,	catching	and
releasing	lizards	that	scurried	everywhere.		Twice	they	climbed	the	tallest	hill
and	peered	down	on	the	town.		From	there,	Max	spied	the	makeshift	baseball
field.		It	wasn’t	a	proper	baseball	diamond	with	grass,	a	fence	and	chalk	lines.		It
was	more	of	a	dust	bowl	with	weeds	for	fences.		The	two	of	them	sat	in	silence
and	watched	a	group	of	kids,	including	the	bullies,	play	baseball.		“Do	you	think
they	would	let	us	join	them?”	Max	asked.

“Are	you	crazy?”	Cindy	snorted.
Cindy	gave	him	the	dirt	on	the	six	boys.		Their	names	were	Jeff,	Burt,	Sam,

Carl,	Brad	and	Larry.		Cindy	always	added	an	adjective	in	front	of	their	names	to
help	Max	understand	each	character.

According	to	Cindy,	there	was	Jerky	Jeff,	who	was	a	skinny	eleven-year	old
with	a	mop	of	brown	hair.		Cry	Baby	Burt	was	also	eleven.		He	had	a	high
squeaky	voice	and	lots	of	freckles.		Spastic	Sam	was	the	shortest,	chubbiest	and
youngest	of	the	group.		Crater	Face	Carl,	the	oldest	at	thirteen,	was	a	tall	skinny
boy	with	pimples.		Brainless	Brad	was	the	dumbest.		Cindy	indicated	he	hadn’t
had	an	original	thought	in	his	life.		She	emphasized	the	adjectives	in	front	of
their	names.		She	claimed	it	fit	who	they	really	were.		Last	of	all,	there	was
Loser	Larry.

The	bullies	became	annoying	regulars	at	Grandpa’s	house	during	the
morning	chores.		They	showed	up	every	day	with	yells	and	jeers.		Cindy	was	the
only	one	who	shouted	back.		Their	comments	didn’t	seem	to	bother	Grandpa.	
Max,	however,	found	them	unnerving.		Larry	was	a	big	kid.		Max	believed	he
could	stand	his	ground	against	one,	but	he	didn’t	want	to	fight	the	whole	gang.

	
###
	

Max	didn’t	do	much	during	the	afternoons,	and	Grandpa	Joe	started	making
subtle	suggestions	on	how	Max	should	spend	his	time.		“Why	don’t	you	look	at
the	books	in	the	rooms	upstairs?”	he	would	say.		“Have	you	checked	out	any	of
the	maps	upstairs?”		He	even	gave	Max	a	book	about	survival	skills.		Max
learned	a	few	interesting	things	as	he	read	it	in	the	evenings	before	he	went	to
sleep.

At	the	beginning	of	the	second	week,	Max’s	desire	to	play	baseball	with	the
other	kids	increased	dramatically.		If	they	could	only	see	how	good	I	am,	maybe



they	would	be	nice	to	me.	Or	maybe	I	could	destroy	them	at	baseball,	and	they
would	be	so	humiliated	they	would	leave	me	alone.

He	mentioned	the	idea	to	Cindy	several	times	but	she	didn’t	want	to	listen.	
Max	wasn’t	sure	if	it	was	her	dislike	of	those	boys,	or	if	she	feared	for	him
because	they	always	threatened	to	beat	him	up,	or	worse.		He	needed	an	idea	to
help	him	get	in	a	game.		Cindy	respected	his	grandfather	and	what	he	had	to	say.	
Maybe	Grandpa	could	convince	her.

At	dinner,	Max	put	his	plan	into	action.		“Do	you	like	baseball?”	he	asked	his
grandfather,	while	he	dished	up	his	second	helping.

“Baseball?		Sure	I	like	baseball,”	Grandpa	replied,	as	if	coming	out	of
another	thought.		“Why	do	you	ask?”

“Well,	you	see.	.	.”
“It	isn’t	enough	playing	catch	with	Cindy?”	Grandpa	smiled.		“I	take	it

you’ve	noticed	the	sandlot	games	down	at	the	old	hayfield?”
His	grandfather’s	keen	perception	surprised	Max	sometimes.		“Yes,	and	I

want	to	play	but	Cindy	won’t	go,”	he	blurted	out,	forgetting	the	sly	route.
“Why	doesn’t—”
“I	think	it’s	because	of	those	boys	who	come	by	every	day.		They’re	always

there,”	Max	interrupted.
“Aren’t	you	afraid	of	them?”		Grandpa	raised	an	eyebrow.
“Well,	maybe	a	little,	but	I	still	want	to	play.”
“I	think	it’s	a	good	idea,	but	you	might	have	to	go	without	Cindy.”		Grandpa

studied	Max’s	face.
“I	would	feel	bad	leaving	her	behind.		She’s	my	only	friend	here.”
“So,	you	were	hoping	I	could	get	her	to	go	with	you,	is	that	it?”	Grandpa

smiled.
“Would	you?		I	think	she’d	go	with	me	if	you	suggested	it.”
“I’ll	see	what	I	can	do.”
Max	couldn’t	sleep	that	night.		His	mind	kept	running	through	every	reaction

Cindy	could	possibly	have.	She	might	be	angry,	refuse	to	go,	and	never	talk	to
him	again;	she	could	be	furious,	not	go,	and	still	be	his	friend;	or	she	could	be
reluctant,	go,	and	still	be	his	friend.		He	hoped	for	the	latter.

During	the	next	morning’s	chores	Max	expected	his	grandfather	to	spring	the
idea	on	Cindy,	but	he	didn’t.		He	seemed	preoccupied,	like	always,	with	other
things.		Max	was	losing	his	patience.		He	wanted	to	play	today	but	it	didn’t	look
like	that	was	going	to	happen.		Maybe	his	grandfather	had	forgotten.		When
Grandpa	failed	to	bring	up	the	topic	during	lunch,	Max	decided	to	let	it	go	for
the	rest	of	the	day.

Later,	he	and	Cindy	grabbed	their	mitts	to	play	their	usual	game	of	catch.	



They	headed	for	the	door	when	Grandpa	made	his	move.		“Don’t	you	get	bored
only	playing	catch	together?”

“What	do	you	mean?”	Max	acted	surprised.		He	had	to	turn	his	back	to	Cindy
to	hide	his	smile.

“Well,”	Grandpa	Joe	started,	“I	just	walked	up	Kennedy	Drive	and	saw	a
group	of	kids	playing	a	baseball	game.		Maybe	you	two	should	head	down	there
and	join	them.”

“There’s	a	game?	Really?”	Max	continued	his	charade.		Then	he	realized	his
mistake.		Cindy	knew	he	had	seen	the	games.

Cindy	gazed	at	Max	and	then	at	Grandpa.		Max	could	see	the	suspicion	in	her
squinted	eyes	as	she	glared	at	him.		She	suspected	he	had	put	his	grandfather	up
to	this,	but	she	didn’t	appear	angry.		No,	it	was	worse.	She	actually	looked	hurt.	
Why	would	she	be	hurt?

Before	he	or	Cindy	could	say	anything	else,	Grandpa	pushed	them	out	the
door.		“Hurry,	you	don’t	want	to	be	late.		Go	on	now,	have	fun.”

Cindy	lowered	her	head	and	stormed	past	Max,	“Come	on.”		She	proceeded
so	fast	that	Max	had	trouble	keeping	up.		“Had	to	get	your	grandpa	involved,
didn’t	you.”	she	grumbled,	marching	ahead	of	him.

Max	figured	it	was	best	to	remain	silent.		He	followed	Cindy	down	a	couple
of	streets	to	where	they	could	see	the	field.		The	kids	were	in	the	process	of
choosing	teams.		The	closer	they	got	to	the	field,	the	more	nervous	Max	felt.	
“How	do	you	want	to	go	in?”	he	tried	to	ask,	but	Cindy	didn’t	respond.		She
continued	to	hurry	forward.

Then,	with	courage	Max	didn’t	think	Cindy	possessed,	she	walked	right	up	to
them.	“Do	you	have	room	for	two	more?”

The	disgust	on	their	faces	told	Max	they	weren’t	happy	to	see	him.		The	boys
all	had	fierce	expressions	of	hatred.		Each	one	had	this	appearance,	each	one	but
Larry.		He	actually	had	a	smirk.		It	was	an	evil	display,	but	still	a	grin.		“Sure,”
Larry	said	before	anyone	else	could	speak.		“We’ve	got	plenty	of	room.”

The	boys	exchanged	confused	glances	with	Larry.		Their	eyes	met	for	a
moment,	then	returned	to	Max.		They	all	had	that	same	wicked	smile.		It	almost
seemed	creepier	than	the	chanters	from	his	first	night	in	town.		“What	position
do	you	play?”	asked	Larry.

“I	can	play	anywhere,”	offered	Cindy,	“Max	is	an	all-star	pitcher.”
“An	all-star	pitcher,”	Larry	scoffed.		“Good.		I	need	batting	practice.”		He

laughed	and	the	others	joined	in.		“You	two	can	be	on	Fred’s	team.		He	needs	a
pitcher	and	a	second	baseman.”

Fred	opened	his	mouth	as	if	to	object,	but	an	eye	shot	from	Larry	silenced
him.		It	was	obvious	who	was	in	charge.



“You’re	up	first,	Fred,”	said	Larry,	and	his	team	scurried	onto	the	field.	
Larry	was	the	pitcher	and	he	stood	on	the	mound	with	his	usual	disgruntled
expression.		His	twisted	smirk	had	disappeared.

“You’ll	bat	eighth	and	ninth.”		Fred	pointed	to	Max	and	then	to	Cindy.
Fred	stepped	up	to	bat.		He	leaned	over	the	plate.		Larry’s	first	pitch

screamed	in	high,	directly	toward	Fred’s	head.		Fred	barely	had	time	to	dive	out
of	the	way.		Picking	himself	up	off	the	ground,	he	brushed	the	dirt	from	his	shirt
and	pants.		Fred	moved	back	into	the	batter’s	box	but	shied	away	from	the	plate.	
The	next	three	pitches	flew	right	down	the	middle.		Fred	went	down	swinging,
he	wasn’t	even	close.		Larry	had	some	speed	but	nothing	Max	hadn’t	faced
before.		Max	knew	he	was	a	better	pitcher	than	Larry.		The	next	two	batters
struck	out	as	well.

The	teams	switched,	and	Max	hurried	out	onto	the	pitcher’s	mound.		He
threw	a	couple	of	pitches	to	loosen	up.		He	felt	good	and	thought	he	could	make
a	respectable	showing.

Larry	strode	to	the	plate	and	dug	in.		He	spit	a	couple	of	times	like	a
pompous	major	leaguer.		“Give	me	your	best	stuff,	wuss,”	he	said	with	his
contorted	smile.

Max	concentrated	on	the	catcher’s	mitt,	wound	up,	and	put	every	ounce	of
strength	behind	it.		Then,	something	strange	happened	that	Max	couldn’t
explain.		The	whole	world	went	into	slow	motion.		Instead	of	the	ball	crossing
the	plate	instantly,	it	drifted	like	pollen	in	a	breeze.		When	the	ball	finally	did
reach	the	plate,	Larry	crushed	it.		Time	jumped	back	to	normal	as	the	ball
zoomed	out	of	the	field	and	into	the	weeds.

“Nice	pitch,”	his	teammates	called	sarcastically.		“All-star	pitcher,	right.”
Larry	sneered	as	he	rounded	the	bases	with	his	teammates	cheering	him	on.	

He	arrived	at	home	plate	to	a	swarm	of	high	fives	and	chest	bumping.
The	rest	of	the	inning	was	worse.		Every	pitch	that	Max	hurled	hung

suspended	in	time	for	Larry’s	team	to	destroy.		At	least	none	of	the	other	boys
were	as	coordinated	or	as	strong	as	Larry.		They	didn’t	manage	to	hit	the	ball	out
of	the	playing	area,	which	allowed	Max’s	teammates	to	get	the	necessary	outs.	
After	eight	runs,	two	homers	by	Larry,	three	walks,	and	one	triple,	the	nightmare
inning	finally	ended.

Max	couldn’t	even	meet	the	angry	stares	of	his	teammates	as	he	dragged
himself	to	the	bench.		The	players	on	both	teams	were	still	shouting	out	critical
comments.		Cindy	was	the	only	one	who	wasn’t	angry	with	him.		Whatever
irritation	she	had	about	coming	to	the	game	had	vanished.		Max	could	tell	that
Cindy	wanted	to	say	something	but	she	looked	as	shocked	as	he	did.		She	had
been	playing	catch	with	him	long	enough	to	know	what	he	could	do.



Another	three	batters	struck	out,	and	Max	found	himself	back	on	the	mound.	
“Hope	you	have	a	better	inning	than	the	last	one,”	jeered	Fred	from	shortstop.	
Max	hoped	so	too,	but	that	wasn’t	the	case.		It	was	a	disaster.		Every	one	of	his
pitches	had	the	same	surreal	feeling	of	slow	motion.		Larry	hit	two	more	homers,
and	by	the	end	of	the	second	inning	Max	had	given	up	another	ten	runs.

“Who	elected	this	loser	to	be	our	pitcher?		My	sister	pitches	better	than	this
wuss,”	shouted	one	of	his	teammates.

After	the	first	batter	struck	out	Max	stood	at	the	plate,	staring	at	Larry’s
smug	ape	face.		He	wanted	so	desperately	to	pound	the	ball	out	into	the	weeds.	
He	needed	to	do	something	right.		Larry	wound	up	and	threw	the	first	pitch.	
Max	tracked	the	ball	coming	towards	him.		He	timed	it.		But	when	he	went	to
swing,	the	bat	suddenly	got	much	heavier;	it	felt	like	it	weighed	a	ton.		He	swung
it	like	a	sledgehammer,	and	the	ball	hit	the	catcher’s	glove	before	he	was	even
halfway	there.		Strike	one.

Max	backed	out	of	the	batter’s	box	and	took	a	couple	practice	swings.		The
bat	seemed	normal,	and	his	movements	were	as	they	should	be.		He	stepped	back
up	to	the	plate	and	got	ready.		Larry	heaved	the	second	pitch.		It	was	a	semi-
fastball.		Max	tried	to	jump	all	over	it,	but	swinging	the	bat	was	like	lifting	a
tree.		Strike	two	crossed	the	plate.		The	third	strike	was	the	worst.		Max	didn’t
even	get	the	bat	off	his	shoulder.		He	walked	dejectedly	to	the	bench,	his	mind	a
whirl	of	confusion.		This	average	pitcher	was	approaching	a	no-hitter	and	Max,
the	all-star,	was	getting	thumped.

Max	managed	to	lift	his	head	long	enough	to	watch	Cindy	bat.		She	leaned
over	the	plate	and	her	expression	matched	Larry’s.		The	first	pitch	flew	right	at
her	head.		She	ducked,	letting	the	ball	sail	by.		When	she	rose,	she	actually
inched	closer	to	the	plate.		Cindy’s	reaction	seemed	to	unnerve	Larry.		He	wound
up	and	let	the	second	pitch	fly.		Max	sat	in	disbelief	as	Cindy	knocked	the	ball
deep	into	right	field.		By	the	time	it	came	back,	Cindy	had	hit	a	double.		Max
jumped	to	his	feet,	cheering	her	on.

Larry	was	furious	and	Fred,	next	up	to	bat,	took	the	brunt	of	Larry’s	anger.	
The	next	three	pitches	were	the	fastest	Larry	had	thrown	all	day.		Fred	didn’t
stand	a	chance.

Max	retrieved	his	glove	and	headed	out	to	the	field.		As	he	reached	the
mound,	Fred	handed	him	the	ball.

“This	is	your	last	chance,”	Fred	growled.
Max	launched	a	couple	of	warm	up	pitches	and	then	Larry	stepped	to	the

plate	again.		Max	concentrated	on	the	outer	area	of	the	strike	zone,	away	from
Larry.		He	wound	up	and	the	ball	flew	from	his	hand.		Something	different
happened.		Instead	of	slowing	down	like	the	previous	innings,	the	ball,	which



was	heading	down	and	away	from	Larry,	turned	and	moved	up	and	in.		Larry
didn’t	budge	as	the	ball	slammed	into	his	side.		An	array	of	angry	shouts	came
from	all	over	the	field.		“What	are	you	doing?		Loser!”	shouted	the	players	from
both	sides.

Max	couldn’t	believe	what	had	happened.		He	hadn’t	hit	a	batter	in	two
years.		Larry	looked	insane	as	he	dropped	the	bat	and	raced	towards	the	mound.	
Max	took	a	deep	breath;	he	knew	he	was	only	going	to	get	one	shot.		Larry
charged	like	a	bull	with	arms	instead	of	horns.		The	instant	before	Larry	was	on
him,	Max	smashed	his	fist	into	Larry’s	nose.		Larry	screamed	in	pain,	but	his
momentum	carried	him	into	Max,	knocking	him	to	the	ground.		In	seconds,
sharp-shooting	pains	ignited	all	over	Max’s	body.		He	was	on	the	ground	with	all
the	other	boys	kicking	and	yelling.		Max	heard	Cindy	scream	and	just	before
everything	went	black,	a	blinding	white	light	exploded	before	his	eyes.
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The	Third	Floor
	
	

	“Max,	Max.”		Grandpa	nudged	him	awake.
The	room	came	into	focus,	but	it	took	Max	several	minutes	to	realize	where

he	was.		He	lay	on	his	bed	and	stared	up	at	his	grandfather’s	face.
“How	are	you	feeling?”		Grandpa	asked.
When	Max	shifted,	a	groan	escaped	his	lips	as	a	sharp	pain	stabbed	across

his	side.		“What	happened?”
“You	tried	to	fight	the	entire	fifth	and	sixth	grade.”		Grandpa	Joe	beamed	as

he	helped	him	sit	up.
“Oh	yeah,	the	baseball	game.”		Max	frowned	with	disappointment.		The

depressing	memory	of	his	worst	baseball	game	ever	rushed	back.		He	gingerly
felt	around	for	bumps	and	bruises.		“Ouch!”	he	exclaimed	as	he	touched	his
face.		He	had	a	fat	lip	and	a	swollen	eye.

“You	have	a	nice	shiner,	there.		I	need	to	take	a	picture	of	that	baby	before	it
goes	away.”		Grandpa’s	face	had	pleasure	written	all	over	it.

“Why	are	you	so	happy?		And	how	did	I	get	here?”



“I	brought	you	home.		I’m	smiling	because	I’m	very	proud	of	you.”
“Why?”
“You	showed	great	courage.		I	mean	it.		It	took	a	lot	to	go	and	play	in	the	first

place,	but	to	stand	and	fight	against	those	odds	showed	real	guts.		I’ll	bet	Larry
feels	worse	than	you	do.		You	busted	his	nose	with	that	punch.”

“You	saw	that?”
“Yes,	I	watched	the	whole	game.”
“Then	you	noticed	how	horrible	I	played.”		Max	sighed.		He	had	been	so

cocky	earlier	that	day,	but	his	performance	humbled	him.
“No,	you	played	well.		You	are	a	very	good	pitcher.		Your	dad	would	be

pleased.”
“What	game	did	you	go	to?		They	beat	me	like	a	piñata.		They	crushed

everything	I	threw	at	them.”		Max	did	not	like	his	grandfather	patronizing	him.	
In	his	mind,	he	had	stunk.

“Oh,	they	weren’t	that	good	and	you	weren’t	that	bad.”		Grandpa	Joe	moved
towards	the	door.		“They	cheated.”		He	winked	as	he	left	the	room.

“They	cheated?”	Max	called,	but	his	grandfather	didn’t	return.		“How	could
they?		I	was	pitching!”

He	lay	there	thinking	about	the	game.		They	cheated	kept	repeating	in	his
mind.		He	remembered	how	his	pitches	floated	through	the	air.		It	was	as	if	they
were	hovering,	waiting	to	be	hit.		That	was	a	bit	weird,	but	how	could	they	do
it?		It’s	not	possible.		And	that	heavy	bat.		They	couldn’t	change	the	weight	of	a
bat.		None	of	it	made	sense	but	he	was	certain	that	the	game	was	not	normal.

One	thing	that	bothered	him	even	more	than	the	game	itself	was	the	blinding
flash	right	before	he	blacked	out.		What	was	that	light?

A	knock	on	the	door	jarred	him	out	of	his	thoughts.		Why	would	Grandpa
knock?		“Come	in.”

To	his	surprise,	it	was	Cindy.		She	carried	a	tray	with	milk	and	cookies.
“You	have	a	black	eye!”		Max	laughed	as	she	entered	the	room.		Cindy’s

swollen	eye	bulged	outward	and	the	purple	and	green	colors	were	starting	to
show.

“Look	who’s	talking.		Yours	is	worse	than	mine,”	she	fired	back.		“I	brought
you	a	snack.”		She	placed	the	tray	on	the	nightstand	and	took	a	cookie.		“How
are	you	feeling?”

“I’m	sore,”	Max	admitted,	and	he	wasn’t	just	talking	about	his	body.		His	ego
hurt	more.		He	picked	up	a	glass	of	milk	and	a	couple	of	cookies.		“I’m	still
confused	about	how	I	got	home.”

“That	makes	two	of	us,”	said	Cindy	with	a	mouthful	of	cookie.		“I	mean,	I
know	how	we	got	home,	but.	.	.I’m	not	so	sure	how	we	got	out	of	that	mess.”



“What	do	you	mean?”
Cindy	paused	a	moment	and	pressed	her	lips	together.		“Okay,	I’m	just	going

to	say	it.		Ever	since	you	arrived,	I’ve	noticed	a	lot	of	unusual	things	going	on.”
“What	kind	of	things?”		Max	was	curious.		He	had	the	same	suspicions,	but

he	wanted	to	hear	someone	else	say	it.
“Well,	this	town	is	definitely	different.		At	least	compared	to	where	I	used	to

live.		But	ever	since	your	came	to	town,	things	have	gotten	weirder.”
“What	things?”	Max	demanded	again.
“Take	your	first	night	here.”
“What	about	it?”		Max	had	his	own	memories	of	that	night	and	he	wondered

if	anyone	else	had	seen	the	strange	people.
“Don’t	tell	me	you	didn’t	notice	those	people	who	followed	you	home	the

night	you	arrived.		They	surrounded	your	house	all	night,	chanting	in	the	rain.	
And	then	there	are	the	friendly	neighborhood	slime-buckets.		They’ve	always
been	mean	and	annoying,	but	since	your	arrival,	their	meanness	has	turned	to
hatred.		And	that	baseball	game	was	the	weirdest	thing	I	have	ever	seen.”

“What	about	the	baseball	game?”		Max’s	attention	locked	on	Cindy.		Deep
down	he	hoped	she	had	observed	everything	he	had,	which	would	definitely
boost	his	pride.

“Where	should	I	start?”		Cindy	helped	herself	to	another	cookie.		“I’ve	been
catching	for	you	every	day	now	for	two	weeks.		You	are	one	of	the	best	pitchers
I’ve	ever	seen,	but	every	ball	you	threw	during	the	game	traveled	in	slow
motion.”

“You	noticed	that,	too.”		Max	breathed	a	sigh	of	relief	and	a	smile	crossed	his
face.

“What	are	you	smiling	about?”
“Nothing.		Go	on.”
“Anyway,	your	last	pitch	moved	right	into	Larry	as	if	he	wanted	it	to.		Did

you	see	the	grin	on	his	face?		It	was	like	he	caused	the	ball	to	hit	him	so	he	could
start	that	fight.		Oh,	by	the	way,	that	was	a	great	punch.		I	didn’t	think	you	had	it
in	you.”

“Why	not?”
“Well,	every	time	they	come	around	shouting	at	you,	you	never	say	anything

back.		That	jab	was	awesome.”	Cindy	smiled.		“I	don’t	think	Larry	will	be	back
for	awhile.		Anyway,	all	of	those	things	were	strange,	but	the	way	that	fight
ended	topped	them	all.		I	knew	you	were	in	trouble	because,	not	only	was	Larry
rushing	you	but	both	teams	charged	you	at	the	same	time.		They	looked	like
lions	going	for	the	kill.		I	dropped	my	mitt	and	started	after	them.		I	saw	you
punch	Larry	and	go	down	in	the	rush.		I	jumped	on	the	first	back	I	came	to.	



Someone	hit	me	from	the	side	and	I	dropped	to	the	ground.		I	got	up	to	head
back	in	and	then	there	was	a	blinding	flash,	like	lightning.”

“The	light	is	the	last	thing	I	remember.		I	assumed	I	was	seeing	stars.”
“Anyway,	when	I	came	to,	your	grandfather	was	helping	me	up.		Then	I	saw

the	field.		Everyone	was	out	cold	lying	on	the	ground.”
“That	is	strange.”
“Wait,	there’s	more.		Everybody	was	positioned	as	if	a	bomb	had	gone	off

and	you	were	at	the	center.”		Cindy	gazed	out	the	window	as	if	she	could	still
picture	the	scene.		“Then	your	grandfather	lifted	you	up	and	carried	you	home.”

“Creepy,”	Max	agreed.		“I’m	glad	I’m	not	the	only	one	who’s	noticed	the
unusual	things	happening	around	here.”

“Have	you	seen	anything	else?”
“Only	a	couple	of	things,	but	none	as	big	as	what	you	already	mentioned,”	he

offered,	as	he	reached	for	another	cookie.
“What	sort	of	things?”	Cindy	stared	at	him.
Even	with	the	black	eye,	Max	thought	she	was	still	pretty.		He	felt	himself

blush	and	turned	his	eyes	to	his	cookie.		“Uh,	what?”
“What	other	things	have	you	noticed?”		Cindy	seemed	annoyed	that	she	had

to	ask	twice.
“Um,	this	house.		Have	you	been	in	any	of	the	other	rooms?”
“No,	this	is	the	first	time	I	have	been	in	it.		I’ve	talked	to	your	grandfather

lots	of	times,	but	he’s	never	invited	me	in	before.”
“I’ll	have	to	give	you	a	tour.		This	place	has	about	a	dozen	rooms,	and	each

room	has	a	theme	to	it.”
“What	do	you	mean?”
“Well,	there	is	a	room	about	science,	one	about	weapons,	one	about

astronomy,	and	other	subjects	like	that.		There	is	a	spiral	staircase	leading	to	the
third	floor	that	I’m	not	allowed	to	enter	without	my	grandfather	present.		He	tries
to	get	me	to	go	into	these	rooms	all	the	time.		He	even	gave	me	a	book	on
survival	skills.”		Max	paused	and	watched	Cindy’s	reaction.

She	stood	there	as	if	thinking	about	what	Max	had	told	her.		“Weird.		I	think
there’s	something	big	going	on	in	this	house	and	in	this	town.		And	why	are
there	always	forbidden	rooms	in	old	houses?”

“That’s	what	I	said.”		Max	smiled	with	satisfaction.
Grandpa	Joe	walked	into	the	room.		“From	the	smiles	on	your			faces,	it	looks

like	everyone	is	feeling	better.		After	devouring	all	those	cookies,	do	you	think
you	can	come	downstairs	and	still	eat	some	lunch?”

“Sure,”	said	Max.
	



###
	

The	next	few	days	were	fairly	normal,	except	that	the	neighborhood	bullies
didn’t	come	around.		Grandpa	suggested	Larry	was	too	embarrassed	about	his
broken	nose.		The	bullies’	absence	didn’t	disappoint	Max	in	the	least.		He	tried
several	times	to	ask	Grandpa	what	he	meant	when	he	accused	Larry	and	his
friends	of	cheating,	but	Grandpa	always	danced	around	the	subject.

They	spent	their	mornings	doing	chores	as	usual.		Max	and	Cindy	couldn’t
play	catch	yet	because	Max	was	still	recovering	from	the	fight.		Their	black	eyes
were	now	nice	shades	of	blue,	yellow	and	green,	but	the	swelling	had	gone
down.

During	Max’s	third	week	the	rain	returned.		He	normally	wouldn’t	have
thought	of	rain	as	being	strange,	but	this	time,	along	with	the	rain	came	a
burning	in	the	palm	of	his	hand,	and	the	unusual	mark	grew	darker.		Grandpa
went	to	the	store	and	left	Cindy	and	Max	to	clean	the	front	room.		They	removed
the	protective	sheets	from	the	furniture	and	took	them	to	the	laundry	room.		This
task	put	so	much	dust	in	the	air	that	they	sat	in	the	hall	waiting	for	it	to	settle.

“Now	what	should	we	do?”	Cindy	asked.
“I	know.”		Max’s	face	lit	up	with	enthusiasm.		“I’ll	show	you	the	rooms	I	was

telling	you	about.”		He	figured	it	was	going	to	be	a	boring	day	because	of	the
rain	but	the	bizarre	rooms	offered	entertainment.

“Okay,”	Cindy	agreed.		“I	forgot	about	them.		With	all	the	other	funny	things
going	on,	they	didn’t	seem	important.		Where	do	you	want	to	start?”

“At	the	opposite	end	of	the	tower.		We	can	work	our	way	towards	the	spiral
staircase,”	Max	suggested,	getting	to	his	feet	with	a	groan.		Even	a	week	after
the	fight,	his	ribs	were	still	tender.

“Your	Grandpa	won’t	mind,	will	he?”
“Nah,	I	told	you,	he	tries	to	get	me	to	go	into	those	rooms	all	the	time.”		Max

headed	up	the	stairs.
“Why	do	you	think	he	wants	you	to	go	into	them?”
“I’m	not	sure.		Maybe	he	thinks	I	can	learn	something.”		Max	led	Cindy	to

the	room	at	the	end	of	the	hall.		He	opened	the	door	to	an	area	filled	with	ancient
artifacts.

“Wow!”	exclaimed	Cindy	as	they	entered.		A	desk	covered	with	scrolls	sat	in
the	center	of	the	room.		Shelves	lined	the	left	wall,	which	contained	wooden
masks	and	clay	pots.		Against	the	right	wall	were	more	shelves,	but	neither	Max
nor	Cindy	had	ever	seen	the	items	housed	on	them.		Made	of	gold	and	brass,
some	had	features	of	weapons,	while	others	appeared	to	be	instruments	or	tools.	
Piled	on	the	floor	next	to	the	window	were	several	boxes	of	photographs.



Max	walked	to	the	golden	objects	and	examined	one	that	resembled	a
compass.		It	was	a	clear	round	ball	with	a	circular	flat	disk	inside.		The	disk	had
strange	markings	along	its	outer	edge	and	three	golden	spindles	pointing
outward	like	hands	on	a	clock.		“This	one	is	strange.”		Max	tried	to	see	how	it
worked.

Cindy	went	to	the	boxes	and	began	examining	the	pictures.		“Wow,	your
Grandpa	sure	has	traveled	a	lot.”

“What?”
“Your	grandfather,	he’s	been	around	the	world.		There	are	pictures	from	all

over	the	place.”		Cindy	flipped	through	a	photo	album.		“Here	he	is	in	front	of
the	pyramids	and	another	one	in	front	of	the	sphinx.”

	“Really?”		Max	placed	the	item	back	on	the	shelf	and	joined	Cindy.		“Wow,
that’s	cool,”	he	said,	peering	over	her	shoulder.		“Wait	a	second.”		Max	studied
the	picture	of	the	pyramids.		“This	has	to	be	some	kind	of	joke.”

“Why?”
“There	is	grass	around	the	pyramids	and	snow	capped	mountains	in	the

background.”		Max	pointed.		“The	pyramids	are	in	the	desert.”
“Oh,	yeah,”	Cindy	said.		“Why	would	he	have	a	fake	picture	like	this?”
Max	thought	she	sounded	disappointed.		“Maybe	he	got	it	at	an	amusement

park,”	Max	offered.		“You	know	someplace	where	they	do	those	caricature	type
drawings.”

“Probably.		But	this	is	a	real	photograph.		Those	drawings	are	usually	done	in
chalk.”

“Well,	he	might	have	a	photography	room.		I	don’t	remember	every	room.	
Maybe	he	made	that	picture	himself.”

Max	gave	up	on	the	photos	and	walked	over	to	the	desk.		He	spread	open	a
few	scrolls.		The	writing	was	in	a	foreign	language.		In	the	center	of	a	scroll,	a
symbol	caught	Max’s	eye.		It	was	the	same	as	the	mark	on	his	hand.		He	turned
his	hand	over.		The	mark	was	faint,	but	it	was	definitely	the	same	symbol.

“Did	you	find	something?”		Cindy	asked.
“No.”		Max	flipped	his	hand	over	to	hide	the	mark.		“They’re	all	written	in

different	languages.”
Something	in	him	wanted	to	keep	the	mark	a	secret.		He	didn’t	know	why,

but	it	scared	him.		Of	everything	that	had	happened	since	he	arrived,	the	mark,
and	how	he	got	it,	was	the	biggest	mystery	of	all.

Max	rolled	up	the	scrolls.		“Should	we	look	at	another	room?”
“Sure.”		Cindy	placed	the	photo	album	back	in	the	box.
Items	devoted	to	astronomy	furnished	the	next	room.		A	painting	of	the	solar

system	decorated	the	ceiling,	with	a	round	crystal	chandelier	representing	the



sun.		Again,	on	both	sides	of	the	room,	there	were	shelves	containing	books,
charts,	and	models	of	spacecrafts	and	satellites.		Near	the	window	were	more
boxes	with	pictures.

Cindy	walked	straight	to	the	pictures.		Max	could	tell	by	her	demeanor	that
she	wanted	to	see	if	there	were	any	more	odd	photographs.		She	finds	these
rooms	a	lot	stranger	than	I	do.

Max	headed	for	the	models.		Many	could	have	come	directly	from	NASA,
but	most	appeared	to	be	from	science	fiction	movies.

“Check	out	these	pictures.”		Cindy	cradled	a	photo	album	on	her	lap	as	she
sat	on	the	floor.

“Did	you	find	more	carnival	pictures?”		Max	called	over	his	shoulder	as	he
eyed	a	saucer-shaped	spacecraft.

“I	don’t	know	if	they	are	carnival	pictures,	but	they	don’t	make	sense	either.”
The	tone	of	her	voice	caused	Max	to	glance	at	her.		She	had	an	expression	of

serious	concentration	on	her	face.		She	leaned	so	close	to	a	picture	that	her	nose
was	almost	touching	it.		Max	joined	her	by	the	window.

“Is	that	a—”	she	mumbled.
“Is	that	a	what?”		Max	tried	to	look	at	the	picture	over	her	shoulder.
“It	seems	like	your	grandfather	has	been	on	the	moon	or	another	planet	or

something.”		She	handed	the	picture	to	Max.
“Well	that’s	impossible,	only	a	few	men	have	been	on	the	moon	and	no	one

has	been	on	another	planet.”		Max	took	the	picture.		His	grandfather	was	dressed
in	a	curious	space	suit	and	stood	on	a	rocky	surface	devoid	of	plants.		He	wore	a
helmet,	but	his	face	was	visible	through	the	glass	mask.		It	was	definitely	his
grandfather,	but	he	was	younger.		He	was	smiling	and	waving	to	the
photographer.		A	city	covered	with	a	see-through	dome	occupied	the
background.

“I	know	it	isn’t	possible,”	Cindy	paused.		“But	what	if.	.	.?		This	is	getting
weirder	all	the	time.”

“What	was	she	staring	at?”	Max	whispered	to	himself	as	he	studied	the
picture,	trying	to	figure	out	what	Cindy	had	seen.

“What?”
“You	were	looking	at	something.		I	wondered	what	it	was.”
“It’s	nothing.”
“Come	on.		You	saw	something.		What	was	it?”
“I	thought	I	could	see	something	nonhuman	in	the	reflection	of	your

grandfather’s	helmet,”	she	blurted	out.
Cindy	blushed	like	she	couldn’t	believe	what	she	had	said,	as	if	the	words

jumped	right	out	of	her	mouth.	



“I	know	that	sounds	dumb.”
Max	found	himself	with	his	nose	almost	stuck	to	the	picture.		What	is	that?	

It	appeared	to	have	human	form,	with	grayish	skin	and	smooth	features.		It	was
wearing	a	suit	similar	to	his	grandfather’s,	but	without	a	helmet.		“Does	it	have
cat’s	eyes?”

“Yes,	that’s	what	I	thought,	too.”
“Did	you	notice	that	this	picture	is.	.	.well,	old?		See	how	the	colors	have

faded,	and	my	grandfather	is	a	lot	younger.”
“Why	would	he	have	so	many	of	these	weird	pictures?”	Cindy	asked.
“I	don’t	know,	but	let’s	go	look	for	pictures	in	the	other	rooms.”
“I	agree.		I	could	understand	someone	having	one	or	two	gag	pictures,	but

your	grandfather	seems	to	have	more	than	the	average	person.”	Cindy	climbed	to
her	feet.

Max	dropped	the	album	back	in	the	box	and	they	hurried	to	the	next	room,
which	was	all	about	zoology.		There	were	books	and	figures	of	animals	on	the
shelves.		On	the	floor	by	the	window	were	more	photo	albums.

Neither	one	of	them	went	for	the	pictures	this	time.		The	sight	of	the	figures
was	too	alluring.		“Wow,	these	are	some	cool	animals!”		Max	snatched	an
elephant	from	a	shelf.	

Cindy	walked	to	a	different	section	of	shelves.		“Max.”		She	stood	with	her
mouth	open	peering	at	a	slew	of	mystical	creatures	in	front	of	her.

“They’re	only	figurines.		You	honestly	don’t	think	they	are	models	of	real
creatures?		Do	you?”

“No.”		Cindy’s	cheeks	grew	red.		“These	things	can’t	be	real.		There	has	to	be
a	logical	explanation	for	all	of	this.”		She	drifted	towards	the	photos	on	the	floor.

Max	moved	to	where	the	strange	animals	were.		A	section	with	dragons,
unicorns,	monsters,	and	other	mythological	creatures	stared	back	at	him.		He
counted	a	large	number	of	monsters.		“This	stuff	looks	like	it	came	right	out	of	a
nightmare.”

Cindy	flipped	through	a	photo	album.		“These	are	normal	pictures.”
“Gee,	you	actually	sound	disappointed.”		Max	grinned.
“Actually,	I.	.	.”	she	stopped	mid-sentence;	her	eyes	riveted	on	the	picture	in

front	of	her.
“Actually	you	what?”		Max	toyed	with	a	nightmarish-type	monster	figure.
“You	have	to	see	this.		And	I’m	not	disappointed	anymore.”
Max	gazed	at	her.		“Found	more	strange	pictures?”
“Yes,	and	this	picture	has	all	the	others	beat.”		Cindy	didn’t	wait	for	Max	to

come	to	her.		She	carried	the	photo	album	to	him	and	held	it	out	for	him	to	see.
“Holy	cow!		This	has	to	be	a	fake.”		In	the	picture	his	grandfather	stood	at



the	edge	of	some	trees.		He	was	younger	than	in	the	space-suit	picture,	but	it	was
him.			In	a	clearing	behind	him,	a	Tyrannosaurus	Rex	fed	on	a	fresh	kill.

“There	is	no	way	this	is	real.”		Max	turned	the	page	and	saw	more	pictures	of
several	different	kinds	of	dinosaurs.		Many	of	the	pictures	had	people	in	them.	
Then,	Max	noticed	the	people.		They	were	rather	odd-featured.		Most	of	them
didn’t	resemble	people	at	all.		They	looked	like	aliens	from	another	planet.

Suddenly,	the	front	door	slammed	shut,	startling	them.		Max	closed	the
album	as	if	he	had	been	caught	doing	something	wrong.		He	handed	the	album	to
Cindy	and	hustled	to	the	door,	peeking	into	the	hall.

Grandpa	bounded	up	the	stairs,	preoccupied	with	something,	turned	left	and
shot	to	the	opposite	end	of	the	hall.		For	an	old	man,	Grandpa’s	quickness
surprised	Max.

“He’s	gone	up	to	the	third	floor,”	Max	breathed.
“Why	are	you	whispering?”		Cindy	returned	the	album	to	the	box	and	joined

him.		“You	said	he	tries	to	get	you	to	come	into	these	rooms	all	the	time.”
“Yes,	but	with	all	these	strange	pictures,	I	feel	like	we’re	snooping.”		Max

spoke	in	a	normal	tone.
“No,	snooping	would	be	going	to	see	what	he	is	doing	up	there,”	Cindy	said,

with	a	mischievous	grin.
“I	don’t	think	we	should	do	that.”		Max	hesitated,	surprised	by	Cindy’s

suggestion.		“He	said	the	third	floor	was	forbidden.”
“That’s	not	what	you	told	me	earlier.		You	said	it	was	forbidden	without	him.	

Well,	he’s	up	there	now.”
Cindy	smiled	innocently,	and	her	blue	eyes	sparkled.		Max	stared	at	her	for	a

moment,	thinking	how	pretty	she	was,	then	turned	his	attention	back	to	the	hall
to	hide	his	flushed	cheeks.

A	creaking	noise	followed	by	an	electrical	hum	echoed	through	the	house.	
“What	is	that?”	asked	Max.

“Let’s	find	out.”		Cindy	pushed	past	him	into	the	hall.
Max	didn’t	think	they	should,	but	Cindy	seemed	determined	to	get	to	the

bottom	of	everything.		She	surprised	him	as	she	zipped	ahead.		It	was	his
impression,	when	going	to	spy,	you	proceed	slowly	and	cautiously.		Cindy	was	at
the	spiral	staircase	in	a	matter	of	seconds.		Max	waved	his	hands	in	an	effort	to
tell	her	to	slow	down,	but	before	he	could	catch	her	attention	she	sprang	up	the
stairs.		She	had	the	same	fearlessness	as	when	she	had	gone	up	to	bat	against
Larry.

The	humming	pulsated	and	rose	in	intensity.		Max	started	to	comment	on	the
buzzing	but	decided	against	it.		If	they	were	going	to	spy,	he	didn’t	want
Grandpa	to	catch	them	doing	it.



The	top	of	the	stairs	had	a	small	landing	with	a	door	slightly	ajar.		Cindy
approached	the	door	in	a	crouched	position.		She	advanced	at	an	angle	so
Grandpa	couldn’t	see	her	unless	he	stood	on	the	other	side	right	next	to	the	door.	
Max	followed	her	lead.

They	peered	into	a	room	that	ran	the	entire	width	and	length	of	the	house.	
The	pulsing,	which	at	first	was	a	mild	sensation,	now	made	the	floor	vibrate.		It
tickled	all	through	his	body	as	they	knelt	on	the	floor.

Five	tall	silver	metallic	stands	created	a	circle	around	a	large	area	of	the
room	and	appeared	to	be	generating	a	transparent	force	field.		Grandpa	Joe
leaned	over	a	type	of	control	panel,	but	it	wasn’t	like	any	Max	had	ever	seen.		It
had	switches,	dials,	and	lights	all	over	it.		Grandpa	Joe	and	the	terminal	were
inside	the	force	field,	along	with	a	brilliant	light,	which	hovered	about	an	inch
off	the	floor	in	the	center	of	the	room.		The	force	field	spread	from	the	cylinder-
like	stands	to	form	a	prismatic	dome,	which	covered	everything	in	the	circle.

“What	is	that?”	Cindy’s	whisper	was	barely	audible	above	the	humming.
Grandpa	Joe	twisted	several	dials	on	the	terminal.		He	was	too	preoccupied

with	what	he	was	doing	to	notice	Max	and	Cindy	watching.		The	room	had	no
other	furnishings.		A	single	light	bulb	hung	from	the	ceiling,	its	light	flickering
in	time	with	the	pulsating	hum.		The	pull	string	which	turned	the	bulb	on	and	off
bounced	around	on	the	top	surface	of	the	force	field	like	a	jumping	jack.

“What’s	he	doing?”		Max	tried	to	see	the	top	of	the	terminal.		Knowing	his
grandfather	was	too	busy	to	detect	him,	he	risked	standing	up	for	a	better	view.	
Grandpa	studied	notes	written	in	a	pocket-sized	notepad.		He	kept	looking	from
the	notepad	to	the	terminal,	rapidly	turning	dials	and	flipping	switches.

After	a	few	more	adjustments	Grandpa	stuffed	the	notepad	into	his	pocket
and	walked	toward	the	bright	light.		Before	Max	knew	what	was	happening,
Grandpa	stepped	directly	into	the	light,	which	grew	so	intense	that	Max	and
Cindy	shielded	their	eyes.		When	Max	could	finally	see	again,	Grandpa	was
gone!
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Max	and	Cindy	looked	at	each	other,	mouths	agape.		They	stood	in	shock,

wondering	what	just	happened.		Grandpa	Joe	had	vanished	right	in	front	of	their
eyes.

“Where	did	he	go?	And	what	is	that	light?”		Cindy	pointed	at	the	glowing
ball.

“I	have	no	idea.”		Grandpa’s	disappearing	act	confused	and	shocked	Max.	
“Whatever	it	is,	Grandpa	hasn’t	used	it	since	I’ve	been	here.		I	mean,	this
humming	vibration	can	probably	be	felt	from	three	blocks	away.”

“Now	that	you	mention	it,	I	have	heard	it	before.”		Cindy	pushed	the	door	the
rest	of	the	way	open	and	entered	the	room.

“Oh,	great.		No	wonder	everyone	thinks	my	grandfather	is	crazy.”
“No,	it’s	not	what	you	think.		It’s	barely	noticeable	at	my	house.”
“Barely	noticeable.		What	does	that	mean?”		Max’s	voice	rose	in	agitation.
“Calm	down.		Why	are	you	so	mad?”
Max	wasn’t	upset,	but	panic	flooded	his	mind.		Although	he	hadn’t	wanted	to

stay	with	his	grandfather	this	summer,	he	had	bonded	with	the	old	man.		“I’m
not	angry,	but	my	grandfather	has	just	disappeared!		In	a	ball	of	light!”

“I’m	sure	he’s	okay.”
“How	do	you	know?”
“He	acted	like	he	knew	what	he	was	doing.		No	one	made	him	go	into	that

light.		He	did	that	on	his	own,	and	he	didn’t	seem	afraid.”
“Yeah,	I	guess	so,”	Max	agreed,	taking	a	deep	breath.
They	surveyed	the	dome,	which	resembled	a	giant	soap	bubble	with	swirling

transparent	colors	gliding	across	its	surface.		“What	do	you	think	it	is?”		Max
tried	to	stay	calm.

“Well,	it	looks	like	a	big	light	surrounded	by	some	kind	of	force	field,”
Cindy	stated	the	obvious	as	she	moved	closer	and	extended	her	finger.

“What	are	you	doing?”	Max	clamored.
“I	only	want	to	see	what	it	is.”
“Don’t	touch	it	with	your	finger.		Find	something	else.”
“I	don’t	have	anything	with	me.”		Cindy	held	her	finger	inches	away	from	it.
“Wait,	I	have	an	idea.”		Max	removed	his	shoe.		“I’ll	throw	my	shoe	at	it.”
“Good	idea.”		Cindy	stepped	out	of	his	way.		“Pitch	it	as	hard	as	you	can.”
Max	held	the	shoe	in	his	hand	as	he	studied	the	dome-shaped	force	field.		He

stared	at	a	spot	in	front	of	him,	wound	up,	and	launched	his	shoe	with	all	his
might.

What	happened	next	would	cause	Cindy	to	laugh	every	time	she	remembered
it,	throughout	the	remainder	of	Max’s	stay	at	Grandpa’s.		The	shoe	zoomed



through	the	air	and	hit	the	force	field.		It	bounced	back	directly	at	Max,	but	with
greater	velocity.		The	sole	of	the	shoe	landed	smack	in	the	middle	of	Max’s
forehead,	knocking	him	to	the	ground.

“Are	you	okay?”		Cindy	hurried	to	Max’s	side	and	helped	him	up.
“Yes,	just	feeling	stupid.”
Cindy	exploded	with	laughter.		Her	face	turned	red	as	she	wrapped	her	arms

around	her	stomach	and	doubled	over.		She	leaned	against	the	wall	to	keep	from
falling.

“What’s	so	funny?”		Max	was	annoyed	that	she	found	the	incident	comical.
“The	sole	of	your	shoe	is	imprinted	on	your	forehead.”		She	pointed,	and

continued	to	laugh.		“And	the	way	it	knocked	you	flat.		You	flew	almost	six
feet!”

“I’m	glad	you	find	it	so	amusing.”		Max	glared,	but	then	cracked	a	smile,
realizing	how	ridiculous	he	must	have	looked.		He	ran	his	hand	across	his
forehead	and,	sure	enough,	the	imprint	of	his	shoe	marked	his	brow.

Cindy’s	laughter	quieted	as	the	light	grew	bright	enough	to	blind.		Cindy	and
Max	covered	their	eyes.		Then,	Grandpa	popped	out	of	the	light.		He	appeared
shocked	to	see	them	gawking	at	him	from	outside	the	force	field.

	
###
	

They	all	sat	in	silence	at	lunch.		Max	didn’t	know	what	to	say.		Grandpa	ate
his	sandwich	while	gazing	off	into	space.		Cindy,	for	all	of	her	previous	bravery,
reverted	into	the	shy	girl	Max	met	his	first	day.		She	hadn’t	raised	her	eyes	to	a
level	above	anyone’s	shoulders	since	they	started	eating.		Max	had	remained
silent,	but	he	tried	to	make	eye	contact	with	each	of	them.		He	kept	looking	to
Grandpa,	wanting	an	answer,	and	then	to	Cindy,	hoping	for	backup.

Max	couldn’t	read	his	grandfather.		He	couldn’t	tell	if	he	was	angry	or
disappointed.		His	grandfather	hadn’t	spoken	a	word	about	them	being	in	the
room	on	the	third	floor.

“What	happened	to	your	forehead?”		Grandpa	studied	Max’s	face.
Before	Max	could	answer,	Cindy	began	choking	with	laughter	on	her

sandwich.			Max	couldn’t	help	himself	and	cracked	up	laughing	as	well.
“Did	I	miss	something?”	Grandpa	asked.
Cindy’s	hilarity	gave	Max	the	opening	he	needed.		It	broke	the	silence	and

unstopped	the	dam	of	questions	he	had.
“Well,”	Max	stammered.		“I	hit	myself	in	the	head	with	my	shoe.”		He

couldn’t	help	himself	and	continued	to	laugh.		He	hadn’t	thought	it	was	that
funny	before,	but	it	became	more	so	when	he	heard	himself	say	it.



“You	hit	yourself–in	the	head–with	your	shoe?”
Tears	streamed	down	Cindy’s	cheeks,	and	Max	laughed	hard.		Grandpa

smiled	at	them	and	looked	like	he	wanted	to	know	more.
“Would	one	of	you	please	tell	me	what’s	so	funny?”	Grandpa	demanded.
Cindy	was	laughing	uncontrollably	so	Max	explained.		“We	were	wondering

if	that	thing	upstairs	was	a	force	field.		Cindy	was	going	to	touch	it	with	her
finger,	when	I	suggested	throwing	my	shoe	at	it.”

“You	should	have	seen	it,	Grandpa,”	Cindy	gasped.		She	had	started	calling
him	‘Grandpa’	from	day	one.		“He	launched	his	shoe	as	hard	as	he	could.		It
bounced	back,	smacked	him	right	in	the	forehead,	and	knocked	him	flat.”

Grandpa	leaned	back	and	chuckled.
“You	can	still	see	the	imprint	of	the	sole	on	his	forehead.”		Cindy	pointed.	

Grandpa	laughed	out	loud	as	he	spotted	the	markings.		Max	found	it	funny,	but
not	as	much	as	they	did.		After	all,	it	was	at	his	expense.

“Grandpa,	what	is	that	machine?”	Max	asked.
The	kitchen	became	silent.		Grandpa’s	eyes	jumped	from	Max	to	Cindy

while	they	focused	on	him.
“Well,”	Grandpa	explained.		“It’s	a	gateway.”
“A	gateway?”	Max	and	Cindy	asked.
“Yes,	a	gateway.”
“To	where?”	Max	questioned,	his	attention	glued	on	Grandpa.
“To	hundreds	of	worlds.”		Grandpa	leaned	closer	towards	them.		“It	opens

doors	into	other	dimensions	that	exist	right	here	on	this	planet.”
“So,”	started	Cindy,	“all	those	pictures	upstairs	are	real?	You	have	actually

seen	all	those	things	and	traveled	to	those	places?”
“Yes,	anything	you	can	imagine	exists	in	other	dimensions.”
“Dinosaurs?”		Max’s	voice	rose	with	excitement.
“Yes.	Dinosaurs,	dragons,	interplanetary	space	travel,	and	even	magic,”

Grandpa	explained	with	a	sparkle	in	his	eye.
“Magic?”	asked	Max.		“What	kind	of	magic?”
“Well,	like	this,”	Grandpa	winked.		“Pridi.”		The	saltshaker	flew	from	the

center	of	the	table	into	his	hand.
“Wow,”	said	Max.
“Cool,”	whispered	Cindy.

	
###
	

Later	that	night,	as	Max	prepared	for	bed,	Grandpa	Joe	came	into	his	room.	
“I	thought	I	told	you	not	to	go	up	to	the	third	floor	without	me.”		He	sat	on	the



edge	of	Max’s	bed	with	disappointment	showing	in	his	eyes.
“I’m	sorry,	Grandpa.		It’s	my	fault.”		Max	accepted	the	blame	because	he

didn’t	want	to	get	Cindy	into	trouble.		“We	were	cleaning	the	front	room,	but	the
dust	got	too	thick.		So,	while	it	settled,	we	decided	to	explore	the	other	rooms.	
We	found	a	lot	of	odd	photographs	and	objects	that	gave	us	the	idea	that
something	strange	was	going	on.		Then	you	came	home	and	ran	up	to	the	third
floor	like	something	was	wrong.		That,	and	the	fact	there	was	this	noisy
humming,	was	more	than	we	could	stand.”

“Well,	I	can’t	blame	you	there.		I	would	want	to	see	what	was	happening	as
well.”		Grandpa	paused.		“There	is	more	going	on	than	I	explained	at	lunch.	
Things	I’ve	wanted	to	tell	you	but	didn’t	know	how.”

“Like	what?”
“Important	things.	Dangerous,	evil	things.		I	think	Cindy	needs	to	hear	about

them	too.		They	will	affect	her	family	as	well.”
“What	do	you	mean?”		An	uneasy	spinning	turned	in	Max’s	gut.		“What	will

affect	her	and	her	family?”
“The	evil.		Cindy	and	her	family	live	in	this	town.		They	are	in	as	much

danger	as	you	and	I,	and	in	some	ways	even	more.”
“What’s	going	on?”
“More	than	you	can	ever	imagine.		I	will	explain	it	all	tomorrow.		I’ve

decided	to	tell	Cindy	as	well.		I	wasn’t	going	to,	but	I	think	she	can	help,	and	I
don’t	want	to	make	the	same	mistake	I	made	with	your	father.”

“My	father?”
“It	can	wait	until	tomorrow.”
“You	can’t	start	talking	about	danger	and	evil	and.	.	.and	my	father,	then	just

stop	and	walk	out,”	Max	protested.		“Do	you	think	I	will	be	able	to	sleep	after	all
that?”

“Yes.”	Grandpa	Joe	smiled.
His	grandfather	utter	a	strange	word,	“Zaspi,”	and	Max	slipped	off	to

dreamland.
	

###
	

The	next	morning	Max	found	breakfast	sitting	on	the	table.		He	ate	two
platefuls	of	waffles	and	then	began	clearing	the	table.		Grandpa	had	yet	to	show
his	face,	and	Max	was	ready	for	answers.

After	he	washed	the	dishes,	Max	headed	out	the	back	door	expecting	to	find
Grandpa	preparing	for	the	morning	chores.		There	was	no	sign	of	him	in	the
backyard,	so	he	went	to	the	front,	just	as	Cindy	entered	the	gate.



“Morning,	Max.”		Cindy	closed	the	gate	behind	her.
“Have	you	seen	Grandpa?”
“Nope.”		She	walked	up	the	path.
“Hey,	wuss.”		The	call	from	the	street	caused	both	Max	and	Cindy	to	spin

around.		Larry	and	his	gang	approached	Grandpa’s	gate,	accompanied	by	two
adults.		Max	and	Cindy	waited	as	they	drew	near.		They	hadn’t	seen	Larry	and
the	gang	for	over	a	week,	and	their	return	surprised	Max	and	Cindy	now.

“What	are	they	doing	here?”	Cindy	hissed.
“I	don’t	know,”	answered	Max.		He	was	as	annoyed	as	Cindy.		“Who	are	the

adults?”
“What	do	you	want,	Larry?”	Max	asked	as	the	group	stopped	outside	the

gate.		One	of	the	men	wore	an	expensive	business	suit	and	the	other	was	a	police
officer.

“My	Da.	.	.”	Larry	stuttered.		“I	mean,	my	lawyer	and	the	sheriff	need	to	talk
to	your	grandfather.”

“About	what?”
“You,”	the	sheriff	sneered.
“Me?”		Max’s	jaw	dropped	in	disbelief.
“Yes,	we	take	assault	very	seriously	around	here,	son,”	the	officer	said.
The	officer	bore	a	serious	expression,	with	a	hint	of	viciousness	in	his	eyes

that	frightened	Max.		The	man	in	the	suit	was	a	tall	bulky	man	with	black	hair.	
His	build	and	facial	features	matched	Larry’s	so	much	that	he	had	to	be	Larry’s
father.

“We	can’t	have	kids	moving	to	our	town	and	starting	fights,”	Larry’s	father
said	with	the	same	evil	grin	that	always	adorned	Larry’s	face.

“Starting	fights?”		Cindy	blurted	out	with	disbelief.
“What’s	going	on,	Alan?”		Grandpa	came	out	of	the	house	and	hustled	to	join

them	at	the	fence.
“Joe,”	responded	Alan.		“Your	grandson	beat	up	my	boy,	and	I’m	going	to

register	a	formal	complaint.		We	don’t	want	any	delinquents	in	our	peaceful
town.”

“Oh.”		Grandpa	rubbed	his	chin	as	if	analyzing	the	situation.
“We	know	your	grandson	broke	Larry’s	nose	during	a	friendly	baseball	game

the	other	day,”	the	sheriff	said.		“All	these	boys	have	testified	on	Larry’s	behalf.”
“This	couldn’t	be	a	case	of	Larry	being	embarrassed	because	he	lost	a	fight

he	started?”		Grandpa	raised	his	eyebrows.
“That’s	not	the	way	these	boys	explained	it,”	the	sheriff	pointed	out.		“They

said	your	grandson	was	upset	because	he	was	pitching	a	bad	game.		He	began
pushing	everyone	around,	and	when	Larry	tried	to	calm	him	down,	Max	punched



him.”
Everyone	but	Grandpa	and	Cindy	glared	at	Max.		They	resembled	wolves

waiting	for	a	piece	of	the	kill.		A	scowl	creased	Cindy’s	forehead	as	she	folded
her	arms	and	tapped	her	foot.		Grandpa,	on	the	other	hand,	had	a	slight	smirk	on
his	face.

“I	always	thought	Larry	was	the	toughest	kid	in	town,”	Grandpa	mumbled	to
himself	but	loud	enough	for	all	to	hear.		The	words	startled	Max,	but	they	also
eased	his	fears.

“That	isn’t	the	issue	here.”		Alan	stepped	closer	to	the	gate,	his	fist	knotted	at
his	sides	and	his	teeth	clenched.		“This	is	about	Max	attacking	my	son.”

“I	disagree.		This	is	very	much	about	Larry.		I	find	it	interesting	that	he	isn’t
the	toughest	kid	in	town,”	Grandpa	said.

“This	isn’t	about	the	strength	of	my	son.		This	is	about	your	grandson
harming	my	boy.”		Alan	snarled.		“I	don’t	really	care	if	my	son	is	tough	or
weak.”

“Oh,	my	apologies.		I	thought	you	worried	about	raising	a	wimp.”		Grandpa
eyed	Larry.

“Hey,	I’m	not,”	Larry	erupted	at	his	father’s	side.
“Larry,	shut	up,”	Alan	ordered.		“My	son	is	not	a	wimp.”
“You	don’t	sound	very	convinced.		I	always	thought	you	took	pride	in	the

fact	that	your	son	was	the	toughest,	strongest	kid	around.		I	merely	find	it
interesting	that	you	think	he	is,	in	fact,	a	wimp.”

“Dad,”	roared	Larry.		“I’m	not	a	wimp.	I	can	take	any	kid	in	town.”
“Apparently,	you	couldn’t	take	Max,”	Grandpa	razzed	Larry.		“You’re	always

calling	him	a	wuss.		If	he	whipped	you,	that	would	make	you	a.	.	.”
“He	didn’t	whip	me,”	Larry	exploded,	his	face	turned	red.		“That	chicken

always	has	to	have	Cindy	stick	up	for	him.”
“Larry,”	Alan	shouted.
“It’s	true,	Dad.		She’s	tougher	than	that	wimp.”
“I	know,”	Grandpa	agreed.		“I	was	there	the	other	day.		Cindy	is	the	only	one

on	Fred’s	team	who	hit	Larry	the	whole	game.		Isn’t	that	right,	Larry?”
“Yes,	this	wimp	couldn’t	hit	me,	only	Cindy…”	Larry	stopped	as	he	realized

what	he	had	said.
“Then	it’s	agreed,”	Grandpa	said	with	a	smile.		“Cindy	broke	Larry’s	nose.”
“What?”
Grandpa’s	claim	startled	everyone.		For	the	first	time,	no	one	was	staring	at

Max.		Instead,	their	eyes	fixed	on	Grandpa.
“Larry	agreed	that	Cindy	was	the	only	one	who	hit	him	that	day.		Didn’t	you,

Larry?”	Grandpa	said	before	anyone	else	could	speak.



“Yes,	but...,”	stammered	Larry,	however,	Grandpa	was	too	quick.
“You	see,	he	said	yes,”	Grandpa	finished.
Larry	started	to	protest,	but	his	father	shot	him	a	look	that	silenced	him.	

Alan	whirled	on	Grandpa,	his	face	boiling	with	rage.		“You	can’t	protect	him,
just	like	you	couldn’t	protect	his	father,”	Alan	spat	through	his	teeth.		He	spun
and	headed	down	the	street.		“Come	on.”

The	sheriff	and	the	rest	of	the	boys	followed	him,	all	except	Larry.		He	stared
at	Max	through	the	gate.		“You	better	not	let	me	catch	you	alone.”

“You	don’t	scare	anyone,”	Max	said.		“A	girl	broke	your	nose.”
Larry	growled	and	tried	to	grab	Max	through	the	bars	of	the	gate.		As	he	did,

the	bars	burned	white-hot	and	the	sleeve	of	Larry’s	shirt	ignited	into	flames.	
Larry	screamed	and	wrenched	his	arm	back	quickly.		The	shriek	drew	everyone’s
attention	as	Larry	flailed	his	arm	through	the	air.		Larry	stopped	waving	his	arm
and	gawked	at	his	smoking	sleeve,	the	fire	no	longer	visible.

“Let’s	go,	Larry.”	Alan	yelled	and	Larry	trailed	after	the	others,	nursing	his
arm.

	
###
	

Max,	Cindy,	and	Grandpa	laughed	throughout	the	day,	remembering	how
Grandpa	tricked	Larry	into	admitting	that	Cindy	broke	his	nose.		They	finished
cleaning	the	front	room	and	were	enjoying	a	glass	of	lemonade.		The	way
Grandpa	pulled	it	off	amazed	Max.	

“Ego,”	Grandpa	said.		“I	was	only	playing	with	Larry’s	ego	which,	by	the
way,	is	huge.”

“Grandpa,	will	you	tell	us	what’s	going	on	now?”	Max	asked.
“Yes,	I’ve	wanted	to	tell	you	since	your	first	day	here.		I	just	wasn’t	sure

where	to	begin.”
“We	know	some	things,”	Cindy	offered.
“Yes,	I	know	you	do.		You’re	smart	kids.		Cindy,	I	am	glad	you	are	here.		I

think	Max	will	need	a	friend	in	this,	and	your	family	is	in	danger	as	well,”
Grandpa	paused.

“My	parents	are	in	danger?”	Cindy	gasped	and	the	blood	drained	out	of	her
face.

“Yes,	but	don’t	worry.		There	are	ways	of	protecting	them.”
“How?”
“I	will	teach	you.”	Grandpa	patted	her	trembling	hands.	“But	first,	where	to

begin?”
“How	about	starting	with	that	thing	upstairs?		What	is	it?		Where	did	it	come



from?”	Max	asked.
“What	about	the	danger?”	Cindy	asked.
“I	will	get	to	that,	Cindy.		I	think	I’d	better	start	further	back	though.		When	I

was	a	young	man,	I	was	hired	by	the	government	to	work	on	several	scientific
projects,”	he	explained.		“One	project	dealt	with	gateways	into	other	worlds.”

“Like	the	machine	upstairs?”	Max	interrupted.
“Yes.		The	government	wanted	it	for	the	information	and	the	technology

other	worlds	had	to	offer.”
“What	sort	of	technology?”	Cindy	asked	with	raised	eyebrows	her	face	still

pale.
“Like	today’s	space	program,	computers,	advanced	medicine,	and	weapons.	

A	lot	of	ideas,	and	many	things	we	use	today	came	from	those	worlds.”
“How	come	you	have	the	machine	now?”	Max	asked.		“Why	doesn’t	the

government	control	it?”
“The	original	machine,	and	the	designs	were	destroyed	in	a	fire.		Shortly

after	the	fire	a	new,	uninterested	administration	took	office.”
“Then	how	did	you	get	yours?”	Max	asked.
“I	secretly	made	a	copy	of	the	designs	and	snuck	them	out.		My	colleagues

and	I	found	out	there	was	more	at	stake	than	knowledge.		The	life	of	every	man,
woman,	and	child	was	in	danger.		We	learned	about	many	things	going	on	in	our
own	world	by	visiting	other	worlds.”

“That	doesn’t	make	any	sense,”	said	Max,	and	Cindy	nodded.
“Let’s	see	if	I	can	describe	it	better.		We	weren’t	the	only	people	who	were

entering	new	worlds	and	bringing	back	knowledge.		Different	races	and	aliens
had	been	visiting	other	worlds	for	hundreds	of	years.		They,	on	the	other	hand,
were	not	bringing	back	technology,	they	were	bringing	back	magic.”		Grandpa
took	a	drink	of	his	lemonade.

“What?	How?”	Max	and	Cindy	asked	together.
“Witches,	wizards,	and	warlocks	have	been	learning	magic	from	different

worlds	for	centuries.		The	funny	thing	we	discovered	is	that	our	world	has
greater	magical	powers	than	any	other	world.		Only	most	people	don’t	know
how	to	tap	into	this	power.		These	worlds	have	beings	that	teach	humans	how	to
use	magic.		It	was	creatures	from	other	worlds,	using	their	magical	skills	to	enter
our	world,	that	taught	the	original	witches	and	wizards	about	magic,”	he	paused
to	see	if	Max	and	Cindy	understood.

“These	beings,	are	they	human,	or	something	else?”	Cindy	asked	with	wide
eyes.

“Some	are	and	some	aren’t.		And	some	of	them	are	good	while	others	are
bad.		The	evil	ones,	if	unchecked,	would	destroy	our	world.		They	want	absolute



power	here.		My	colleagues	and	I	decided	that	we	needed	to	protect	the	unaware
and	unknowing	public.		There	are	life	forms	more	powerful	than	you	could
possibly	imagine.		It	was	our	goal,	our	mission,	to	keep	them	from	gaining
control	of	this	world	and	others.		Now,	there	are	only	a	few	of	us	left.		That’s
where	you	come	in,	Max.		I	need	someone	to	carry	on	the	fight	once	I	am	gone.”

“Me?		I’m	only	twelve!”		Max	protested.		“What	can	I	do?”
“I	am	afraid	there’s	no	one	else,	Max.		And	you’d	be	surprised	at	what	you

can	do.		I	need	you	because	you	are	young	and	haven’t	been	influenced	by	this
world.		Most	adults	are	already	set	in	their	ways	and	would	use	the	machine	to
gain	power	or	money.		We	can	teach	you.		You	will	understand	the	importance	of
keeping	this	machine,	and	what	it	does,	a	secret.		We	can	train	you	to	protect	our
world.		I	think	Cindy	can	help	you.		I	don’t	know	who	else	to	turn	to.”

For	the	first	time	Max	thought	Grandpa	appeared	worried.		Usually,	he	was
cheerful	and	upbeat	and	never	looked	old,	but	in	the	last	few	minutes	he	seemed
to	have	aged	right	before	their	eyes.		The	change	frightened	Max.

“What	is	it	that	you	want	me	to	do?”		Max	questioned	in	a	hushed	voice.		His
dry	mouth	quieted	his	words.

“First,	I	need	to	finish	the	story.		There	are	people	who	know	about	the
machine	and	what	it	does.”

“Let	me	guess,”	said	Cindy.		“Almost	the	whole	town?”
“Why,	yes,”	Grandpa	said	with	a	puzzled	look.
“She	saw	the	people	the	night	I	arrived,”	Max	explained.
“Oh.	Well,	I’m	sorry	to	say	that	almost	everyone	in	town	is	against	us.		They

are	evil.		They	practice	black	magic,	and	they	want	to	bring	more	powerful
beings	into	our	world.”

“I	thought	you	said	that	people	could	use	magic	to	travel	to	other	worlds.	
Why	don’t	these	evil	things	just	use	it	to	come	here?”	Max	asked.

“Very	perceptive,”	Grandpa	smiled	with	a	flicker	of	his	old	self	shining	in	his
eyes.		“Magic	can	help	one	cross	into	another	world	for	only	a	short	time.		It
takes	powerful	skills	to	do	it.		In	the	end,	though,	that	person’s	body	is	still	tied
to	its	original	world	and	it	has	to	return.		After	four	or	five	days,	they	become
weak	and	risk	death	if	they	continue	to	stay.		The	only	way	they	can	recover	is	if
they	go	back	to	their	own	world.		Unless.	.	.”

“You	have	a	gateway,”	Max	offered.
“Good,”	Grandpa	said	with	a	nod.		“Yes,	with	the	gateway	we	can	travel	to

other	worlds	and	stay	as	long	as	we	want	without	risk	of	negative	consequences.	
It	also	means	that	we	can	bring	someone	or	something	back.		The	people	in	this
town,	and	the	creatures	in	other	worlds,	will	kill	to	get	their	hands	on	that
machine.		They	want	to	bring	evil	beings	back	and	not	just	for	a	short	visit.	



They	want	to	dominate	our	world.”
“Why	don’t	we	see	any	of	these	beings	in	our	world,	even	if	they	are	here

only	temporarily?”	Cindy	asked.
“Lots	of	them	have	been	seen	but	they	are	usually	dismissed	as

hallucinations	or	nightmares.		You’ve	heard	of	Bigfoot	and	other	such	legends.	
The	one	they	really	want	to	bring	back	is	a	being	my	colleagues	and	I	trapped	in
a	world	almost	void	of	magic.		Still	others	come	to	teach	their	allies,	but	this	is
done	in	secret.		I	was	only	a	scientist,	but	when	I	realized	what	we	were	up
against,	I	learned	magic	to	protect	myself.		We	have	allies	in	other	worlds	that
aid	us.		We	have	to	help	them	as	well.		This	battle	is	not	limited	to	our	world
only,	but	affects	hundreds	of	others.		Some	of	them	do	not	have	laws	or
governments	to	enforce	rules.		If	the	gateway	fell	into	their	hands,	all	would	be
lost.”

“So	what	would	happen	to	us	if	we	went	to	those	worlds?”		Max’s	voice
cracked.

“If	you	are	unprepared	and	they	catch	you,	they	will	kill	you.”	Grandpa
replied,	his	face	taut,	reflecting	the	seriousness	of	the	situation.		“I	can	teach	you,
both	of	you,	if	you	are	up	to	the	challenge.		You	are	both	in	danger	already:	Max,
because	you	are	my	heir,	and	Cindy	because	you	live	here.”

“What	do	you	mean?”	Cindy	trembled.
“I’m	sorry	to	say,	Cindy,	without	some	sort	of	protection,	you	and	your

family	will	surrender	to	this	dark	magic.		The	influence	of	evil	is	too	strong	in
this	town.		Eventually,	everyone	succumbs	to	it,	and	they	don’t	even	know	it	has
happened.		I	can	teach	you	how	to	guard	yourself	and	your	parents.		You	already
saw	what	happened	when	Larry	tried	to	cross	into	my	yard.		You	must	trust	me.	
Max,	you	have	seen	their	hatred	from	day	one.		They	will	try	to	get	rid	of	you
any	way	they	can.		Especially	now	they	know	you	are	my	grandson.”

“Can	you	surround	my	yard	with	the	same	spell?”	Cindy	pleaded.
“That	would	place	your	parents	in	greater	danger	than	they	are	in	already.		If

the	enemy	detected	such	a	spell,	they	would	think	your	parents	were	on	my	side
and	know	more	than	they	do.		They	would	be	open	for	an	attack	and	not	know
how	to	fight	back.		Right	now,	the	enemy	thinks	they	know	nothing	and
therefore	will	assume	the	usual	methods	of	conversion	will	work.		I	can	teach
you	other	ways	to	shield	them.”

“Did	they	know	about	me	before	I	arrived?”	Max	asked	in	a	shaky	voice.		He
couldn’t	tell	if	he	was	angry,	scared,	or	both.

“No,”	Grandpa	said.		“That	is	why	you	haven’t	seen	me	much	over	the
years.		You	were	safer	with	me	keeping	my	distance.		But	now	I’m	desperate.		I
only	made	contact	with	your	mother	a	couple	of	months	ago,	and	somehow	the



enemy	found	out	about	it.		I	think	that’s	why	they	were	waiting	when	you
arrived.”

“What	are	you	saying?”	Max	asked.
“You’re	the	only	one	I	can	trust.		All	of	my	colleagues	are	too	old.		I	don’t

have	anyone	else.”
“I	am	willing	to	do	whatever	it	takes	for	my	family,”	Cindy	swallowed.
Max	struggled	with	the	enormity	of	what	his	grandfather	had	just	revealed.	

Grandpa	was	asking	him	to	save	the	world!		Cindy	seemed	willing	to	help,	but
she	was	going	to	be	responsible	for	her	family,	not	the	entire	world.

“I	have	friends	in	other	places	waiting	to	help	us.		Ready	to	teach	you,”
Grandpa	said.

“Please!		There	must	be	someone	else!”		Max	wanted	to	help,	he	really	did,
but	this	was	too	much	for	him.		He	had	already	accepted	what	his	grandfather
told	him	was	true	because	of	all	the	strange	events	he’d	witnessed.		He	didn’t
want	the	responsibility.

“Max,”	Grandpa	said	softly.		“You	really	don’t	have	a	choice	anymore.”
“What	do	you	mean	I	don’t	have	a	choice?”
“They	will	find	you	wherever	you	go.		I	know	they	marked	you.”
“Marked	me?”
“On	your	hand.		They	cursed	you	the	first	night	you	were	here.		They	put	it

there	so	they	would	know	where	you	are	at	all	times.		Whether	you	are	in	this
world	or	another,	they	will	find	you.”

Max	examined	his	hand	and	the	faint	symbol.		Cindy	leaned	towards	him	and
stared	at	the	mark.		He	wondered	if	she	was	upset	that	he	had	kept	the	mark
hidden	from	her.

“Max,”	Grandpa	said.		“I	am	sorry	I	got	you	into	this,	but	you	are	my	only
hope.		My	friends	and	I	will	teach	you	what	you	need	to	know	to	survive.”

Max’s	stomach	churned	with	a	sinking	sensation.		He	thought	this	was
supposed	to	be	a	get-to-know-your-grandfather	summer.		He	wasn’t	expecting,	I
need	you	to	keep	the	world	safe	and	oh,	by	the	way,	evil	people	with	magical
powers	want	to	destroy	you.		He	really	longed	to	see	his	mother.		Why	did	she
send	him	here?		Did	she	know	Grandpa’s	plan?		Just	then	he	thought	of	his
father.		Had	Dad	known	about	this?		He	had	never	really	understood	his	father’s
death.		Nobody	had	ever	really	explained	it	to	him.

“Did	Dad	know?”		Max	continued	to	study	the	mark	on	his	hand.
“Yes.”
“How	did	he	die?”
“He	was	killed,”	Grandpa	sighed	and	lowered	his	head.		“He	was	caught	in

one	of	the	worlds	without	laws.”



Max	tried	to	speak,	but	the	lump	in	his	throat	stifled	any	words.
“I	think	Alan	killed	him.”
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Max	tossed	and	turned	all	night	because	of	the	conversation	with	Grandpa.	
Larry’s	father,	Alan,	had	murdered	his	father.		How	did	he	get	away	with	it?		In
which	world	did	it	happen?		The	night	crept	by	and	Max	tried	to	imagine	how
much	his	mother	knew.		Was	she	safe?		He	had	many	questions	and	he	wanted
answers.		He	didn’t	like	that	he	had	no	choice	when	it	came	to	saving	the	world.	
It	was	early	in	the	morning	when	he	finally	nodded	off,	but	darkness	and	dread
caused	him	a	fitful	sleep.

He	awoke	at	sunrise.		Waking	brought	back	all	his	fear	and	unanswered
questions.		After	an	hour	spent	trying	to	get	back	to	sleep,	he	decided	it	was	no
use	and	got	out	of	bed.

He	went	to	the	kitchen	to	get	a	drink	of	water	and	found	Grandpa	reading	the
morning	paper.

“It	appears	you	had	a	hard	night.”		Grandpa	peered	at	him	over	his	paper.
“Yeah.”		Max	yawned.
“I	expected	as	much.		How	about	I	fix	you	a	big	breakfast?”		Grandpa	put

down	the	paper	and	hurried	to	the	cupboards.
Max	didn’t	bother	to	respond,	but	sat	at	the	table.		“Grandpa,	does	Mom

know?”
“Yes,”	he	replied	as	he	started	preparing	breakfast.
“Is	she	safe?”
“Yes,	your	mother	has	some	skills.		She	understands	how	important	this	work

is.”
Grandpa’s	answer	made	Max	feel	better.		It	only	made	sense	that	his	mother

knew.		He	wondered	if	she	had	magical	powers	and	if	so,	did	she	ever	use	them.	
“And	my	dad?		How	did	he	die?”		Max	swallowed	the	lump	in	his	throat.
Grandpa’s	face	grew	very	pale,	and	his	eyes	heavy	with	sadness.		“I	don’t



know	all	the	details.		I	must	find	out	more	before	I	tell	you	the	story.		I	don’t
want	to	give	you	wrong	information.”

“Okay,	I	understand.”
“Let’s	have	some	breakfast.”
Within	minutes,	Grandpa	Joe	had	whipped	up	some	pancakes	and	eggs.
“What	are	we	going	to	do	today?”		Max	took	a	bite	of	pancakes.
“We	are	going	to	visit	a	friend	of	mine.		But	since	you’re	up	already,	perhaps

we	can	get	an	early	start	on	the	morning	chores.”
“What’s	today’s	chore?”		It	might	have	been	the	lack	of	sleep	or	the	weight

of	his	new	responsibility,	but	Max	really	wished	they	could	skip	the	morning
tasks.		He	felt	like	going	back	to	bed.

“We	are	going	to	trim	the	trees.”
	

###
	

Cindy	joined	them	soon	after	they	had	started	trimming	the	trees,	which
surprised	Max.		He	hadn’t	expected	to	see	her	since	they	were	starting	their
chores	earlier	than	usual.

“Couldn’t	sleep?”	Max	asked	as	she	dragged	herself	through	the	gate.
“Nope.”
Grandpa	put	them	to	work	but	the	task	progressed	at	a	snail’s	pace.		Cindy

and	Max	were	tired	and	the	morning	crawled	by.		Grandpa	trimmed	while	Cindy
and	Max	carried	the	branches	to	the	fire	pit.

When	they	returned	to	the	front	yard,	they	noticed	a	strange	man	dressed	all
in	black	strolling	up	the	street	towards	them.		He	wore	a	long	coat	and	a	big	hat.	
With	the	collar	of	his	coat	turned	up,	it	was	impossible	to	see	his	face.		The	man
limped	slightly	and	kept	his	hands	in	his	pockets.		Max	and	Cindy	stopped	and
stared	at	his	approach.

“Hey,	what’s	the	hold-up?”	asked	Grandpa	as	he	climbed	down	the	ladder.	
“It	doesn’t	sound	like	anyone’s	working.”

The	stranger’s	raspy	breathing	floated	through	the	yard	as	he	halted	outside
the	gate.

“Cindy,	Max,	get	inside,	now!”	Grandpa	ordered,	but	they	remained
motionless.		The	unusual	man	held	Max	transfixed.		“I	said	now!”		Grandpa’s
command	startled	them	into	submission.

“Whys	didss	yous	sends	thes	childrenss	awaysss.”		The	man’s	snake-like
voice	hissed	his	question	as	Max	and	Cindy	entered	the	house.		They	darted	into
the	front	room	where	they	could	watch	through	the	window.		Max	couldn’t	hear
anything,	but	he	could	tell	that	Grandpa	and	the	man	were	engaged	in	a	heated



discussion.		After	several	tense	moments	the	man	meandered	back	down	the
street.

“He	sure	was	creepy,”	Cindy	commented.
“I	don’t	think	he’s	leaving.”		Max	watched	the	retreating	figure.
“What	do	you	mean?”
“Look,”	Max	pointed.		The	man	walked	three	houses	away	and	stood	under

the	shade	of	an	old	maple	tree.		He	appeared	to	be	eyeing	them	from	under	his
dark	covering.

Grandpa	marched	into	the	house	muttering	something	under	his	breath.		He
acted	agitated	as	he	waved	his	hands	around.

“Who	was	that?”	Max	asked.
“They’re	called	Night	Shades,”	Grandpa	spat.		“They	are	very	nasty

warlocks.		He	was	sent	here	to	spy	on	us.”
“Is	he	from	another	world?”	questioned	Cindy.
“Yes.”
“Well,	at	least	he	can’t	stay	here	forever,”	Max	offered.		“He	didn’t	come

through	the	gateway,	right,	so	he	can’t	take	up	residence?”
“No,	but	there	are	enough	of	them	to	keep	a	constant	vigil,”	Grandpa	added.	

“We	have	a	lot	of	work	to	do.		They	know	who	you	are,	Max,	and	they	will	do
anything	to	keep	me	from	training	you.		I’m	afraid	things	are	more	desperate
than	I	thought.		I	planned	to	teach	you	only	a	few	things	this	summer,	but	you
will	need	to	learn	much	more.”

“They	can’t	get	in	here,	can	they?”	asked	Cindy,	with	an	alarmed
expression.		“And	what	about	my	parents,	and	my	house?”

“No,	they	can’t	get	in	here.		It	would	take	a	powerful	being	years	to	break
through	my	protective	spells,”	Grandpa	said.		“And	as	for	your	house	and	your
parents,	I	am	taking	you	to	a	friend	who	has	something	to	help	you	protect
them.		We	should	get	started.		Follow	me.”		Grandpa	led	them	up	to	the	third
floor.

“Where	are	we	going?”	Max	asked	as	they	climbed	the	spiral	staircase.
“We’re	going	to	visit	my	friend,”	Grandpa	responded,	as	they	entered	the

room.		“Make	sure	you’re	inside	the	circle.		If	your	entire	body	isn’t	inside	the
force	field	when	it	starts,	you	will	be	thrown	against	the	wall.”

The	presence	of	a	large	revolving	mirror	the	size	of	double	doors	surprised
Max	and	Cindy.		It	stood	where	the	bright	light	had	been,	through	which
Grandpa	had	vanished	and	reappeared.

Max	thought	that	the	unique,	cherry-carved	frame	appeared	to	have	antique
workmanship.

Cindy	moved	next	to	Max	and	took	hold	of	his	hand.		“Where	are	we



going?”
Blood	flooded	Max’s	cheeks	as	he	felt	her	soft	skin.		He	had	never	held	a

girl’s	hand	before,	and	he	was	glad	none	of	his	friends	back	home	could	see
him.		“I’m	not	sure.”		He	tried	to	sound	brave	but	he	was	as	nervous	as	she
appeared	to	be.

Grandpa	flipped	a	switch	on	the	console	and	the	humming	began.		The	force
field	spread	from	the	five	metal	pillars	until	it	formed	a	dome.		He	then	turned	a
couple	of	dials	and	the	mirror	started	to	revolve.		The	humming	increased	as	the
mirror	spun	faster.		In	its	center,	a	light	appeared,	and	began	to	grow.		It
increased	until	it	enveloped	the	mirror.

“Max,	you	take	my	hand	and	Cindy,	you.	.	.”	Grandpa	smiled	as	he	noticed
that	they	were	already	holding	hands.

Max	and	Cindy	both	blushed,	but	didn’t	release	their	grip.		Grandpa	snatched
Max’s	free	hand	and	led	them	to	the	light.		“Are	you	ready?		As	you	enter	the
gateway,	take	a	big	step	down.”

Grandpa	proceeded	into	the	gateway	pulling	them	behind	him.		The	light
changed	into	rolling	green	hills	with	tall	grasses	and	a	rainbow	of	wildflowers
surrounded	by	snow-capped	mountains.		The	sky	was	an	ocean	of	blue	with	a
few	white	fluffy	clouds.		Max,	surprised	by	the	sudden	change	of	scenery,	forgot
to	step	down	and	yanked	Cindy	with	him.		Grandpa	caught	them	before	they
fell.		“Sorry,”	he	apologized,	“it’s	more	like	two	big	steps.”

Max	glanced	back	through	the	gateway	but	it	had	vanished.		“How	do	we	get
home?”

“With	this.”		From	his	pocket,	Grandpa	retrieved	a	small	golden	medallion
with	a	crystal	in	the	center.		He	waved	it	around	in	the	direction	of	the	gateway
and	every	time	it	passed	over	the	gateway,	the	crystal	flashed	a	bright	white
light.		“We	used	safety	lines	on	our	first	trips	through	the	gateway.		Eventually
we	figured	out	that	crystals	reflect	the	light	of	the	gateway.		The	naked	eye	can’t
see	it,	which	is	to	our	advantage.”

“It	sure	is	beautiful	here,”	Cindy	commented.
“Yes,	it	is,”	Grandpa	replied.
“Ouch.”		Max	cried	out	and	looked	at	his	hand.		The	mark	burned	and	was

darker	than	before.
Grandpa	examined	the	mark.		“I	was	afraid	of	this.		They	know	you	have	left

and	will	be	coming	soon.		We	have	to	hurry.”
“What	do	you	mean?”		Max	asked,	panic	in	his	voice.
“They	cursed	you	to	track	you.		It	will	take	them	a	while	to	find	where	you

are,	but	eventually	they	will.		We	have	maybe	two	hours.”	Grandpa	led	them	up
and	down	several	small	hills	in	a	westward	direction.



Max	became	extremely	nervous.		The	thought	of	someone	hunting	him	upset
him	deeply,	and	he	constantly	peeked	over	his	shoulder.		The	tall	mountain	grass
swaying	in	the	wind	caused	him	to	see	movement	everywhere.

“How	far	is	it?”	Cindy	asked.
“About	a	half	a	mile	from	here.”		Grandpa’s	long	strides	covered	ground	in	a

hurry.		At	the	bottom	of	the	fifth	hill,	they	followed	a	path	running	along	its
base.		After	a	couple	hundred	yards,	a	small	cottage	appeared,	nestled	between
two	low	hills.		A	copse	of	trees	surrounded	the	building,	keeping	it	hidden	from
a	distance.

The	cottage	belonged	in	a	fairy	tale.		It	had	a	bright	red	roof,	green	shutters,
and	flower	boxes	under	the	windows.		Driven	by	a	stream,	a	water	wheel	rotated
slowly	at	the	right	side	of	the	house.		In	the	center	of	the	residence	was	a	green
door	with	a	shiny	brass	handle.

As	they	approached,	the	door	opened,	and	a	woman	wearing	a	colorful	dress
emerged.		With	a	beautiful	face	and	blonde	braided	hair,	she	stood	only	a	tiny	bit
taller	than	Max.		As	they	drew	closer,	her	pointed	ears	grew	visible.		“Hello,
Joseph.”		She	smiled.		“I’ve	been	expecting	you.”

“Hello,	Yelka,”	Grandpa	said.
“I	see	you’ve	brought	some	students,”	Yelka	said	with	a	peculiar	accent.		It

sounded	like	she	was	almost	singing	her	words	and	her	voice	had	a	perceptible
ring	to	it.		She	placed	a	pair	of	half	moon	spectacles	on	her	nose	and	studied	the
children.

Grandpa	accepted	her	offered	hand.		“This	is	my	grandson,	Max,	and	our
friend,	Cindy.”

“Hello,”	Cindy	said.
“How	do	you	do?”		Max	asked	as	he	shook	her	hand.		He	couldn’t	help	but

stare	at	her	beautiful	but	slightly	strange	features.
“They	do	seem	curious,	don’t	they?”		Yelka	said.
“They’re	kids,”	Grandpa	said.
Yelka	eyed	them	for	a	moment.		“In	case	you	were	wondering,	I	am	not	a

human	like	you.	The	enemy	is	closing	in	on	us,	Joseph,	and	we	don’t	have	much
time.”	Yelka’s	tone	became	suddenly	serious.		She	beckoned	them	towards	the
door	of	the	house,	“Come	with	me,	children.”

“How	do	you	know?”	Max	asked.
“Oh,	don’t	be	surprised,	young	Max.		I	sensed	the	mark	on	your	hand.”		She

winked	at	him	over	her	glasses.
“I	want	you	two	to	do	whatever	Yelka	says,”	Grandpa	urged.
“You’re	not	staying?”	Max	asked.
“No,	I	am	going	to	keep	watch	outside.”		Grandpa	motioned	towards	the



door.		“We	can’t	let	ourselves	be	caught	unaware.”
Max	and	Cindy	trailed	Yelka	into	the	living	room,	and	she	motioned	them

towards	a	couch	with	a	coffee	table	in	front	of	it.		She	sat	in	a	chair	opposite
them.		Max	noted	that	the	furniture	was	smaller	than	human	furniture.		Even	the
ceiling	was	lower.

“Do	you	know	why	you	are	here?”	Yelka	asked,	in	her	sing-song	voice.
Cindy	and	Max	shook	their	heads.		Yelka’s	features	mesmerized	Max;	he

couldn’t	take	his	eyes	off	her.		Though	she	did	not	quite	resemble	humans,	she
was	very	beautiful.

“Well	then,	I	shall	briefly	explain.		It	is	obvious	that	you	have	some
questions	about	me.		I	am	what	you	would	call	an	elf,	although	we	call	ourselves
Svetice	and	our	world	is	called	Svet.		We	are	an	ancient	people,	born	with	the
ability	to	use	magic.		I	will	be	your	magic	teacher.”

“Did	you	teach	my	grandfather?”	Max	asked.
“Yes,	I	was	one	of	your	Grandfather’s	tutors.”
“Grandpa	had	other	teachers?”	Cindy	asked.
“Now,	children,	we	can	answer	such	questions	later.		We	really	must	begin.	

We	don’t	have	much	time.”		Yelka	retrieved	a	tray	from	an	end	table	beside	her
and	placed	it	in	front	of	Max	and	Cindy.		Long	green	plants	with	twisted	black
roots	lay	piled	on	the	tray.

“Almost	every	creature	has	the	potential	to	perform	magic,”	Yelka	began.		“I
am	sure	you	have	heard	that	humans	only	use	a	portion	of	their	brains.		Part	of
the	power	that	goes	untapped	is	the	ability	to	use	magic.		These	roots	contain	a
compound	that	will	awaken	the	area	of	your	mind	that	is	dormant.		I	want	each
of	you	to	take	a	plant	and	eat	the	roots.”

Both	Max	and	Cindy	picked	up	one	of	the	plants	and	inspected	them.
“I	warn	you,”	Yelka	said,	“it	is	not	candy.”
Cindy	gently	touched	the	roots	to	her	tongue	and	quickly	removed	it.		“Augh,

it	tastes	like	puke.”
Max,	after	witnessing	Cindy’s	reaction,	wanted	it	over.		He	plugged	his	nose

and	bit	off	the	black	portion	of	the	plant.		The	bitter,	puke	taste	was	worse	than
he	had	imagined.		He	tried	to	swallow,	but	his	gag	reflex	kicked	in.		After	several
tries	he	got	it	to	go	down.

Cindy	was	having	a	harder	time.		She	would	take	a	nibble	and	then	heave
multiple	times	before	she	could	swallow	it.

“Can	I	have	some	water?”	asked	Max,	the	horrible	taste	clinging	to	his
tongue.

“Give	it	a	minute,”	Yelka	smiled.		“If	you	continue	to	eat	these	roots,	you
will	learn	magic	faster	than	those	who	are	currently	learning	it	in	your	world.		I



want	you	to	take	five	roots	each	and	eat	one	a	day	for	the	next	five	days.”
By	now	Cindy	had	finished,	but	was	still	gagging.		“I	thought	I	was	going	to

barf.		Is	there	some	other	way	of	getting	this	compound?”
“I	am	afraid	not,	dear.”
A	comforting	warmth	crawled	over	and	through	Max’s	body.		He	thought	he

could	sense	a	connection	with	everything	around	him.		“I	feel	weird.”
“That	is	normal.		Part	of	your	mind	is	being	awakened.”		Yelka	shuffled	to

the	edge	of	her	chair.		“This	first	spell	I	am	going	to	teach	you	will	allow	you	to
move	objects.		You	will	only	be	able	to	do	it	to	small	objects	at	first,	and	it	will
be	difficult.		The	more	you	practice,	the	easier	it	will	become.”		She	dropped	two
marble-sized	stones	in	front	of	Max	and	Cindy.

The	bitter	taste	disappeared	and	Max	felt	better,	stronger.		“What	do	we	do
now?”

“Concentrate	on	the	rock	in	front	of	you.		Picture	it	blowing	off	the	table	as	if
it	were	a	feather.		Do	you	think	you	can	do	that?”

They	nodded.
“Now,	as	you	picture	this,	speak	the	word	premakni.		Let’s	say	it	together.”
“Premakni,”	they	repeated.
“Now	you	try.”
Max	stared	at	the	stones	and	repeated,	“Premakni.”	After	several	minutes

with	no	results,	frustration	crept	in	and	he	could	tell	by	Cindy’s	expression	she
was	feeling	the	same.		He	didn’t	believe	it	was	going	to	happen.

“I	don’t	think	I	can	do	this,”	Cindy	moaned.
“That	is	why	it	isn’t	working”	Yelka’s	voice	rang.		“Concentrate.	You	must

see	it	happen	in	your	mind	and	say	the	word,	premakni.”
Max	focused	harder	than	ever.		Blood	pounded	in	his	brain	like	a	vein	was

going	to	pop	out	of	his	forehead.		“Premakni.”		He	face	grew	red	with	heat.
“Relax	yourself,	Max.		Forcing	all	that	blood	to	your	head	isn’t	going	to

help.		Calm	down	and	picture	it	in	your	mind.”		Yelka	inhaled	deeply	and	held
out	her	hand.		“Premakni.”		Both	stones	flew	off	the	table	and	landed	on	the
floor.		“Like	that.”		She	gathered	the	stones	and	placed	them	back	on	the	table.

Max	took	a	deep	breath	and	closed	his	eyes.		He	envisioned	the	stone
zooming	off	the	table.		He	opened	his	eyes	and	locked	onto	the	stone.	
“Premakni.”		The	stone	jumped	a	couple	of	inches.

“It	moved.”	Max	said	with	excitement.		“It	moved!		Did	you	see	it?”
“Yes,	I	saw.		Now	try	to	blow	it	off	the	table,”	Yelka	encouraged.
“I	will.”
Cindy	attempted	the	spell	again.		“Premakni.”		Her	stone	slid	closer	to	the

edge	of	the	table.		She	had	beaten	Max’s	mark,	and	her	smug	expression	told



him	how	pleased	she	was.
Max	didn’t	allow	her	satisfaction	to	last	long.		Only	two	more	tries	and	Max

launched	the	stone	off	the	table.		Cindy’s	stone	didn’t	budge	on	her	next	four
endeavors.		On	her	fifth	try	the	stone	skipped	two	inches,	and	when	it	stopped
she	called	again,	“Premakni.”		This	time	the	stone	traveled	the	remainder	of	the
distance	off	the	table.

“Very	good,	children,”	Yelka	praised	them.		“I	want	you	to	practice	every
day.		Soon	you	will	be	able	to	do	it	without	the	help	of	the	roots.”

“Now	I	am	going	to	teach	you	some	more	spells	to	work	on.		We	will	not	do
them	here,	for	our	time	is	short.		I	will	help	you	with	the	pronunciation	and
imagery.		Remember,	imagery	is	as	important	as	the	correct	pronunciation.		The
next	spell	is	to	stop	an	object.		If	someone	has	thrown	something	at	you	and	you
want	to	stop	it,	you	need	to	picture	it	stopping	dead	in	the	air	and	falling	to	the
ground.		The	spell	is	pronounced	vstani.		Now	let’s	all	say	it	together.”

“Vstani,”	they	repeated	several	times.
“Remember	these	words,	children,	and	their	meanings.”
“Can	we	write	them	down?”	Cindy	asked.
“No,	I	am	afraid	not.		We	can	not	risk	the	enemy	gaining	any	knowledge	of

these	spells,”	Yelka	warned.
“What	do	you	mean?”	Max	asked	with	a	questioning	glance.		“They	don’t

use	the	same	spells?”
“No,	they	use	evil	spells.		There	are	people	who	say	evil	is	more	powerful

than	good	because	they	know	both	good	and	bad.		They	try	to	convince	others
that	good	only	understands	good,	and	that	we	don’t	have	the	knowledge	they	do.	
The	truth	is,	the	more	someone	practices	evil,	the	more	they	lose	the	ability	to	do
what’s	right.		Soon	the	very	thing	they	desired	to	understand	has	enslaved	them.	
Only	those	who	avoid	evil	are	truly	free	and	have	the	ability	to	choose,	and	they
recognize	the	difference.		Do	you	understand?”

“I	think	so,”	Cindy	said.
Max	nodded.
“Now,”	Yelka	began.		“The	next	spell	is	to	bring	an	object	to	you.	

Remember	the	stone.		Instead	of	sending	it	off	the	table,	you	must	picture	it
coming	into	your	hand.		The	spell	is	pridi.		Let’s	say	it	together.”



“Pridi,”	they	echoed	over	and	over.
“The	next	spell	will	slow	objects	down.		Again,	you	have	to	visualize	the

object	losing	speed.		The	spell	is	pronounced	pochasi.		Together.”
“Pochasi,”	they	said.
“Ouch.”		Max	held	up	his	hand.
Yelka	sprang	to	her	feet	and	snatched	Max’s	hand.		“They	have	entered

Svet.”		Her	tan	face	creased	with	lines	of	worry.
Just	then	Grandpa	raced	through	the	door.		“We	have	to	go.”		His	cheeks

flushed	and	he	gulped	air.
“How	many,	Joseph?”	Yelka	asked.
“At	least	seven	Night	Shades,	maybe	more.”		He	gasped	for	breath.
Yelka	dashed	to	a	cabinet	behind	Max	and	Cindy	and	pulled	out	a	penny-

sized	disc	on	a	chain.		“Cindy,	take	this	and	hang	it	in	your	bedroom	window.		It
will	help	guard	you	and	your	family	until	you	can	learn	enough	magic	to	protect
them.”		She	handed	it	to	Cindy,	who	put	it	in	her	pocket.

Max	thought	Cindy’s	eyes	reflected	relief	as	she	accepted	the	charm.		He
remembered	how	she	had	been	worried	about	her	parents	since	their	first
discussion	with	Grandpa.		Now	she	had	something	to	help	them.

“You	bring	up	the	rear,	Joseph.”		Yelka	escorted	them	out	the	front	door.
She	motioned	them	to	follow	her	around	the	side	of	the	house	nearest	the

stream.		She	directed	them	over	the	water	on	stepping	stones	and	after	everyone
crossed,	she	gathered	them	under	a	tree.		“I	am	going	to	teach	you	a	more
advanced	spell.		It	is	used	to	make	things	invisible,	including	yourselves.”		Yelka
was	moving	again.		She	guided	them	up	a	narrow	ravine	between	the	hills
behind	her	house.

After	they	made	it	over	the	hill	they	crouched	in	a	clump	of	shrubs.		It	was
the	last	cover	before	they	headed	into	open	grasslands.		They	wouldn’t	reach	the
tree	line	until	they	were	farther	up	the	mountain.

“The	spell	is	pronounced	izginem	se,”	Yelka	whispered.		“I	want	you	to
perform	this	spell	on	yourselves	now.		You	must	visualize	yourself	disappearing.	
I	know	this	is	a	lot	to	ask	of	you	so	soon,	but	you	must	try.”		Yelka	poked	her
head	above	the	shrubs.		“Five	black-cloaked	figures	are	approaching	my	house
from	the	opposite	hill.		Keep	low.”

She	sprinted,	hurrying	down	the	hill	parallel	to	the	gateway.		Max	muttered
the	spell	under	his	breath,	but	the	visualization	was	impossible.		Between	the
running	and	the	thought	of	creatures	attempting	to	kill	them,	concentration	was
difficult.		Max	imagined	Cindy	was	having	the	same	problem.

They	followed	her	down	the	hill	and	up	the	next	before	they	stopped	again.	
“I	forgot.		If	you	manage	the	invisibility	spell,	you	will	need	the	spell	to	make



yourselves	reappear,”	Yelka	whispered	between	gasps.		“Prikazi	se	is	the	word	to
discover	what	has	been	hidden.”		Yelka	froze,	checking	the	hill	behind	them.

On	the	top	of	the	hill,	the	five	Night	Shades	gave	chase	and	were	hustling.	
Max	gritted	his	teeth	against	the	throbbing	in	his	palm.		Yelka	grabbed	him	by
the	hand,	and	the	pain	subsided.		“I	can	help	lessen	the	pain.”		She	pulled	him
down	the	hill	after	her.

They	reached	the	bottom	of	the	hill	and	were	climbing	up	the	next.	
“Premakni,”	resounded	in	a	commanding	voice.

Max	caught	sight	of	two	Night	Shades	being	tossed	down	the	hill	in	front	of
them.		He	turned	to	see	Grandpa	standing	erect	with	his	arms	stretched	out	in
front	of	him.		Grandpa	had	spotted	the	trap	ahead.

On	the	hill	behind	them	the	trailing	Night	Shades	advanced.		Their	black
clothing	flapped	in	their	rush,	but	their	hoods	still	hid	their	faces.		A	roar	escaped
their	mouths	as	they	spotted	their	prey	and	raced	down	the	hill	towards	them.

Yelka	let	go	of	Max’s	hand	and	joined	Grandpa.		“Joseph,	get	the	children
out.”

“I	won’t	leave	you	alone,”	Grandpa	said.
“Max	can’t	hide	in	this	world	and	you	know	it.		You	need	to	get	him	home

where	he	will	be	safe.		I	will	be	all	right.		This	is	my	world	not	theirs.”
“Cindy,	Max,	come	on.”		Grandpa	took	the	lead.
Max	didn’t	want	to	leave	Yelka,	but	he	knew	they	couldn’t	help	her.		For	a

moment	he	stared	at	her	in	a	silent	goodbye.
“Don’t	worry,	children.		We	will	meet	again,”	Yelka	promised.		“Izginem	se,”

she	uttered,	and	vanished.
“Come	on!”		Grandpa	reached	back	and	dragged	them	after	him.
Max	tried	to	watch	over	his	shoulder,	but	he	couldn’t	get	a	clear	view	with

the	pace	Grandpa	was	setting.		From	somewhere	behind,	howls	of	pain	filled	the
air.		It	comforted	him	that	none	of	the	screams	matched	Yelka’s	voice.

Grandpa	guided	them	up	the	hill	and	then	turned	right	along	the	top.		The
cries	disappeared	behind	them.		At	the	bottom	of	the	hill	a	flash	of	black	mingled
with	the	sea	of	green.

“Grandpa!”		Max	yelled.
“I	see	him.		Keep	running!”
The	Night	Shades	gained	on	them.		A	sudden,	incredible	force	struck	Max	in

the	back	and	sent	him	flying	into	Cindy	and	Grandpa.		They	crashed	down	in	a
pile	of	tangled	arms	and	legs.		Max	tried	to	stand,	but	his	lungs	burned	and	he
couldn’t	breathe.

Cindy	extended	her	hand	to	help	him	up,	when	a	Night	Shade	reached	the	top
of	the	hill.		The	Night	Shade	rushed	towards	them	and	Cindy	stepped	in	front	of



Max	as	he	struggled	for	air.		“Premakni,”	she	screamed	with	no	result.
“Premakni,”	Grandpa	said	with	his	hands	extended.		The	spell	yanked	the

Night	Shade	off	the	ground	and	flung	it	sideways	down	the	hill.
Max	regained	his	wind	and	was	ready	to	move.		Grandpa	was	next	to	them	in

an	instant,	the	crystal	in	his	hand.		He	waved	it	through	the	air,	and	when	he
found	the	gateway	he	handed	the	crystal	to	Max.		“Take	Cindy.		Remember,	you
have	to	step	up	into	the	gateway.”

“You	have	to	come	with	us,”	Max	argued,	his	voice	full	of	panic.
“I’ll	be	right	behind	you.		But	I	need	my	hands	free	to	fight.		Go	now.	

Izginem	se.”		Grandpa	vanished.
Max	seized	Cindy	by	the	hand	and	pulled	her	after	him.		He	located	the

gateway	about	three	hundred	yards	away	on	the	next	hill.		As	they	started	down
the	hill	Max	slipped	on	the	grass	and	slid	down	on	his	butt.		Cindy,	rather	than
being	dragged	down	head	first,	kicked	her	feet	out	and	landed	on	her	backside	to
slide	after	him.		At	the	bottom	of	the	hill,	they	hopped	to	their	feet	and	dashed	up
the	last	hill.

An	occasional	sharp	wail	or	shout	of	anger	reached	their	ears	as	they	pushed
themselves	forward.		Max	remembered	where	the	crystal	showed	the	gateways
entrance.		They	were	getting	close.		They	scrambled	with	all	the	energy	they
could	muster	when,	on	the	hill	behind	the	gateway,	more	Night	Shades	appeared.

“Run	to	the	gateway,”	Grandpa	yelled	from	somewhere	behind	them.		“It’s
our	only	chance.”

Max	and	Cindy	sprinted	as	fast	as	they	could.		The	Night	Shades	raced
towards	them	and	the	gap	closed	quickly.		Max	reached	the	gateway	at	full	speed
and	dove	through,	dragging	Cindy	behind	him.

They	landed	on	the	floor	and	rolled	to	their	feet	staring	at	the	gateway.
“Come	on,	Grandpa,”	Max	whispered.
“Max,	if	he	doesn’t	come,	we	don’t	know	how	to	operate	the	machine!”	

Cindy	gasped	for	air.
“He’s	coming,”	Max	responded.		Deep	down	he	was	worried,	but	he	didn’t

want	Cindy	to	know.
The	light	of	the	gateway	flickered,	brightening	and	dimming	a	few	times.	

Max	heart	rose	up	into	his	throat.		A	couple	of	minutes	had	gone	by,	and	still
Grandpa	hadn’t	stepped	through.

“What	are	we	going	to	do?”	Cindy	asked	in	a	fearful	voice.	
“He’s	coming,”	Max	insisted,	but	with	each	passing	second	his	pulse	grew

louder.		The	constant	humming	of	the	force	field	only	added	to	the	tension.
Time	froze,	as	seconds	turned	to	minutes.		All	they	could	do	was	wait.		The

light	around	the	gateway	suddenly	flashed	brighter	and	they	covered	their	eyes.	



When	the	light	dimmed,	a	Night	Shade	stood	in	front	of	the	gateway.
“Childrensss,”	it	hissed.
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The	Night	Shade	stood	in	front	of	Max	and	Cindy.		The	only	visible	parts
were	its	gnarled	hands	covered	in	thick,	black	hair	with	long	claw-like
fingernails.		“Nowheres	to	runsss.”		It	spit	through	its	teeth	while	laughing.

Max	pushed	Cindy	behind	him.		He	didn’t	know	what	to	do.		They	had	no
weapons	and	they	couldn’t	escape	with	the	force	field	on.

The	Night	Shade	moved	forward.		It	appeared	confused	and	unsure	how	to
proceed.		As	if	it	did	not	know	what	to	do	with	its	prey.

“Duck!”	shouted	Grandpa	and	Max	and	Cindy	dropped	to	the	ground.	
“Premakni.”		The	spell	drove	the	Night	Shade	head	first	into	the	force	field.		The
force	field	repelled	it	backward	several	feet,	where	it	landed	in	a	heap	on	the
floor,	unconscious.

Grandpa	rushed	to	the	console	and	shut	down	the	system.		The	light	of	the
gateway	began	to	diminish.

The	Night	Shade	stirred,	but	Grandpa	didn’t	seem	interested.		“It’s	moving,”
Max	said.

“It	will	soon	be	too	weak	to	do	anything,”	Grandpa	said	as	the	light	of	the
gateway	faded	and	the	mirror	replaced	it,	revolving	slowly.		The	force	field
dissolved	back	into	the	stands.

“But	it	came	through	the	gateway.		You	said	if	someone	used	the	gateway
they	could	stay	without	becoming	weak,”	Max	stressed.

“True,	but	this	creature	entered	Yelka’s	world	using	magic.		By	following
you	through	the	gateway,	it	is	now	in	a	very	precarious	position.		Its	energy
source	is	located	in	the	world	we	just	left.”

The	Night	Shade	rose	up	on	its	hands	and	knees,	and	tried	to	stand.
“What	is	your	name?”	Grandpa	asked.
It	glared	at	Grandpa,	“You	havesss	no	powerssss	over	meeesss.”



“You’re	quite	mistaken.		The	gateway	is	closed	and	you	are	trapped	here.”
The	Night	Shade’s	head	twisted	and	turned	as	it	searched	for	the	gateway.	

“Odpris	luknjos,”	it	hissed,	and	a	faint	ball	of	light	appeared	in	the	air	and	then
disappeared.

“I	asked	your	name.”	Grandpa	demanded,	but	still	the	Night	Shade	refused	to
answer.		“Reci,”	Grandpa	commanded	and	the	Night	Shade	started	to	tremble.	
Whatever	was	happening	to	it,	it	was	obviously	resisting.

“Noretsss,”	the	Night	Shade	spat.
“What	do	we	want	to	know?”	Grandpa	asked	more	to	himself	than	anyone	in

particular.		He	rubbed	his	chin	in	thought.		The	Night	Shade	acted	cornered,	like
a	snake	ready	to	strike.

“How	about,	what’s	this	mark	on	my	hand	and	how	do	I	get	rid	of	it?”		Max
thrust	out	his	hand.

The	Night	Shade	let	out	a	harsh,	barking	laugh.		“It’ss	marksss	of
darknessss.		A	powerfulsss	curse	it	issss.”

Grandpa	slowly	shook	his	head.		“There	are	only	two	ways	to	remove	it,
Max.		One	is	a	counter	curse,	and	the	other	is	extremely	painful.”

“Counter	curse?”		Max	didn’t	want	to	discuss	any	painful	method.
“Only	you	can	make	it	go	away,”	Grandpa	stated.		“You	need	to	practice

what	you’ve	learned.		You	must	gain	the	power	to	remove	it.”
The	Night	Shade	leapt	with	lightning	speed	towards	Max,	a	curved	blade

flashed	in	its	hand.		It	seized	Max	from	behind	and	held	the	blade	to	his	throat.	
“I	canss	still	finishshsss	my	jobsss.		Youuu	still	lossssse,	old	mansssss.”

“I	beg	to	differ,”	Grandpa	said	calmly	and	pointed	a	finger	at	the	Night
Shade.		“You	lose.	Unichi.”		The	Night	Shade	cried	out	a	high-pitched	scream
and	then	turned	to	dust.		The	knife	fell	to	the	ground	with	a	clatter.

Max	remained	frozen.		His	grandfather	had	just	killed	the	Night	Shade.	
Before	Max	could	recover,	Grandpa	collapsed.

Cindy	rushed	to	Grandpa’s	side.		Max	felt	like	he	was	watching	the	scene
from	outside	his	body.		He	could	see	himself	kneeling	over	his	grandfather.		He
stared	as	his	grandfather	opened	his	eyes	and	managed	a	weak	smile.

“He’s	bleeding.”		Cindy	lifted	Grandpa’s	shirt	to	reveal	an	ugly	stab	wound.
“We	need	to	get	him	to	a	doctor,”	Max	said.
“No.”		Grandpa’s	voice	was	barely	audible.		“You	can’t	take	me	to	a	doctor.”
“What?”	Max	asked	in	astonishment.
“No	doctor	in	this	town	will	help	me.		Get	me	to	my	room.		Cindy,	there	is	a

first-aid	kit	in	the	bathroom	closet.		Bring	it	to	me.”
Max	assisted	Grandpa	down	the	stairs	and	into	his	bedroom.		After	Cindy

brought	the	medical	kit,	they	helped	Grandpa	clean	and	dress	his	wound.		“Don’t



look	so	worried,”	Grandpa	reassured	them.		“I	just	need	some	rest.”
Grandpa’s	words	did	not	convince	Max	that	everything	was	going	to	be	all

right.		Somehow,	he	knew	the	wound	was	worse	than	Grandpa	admitted.
“You	two	need	to	work	on	the	spells	Yelka	taught	you,”	Grandpa	said.	

“Today,	and	every	day.”
	

###
	

Max	and	Cindy	spent	several	days	practicing	their	spells	and	taking	care	of
Grandpa.		Their	concern	continued	to	grow	when	Grandpa	didn’t	show	any	signs
of	improvement.		He	actually	looked	worse.		He	slept	most	of	the	day	and	barely
ate	or	drank	anything.		Max	helped	him	make	trips	to	the	bathroom	and	he
noticed	Grandpa	leaning	upon	him	more	each	day.

	
###
	

Grandpa	got	out	of	bed	only	once	for	a	non-bathroom	visit.		It	was	to	let
Yelka	travel	from	her	world	into	another	via	the	gateway.

“How’s	the	wound?”	Yelka	asked.
“I’m	not	sure.		I	think	I	might	have	been	poisoned,”	Grandpa	winced	with

pain.
“What?”	Yelka	hurried	to	him	and	placed	a	hand	on	his	forehead.
“I	think	they	used	strup.”
“Strup	takes	a	couple	of	weeks	to	manifest.		Have	you	told	Max	or	Cindy?”
“No,	I	don’t	want	them	to	worry	if	it’s	nothing.”
“And	if	it	is	strup?”
“I	will	contact	you,”	Grandpa	said.
“We	might	not	be	able	to	communicate	where	we	are	going.”
“Then	I	will	have	to	send	Max	and	Cindy	to	find	you	and	Marko,”	Grandpa

promised	her.
“Be	sure	you	do.”

	
###
	

Every	day	Max	and	Cindy	improved	their	magic	skills.		They	were	now
moving	larger	objects	with	the	premakni	spell.		They	had	eaten	all	the	roots	and
were	now	casting	spells	without	any	help.		They	could	also	float	marbles	and
coins	towards	them.		Max	gave	himself	another	black	eye	when	he	tried	to	bring
a	chair	towards	him	and	then	couldn’t	stop	it.		After	that	they	stuck	with	smaller



objects	until	they	could	gain	more	control.
While	playing	catch	in	the	yard,	they	worked	on	the	pochasi	and	vstani

spells.		Max	now	understood	how	Larry	and	his	friends	had	cheated	during	the
baseball	game.		With	the	pochasi	spell,	they	could	slow	down	the	ball	so	that	it
resembled	something	out	of	an	animated	cartoon.		Vstani,	the	spell	to	stop
objects,	was	more	difficult	and	they	had	only	limited	success.

Neither	of	them	had	managed	the	izginem	se	spell	yet.		Grandpa	told	them
that	izginem	se	was	used	to	turn	themselves	invisible,	and	they	should	start
smaller.		He	taught	them	to	use	izgini	to	make	objects	invisible	and	pokazi	to
make	them	visible	again.

After	two	days	of	practicing	the	new	spells,	they	could	make	coins	invisible
and	visible	again.		Larger	objects	were	more	difficult.		Max	tried	to	get	Grandpa
to	teach	them	more,	but	he	told	them	they	had	to	master	the	spells	they	knew.	
Only	then	would	he	give	them	additional	incantations.

Two	weeks	after	their	visit	with	Yelka,	Grandpa	grew	worse	and	became	very
ill.		His	condition	scared	Max	and	Cindy	because	they	didn’t	know	what	to	do.

“We	need	to	get	help,”	Cindy	said	with	worry,	as	they	finished	performing
their	spells.

“I	know,	but	he	won’t	go	to	a	doctor.”
“Let’s	talk	to	him,”	Cindy	suggested	and	before	Max	could	argue,	she	headed

for	Grandpa’s	room.
Grandpa	opened	his	eyes	as	they	entered.		He	was	pale	and	quivered	with

pain.		“What	have	you	two	been	up	to?”
“We’ve	been	practicing	spells,”	Max	answered.
“How’s	it	going?”
“Never	mind	that,”	Cindy	interrupted.		“We’re	very	worried	about	you.		You

need	help.”
Grandpa	smiled	at	Cindy	and	touched	her	cheek.		“There’s	something	you

can	do,	but	you	will	have	to	travel	to	another	world.”
“Will	it	help	you	get	better?”	Max	asked.
“Yes,	but	it	can	be	dangerous.		I	have	a	friend	who	can	assist	you	while

you’re	there.		Bring	me	some	paper	and	a	pencil.		I	will	write	down	the
instructions	and	you	will	need	to	follow	them	exactly.”

“I’ll	be	right	back.”		Max	left	the	room	and	in	a	flash	returned	with	the	pencil
and	paper.

“What	are	we	going	to	do	that	is	so	dangerous?”	Cindy	appeared	somewhat
frightened.

“It’s	not	what	you’ll	be	doing,	but	where	you’ll	be	going,	that	worries	me.”
“Tell	me	what	to	write,”	said	Max.



“Give	me	the	paper	and	pencil.”		Grandpa	held	out	his	hand.		“I	need	to	draw
several	things	for	these	instructions.		Why	don’t	you	fix	lunch	while	I	work	out
the	details?”

Max	and	Cindy	raced	to	the	kitchen,	Max’s	spirits	rose	at	the	chance	to	help
Grandpa.	For	two	weeks	they	had	attempted	to	convince	him	to	get	help,	but	he
wouldn’t	hear	of	it.		Now	he	finally	gave	in.		They	made	a	quick	lunch.

In	ten	minutes	they	were	back	in	Grandpa’s	room	eating	lunch.		Max	could
almost	see	him	getting	weaker.		If	they	didn’t	do	something	right	away,	who
knew	what	would	happen?		Max	was	anxious	to	get	going	but	didn’t	want	to
push	him	because	he	didn’t	want	Grandpa	to	change	his	mind.

Finally,	Grandpa	broke	the	silence.		“I’m	going	to	send	you	to	another
world.”		He	sipped	on	a	glass	of	water.		“I	didn’t	want	to	do	this,	but	I	can’t
reach	Yelka.”

“How	do	you	contact	her?”	Max	asked.
“With	this,”	Grandpa	pulled	out	an	unusual	looking	pocket	watch	and	opened

the	cover.		Several	strange	dials	and	buttons	covered	its	face.
“What’s	that?”	Max	asked.
“This	is	something	you	must	keep	secret.		There	are	only	seven	of	these	in

existence.		They	allow	Yelka,	others,	and	I	to	communicate	even	though	we	are
in	different	worlds.		It	gives	us	a	great	advantage	over	our	enemies	who	rely
totally	on	magic,	and	there	is	so	much	more	than	magic.		I	know	they	would	love
a	device	like	this	and	it’s	better	they	don’t	know	about	it.”

“Do	you	speak	into	it?”		Max	asked.
“It’s	more	like	text	messaging	with	a	cellular	telephone.”
“So,	you’ve	been	chatting	with	Yelka?”	Cindy	asked.
“Yes,	but	I	haven’t	received	a	response	for	two	days.		Yelka	and	Marko	went

to	spy	on	enemy	movements.		They	don’t	take	their	communicators	with	them
while	doing	such	investigations.		That	way,	if	they	are	captured,	the	enemy
won’t	get	their	hands	on	it.		I	will	continue	to	call	them,	but	if	I	don’t	get	an
answer,	you	will	have	to	go.		Don’t	worry;	you’ll	be	safer	in	this	world	than	you
were	in	Yelka’s.		It’s	a	neutral	world.”

“What	do	you	mean	neutral?”	Cindy	asked.		“Are	both	sides	present?”
“Very	perceptive.		That’s	exactly	what	it	means.		They	will	know	you	are

there	because	of	the	mark	on	your	hand,	but	they	shouldn’t	harm	you.”
“Why	not?”		Max	questioned.
“A	magical	creature	controls	this	world.		She	sets	the	rules,	and	she	doesn’t

like	disturbances	in	her	kingdom.		However,	that	won’t	stop	the	enemy	from
following	or	harassing	you.		They	have	gotten	bolder	lately	and	that’s	why
Marko	and	Yelka	are	watching	them.		I’ll	bet	money	they	will	be	waiting	for



you.”
“Why?”	asked	Cindy.
“I’m	sure	they	know	I	was	stabbed.		I’m	not	getting	better	because	the	knife

was	poisoned.		The	reason	I	didn’t	send	you	earlier	is	that	I	had	to	make	sure	I
was	poisoned.		This	particular	toxin	takes	a	couple	of	weeks	to	start	working.	
They	designed	it	to	torture	before	it	kills.		The	pain	will	continue	to	increase
over	time	before	I	die.		They	know	I	will	require	a	certain	type	of	medicine.		The
only	way	to	get	it,	without	sending	you	into	a	dangerous	place,	would	be	in
Reeka	City	in	the	world	known	as	Mir.”		Grandpa	winced	with	pain.		He	pressed
one	arm	to	his	side	and	handed	Max	the	paper.		“Here	is	a	map	and	instructions
to	use	when	you	get	there.		The	second	page	contains	instructions	for	operating
the	gateway.”

Max	took	the	paper.		His	excitement	about	being	able	to	help	was	fading.		He
hadn’t	expected	to	travel	through	the	gateway,	but	rather	to	the	local	drug	store.	
He	glanced	at	Cindy	and	could	see	she	felt	the	same	way.		Max	wanted	to	help
but	going	through	the	gateway	without	Grandpa	wasn’t	an	appealing	thought.	
The	memory	of	their	last	trip	and	their	encounter	with	the	Night	Shades	was
fresh	in	his	mind.

“Don’t	worry,”	Grandpa	reassured	them.		“I	have	faith	in	you	both.		I	want
you	to	go	upstairs	and	memorize	the	instructions	for	operating	the	gateway.	
Then	you	will	destroy	those	instructions.		We	can’t	let	anything	about	the
gateway	fall	into	the	wrong	hands.		You	can	leave	tomorrow	morning	so	you’ll
be	back	before	Cindy’s	parents	get	home	from	work.”

“It	will	take	us	all	day?”	Cindy	asked.
“Most	of	the	day,	yes.”
Max	studied	the	second	sheet	of	paper.		It	resembled	the	top	of	the	gateway

control	console.		“Are	you	sure	we’ll	be	all	right?”
“No	one	can	be	completely	sure,	but	I	do	believe	you	can	do	this,	otherwise	I

wouldn’t	send	you.		They	will	be	waiting	for	you,	but	you	won’t	be	alone.”
“Come	on,	Cindy,”	Max	said.		“He	needs	rest,	and	we	should	learn	how	to

operate	the	gateway.”
They	went	upstairs	and	hovered	over	the	gateway	console,	spending	several

hours	going	over	each	dial	and	knob.		A	main	power	switch	operated	the	force
field	and	another	turned	on	the	gateway.		One	dial	rotated	three	hundred	and
sixty	degrees	to	control	the	direction	the	gateway	opened	in	different	worlds,	and
several	others	controlled	the	pitch	or	angle	of	the	gateway.		Still	other	knobs
determined	the	world	into	which	the	gateway	would	open.		They	powered	on
everything	multiple	times	to	make	sure	they	knew	the	procedures.

	



###
	

The	next	morning	they	ate	a	hurried	breakfast	with	Grandpa	before	they	set
off.		He	seemed	worse	than	the	day	before,	so	Max	knew	they	had	to	get	the	cure
quickly.

“Anything	from	Yelka?”	Cindy	questioned.
“No,	I’m	sorry.		You	will	have	to	go,”	Grandpa	responded.
“Are	you	going	to	be	all	right?”	Max	asked.
“I’ll	be	fine.”		Grandpa	managed	a	weak	smile.		“You’re	the	ones	we	should

worry	about.”		He	reached	across	to	the	nightstand	and	retrieved	the	small	disk
with	the	crystal	in	the	center	and	a	compass.		“You	will	need	these.”		He	handed
them	to	Max.		“Remember,	the	crystal	is	the	only	way	to	find	the	gateway.”

Max	accepted	the	items	and	put	them	in	his	pocket.		He	then	gave	the
gateway	instructions	back	to	his	grandfather.		“We	are	finished	with	these.”

Grandpa	returned	the	instructions	back	to	Max.		“I	want	you	to	burn	them
before	you	leave.”

Max	nodded,	a	lump	in	his	throat.		He	hadn’t	realized	how	much	he	had
grown	to	love	his	grandfather	over	the	past	month.		His	Grandpa	had	to	get	well.

“Remember,	find	Reeka	City,	and	then	go	to	the	address	I	wrote	down.		This
is	where	you	should	meet	Marko	and	Yelka.”

“Can	we	get	you	anything	before	we	go?”	Cindy	asked.
“Perhaps	some	water.		And	don’t	forget	to	destroy	those	instructions.”	

Grandpa	answered.
Cindy	leaned	over	and	kissed	him	on	the	cheek.		“We’ll	see	you	this

afternoon.”
After	getting	Grandpa	some	water	and	burning	the	paper	with	the	gateway

instructions,	Max	and	Cindy	went	up	to	the	third	floor.		They	stood	beside	the
console	in	silence.		Max	wasn’t	certain	what	they	were	going	to	do.

“We	should	go,”	Cindy	suggested.
“Yeah.”		Max	activated	the	force	field.		“I’m	glad	you’re	here.”		He	turned	on

the	gateway	and	made	the	necessary	adjustments.
The	mirror	began	revolving	slowly.		The	white	light	appeared	and	grew

brighter	as	the	mirror	picked	up	speed.		The	humming	of	the	gateway	and	the
force	field	vibrated	the	hairs	on	their	heads	and	arms.		They	moved	in	front	of
the	gateway.

“I	guess	it’s	now	or	never.”		Max	walked	through	the	light	with	Cindy	right
behind	him.

They	emerged	from	the	gateway	and	landed	with	a	thud.		They	had	forgotten
to	step	down	and	Max	fell	on	his	stomach	with	Cindy	atop	him.



“Sorry.”		Cindy	climbed	off	his	back	and	brushed	herself	off.
“I	spaced	that	steep	exit,	too.”		Max	grinned	and	glanced	around.		“Well,	I

didn’t	expect	this.”
They	were	in	the	middle	of	a	dense	forest	with	trees	and	shrubs	larger	than

any	they	had	ever	seen.		They	managed	to	drop	out	of	the	gateway	right	onto	a
path.

“These	trees	could	be	pines.		Larger-than-average	pines.”		Max	tried	to	see
the	tops	of	them.

“What	kind	of	people	do	you	think	live	here?”
“If	they	are	anything	like	the	trees,	they’re	giants.		But	Grandpa	didn’t

mention	anything	about	that.”
“Which	way	is	Reeka	City?”
Max	took	a	compass	from	his	pocket	and	watched	the	dial	point	north.		“The

instructions	say	to	head	West	on	the	trail,	so	that	way.”		He	pointed	in	the
direction	opposite	from	the	one	they	were	facing.

They	hurried	along	the	trail	for	almost	an	hour	when	they	noticed	something
following	them.		Several	dark	shapes	maneuvered	in	and	out	of	the	trees.		At
first,	they	thought	it	was	just	their	imagination,	but	now	they	could	distinguish
shapes.		The	creatures	were	dressed	in	black.		It	reminded	Max	of	the	people	on
his	first	night	at	Grandpa’s.

“Do	you	think	they’ll	attack	us?”		Cindy	kept	looking	over	her	shoulder.
“Grandpa	said	they	might	harass	us,”	Max	tried	to	sound	confident,	but	the

way	the	creatures	crept	closer	and	closer	made	him	nervous.		“Good,”	Max
pointed.		“There’s	the	fork	we	needed	to	find.”		He	felt	better	knowing	they	were
going	the	right	way	but	he	knew	their	stalkers	would	continue	to	follow.

A	post	stood	right	in	the	middle	of	the	fork.		It	had	two	arms:	the	left	one	said
“Maribor”	and	the	right	one	said	“Reeka”.		The	road	to	Reeka	appeared	well
traveled.		Wide	wagon	ruts	marked	the	dirt,	and	it	appeared	to	be	fairly	busy
with	travelers.

Max	and	Cindy	obeyed	the	sign	and	headed	to	the	right.		Now	the	shadowy
figures	tailing	them	made	no	attempt	to	keep	out	of	sight.		They	walked	on	the
open	road	not	far	behind	and	a	soft	chanting	floated	on	the	breeze.		The	strangers
disappeared	from	view	only	when	they	passed	close	to	travelers	heading	in	the
opposite	direction.

Finally,	they	crested	the	top	of	a	hill	and	saw	Reeka	City.		It	was	much	larger
than	Max	had	imagined.		It	sat	in	an	extensive	valley	surrounded	by	the	giant
trees.		Most	of	the	buildings	were	one	to	two	stories	high,	with	clay	tile	roofs.

Max	and	Cindy	hiked	all	morning	before	they	found	the	street	they	were
searching	for.		They	turned	right	on	Ulica	3	and	followed	it	until	they	reached



Number	223.		It	was	a	white	two-story	building	with	brown	trim,	resembling	an
inn,	though	a	bit	decrepit.

They	paused	to	double	check	the	address	and	then	slipped	into	a	dimly	lit
entryway	with	a	wooden	counter	in	the	middle.		An	old	man	with	angular
features	slept	on	a	stool	behind	the	counter.		Max	wondered	whether	or	not	he
should	wake	him.

“Should	we	ring	the	bell?”	Cindy	motioned	with	her	head	towards	a	bell
sitting	on	the	desk.

Max	approached	the	desk,	but	before	he	could	ring	the	bell	the	man	stirred.	
Max	jumped	backwards	with	a	start.

“Wha,	What	yew	doin?”	the	man	asked	in	a	grouchy	voice.		“Ye	look	a	wee
bit	teu	young	ta	be	needin’	a’	roum.”

“We’re	meeting	someone,”	Max	explained.		“Marko.”
“I	see,”	the	old	man	said,	the	gruffness	wearing	off.		“Yoseff	sent	ya.”
“Yes,	he’s	my	grandfather.”
“Wait	here.”		The	man	disappeared	through	a	door	behind	the	desk	and

returned	with	Yelka.
“Max,	Cindy,	I	am	so	glad	to	see	you,”	Yelka	sang.		“I	have	been	so	worried

about	Joseph.		Marko	and	I	just	returned	and	got	his	message	that	you	were	on
your	way.		He	said	he	might	have	been	poisoned	with	strup.”		Her	face	reflected
great	concern.

“How	serious	is	it?”	Max	asked.		“Grandpa	tried	to	tell	us	that	he	was	fine.”
“Strup	is	a	slow-working	poison	that	takes	about	two	weeks	to	really	kick	in.	

If	your	grandfather	is	not	treated	right	away,	he	may	die.		But	now	that	you	are
here,	I	am	certain	everything	is	going	to	be	fine.”

From	the	same	door	Yelka	had	used,	a	tall	dark	man	emerged.		He	wore	all
black	clothing	with	boots	and	a	coarsely	woven	poncho.		He	strode	directly	up	to
them,	smiling,	and	shook	their	hands.		“I’m	Marko.”		Even	his	hair	was	black,
but	his	smile	revealed	a	set	of	pearly-white	teeth.

“Max,”	Max	responded	and	Cindy	introduced	herself.
“I	was	hoping	to	see	Joseph	but	I	guess	the	wound	is	worse	than	we	thought.	

He	was	supposed	to	bring	you	two	here	sooner.		I	am	going	to	train	you	in	self
defense	and	weaponry.”

“Weaponry?”	Max	asked	with	some	enthusiasm.
“Yes,	unfortunately	that	will	have	to	wait,”	Marko	said.		“We	need	to	help

your	grandfather	first.”
“He	told	us	we	could	buy	medicine	here	that	would	make	him	better,”	Cindy

said.
“Yes,”	Yelka	said.		“We	can	purchase	the	cure	here	but	we	need	to	go	into



some,	how	would	you	say,	unpleasant	places.”
“There	isn’t	a	drug	store?”	Cindy	asked.
“Unfortunately,	it	was	an	evil	poison	that	infected	him.		It	means	we	need	to

go	to	an	evil	source	to	find	the	cure,”	Marko	explained.		“Let	me	get	my
things.”		He	exited	through	the	door.

“How	has	your	spell	practice	been	going?”	Yelka	asked,	while	they	waited
for	Marko.

“It’s	going	good,”	Max	volunteered.		He	was	pleased	with	the	progress	he
and	Cindy	had	made	over	the	last	two	weeks.		“Grandpa	taught	us	more	about
the	vanishing	spell.”

“It	must	be	going	pretty	well,	if	you	are	working	on	the	invisibility	spell.”
“Yes,	but	it	is	the	hardest,	by	far,”	Cindy	said.		“We	have	only	managed	it

with	small	coins.”
“Well,	that	is	still	something,”	Yelka	smiled.		“I	think	I	will	have	to	come	for

a	visit	once	Joseph	is	better.”
Marko	returned	with	a	pack	slung	over	his	shoulder.		“We	better	get	going	so

these	two	can	get	back	as	quickly	as	possible,	to	help	Joseph.”		Marko	went	to
the	door	and	held	it	open.

“Come,	children.”		Yelka	led	them	outside,	where	Marko	guided	them	down
the	street.

Marko	set	a	quick	pace	with	his	long	legs,	and	they	struggled	to	keep	up.		He
zigzagged	up	and	down	streets	and	alleyways.		In	a	matter	of	minutes,	Max	and
Cindy	were	completely	lost.		Reeka	was	a	gigantic	city	and	Max	wondered	if
Marko	knew	where	he	was	going.

As	they	navigated	the	streets	everyone	watched	them,	and	another	group	of
dark	beings	followed.		It	appeared	to	be	the	same	crowd	from	the	forest.		The
relief	Max	felt	when	they	found	Marko	and	Yelka	faded	fast.

“I	take	it	we	are	not	in	a	friendly	neighborhood?”	Max	commented.
“No.”		Yelka	shielded	her	mouth	with	her	hand.		“It	is	controlled	by	the

enemy.”
They	continued	in	silence	as	they	traveled	the	crowded	streets.		Finally,

Marko	ushered	them	into	a	dead-end	alley	and	huddled	them	together.		“That
store	on	the	corner.”		He	pointed.		“It	will	have	what	we	need.”

“Are	we	all	going	in?”		Max	didn’t	think	he	and	Cindy	should	be	left	alone.	
He	couldn’t	explain	why,	but	he	felt	safer	with	Marko.		It	might	be	that	he	was	a
big	man,	but	it	was	more	than	that.		He	could	tell	by	the	way	Marko	moved	that
he	knew	how	to	handle	himself.

“Yes,	we	all	go	in.”		Marko	peered	around	the	corner.		“There	are	enemies
everywhere	now,	and	I	don’t	know	what	they’ll	do.”



“I	thought	they	wouldn’t	attack	us	here,”	said	Max.
“Who	told	you	that?”	Marko	asked.
“They’re	not	supposed	to	fight	here,	but	that	doesn’t	always	stop	them,”

Yelka	explained.		“They	can	usually	get	away	before	Helaina	shows	up.		She	is
powerful,	but	she	can’t	be	everywhere	at	once.”

“That	means	guerrilla	tactics.		Hit	and	run,”	Marko	informed	them.		“So	we
stick	together.		Keep	with	me	and	don’t	touch	anything.”		Marko	escorted	them
out	into	the	street	and	towards	the	corner	store.

They	were	almost	to	the	store	when	a	bulky	monstrous	man	approached	and
stopped	directly	in	their	path.		Shabby	pants	and	a	torn	shirt	hung	from	his
body.			A	mop	of	black	hair	sat	on	the	top	of	his	square	head	and	his	face	had
rough-chiseled	features.		The	man	smiled	revealing	a	row	of	rotten	teeth.	
“Where	you	go?”	he	asked	in	a	deep	voice.

“I	go	where	I	want.”		Marko	headed	straight	for	him.
“Not	here.		You	no	go	here!”		The	man’s	muscular	arm	reached	out	to	stop

Marko.
Marko	displayed	a	sudden	burst	of	speed	that	surprised	Max.		He	caught	the

man’s	arm	in	a	sweeping	motion.		Instantly,	Marko	had	him	on	his	knees	with
his	arm	bent	in	a	painful	position	behind	his	back.		“Now	my	big	friend,”	Marko
spoke	kindly.		“My	friends	and	I	have	some	business	here.		We	won’t	be	long,
and	we	don’t	want	any	trouble.”

The	man	winced	as	Marko	wrenched	his	arm	even	farther	up	his	back.		“You
no	get	trouble,”	he	gasped.

“Thank	you.”		Marko	released	him	with	a	slight	bow.		“I	knew	I	could	count
on	you.”

	The	man	remained	on	his	knees,	clutching	his	arm	until	they	passed.		Marko
guided	them	to	the	store	and	steered	them	inside.		Max	glanced	over	his	shoulder
as	a	fierce-looking	crowd	closed	in	on	the	building.

The	size	of	the	store’s	interior	shocked	Max;	it	took	up	the	whole	block.		An
old,	ugly,	witch-like	woman	stood	behind	the	counter	gasping	at	the	sight	of
them	as	they	entered.		Rows	of	shelves	stocked	with	a	variety	of	weird,	creepy
things	formed	narrow	aisles.		One	aisle	seemed	dedicated	entirely	to	dissected
animal	parts	in	glass	jars.		Another	had	what	appeared	to	be	bottles	of	potions	or
poisons.		Still	others	held	scrolls,	dried	goods,	and	clothing.

Marko	walked	up	to	the	witch,	who	acted	as	if	she	were	on	the	verge	of
having	a	seizure.		“Aren’t	you	going	to	ask	if	we	need	any	help?”		He	smiled
disarmingly.

“Aggghhhh,”	she	spat.
“I	know,	I	know,	you	don’t	want	us	here	and	we	don’t	want	to	be	in	your



store.		So,	let’s	make	this	as	painless	as	possible	and	we	will	leave.”
“What	ya	need?”	she	barked.
“The	cure	for	strup.”
Almost	on	cue,	the	front	door	opened,	and	in	stepped	a	man.		Not	just	any

man	but	Larry’s	father,	Alan.		He	wore	a	black	cape	over	a	business	suit.		He	had
a	smug	look	on	his	face	and	appeared	to	be	enjoying	himself.		Alan’s	eyes
floated	over	each	of	them	in	turn	and	then	finally	at	the	witch	behind	the
counter.		When	their	eyes	met,	he	shook	his	head.

“Ahh.		Have	a	friend	who	is	dying,	eh?”		The	witch’s	lips	curled	up	into	an
evil	grin.		“Good	riddance	to	‘em.		You	won’t	find	the	cure	here.”

“You	don’t	mind	if	we	check	for	ourselves	then?”		Marko	asked	pleasantly.
“Of	course	I	mind,	but	I	s’pose	I	can’t	stop	ya.”		She	waved	her	hand	in	the

direction	of	the	aisles.
The	others	followed	Marko	down	one	of	the	aisles	and	Alan	joined	the

woman	at	the	counter.
“What	are	we	looking	for?”	Marko	asked	when	they	were	alone.
“It	will	be	a	dark	red	mixture,”	Yelka	informed	them.	“Almost	like	blood.”
“Narrow	it	down	a	bit,”	Marko	said.		“That	could	be	a	thousand	bottles	in

here.”
“The	label	should	say	Zdrava.		I	think	we	should	split	up	while	we	are	in

here.		That	could	speed	things	up	a	bit.”
“I	agree,”	Marko	added.
“How	do	you	spell	it?”	asked	Cindy.
“Z-D-R-A-V-A,”	Yelka	spelled.
“Whoever	finds	it,	call	out,”	Marko	ordered.		“I	will	wait	by	the	door	to	keep

an	eye	on	everyone	who	enters.”		He	wandered	back	towards	the	entrance.
“Why	don’t	you	two	stick	together,”	Yelka	suggested.		“I	will	take	the

farthest	aisle	and	you	take	the	one	next	to	it.”
Max	and	Cindy	nodded	and	went	with	her	to	the	back	of	the	store.
“You	look	at	the	stuff	on	the	right	and	I’ll	take	the	left,”	Max	suggested	and

Cindy	agreed.
“Some	of	this	stuff	is	really	disgusting,”	Cindy	shuddered.
They	made	their	way	down	the	end	of	one	row	and	were	about	to	round	the

corner	to	the	next	when	they	nearly	bumped	into	Alan,	who	had	popped	up
directly	in	front	of	them.

“Sorry.”		Max	backed	up	a	bit.
Alan	quickly	grabbed	Max	around	the	neck,	clasped	a	hand	over	his	mouth,

and	uttered	a	strange	spell	that	immobilized	Cindy.		He	pulled	Max	to	him	and
moved	his	mouth	right	next	to	Max’s	ear.		“Hello	Max,”	he	whispered.		“I	am



going	to	release	you.		I	only	want	to	talk.”		He	eased	his	grip	on	Max	and	took	a
step	backwards.

Max	fought	the	urge	to	shout	for	help	so	he	could	prove	he	wasn’t	afraid.	
“What	do	you	want?”

“To	keep	you	from	making	the	same	mistake	your	father	made.”	Alan’s	face
twisted	into	a	sadistic	grin.

Fear	and	anger	raised	their	ugly	heads	inside	Max’s	chest.		He	suspected
Alan	killed	his	father,	and	he	loathed	the	man	in	front	of	him.

“Didn’t	your	grandfather	tell	you	about	your	father’s	unfortunate	accident?	
Why,	if	your	father	hadn’t	been	poking	his	nose	in	other	people’s	affairs,	he
would	be	alive	today.”

“He	told	me	enough.”		Max’s	fear	subsided	and	his	anger	increased.
“Well,	I	hope	you	don’t	make	the	same	mistake.		You	see	it	was	rather	enjoy.

.	.”	Alan	paused,	“painful	the	way	it	happened.		I	wouldn’t	want	you	to	meet	the
same	fate.”

“My	grandfather	told	me	enough.”
“Then	you	must	realize	you	are	no	match	for	us.		It	only	took	one	of	us	to	do

him	in.”
“You	killed	him,	didn’t	you?”		Max	spat.		He	hated	Alan	even	more	than	he

hated	Larry.
“There	is	no	proof	of	that.”		Alan’s	expression	changed	to	one	of	wrath.	

“You	don’t	know	what	kind	of	trouble	you’re	in.		That	old	fool	should	just	give
us	the	gateway.		It	will	be	ours	eventually.		It	would	be	better	to	join	us	instead
of	fighting	us.”

“He’s	not	a	fool	for	keeping	it	out	of	your	hands.”
Alan’s	hand	struck	out	like	a	coiled	snake	and	clasped	around	Max’s	throat.	

“Listen	here,	boy.		We’ve	come	too	far	to	worry	about	you	or	your	family.		We
will	kill	you,	all	of	you.”

Max	struggled	to	speak	but	Alan’s	grip	was	like	iron.		His	attempt	to	pry
Alan’s	hand	away	was	pointless.

“You	stupid	boy.”
	

###
	

Cindy	couldn’t	believe	what	was	happening.		She	tried	to	scream	but	nothing
would	come.		She	couldn’t	budge.		It	was	like	she	had	been	frozen	in	place.	
Then,	on	the	shelf	behind	Alan,	she	noticed	a	jar	with	some	grotesque	animal’s
head	floating	in	a	clear	liquid.		She	pictured	the	jar	moving	towards	her	and	she
thought,	Pridi.



The	jar	twitched	slightly.		The	scraping	of	the	jar	against	the	shelf	startled
Alan.		He	shot	a	careful	eye	up	and	down	the	aisle.

Again	Cindy	thought,	Pridi.
This	time	the	jar	jumped	forward	off	the	shelf.		It	crashed	onto	Alan’s	head

and	shattered,	covering	him	in	a	messy,	foul-smelling	liquid.		He	released	his
grip	in	surprise,	and	Max	jerked	away.

	
###
	

“Why	you	little.	.	.”		Alan	raised	his	fist	as	slimy	gunk	ran	down	his	face.
“Marko,”	Max	yelled	but	Alan	had	disappeared.
“Are	you	all	right?”	Cindy	asked.		Not	only	had	Alan	freed	Max	but	her	as

well.
Marko	rushed	up	the	aisle	and	Yelka	ran	from	the	other	direction.		They

arrived	in	seconds	and	stared	at	the	puddle	of	slimy	broken	glass	and	the
animal’s	head.

“What	happened?”	Marko	asked.
“Larry’s	father,”	Cindy	shuddered.
“Who?”	Yelka	asked.
“His	name	is	Alan,”	Max	said.		“He	came	into	the	store	just	before	we	started

looking	for	the	Zdrava.”
“Ah,”	said	Yelka,	with	recognition	on	her	face.
Marko’s	expression	was	unreadable.		“We	need	to	get	the	cure	and	get	out	of

here.		Are	you	two	all	right?”
“Yes,	I	think	so,”	Max	replied,	glancing	at	Cindy	who	nodded	in	agreement.
“Good,	keep	searching	so	we	can	leave.”		He	returned	to	the	front	of	the

store	to	continue	his	watch.		This	time,	however,	he	stood	at	the	end	of	the	aisle
Max	and	Cindy	occupied.		He	kept	an	eye	on	the	door	and	on	them.		It	wasn’t
long	until	Yelka	found	what	they	needed.		They	paid	the	clerk,	who	was	happy	to
see	them	leave.

Out	in	the	street,	the	crowd	had	doubled	in	size.		Max	didn’t	think	Marko
even	noticed	the	onlookers	as	they	parted	before	him.		Max	wondered	what
powers	Marko	possessed.		He	was	greatly	outnumbered,	yet	no	one	got	in	his
way.

The	mob	shouted	and	harassed	them.		“Let	the	old	man	die,”	some	said.	
“You’ll	be	next,	boy,”	others	yelled.		Max	questioned	how	long	this	hostility
would	last,	but	after	a	few	blocks	the	crowd	dispersed.

It	wasn’t	much	longer	until	they	were	back	at	the	inn	eating	lunch.		Marko
and	Yelka	planned	to	accompany	Max	and	Cindy	back	to	the			gateway.		They



felt	it	wasn’t	safe	for	the	children	to	be	out	there	alone.		After	lunch	they	packed
some	supplies,	along	with	the	Zdrava,	and	left	for	the	gateway.

They	were	surprised	to	find	very	few	travelers	on	the	road,	and	that	no	one
followed	them.		After	they	passed	the	fork	in	the	road,	there	were	no	more
travelers.

“I	don’t	like	the	look	of	this.		Something’s	wrong,”	Max	uttered.
“I,	too,	have	a	bad	feeling,”	Yelka	said.		“I	thought	they	would	continue	to

harass	us,	if	not	attack	us,	on	the	way	out.”
Max	was	worried.		Yelka’s	voice,	which	always	had	a	singing	sound,	had

changed.		He	could	sense	her	nervousness.		Marko,	on	the	other	hand,	didn’t
give	any	indication	about	how	he	felt.		He	moved	like	a	cat	always	ready	to
pounce.

“We	should	be	coming	up	on	the	gateway,”	Marko	said.		“Do	you	have	your
crystal?”

“Yes.”		Max	knew	he	would	be	relieved	once	they	were	through	the
gateway.		Then	they	could	give	Grandpa	the	antidote	to	the	poison.		Max	held
the	crystal	out	in	front	of	him	across	the	trail.		Nothing	happened.

“Do	you	see	it?”		Cindy	stood	behind	Max.		She	watched	the	crystal	over
Max’s	shoulder,	but	was	unable	to	see	any	flash	of	light.

“No,”	Max	responded.		“We	must	not	be	close	enough	yet.”
Marko	stopped.		“We	are	here.”
“Where?”	Max	waved	the	crystal	around	with	no	result.
“It	should	be	right	here.”		Marko	wrinkled	his	forehead.
Yelka	produced	a	similar	crystal	from	her	pocket	and	held	it	in	front	of	her

face.		“If	you’re	right,	then	the	gateway,”	she	paused,	“must	be	closed.”
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Waiting	and	Training
	
	

Marko	took	his	own	crystal	from	his	pocket	and	tried	in	vain	to	see	a	flash.	
He	then	attempted	to	use	his	communicator.		“What’s	this?		My	communicator
isn’t	working,	and	who	could	have	closed	the	gateway?		Or	worse,	what’s



happened	to	Joseph?”
“Mine	is	not	working	either!”	Yelka	exclaimed,	holding	her	communicator.
“We	have	to	get	through,”	Max	exclaimed.		“Grandpa	needs	the	Zdrava,	or

something	terrible	will	happen!”		He	couldn’t	bear	to	think	about	the	possibility
of	his	grandfather	dying.

“Yes,”	agreed	Marko.		“Someone	is	going	to	have	to	enter	your	world
another	way.		It	might	be	the	only	way	to	find	out	what	has	happened.”

“I	hope	Joseph	is	all	right,”	Yelka	said.
“I	think	we	should	move	off	the	road.”		Marko	scanned	their	surroundings.	

“There,”	he	pointed	to	a	group	of	trees.		“You	three	wait	behind	those	trees	while
I	scout	around.”

They	hustled	towards	the	thick	patch	of	trees	as	Marko	searched	the	trail
where	the	gateway	should	have	been,	stopping	every	few	seconds	to	examine	the
ground.

“Behind	the	trees,”	Yelka	ordered,	as	they	reached	a	dense	cluster.		They
found	gaps	through	the	branches	from	which	to	watch	Marko.		Max	hoped
Marko	would	figure	out	what	had	happened	to	the	gateway.

Marko	spent	a	good	deal	of	time	roaming	up	and	down	the	path.		Finally,	he
broke	off	a	tree	branch	and	then	followed	the	trail	back	towards	Reeka	until	he
disappeared.

“Where’s	he	going?”	Cindy	asked.
“He’s	covering	our	tracks.”		Yelka	sat	on	an	old	log	her	face				whiter	than	its

normal	tan	color.
“Are	you	sure	he’s	coming	back?”		Max	asked,	his	attention	on	the	trail.
“Don’t	worry,”	Yelka	sang.		“Marko	will	never	abandon	us.”
“What	are	we	going	to	do	about	Grandpa?”		Cindy	plopped	down	next	to

Yelka.		“He	needs	the	medicine	right	away.”
“Yes,	I	know.”		Yelka	put	a	comforting	arm	around	Cindy.		“We’ll	let	Marko

finish,	and	then	we	will	decide	what	to	do.”
Max	continued	staring	at	the	trail.		A	short	time	later	Marko	reappeared.		He

brushed	the	trail	with	the	branch	but	not	in	a	manner	Max	had	ever	seen.		He
flicked	it	with	his	wrist	in	a	way	that	removed	the	footprints,	but	left	no	brush
strokes	from	the	branch	either.		“Marko’s	coming.”

Marko	erased	all	signs	of	their	passage.		He	used	this	strange	sweeping	style
until	he	was	twenty	yards	off	the	trail.		He	turned	and	joined	them	behind	the
trees.

“What	did	you	find?”	Yelka	asked.
“It	doesn’t	appear	anyone	has	entered	or	come	through	the	gateway	since

Max	and	Cindy	emerged	this	morning,”	Marko	began.		“There	are	a	few	other



prints	on	the	road,	but	they	seem	to	be	the	tracks	of	everyday	travelers.”
“What	does	that	mean?”	Max	asked.
“It	means	no	one	has	entered	the	gateway	from	this	side.		I	think	the	gateway

was	closed	from	the	other	side,”	Marko	explained.
“You	think	something	has	happened	to	Grandpa?”		An	empty,	sinking,

sensation	started	to	spin	in	Max’s	stomach.
“I	don’t	know,”	Yelka	said.		“There	is	a	powerful	spell	guarding	your

grandfather’s	house.		I	doubt	anyone	could	have	shut	down	the			gateway	but
him.”

“It	must	have	been	someone	from	this	side,”	Max	insisted.
“It’s	possible,”	Marko	stated.		“I	am	only	telling	you	what	I	can	see.		There

are	dark	forces	working	against	us,	and	they	too	can	cover	their	tracks.		I’ve
never	seen	anyone	do	it	perfectly,	however.”

“What	will	we	do	now?”	Cindy	asked.		Max	could	tell	by	her	tone	that	she
didn’t	care	who	closed	the	gateway.		She	was	only	concerned	about	getting	the
cure	to	Grandpa.

“Someone	is	going	to	have	to	go	to	him.”		Marko	glanced	at	Yelka	as	he
spoke.

“I’ve	only	used	magic	to	enter	another	world	once,”	Yelka	said.		“It	was
difficult	and	took	some	time.		I	usually	travel	through	the	gateway	with	Joseph.”

“You	have	the	most	magical	talent	here,”	Marko	pointed	out.		“And	you	have
done	it	before.		There	is	no	other	way.		Yelka,	Joseph	needs	you.”

“I	know,”	she	agreed.		“I	will	have	to	go	someplace	where	I	can	be	alone.”
“Very	well,	but	stay	in	sight,”	Marko	insisted.		“I	will	keep	watch.”
Yelka	stood	up	and	walked	deeper	into	the	woods.		She	found	a	spot	of	grass

where	the	sun	penetrated	the	forest	canopy.		She	pulled	a	cloak	out	of	her	pack,
spread	it	over	the	grass,	and	then	lowered	herself	onto	it	and	closed	her	eyes.

“What	are	we	going	to	do?”		Cindy	asked.
“Build	a	blind.”
“A	what?”	both	Cindy	and	Max	asked.
“We’re	going	to	construct	a	good	hiding	place	for	us	right	here.”		Marko

motioned	to	the	area	behind	the	trees.
Suddenly,	Max’s	hand	tickled	as	if	someone	touched	it	lightly	with	a	feather.	

He	checked	his	palm	and	witnessed	the	mark	growing	darker	than	usual.		“I
don’t	think	a	blind	will	help	us.”

“Why	not?”		Marko	asked.
“I’m	marked.”		Max	held	out	his	hand	for	Marko	to	see.
Marko	snatched	Max’s	hand	and	examined	it	closely.		“Hmm.”	He	removed

his	pack	from	his	back.		“Then	we	need	to	build	two	blinds.”		He	pulled	out	a



pocket-sized	pouch	tied	shut	by	two	drawstrings.		“Hold	out	your	hand	in	a
cupping	position,”	he	ordered	and	Max	extended	his	hand.		Marko	opened	the
pouch	and	took	a	pinch	of	a	powdery	substance	and	sprinkled	it	into	Max’s
palm.		Then	he	retrieved	a	water	skin	and	poured	a	few	drops	on	top	of	the
powder.		“Rub	that	around,	it	will	help.”

Max	mixed	the	water	and	powder	together	in	the	palm	of	his	hand	which
formed	a	clear	gel.		Immediately,	the	tickling	sensation	stopped	and	the	mark
began	to	fade.

“Keep	rubbing	until	the	gel	disappears,”	Marko	said.		“Cindy,	I	want	you	to
cut	some	tree	branches.”		He	handed	her	a	knife.

After	Max	finished	massaging	his	hand,	he	gathered	branches	with	Cindy.	
They	spent	most	of	the	afternoon	constructing	their	blind.		Marko	made	it
resemble	a	natural	part	of	the	forest	from	the	front,	while	concealing	everything
behind	it.		Yelka	continued	to	sit	immobilized	a	short	distance	away.		She	was	far
enough	off	the	road	and	short	enough	that	no	one	would	notice	her	from	the	trail.

“Here.”		Marko	gave	Max	and	Cindy	some	things	that	resembled	granola
bars.		“Eat	them.		It’s	not	much,	but	it	should	ease	the	hunger	pains.”

Max	and	Cindy	devoured	the	small	snack.		It	had	been	several	hours	since
lunch.		They	sat	on	a	log	behind	their	shelter	while	Marko	kept	an	eye	on	the
trail.		No	travelers	had	passed	this	position	since	their	arrival.

“How	long	do	you	think	this	is	going	to	take?”	Max	asked.
“I	don’t	know.”		Marko	continued	checking	the	trail.		“Yelka	is			talented,	but

you	two	know	how	it	is	when	performing	a	challenging	spell.		It	doesn’t	always
work	as	planned.”

Max	exchanged	an	understanding	look	with	Cindy.		He	remembered	how
hard	the	disappearing	spell	was,	and	he	was	sure	the	spell	to	transport	oneself
into	another	world	was	even	more	difficult.

The	rest	of	the	evening	was	the	same,	no	one	passed	by	their	location.	
Marko	hadn’t	budged	in	hours.		He	stood	and	stared	like	some	kind	of	statue.	
Max	and	Cindy	would	occasionally	join	him,	or	they	would	sit	on	the	log	where
they	could	view	Yelka.		The	sky	grew	dark	as	the	sun	began	to	set.

“If	you	get	cold,	there’s	a	cloak	in	my	pack	that	you	can	share,”	Marko
informed	them.

“Who	do	you	think	will	be	coming?”		Max	wondered	why	Marko	insisted	on
watching	the	road	so	intently.

“I’m	not	sure,	but	I	don’t	think	the	gateway	is	closed	because	they	got	to
Joseph,”	Marko	said,	turning	away	from	the	trail	to	glance	at	them.		“I	figure	it’s
a	trap	for.	.	.”

“For	me,”	Max	finished.		He	could	tell	by	Marko’s	taut	face	that	he	was



worried.
“Yes,”	Marko	said.
“Why?”	Cindy	asked.
“For	a	long	time,	Joseph	has	kept	them	from	gaining	control.”		Marko

returned	his	attention	back	to	the	trail.
“Control	of	what?”	Max	asked.		For	so	long	he	had	wanted	answers	to	the

many	questions	brought	about	by	this	strange	summer,		and	now	he	hoped	to	get
some.

“Of	everything,”	Marko	said.		“Joseph	holds	the	key.		They	want	the
gateway.		If	they	can	get	rid	of	you	and	your	grandfather,	they	can	control	the
gateway.”

“I	don’t	understand.”		Cindy	shook	her	head.
“Joseph,	with	the	help	of	others,	placed	a	powerful	spell	on	his	house.		As

long	as	he	or	one	of	his	heirs	live,	evil	cannot	enter,”	Marko	explained.		“They
can’t	break	the	spell	as	long	as	you	or	your	grandfather	breathe.”

“Is	that	why	you	think	Grandpa	is	safe?		The	spell	is	protecting	him?”	Cindy
asked.

“Yes.”
After	the	sun	went	down	the	air	cooled	considerably.		Max	took	Marko’s

cloak	from	the	pack	to	share	with	Cindy.		Marko	gave	them	another	bar	to	eat,
but	it	didn’t	ease	their	hunger.		Max	couldn’t	see	Yelka	in	the	darkness,	and	he
wondered	if	anything	had	happened.		Marko	wouldn’t	let	them	build	a	fire;	he
said	it	would	give	away	their	position.		The	forest,	which	had	been	quiet	all	day,
came	alive	with	night	noises.		Something	that	sounded	like	crickets	chirped,
night	birds	cried,	and	nighttime	predators	growled.

Marko	opened	his	pack	and	got	the	bag	of	powder.		“Hold	out	your	hand
again,”	he	commanded.		He	put	another	pinch	of	powder	in	Max’s	hand	and	then
added	water.		“Rub	that	in.		Stay	here	and	be	quiet	I’ll	be	back	shortly.”		He
slung	his	pack	over	his	back	and	darted	into	the	darkness.

“Was	the	mark	hurting?”	Cindy	whispered.
“No,	it	hasn’t	hurt	since	this	afternoon.”
Max	waited	with	Cindy,	listening,	but	nothing	rose	above	the	insects	and

other	night	calls.		Although	he	couldn’t	hear	anything	unusual,	he	could	feel	it.	
Marko	wouldn’t	have	had	him	rub	more	powder	on	his	hand	and	then	disappear
for	no	reason.		Something	drew	near,	and	he	knew	it.

After	several	minutes	Marko	came	back.		He	was	next	to	them	before	Max
realized	he	was	there.		“They’re	coming,”	he	cautioned.

“Who?”	Max	asked.		“I	thought	they	couldn’t	attack	us	in	this	place.”
“They’re	not	supposed	to,	but	if	they	think	they	can	hit	us	quickly	and	run



before	they	are	caught,	then	they	will	risk	it,”	Marko	explained.		“I	want	you	to
huddle	up	at	the	back	of	the	blind	and	don’t	move	unless	I	tell	you.”

“What	about	Yelka?”	Cindy	asked.
“She’s	already	gone,”	Marko	answered.
They	hunkered	down	at	the	back	of	the	blind	and	wrapped	themselves	in

Marko’s	cloak.		Marko	threw	his	pack	on	the	ground	next	to	them.		He	was	a
dark	shadow	in	the	night.		A	sword	flashed	in	Marko’s	hand.		It	glowed,	as	if
with	an	inner	light,	as	though	fire	danced	up	and	down	its	surface.

“Izginem	se,”	Marko	uttered,	and	vanished.		Only	a	hint	of	the	blade	floated
through	the	air	like	a	transparent	ghost,	as	he	sped	through	the	woods.

Minutes	passed	without	anything	or	anyone	traveling	on	or	around	the	path.	
Finally,	torches	appeared	in	the	distance,	winking	on	and	off	as	those	who
carried	them	marched	among	the	trees.		There	were	only	a	few	at	first,	but	then
more	bounded	into	view.		An	ominous	chanting	was	noticeable	above	the	sounds
of	the	insects	and	night	birds.		The	torch	carriers	paraded	up	the	path	to	the	spot
where	the	gateway	should	be.

Max	huddled	nervously	with	Cindy	and	watched	the	crowd	through	gaps
between	the	branches.		Several	carts	creaked	and	groaned	as	they	rolled	up	the
path.		They	carried	a	cargo	of	nightmarish	beasts.		When	the	crowd	reached	the
place	where	the	gateway	had	been,	they	stopped	and	formed	a	circle.

“I	don’t	think	they’re	all	human,”	Max	whispered.		Several	cloaked	figures
towered	over	the	others.

“And	those	aren’t	animals	from	our	world,”	Cindy	added.
Max	stared	at	the	beasts	in	the	cart.		What	he	saw	terrified	him.		They	looked

like	grotesque	crossbreeds.		Their	heads	resembled	black	lizards	with	rows	of
sharp	teeth	and	cat	eyes	that	shone	in	the	torchlight.		Their	bodies	were	similar	to
black	panthers	except	for	their	front	paws,	which	were	black	hands	with	long
sharp	talons	on	each	finger.

The	chanting	grew	to	a	high-pitched	fever	that	made	Max	want	to	take	Cindy
and	flee	deeper	into	the	forest.		“No	matter	what	happens,	remain	still,”	Marko’s
voice	came	from	next	to	them.		Max	couldn’t	see	him	but	found	comfort
knowing	he	was	there.

“What	are	those	things	in	the	cart?”		Cindy	whispered	but	the	chanting
almost	muffled	her	voice.

“They’re	called	zvers,”	Marko	said.		“You	must	remain	silent	now.”
The	chanting	lasted	for	what	seemed	like	an	hour,	and	the	beings	in	the	circle

didn’t	budge;	they	remained	motionless.		Each	member	of	the	circle	held	a	torch,
which	cast	twisted,	horrifying	shadows	everywhere.		Max	wondered	how	long
the	chanting	would	go	on,	then	it	stopped.		The	beings	began	to	bustle	around



and	seemed	to	be	discussing	something.		The	distance	between	the	beings	and
the	blind	made	their	conversations	sound	like	gibberish.

Some	figures	went	to	the	wagons	parked	a	short	distance	away.		They
lowered	the	backs	of	the	wagons	and	released	the	zvers.

The	monstrous	beasts	hit	the	ground	with	ferocious	grunts	and	groans.		The
hairs	on	the	back	of	Max’s	neck	stood	on	end.		Some	beasts	fought	amongst
themselves,	biting	and	tearing	at	each	other	with	claws	and	teeth.		One	even
attacked	its	handler.			A	cloaked	figure	stepped	into	their	midst	and	the	zvers
snapped	to	attention.		He	let	out	a	horrifying	cry	and	they	tore	off	in	all
directions,	searching	the	forest.		They	hunted	swiftly	and	gave	off	frightening
growls	as	they	raced	back	and	forth.

Max	imagined	it	wouldn’t	take	long	for	the	zvers	to	find	them.		They	covered
a	wide	area	as	they	sniffed	everywhere	with	their	grotesque	noses.		It	didn’t
appear	the	beasts	could	pick	up	their	scent,	but	Max	didn’t	think	that	would	help
them	stay	hidden	for	very	long.

Off	to	their	left,	a	zver	wailed	an	earsplitting	yowl	and	fell	to	the	ground
dead.		The	other	zvers	and	the	black-cloaked	figures	rushed	towards	the	fallen
beast.		Max	couldn’t	tell	what	had	happened,	but	he	guessed	Marko	had
something	to	do	with	it.

“Keep	the	zvers	searching,”	a	voice	ordered.
With	that,	a	creature	barked	a	command	and	they	resumed	their	task.
A	group	of	black-clad	beings	converged	on	the	dead	zver’s	body.
“Its	throat’s	been	cut.”
“That	means	there	is	something	out	here.”
“Yes,	but	why	didn’t	the	chant	locate	the	boy?”
“I’m	not	sure,	but	it	wasn’t	a	tree	that	killed	this	zver.”
“I	think	we	should	spread	out	from	here,”	one	suggested	and	the	group	split

up	to	continue	the	job.
A	cloaked	figure	crept	closer	to	Max	and	Cindy;	its	harsh	breathing	rattled	as

the	thing	drew	near	in	a	swaying	walk.		Max’s	heart	pounded	in	his	ears.		He
didn’t	know	how	long	they	could	stay	hidden.		Exchanging	a	quick	look	with
Cindy,	Max	could	see	that	she	was	thinking	the	same	thing.		He	really	wanted	to
run,	but	he	remembered	Marko’s	warning.

Whatever	the	cloaked	figure	was,	it	wasn’t	human.		It	was	seven	feet	tall	and
had	eyes	that	glowed	like	fireflies	under	its	hood.		It	approached	until	it	hunched
on	the	other	side	of	the	blind.		The	gurgling	of	air	going	in	and	out	of	its	body
turned	Max’s	blood	cold.		It	examined	the	outside	of	the	blind	as	if	it	had
discovered	something.

Cindy	shook	next	to	Max	as	she	clutched	him.		His	mind	screamed	at	him	to



run	but	his	legs	wouldn’t	obey.		Both	he	and	Cindy	held	their	breath.
The	creature	sauntered	along	the	front	of	the	blind.		When	it	was	about	to

round	the	corner	another	zver’s	death	howl	rang	out.		This	time	it	was	from	the
other	side	of	the	road.		The	hooded	creature	jerked	around	in	the	direction	of	the
cry.		It	froze,	as	if	debating	what	to	do,	when	another	zver	yelped,	not	far	from
the	second.		The	cloaked	creature	bolted	in	the	direction	of	the	cries.

A	sigh	of	relief	rushed	from	Max’s	body	and	he	heard	Cindy	do	the	same.	
The	stranger’s	actions	towards	the	blind	convinced	Max	that	the	figure	would
have	found	them.		They	observed	as	several	cloaked	figures	raced	to	the	other
side	of	the	road,	their	torches	were	swinging	through	the	air	like	evil	eyes	that
zoomed	through	bushes	and	around	trees.

One	of	the	cloaked	figures	climbed	onto	a	cart	and	raised	his	hands	high
above	his	head.		He	yelled	a	foul	spell	and	Marko	was	suddenly	visible,	revealed
in	the	midst	of	their	carts.		The	air	erupted	with	wicked	spells,	and	fire	burst
around	Marko	but	he	was	too	quick.		He	dodged	left	and	right	as	balls	of	fire	and
other	debris	whizzed	past	his	head.

A	zver	charged	Marko,	but	his	blade	slashed	through	the	air	like	lightning.		It
flashed	white-hot	as	it	struck	down	the	attacking	beast.		Its	frightening	scream
filled	the	forest	as	it	fell.

Marko	fled	into	the	woods	in	the	opposite	direction	from	the	blind.		Foul
curses	filled	the	air	as	they	shot	from	the	lips	of	their	evil	masters.

Max’s	muscles	tensed	as	he	watched	Marko	dodge	spells	and	zvers	as	if	he
were	a	rabbit	escaping	a	wolf.		Then	Max	gasped	for	air	as	the	cloaked	figure	on
the	top	of	the	wagon	gazed	straight	at	him.		The	zvers	and	other	cloaked	figures
pursued	Marko	with	vigor,	but	not	this	one.		He	leapt	from	the	wagon	and
hastened	towards	them.		He	took	long	strides,	closing	the	gap	quickly.

“Max,”	Cindy	whispered.
“I	know,”	Max’s	voice	cracked	with	fear.
As	the	creature	approached,	he	lowered	his	hood.		It	shocked	Max	to	see	that

it	was	Alan.
Several	bolts	of	lightning	lit	up	the	sky.		When	they	faded,	a	striking	woman

in	long,	flowing	robes	stood	in	the	middle	of	the	path.		She	held	a	scepter	in	her
hand.		“Nehaj,”	she	bellowed,	in	a	powerful	voice.

Max	looked	for	Alan	but	he	had	disappeared.		In	fact,	everyone	was	gone
except	Marko	and	the	zvers.		The	zvers	fled	deeper	into	the	woods	while	Marko
headed	towards	the	woman.

“What’s	going	on	here?”	the	woman	inquired	as	Marko	advanced	towards
her.		“Marko,	is	that	you?”

“Yes,”	he	responded.



The	scepter	in	her	hand	gave	off	a	tremendous	amount	of	light.		Long	red
hair	flowed	behind	her	like	a	horse’s	mane	and	her	robes	shimmered	in	the	light
from	her	scepter.

“What	has	been	going	on	here?”	she	asked.
“Only	a	friendly	little	trap.”
It	baffled	Max	that	Marko	didn’t	even	act	tired.		He	wasn’t	breathing	hard	or

sweating	and	he	seemed	freshly	groomed.
“For	you?”	the	woman	pressed.
“No,”	Marko	responded.		“Max,	Cindy,	come	out.”		He	motioned	towards	the

blind.		“I’m	protecting	them.		The	trap	was	for	Max.”
“Why	would	they	want	to	catch	this	boy?”	she	asked,	as	Cindy	and	Max

emerged.
“Oh,	yes,	you	haven’t	met	Max	yet.		Max	is	Joseph’s	grandson,”	Marko	said.
“I	see.		Why	didn’t	you	use	the	gateway	to	get	out?”
“That	is	part	of	the	trap.		A	Night	Shade	stabbed	Joseph	with	a	poisoned

blade	some	time	ago,	so	Max	and	Cindy	came	here	to	get	the	cure.		I	think	the
Night	Shades	purposely	used	a	slow	poison	in	order	to	lure	Max	here.		We
returned	from	the	market	to	find	the	gateway	closed.		We	don’t	know	why,	but
we	suspect	it	had	to	do	with	our	visitors.”		Marko	nodded	towards	the	wagons.

“Max,	Cindy,	this	is	Helaina,”	Marko	introduced	them.		“She	is	the	ruler	of
Mir.”

The	group	exchanged	greetings.		The	thought	that	this	young	woman,
although	large	in	stature,	ruled	this	world,	astonished	Max.		Because	of	the	way
the	cloaked	figures	departed,	he	determined	she	must	possess	great	power.

“What	is	being	done	about	Joseph?”	Helaina	asked.
“Yelka	is	trying	to	reach	him,”	Marko	said.		“I’m	glad	you	showed	up.		I

don’t	know	how	much	longer	I	was	going	to	last.”
“Well,	trying	to	maintain	order	in	my	kingdom	requires	a	lot	of	time.		It	is

always	those	who	work	in	dark	magic	that	cause	disturbances.		They	are	getting
bolder,”	Helaina	stated.

“Yes,	I	have	come	to	expect	that	from	them,”	Marko	added.
“Will	you	be	all	right	until	Yelka	returns?”
“Yes.		I	don’t	think	they’ll	come	back	now	that	you	know	we	are	here,”

Marko	said.
“Yes,	I	believe	you	can	even	build	a	fire	now.		I	will	keep	my	senses	tuned

into	this	place	for	the	next	few	days.		Do	not	worry,	everything	will	be	all	right.”	
She	reassured	Max	and	Cindy.

“Thank	you,	Helaina,”	Marko	said	and	Max	and	Cindy	nodded	their
gratitude.



“Till	we	meet	again,”	she	smiled	and	then	raised	the	scepter	above	her	head.	
A	white	light	flowed	from	the	scepter	to	envelop	her.		When	the	light	faded,	she
was	gone.

“Wow,	she	rules	this	world?”	Cindy	asked.
“Yes,	she	does,”	Marko	said	with	admiration.		“Why	don’t	you	go	back	to	the

blind	for	safety	while	I	snoop	around.”		He	started	inspecting	the	abandoned
wagons.		In	one	he	discovered	blankets,	food,	and	water,	all	of	which	he	brought
back	to	the	blind.		After	he	finished	his	search,	Marko	towed	the	wooden
vehicles	deep	into	the	forest,	and	then	cleaned	up	the	area.		When	he	was
finished,	the	trail	and	the	surrounding	area	looked	just	like	it	had	earlier	that
afternoon:	well-traveled,	but	with	no	sign	of	anything	out	of	the	ordinary.

Max	and	Cindy	wrapped	themselves	in	the	blankets	Marko	had	recovered
from	the	wagons.		“I	hope	Grandpa	is	okay,”	Max	said.

“Me	too,”	Cindy	agreed.		“What	are	we	going	to	tell	my	parents?”		The
inflection	in	her	voice	indicated	how	worried	she	was.

“I	don’t	know.”		He	hadn’t	thought	how	Cindy’s	parents	might	feel	with	their
daughter	missing.

“They	are	going	to	kill	me.”		Cindy	sniffed.
It	took	them	a	while	to	drop	off	to	sleep	because	of	their	concerns	for

Grandpa	and	Cindy’s	parents,	and	the	excitement	with	the	creatures,	the	zvers,
and	Helaina.		When	they	awoke	the	next	morning,	they	found	themselves
cuddled	up	in	front	of	a	fading	fire.		Marko	slept	in	a	sitting	position	with	his
back	against	a	tree.		He	awoke	the	minute	Max	and	Cindy	started	rousing.

The	air	was	chilly	and	Max	was	glad	for	the	fire.		“When	did	you	start	the
fire?”		Max	inched	closer	to	it.

“Shortly	after	you	fell	asleep.”		Marko	stretched	his	arms	and	legs.
“What	do	we	have	to	eat?	I’m	starving,”	Cindy	asked	with	a	wide	yawn.		“I

didn’t	realize	how	tired	I	was.		I	didn’t	think	I	could	sleep	after	last	night’s
events.”

Marko	gave	them	each	a	half	loaf	of	bread.		“These	were	in	the	back	of	one
of	the	wagons.		I	made	sure	it	wasn’t	poisoned.”

Max	climbed	to	his	feet	and	arched	his	back	while	extending	his	hands	over
his	head.		He	remembered	Yelka	and	noted	she	hadn’t	returned.		Her	cloak	still
lay	on	the	small	patch	of	grass.		“How	long	do	you	think	it	will	take	Yelka?”

“I	don’t	know.		It	could	take	her	days	to	find	your	world,”	Marko	said.
“How	do	you	know	she	is	in	another	world?”	Cindy	inquired.
“Max,	do	you	still	have	your	crystal?”	Marko	asked.
“Yes.”
“Take	it	out	and	point	it	at	Yelka’s	cloak.”



Max	got	out	the	crystal	and	did	as	Marko	suggested.		It	surprised	Max	when
it	flashed	every	time	it	crossed	in	front	of	the	cloak.		The	blink	wasn’t	as	bright
as	when	it	pointed	at	the	gateway,	but	there	was	a	definite	flicker.

“The	crystal	shows	you	an	opening	between	worlds.		I	want	you	to	remember
this	because	it	is	very	important.		The	enemy	always	travels	this	way.		You	can
find	them	and	surprise	them	when	they	return.”

“Will	it	also	tell	you	the	spot	where	they	entered	another	world?”	Max	asked.
“No,	that	light	is	with	the	person,	wherever	he	or	she	is.		You	can	know	who

actually	belongs	in	the	world	you	are	in,	and	who	does	not.		The	crystal	will
flash	on	those	who	aren’t	residents.		You	must	keep	this	information	secret.		The
enemy	doesn’t	know	this	and	we	don’t	want	them	to.”

They	finished	their	breakfast	of	bread,	water,	and	another	of	Marko’s
granola-type	bars	while	sitting	around	the	fire.		Marko	then	led	them	deeper	into
the	forest	where	he	found	a	sizeable	patch	of	grass.

“Are	you	ready	for	some	training?”		Marko	stepped	onto	the	grass.
“What	kind	of	training?”		Max	asked	with	excitement.		He	remembered	how

Marko	had	brought	that	larger	man	to	his	knees	in	Reeka	and	how	he	had	sliced
up	the	zvers.

“Self-defense.”
“All	right,”	Max	smiled.
“First,	I’ll	teach	you	some	moves	to	help	you	escape	the	grasp	of	an	attacker.	

Even	if	he	is	bigger	than	you	are.”
“Like	Alan?”		Max	could	still	feel	Alan’s	grip	around	his	throat.
Marko	spent	the	morning	instructing	Max	and	Cindy	on	techniques	to	use	if

someone	grabbed	them	around	the	neck—from	behind—or	in	front.		They	also
learned	how	and	where	to	kick	or	punch	once	they	freed	themselves	from	their
captor’s	grip.		Marko	taught	them	that	the	attack	was	as	important	as	the	escape.	
“You	need	to	create	time	to	get	away,”	Marko	stressed.		Most	of	the	kicks	and
punches	targeted	the	groin	or	the	knee.		At	first,	Max	and	Cindy	used	the
techniques	on	each	other,	but	then	Marko	made	them	practice	escaping	from
him.

After	their	lesson	both	Max	and	Cindy	could	break	away	from	most	of
Marko’s	holds.		Max	suspected	Marko	was	taking	it	easy	on	them	but	he	assured
them	he	wasn’t.

Marko	decided	they	should	rest	during	the	heat	of	the	day,	so	they	returned	to
the	blind	for	lunch.		Max	and	Cindy	preferred	to	relax,	but	Marko	said	that	they
should	review	their	magic	lessons.		Max	and	Cindy	began	a	short	review	as	they
ate.

“Can	you	teach	us	another	spell?”	Cindy	asked	after	they	had	worked	on	all



of	their	spells.
“That’s	not	my	job.		That’s	Yelka’s	task,”	Marko	said,	as	he	ate	some	roots	he

dug	up	in	the	forest.
“Oh,	come	on,”	Max	pleaded.		He	had	wanted	to	learn	a	new	spell	for	two

weeks.		“Yelka	might	have	taught	us	a	new	spell	if	Grandpa	hadn’t	been
wounded?”		A	lump	swelled	in	Max’s	throat	as	he	remembered	how	sick
Grandpa	was.

“He	will	be	fine,”	Cindy	said.		“I’m	more	worried	about	what	my	parents	are
going	to	do	to	me.”

The	way	Cindy	chewed	her	nails	and	fidgeted	during	every	break	indicated
her	concern	about	how	her	parents’	would	react	to	her	disappearance.

“I	will	make	you	a	deal,”	Marko	said.		“If	we’re	still	here	tomorrow	I	will
give	you	another	spell.		It	will	be	a	simple	one.”

Max	wasn’t	sure	how	he	felt	about	that	deal.		He	desired	to	learn	a	new	spell,
but	he	dreaded	being	here	another	hour,	let	alone	another	day.		He	knew	they
needed	to	get	back	to	Grandpa	quickly.

That	afternoon	they	worked	on	ways	to	bring	down	a	larger	opponent.		Once
they	had	these	techniques	down,	Marko	had	them	review	everything	they	learned
that	morning.

“Repetition	is	the	key,”	Marko	stated.		“The	more	you	do	something,	the
better	you	can	do	it,	and	the	more	it	becomes	instinct.”

It	was	tiring	work	but	Max	was	glad	to	have	something	to	do	besides	sitting
around	and	waiting.		Whenever	they	took	a	break	his	mind	always	returned	to
Grandpa	and	Yelka.		Finally,	when	it	was	too	dark	to	practice,	they	gathered
more	firewood	and	settled	down	behind	the	blind.

“How	long	have	you	known	my	grandfather?”	Max	asked	Marko	as	they	ate
their	meager	dinner.

“About	fifteen	years,”	Marko	responded,	but	he	didn’t	seem	like	he	cared	to
elaborate.

“Is	this	place	your	home?”	Cindy	inquired.
“No,	I	come	from	a	much	more	dangerous	place	where	you	must	have	a	lot

of	skills	to	survive.		There	are	evil,	frightening	creatures	there	that	can	rip	you	to
shreds	or	eat	you	alive,	and	the	people	who	control	them	use	dark	magic.”

“Whoa.”		Max	shivered	and	the	hairs	on	the	back	of	his	neck	stood	on	end.	
“Did	you	use	magic	to	get	here?”

“No,	Joseph	brought	me	here	through	the	gateway.		I	rescued	him	from	some
nasty	beasts	before	they	could	do	away	with	him.		In	my	world,	evil	is	stronger
than	good.		I	was	always	hunted	there.”

They	fell	quiet	for	the	rest	of	the	evening.		Max	couldn’t	stop	being	fearful



for	his	grandfather.		He	hoped	they	wouldn’t	be	stuck	here	much	longer.		He
tried	turning	his	mind	to	other	things,	such	as	the	moves	Marko	showed	them.	
Anything	to	keep	his	mind	from	agonizing.

Sleep	was	hard	to	come	by	that	night.		When	Max	did	manage	to	fall	asleep,
it	was	only	for	short	intervals.		Several	times	he	woke	up	in	a	cold	sweat	after
dreaming	about	dark	shadows	and	sinister	places.		One	time	he	noticed	the	fire
had	died	out	and	the	air	was	cool.		Cindy	slumbered	peacefully	so	he	decided	to
curl	up	next	to	her.		Another	time	he	stirred	and	Marko	was	gone.		The	moon
gave	off	plenty	of	light,	causing	the	trees	to	cast	frightening	shadows.

Sometime	in	the	early	morning	Max	awoke	again.		Marko	was	back	and
sleeping	in	his	usual	position	against	a	tree.		Cindy	lay	curled	up	in	a	fetal
position	with	her	back	against	his.		Max	thought	a	strange	call	had	rung	out	and
wondered	if	that	was	what	had	woken	him.		He	lay	still,	straining	his	ears	against
the	early	morning	sounds.		He	didn’t	fall	asleep	again	for	some	time.

Max	woke	with	a	start	to	Cindy	shaking	him.		His	eyes	were	puffy	and	his
head	throbbed	with	exhaustion.		It	felt	like	he	had	been	awake	all	night.

“Get	up	sleepy	head.”		Cindy	nudged	him	again.		“You	look	dead.”
“I	feel	dead.		I	didn’t	sleep	very	well	last	night.”		Max	yawned.
Marko	built	up	the	fire.		“Yes,	I	heard	it.”		Marko	glanced	at	Max.		“They

were	signaling	each	other.		They	know	we	are	still	here.”
Cindy’s	gaze	jumped	from	Max	to	Marko	with	her	brow	wrinkled.
“A	strange	noise	in	the	night,”	Max	said,	before	Cindy	could	ask.
“They’re	watching	us,”	Marko	said.		“But,	so	is	Helaina,	and	they	dare	not

cross	her.”
That	didn’t	convince	Max.		At	breakfast	he	kept	his	eyes	on	the	forest,

expecting	to	see	more	zvers	emerge	from	the	trees	at	any	moment.
After	breakfast	they	reviewed	all	the	self-defense	techniques	from	the	day

before.		Max	sensed	that	his	estimation—of	Marko	not	trying	his	hardest
yesterday—had	been	correct.		Marko’s	grip	was	a	lot	stronger,	and	Max	had	to
work	harder	to	get	away.		Cindy	had	the	same	problem.

They	practiced	all	morning	and	then	broke	to	have	more	bread	and	water.	
Max	hungered	for	something	other	than	bread	and	water,	but	he	and	the	others
did	not	complain,	at	least	not	out	loud.		Marko	disappeared	again	and	returned
carrying	a	bundle	of	sticks.		He	separated	them	into	two	piles.

Max	and	Cindy	exchanged	confused	expressions	with	each	other	and	then
focused	on	Marko.

“I	told	you	I	would	teach	you	a	new	spell	if	we	were	still	here	today.”
“Oh,	that’s	right,”	Max	said	rubbing	his	hands	together.		His	spirit	had	been

low	and	the	thought	of	learning	a	new	spell			brightened	his	day.



“What	does	this	spell	do?”	Cindy	asked.
“It	creates	fire.		Remember,	you	must	visualize	it	happening	and	then	say	the

word	prizgaj.”
Max	and	Cindy	spent	the	rest	of	the	afternoon	attempting	to	do	the	spell.	

They	tried	to	ignite	the	piles	of	wood	Marko	gathered,	but	they	managed	only
sparks	and	puffs	of	smoke.		Marko	assured	them	they	would	eventually	be	able
to	start	a	fire	and	even	use	it	as	a	weapon.

It	was	late	afternoon,	and	they	were	eating	their	sixth	straight	meal	of	bread
and	water,	when	Yelka	appeared.
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“The	gateway	is	now	open.”		Yelka’s	droopy	eyes	appeared	exhausted.
Max	and	Cindy	leapt	to	their	feet	and	prepared	to	leave.
“How’s	Grandpa?”	Max	asked.
“He	will	begin	to	get	well	once	we	give	him	the	Zdrava,”	Yelka	said.		“But

we	have	another	problem	to	worry	about.”
“What?	What	happened?”	they	all	asked	at	the	same	time.
“Cindy’s	parents	are	furious.”		Yelka	turned	to	Cindy.		“You	have	been	gone

almost	three	days.		They	believe	that	Max	talked	you	into	running	away	with
him.”

Cindy	grew	silent,	and	the	color	drained	out	of	her	face.		The	desire	to	help
Grandpa	had	blocked	her	concern	about	her	parents	and	how	upset	they	must	be.

“What	am	I	going	to	do?”	Cindy	asked.
“Joseph	and	I	have	an	idea,	but	first	let’s	get	through	the	gateway.”		Yelka

beckoned	them	to	follow.
Marko	cast	a	spell	and	the	fire	went	out.		They	gathered	up	their	things	and

made	their	way	towards	the	path.		Max	waved	the	crystal	through	the	air	and	on
the	first	try	he	located	the	gateway.

“Why	was	the	gateway	closed?		And	why	didn’t	the	communicators	work?”
Max	asked	Yelka.



“There	was	a	fierce	storm	that	knocked	out	the	electricity,”	she	replied.	
“Without	electricity	the	gateway	closes.		The	gateway	control	panel	also	operates
the	communicators.		It	opens	up	holes	for	the	signals	to	travel	through,	but
without	power	nothing	functions.		Your	grandfather	has	a	generator.		Under
normal	circumstances	the	generator	keeps	the	gateway	operational.		This	time	he
was	too	weak	to	start	it.”

“The	power	has	been	out	for	three	days?”		Max	raised	his	eyebrows.
“Well,”	Yelka	began,	“it	has	been	off	at	your	house	that	long.		The

remarkable	thing	is	that	the	minute	I	started	the	generator,	the	regular	electrical
power	came	back	on.		There	was	a	storm	and	dark	forces	used	it	to	cause	the
outage.		We	think	it	was	part	of	a	plan	to	trap	you	here.”

They	reached	the	gateway	and	everyone	stepped	through.		Max	paced	next	to
the	force	field,	waiting	for	Yelka	to	turn	it	off.		The	second	it	was	off	they
hurried	to	Grandpa’s	room.

That	Grandpa’s	condition	had	grown	so	much	worse	since	they	left	was
surprising	to	Max.		Grandpa	managed	a	weak	smile	as	they	entered.

“Max,	go	and	heat	up	some	water,”	Yelka	ordered,	but	Max	stood,	staring	at
his	grandfather.		“Max,	please.”

Max	jerked	as	Yelka’s	words	registered.		“Uh,	sure.”		He	rushed	to	the
kitchen.

He	returned	as	fast	as	he	could,	with	a	teakettle	full	of	hot	water,	which	Yelka
took.		She	sprinkled	a	pinch	of	Zdrava	into	the	teakettle.		A	decayed	animal
stench	filled	the	air	like	rotten	sewer	gas.

“That’s	going	to	make	him	better?”		Max	held	his	nose,	and	even	Cindy	and
Marko	plugged	their	noses.

“You	didn’t	expect	something	from	the	enemy	to	smell	like	roses,	did	you?”
Yelka	asked.		“I	need	a	glass.”		She	glanced	at	Max	but	he	was	already	halfway
out	the	door.

Grandpa	choked	down	two	cups	of	tea,	with	Yelka	pestering	him	the	whole
time.		She	reminded	Max	of	a	bossy	nurse	forcing	a	child	to	take	their	medicine.

After	Grandpa	finished	the	tea,	Yelka	led	Max	and	Cindy	out	into	the	hall.	
Marko	remained	by	Grandpa’s	side.

“Cindy.”		Yelka	closed	the	door	behind	them.		“Your	parents	are	extremely
worried.”

“What	am	I	going	to	tell	them?”	Cindy	moaned.		“They’re	probably	freaking
out.”

“Your	parents	must	not	know	what	you	have	been	doing.		We	can	use	the
storm	as	an	explanation	for	your	disappearance,”	Yelka	said.

“How?”	Cindy	and	Max	asked.



“We	want	you	to	say	that	you	and	Max	were	hiking	in	the	hills	when	the
storm	hit.		Tell	them	the	path	was	washed	out,	and	you	were	lost.		Eventually,
you	found	your	way	back.”		Yelka	fidgeted	with	her	hands.		Her	lack	of	eye
contact	indicated	that	she	didn’t	like	the	idea	of	lying.

“I	should	go	now.”		Cindy	started	for	the	door.
“No,	wait.”		Yelka	ran	after	her.		She	caught	Cindy	by	the	arm	before	she

could	reach	the	front	door.		“You	must	not	be	seen	leaving	this	house.		Believe
me,	the	enemy	wants	your	parents	to	believe	a	different	story	about	where	you
have	been.”

“What?	But	I	have	to	get	home,	now.”		Cindy	tried	to	pull	free.
“Marko	will	sneak	you	both	out	the	back	and	then	you	and	Max	can	go	to

your	house	as	if	just	returning	to	town.		Max	should	be	there	to	back	up	your
story.”

Cindy	paused	as	if	thinking	it	over.
“Otherwise,	your	parents	might	not	let	you	see	Max	again,”	Yelka	added.		“I

don’t	think	that	is	something	you	want.”
Max	hadn’t	thought	about	the	prospect	of	never	being	allowed	to	see	Cindy,

and	it	hit	him	like	a	brick.		Cindy	was	his	only	friend,	and	this	summer,	despite
the	danger,	was	turning	out	to	be	the	best	summer	of	his	life.

“All	right,”	Cindy	relented.	“But	can	we	please	hurry?”
“Wait	here.”		Yelka	disappeared	into	Grandpa’s	room.		When	she	rejoined

them,	Marko	was	with	her.
“This	way.”		Marko	went	into	the	kitchen	and	switched	off	the	lights.
A	knock	on	the	front	door	stopped	all	of	them	dead.		They	listened	quietly

from	the	kitchen.
“Joe,	Joe?”	a	woman	called	out	as	she	entered	the	house.
“It’s	my	mom,”	Cindy	whispered.
Multiple	footsteps	told	them	it	wasn’t	only	Cindy’s	mom	at	the	door.		“Joe,”

Alan	shouted.
A	surge	of	anger	burned	through	Max’s	veins.		He	was	furious	that	Alan	was

in	his	grandfather’s	house.
“I’m	here,”	Grandpa’s	shaky	voice	rang	from	the	hallway.		He	was	out	of	bed

and	shuffling	towards	the	front	room.
“We	thought	we	saw	shadows	through	the	windows,”	Alan	said.
“That	was	only	me,”	Grandpa	said.		“I	was	making	myself	some	tea.”
“We	hoped	the	children	had	come	home.”		Cindy’s	mother	started	sobbing.
“Everything	is	going	to	be	all	right,	Mrs.	Carlson.”		Alan	tried	to	comfort

her.		“We	will	find	her.		I’m	sorry	she	got	tangled	up	with	that	troublemaker,
Max.”



“Now,	hold	on	there,”	Grandpa	objected.
“Come	on,	Joe.		We	all	know	his	mother	sent	him	here	with	hopes	you	could

straighten	him	out.		First,	he	broke	my	son’s	nose	and	now	he’s	run	off,	taking
Cindy	with	him.		I	don’t	think	we	need	to	hear	any	more,”	Alan	sneered.

Max	couldn’t	believe	his	ears.		He	fought	the	urge	to	rush	out	and	tell
Cindy’s	mother	who	the	real	evil	doers	were.

Marko	placed	a	hand	on	both	of	their	shoulders	and	steered	them	to	the	back
door.

“I	will	remain	here	in	case	Joseph	requires	more	help,”	Yelka	whispered.	
“Cindy,	remember	to	practice	your	exercises.”		She	patted	Cindy’s	hand.

Marko	peered	out	the	kitchen	window	as	he	kept	in	the	shadows.		“There	are
two	people	by	the	back	gate.”		He	surveyed	the	backyard	for	a	moment	longer
and	then	crossed	the	kitchen	to	a	window	on	the	side	of	the	house.		Again,	he
checked	the	yard.		“It’s	darker	here.		We’ll	go	out	this	window.”

He	slid	the	window	open	and	popped	off	the	screen.		He	set	the	screen	on	the
floor	and	hopped	outside.		“Come	on.”		He	helped	them	outside.

They	dodged	from	shadow	to	shadow	until	they	reached	a	large	tree	next	to
the	fence.		Marko	climbed	the	tree	and	crept	out	onto	a	limb	that	hung	over	the
fence.		He	gestured	for	them	to	follow.		Max	and	Cindy	helped	each	other	up	the
tree.		Marko	signaled	them	to	freeze	as	they	reached	the	branch	he	was	on.

Marko	resembled	a	panther	observing	its	prey	as	he	crouched	motionless	on
the	branch.		People	patrolled	the	street	in	front	of	the	house	and	Marko	waited
for	them	to	move.		After	a	short	pause,	Marko	swung	down	from	the	limb	and
over	the	fence.		He	stepped	into	the	shadows	and	picked	up	a	rock.		He	threw	the
stone	all	the	way	over	Grandpa’s	house.		It	landed	with	a	loud	clatter,	drawing
the	attention	of	the	sentries,	who	hurried	towards	the	disturbance.		A	few
seconds	later	he	waved	Max	and	Cindy	the	all	clear	and	assisted	them	down	over
the	fence.

Once	on	the	ground,	they	scurried	into	the	shadows.		They	hunched	low	to
the	ground	as	Marko	guided	them	out	into	the	field	beyond	the	end	of	the	street.	
They	raced	through	a	field	towards	the	mountains	behind	Grandpa’s	house.	
When	they	were	finally	out	of	sight	of	the	house,	Marko	brought	them	to	a	halt.

Max	and	Cindy	watched	while	Marko	scouted	the	area.
“What	are	you	looking	for?”	Max	queried.
“Loose	dirt,”	Marko	replied.
Max	exchanged	confused	glances	with	Cindy,	who	shrugged	her	shoulders.	

After	a	few	moments	Marko	motioned	them	over	to	a	spot	of	ground	covered
with	sand.

“This	will	do,”	Marko	said.		“I	want	you	to	practice	all	the	moves	I	taught



you.”
“What?”	they	asked	with	surprise.
“Trust	me.		Just	do	it.”
They	spent	some	time	performing	their	escapes.		Marko	even	had	them	try	a

few	takedowns.
“That’s	good,”	Marko	said.		“Now	you	look	like	you’ve	been	lost	for	a	few

days.		Okay,	go	to	Cindy’s	house,	and	remember	the	story.		The	storm	washed
out	the	trail,	you	were	lost	and	had	to	find	another	way	home.”

	
###
	

Max	and	Cindy	hustled	back	to	town.		They	even	discussed	further
elaborations	to	their	story	so	they	knew	exactly	what	to	say.		When	they	reached
Cindy’s	house,	police	cars	and	a	crowd	of	people	had	surrounded	it.		Cindy’s
mother,	Alan,	and	the	chief	of	police	were	coming	out	of	Grandpa’s	yard.

Cindy’s	mother	rushed	to	Cindy,	scooped	her	up	in	her	arms	and	kissed	her
face	several	times.		“Where	have	you	been?		Are	you	all	right?”

“We	were	lost,”	Cindy	exclaimed	as	her	mother	hugged	her.
Just	then,	Cindy’s	father	ran	out	of	her	house.		He	wrapped	his	arms	around

his	wife	and	daughter.		He	asked	the	same	questions	Cindy’s	mother	had.
Max	noticed	the	demonic	glares	from	everyone	but	Cindy’s	parents.		Their

hatred	crawled	over	his	skin	like	ants.
“Max!”	Grandpa	called	out	from	the	porch.		“Max,	thank	goodness	you’re

safe.”
Max	hated	being	stuck	in	the	street	by	himself	and	darted	for	his

grandfather.		Grandpa	Joe	squeezed	him	tight	and	Max	didn’t	want	him	to	let
go.		He	felt	safe	there,	like	everything	would	be	all	right.

“Are	they	watching?”	Max	asked	with	his	face	in	his	grandpa’s	side.
“Yes,	I	am	sure	they	will	question	you.		They	will	seek	to	spin	the	story	so

Cindy’s	parents	think	you	took	off	and	forced	her	to	go	with	you.”
“I	know.		I	heard	them	from	the	kitchen,”	Max	said	softly.		“I	hope	Cindy’s

parents	don’t	believe	it.”
“Me	too.”		Grandpa	patted	him	on	the	back.
Max	didn’t	realize	exactly	how	much	they	were	going	to	twist	things.		They

wanted	to	take	him	downtown	on	kidnapping	charges.		Even	though	Cindy	stuck
to	the	story,	they	argued	that	Max	had	threatened	her	to	say	that.		Alan	and	the
Sheriff	did	their	best	to	destroy	Max’s	character	in	front	of	Cindy’s	parents.

Max	tried	to	read	Cindy’s	parents,	but	he	couldn’t	tell	what	they	were
thinking.		The	one	thing	that	was	certain	was	they	believed	Cindy.		In	the	end,



their	trust	in	Cindy	saved	Max.		The	story	appeared	to	have	worked,	and	Cindy’s
parents	weren’t	interested	in	pressing	charges.	

The	story	had	a	different	affect	on	the	enemy.		The	hatred	in	their	faces	was
so	intense	it	scared	Max.		He	would	never	forget	those	looks.

	
###
	

Max	soon	found	out	that	everything	hadn’t	quite	gone	as	planned.		Cindy’s
parents	accepted	Cindy’s	story,	but	they	still	forbade	her	to	spend	time	with	him.	
They	even	used	vacation	time	from	work	to	stay	home	and	make	sure	she	didn’t
see	him.		Whenever	he	phoned,	someone	other	than	Cindy	would	answer.

Grandpa	told	him	to	give	them	time,	but	it	frustrated	Max	that	his	only	friend
wasn’t	allowed	to	play	with	him.		He	wondered	how	much	influence	the	other
people	in	town	had	over	Cindy’s	parents.		Did	they	believe	he	was	a	juvenile
delinquent?

Even	worse,	Larry	and	his	misfits	again	started	showing	up	every	day.		They
weren’t	yelling	rude	remarks	at	Max,	they	were	going	to	Cindy’s	house.		They
would	ask	if	Cindy	could	play	or	if	they	could	do	things	for	her	family.		Cindy’s
parents	seemed	happy	to	let	her	hang	out	with	them.		Max’s	mood	went	from	bad
to	worse.		Cindy	would	give	him	a	look	of	I	can’t	believe	this,	as	they	rode	away
on	their	bikes.

When	Grandpa	offered	to	speak	with	Cindy’s	parents,	Max	declined.		He
thought	it	better	to	ride	out	the	storm.		He	didn’t	want	his	grandfather	to	fight	his
battles.		He	knew	Larry	and	his	friends	would	eventually	do	something	to	screw
it	up.

	
###
	

The	next	few	days	were	better	because	Max	had	plenty	to	do.		First,	Yelka
visited	and	worked	with	him	on	his	spells.		By	the	end	of	the	second	day	he
could	start	a	fire	in	the	fireplace.		She	wasn’t	thrilled	that	Marko	had	taught	him
a	spell,	but	because	Max	was	so	anxious	to	master	it,	Yelka	helped	him.

Max	could	also	make	larger	objects	disappear	and	reappear,	but	the	spell
Yelka	really	pushed	him	on	was	premakni.		Soon,	he	could	move	chairs	across
the	room	and	with	much	greater	control.		Although	Yelka	told	him	he	needed
more	practice,	she	seemed	pleased	with	his	progress.

“How’s	Cindy?”	Yelka	asked.
“I’m	not	sure.		I	haven’t	seen	her	since	we	came	back,”	he	added	with

frustration.



“Do	you	know	anything?”
“Larry	and	his	friends	come	to	pick	her	up	almost	every	day,	and	her	parents

won’t	let	her	see	me.”
“Oh.		They’re	working	on	her	and	her	family.		I	think	it’s	time	to	do

something.”
“What	are	you	going	to	do?”		Max	raised	his	eyebrows.
Yelka	beckoned	for	him	to	follow.		They	scurried	down	to	the	front	room.
“I	want	you	to	go	outside	and	sit	on	the	porch	swing.”
“What	for?”
“I	need	to	get	outside	and	it	might	look	funny	if	the	door	opened	and	closed

by	itself.”		Yelka	smiled.
“What	are	you	two	up	to?”	Grandpa	asked,	coming	into	the	room.		He	had

improved	a	great	deal	since	he	started	taking	the	Zdrava,	and	was	now	able	to
get	around	and	do	simple	chores.

“Yelka’s	going	on	a	mission	to	Cindy’s	house,”	Max	blurted	out.
“I	want	to	snoop	around	a	bit,”	Yelka	smiled	mischievously.		“Izginem	se,”

she	uttered,	and	disappeared.		“Open	the	door	please.”
Max	and	Grandpa	went	outside	and	sat	on	the	swing.		It	was	a	beautiful	day,

and	the	gentle	rocking	of	the	swing	made	it	seem	like	they	didn’t	have	a	care	in
the	world.

“Grandpa,”	Max	began.		“I	was	wondering	something.”
“What?”
“I	thought	your	house	was	protected	from	evil	by	a	spell.”
“And	you	were	curious	how	Alan	was	able	to	enter.		There	is	a	condition	that

allows	our	enemy	to	bypass	the	magic.		If	the	gate	is	open,	they	can	come	in	the
yard.		If	the	door	to	the	house	is	open,	they	have	access	to	the	house.		My	guess
is	that	he	had	Cindy’s	mom	go	first	and	once	the	gate	and	front	door	were	open
they	strolled	through.”

“That	makes	sense.”		Max	continued	to	rock.		“Do	you	think	Yelka	will	find
something?”

“I’m	sure	she’ll	learn	everything.		Yelka	is	very	talented.”
They	swayed	peacefully	and	Grandpa	fell	asleep.		Although	he	had

improved,	he	still	needed	a	lot	of	rest.		Max	swung	quietly	and	soon	drifted	off
himself.

The	next	thing	Max	knew,	someone	was	gently	shaking	him.
“Max,	Max,”	Yelka	whispered.
Max	opened	his	eyes	expecting	to	see	Yelka.		He	was	confused	for	a

moment,	waking	up	on	the	porch.
Grandpa	slept	next	to	him	but	Yelka	was	nowhere	to	be	seen.



“Max,”	Yelka	whispered	again.		“I	need	you	to	open	the	front	door.”
“What	about	Grandpa?”
“Leave	him	be.		He	needs	the	rest.”
Max	climbed	to	his	feet	and	stretched.		He	glanced	around	to	see	if	anyone

was	watching.		A	Night	Shade	stood	down	the	street	under	a	tree.		He	had
forgotten	about	them,	and	its	presence	bothered	him.		He	walked	to	the	door	and
opened	it.		He	gave	Yelka	a	few	seconds	to	enter	before	he	stepped	inside	and
closed	the	door.

“How	did	you	get	out	of	the	yard?”		Max	realized	he	had	to	open	the	front
door	for	her	and	the	yard	had	a	fence	with	a	gate.

“I	went	over	the	fence.		I	am	unable	to	enter	a	house	through	a	closed	door
when	I	am	invisible,”	she	said,	as	if	it	was	common	knowledge.

“How	did	you	get	into	Cindy’s	house?”
“I	used	a	spell	to	open	her	backdoor.”
Max	headed	up	the	stairs	and	into	the	room	where	they	did	their	training.		He

plopped	down	in	the	chair	he	used	to	practice	the	premakni	spell.
“Pokazi	se.”		Yelka	reappeared.		“That	was	interesting.”
“What	was?”		Max	bounced	his	legs	impatiently.
“There	is	an	evil	spell	trying	to	take	over	Cindy’s	house.		It	is	a	good	thing

Cindy	placed	that	charm	in	her	window.		It	is	the	reason	I	was	able	to	undo	the
damage.”

“What’s	going	on?”
“Our	enemy	infiltrated	Cindy’s	house	while	you	two	were	gone.		They	put	a

powerful	curse	on	it	to	gain	control	of	Cindy	and	her	parents.		If	I	hadn’t	given
her	that	charm,	we	would	be	powerless	to	do	anything	to	help	them.”

“Why	didn’t	they	remove	the	charm	when	they	were	in	her	house?”
“It	is	small	and	hard	to	detect,	and	because	of	it	I	was	able	to	use	a	counter

spell	that	will	remove	their	hold,”	Yelka	acted	very	pleased.		“It	will	take	a
couple	of	days.		I	don’t	want	the	enemy	to	know	what	is	happening.		That	way
Cindy’s	parents	will	see	them	for	who	they	really	are.		Light	always	angers
darkness.		It	will	eventually	cause	Larry	and	any	of	the	others	to	reveal	their	true
colors.		You	will	have	to	wait,	be	patient.”

Max’s	mood	improved	after	Yelka	explained	the	counter	spell	and	the	effect
it	would	have,	although	the	good	feeling	only	lasted	until	the	next	morning.	
Once	again,	he	watched	Cindy	ride	away	with	Larry	and	Larry’s	friends.

Cindy	seemed	different	though,	and	the	look	on	her	face	begged	for	help.	
Max	smiled	sympathetically	and	gave	a	wave.		It	depressed	him	to	not	be	able	to
help	her.		He	kept	telling	himself	it	would	only	take	a	couple	of	days.

	



###
	

Later	that	morning	Marko	showed	up	and	put	Max	to	work.		“I	think	you	will
enjoy	today’s	lesson.		I’m	going	to	teach	you	how	to	use	a	sword.”

“Do	you	ever	use	guns?”		Max	asked,	still	down	about	Cindy.		His	spirits
remained	low	and	he	didn’t	really	want	to	do	anything.

“Yes,	and	no.		If	we	are	in	worlds	with	guns,	we	use	them.		But,	when	we	are
in	worlds	without	guns,	we	do	not	wish	to	change	their	destiny	by	introducing
them.		Swords	and	knives	exist	almost	everywhere.	Therefore,	they	are	our
weapons	of	choice.”

“That	makes	sense.		Can	magic	stop	bullets?”
“I	suppose	theoretically	it	could,	but	you	would	not	be	able	to	cast	a	spell

before	the	bullet	struck.”
Marko	spent	the	morning	instructing	Max	how	to	stand	and	hold	a	sword.	

Then	he	demonstrated	how	to	block	an	opponent’s	strikes	and	how	to	position
one’s	feet.		Marko	stressed	how	balance	and	footwork	were	the	keys	to	being	a
good	swordsman.

They	ate	lunch	with	Grandpa,	and	Marko	told	Grandpa	how	happy	he	was
with	Max’s	progress.		After	lunch	they	reviewed	escapes	and	takedowns.		Marko
emphasized,	as	always,	the	importance	of	practice	to	master	these	skills.

“Repetition	is	the	key,”	Marko	said.		“Soon	they	will	become	second	nature,
and	you	won’t	have	to	think	about	how	to	do	them.		You’ll	just	react.”

	
###
	

After	Marko	left,	Max	thought	he	would	spend	the	rest	of	the	day	being	lazy.	
Grandpa,	however,	made	him	review	his	spells,	and	this	time	he	supervised
Max’s	work.		He	made	Max	stretch	his	skills	by	moving	bigger	objects	and	then
stopping	them.		By	the	end	of	the	lesson,	hunger	and	exhaustion	dominated
Max’s	body.

The	next	two	days	were	more	of	the	same.		Cindy	would	appear	desperate,
and	Marko	would	push	Max	twice	as	hard.		Strangely,	Larry	and	his	friends	did
seem	on	edge.		Max	couldn’t	quite	put	his	finger	on	it,	but	they	seemed	tense.

The	next	day	Grandpa	decided	they	needed	to	get	back	to	their	morning
chores.		The	yard	was	getting	a	bit	shabby	again,	and	weeds	were	growing
everywhere.

With	work	gloves	and	shovels	in	hand,	Grandpa	led	Max	into	the	yard.			He
told	Max	to	dig	up	the	weeds	on	the	side	of	the	house	while	he	went	to	fetch
some	garbage	bags.		Max	had	barely	started	digging	when	Larry	and	his	crew



arrived.		Max	could	see	them	clearly	from	the	side	of	the	house.		They	were	in	a
foul	mood.		Max	didn’t	know	if	they	had	shown	up	in	a	bad	mood	or	if	Yelka’s
spell	was	affecting	them.		Their	use	of	foul	language,	which	they	had	cleaned	up
around	Cindy’s	parents,	returned.		They	were	back	to	their	usual	ways.

The	Night	Shade	down	the	street	paid	close	attention	to	the	boys	as	well.
Larry	marched	towards	Cindy’s	front	door,	and	his	expression	changed	with

each	step.		His	fake	smile	transformed	into	an	ugly	scowl.		Before	he	reached	the
top	step,	he	paused	and	shook	his	head	as	if	a	fly	was	harassing	him.

“Cindy,	get	your	*!#@#**,	*!#@#**out	here,”	Larry	roared.		He	then	turned
to	his	friends	as	if	to	say,	I	can’t	believe	I	said	that.		“I	mean	get	your	*!#@#**,
*!#@#**,	*!#@#**	out	here,”	he	yelled	again.		This	time	he	clamped	his	hands
over	his	mouth	to	stop	anything	else	from	coming	out.

Cindy’s	mom	burst	out	of	the	house,	her	face	flushed	with	anger.		She	tore
into	Larry	for	his	foul	mouth.		Larry	and	his	friends	screamed	back	at	her.		Cindy
came	outside	with	eyes	as	big	as	saucers	and	mouth	agape.

Grandpa	appeared	with	a	handful	of	garbage	bags.		He	walked	to	Max	and
dropped	the	bags.		“I	see	Yelka’s	spell	is	working.”

The	shouting	match	lasted	several	minutes	before	Larry	and	his	friends	rode
away.		Max	and	Grandpa	began	working	again,	and	Cindy	threw	them	a
confused	look	before	her	mom	dragged	her	back	into	the	house.

That	wasn’t	the	end	of	the	commotion.		Not	more	than	an	hour	later,	Alan
drove	up	to	Cindy’s	house.		He	whistled	joyfully	to	himself	until	he	stepped	into
Cindy’s	yard.		Max	thought	he	was	experiencing	déjà	vu.		The	closer	Larry’s
father	got	to	Cindy’s	house	the	angrier	he	seemed.		When	he	opened	his	mouth,	a
flood	of	obscenities	rolled	off	his	tongue.		Alan	acted	like	he	couldn’t	understand
what	was	happening.		Before	Cindy’s	mom	could	open	the	door,	Alan	retreated
hastily	to	his	car.		She	flew	out	of	the	house	in	time	to	see	him	speed	away.

Max’s	day	was	brighter	and	he	was	more	cheerful	than	he	had	been	all	week.	
Granted,	Cindy	wasn’t	with	him,	but	she	wasn’t	with	Larry	and	his	friends
either.		Somehow,	he	didn’t	know	why,	but	everything	felt	like	it	was	going	to	be
all	right.

That	afternoon	Yelka	came	to	give	Max	a	lesson.		Max	wondered	if	Yelka
scheduled	this	session	as	a	normal	one,	or	if	she	knew	the	exact	day	her	spell
would	work.

“You	should	have	seen	it,	Yelka.		It	was	incredible.”		Max	beamed.		“Larry
and	his	dad	didn’t	have	a	clue	what	was	happening.		It	was	like	they	couldn’t
control	themselves.”

“Really?”	Yelka	smiled.
“Yes,	I	only	hope	Cindy’s	mom	will	let	her	hang	out	with	me	now.”



“Oh,	I	think	she	will.		It	might	take	some	time,	but	she	will.”
“I	hope	you’re	right.”
“Give	it	a	few	more	days.		The	lies	they	spread	are	over	and	will	disappear

with	time.		Cindy’s	parents	can	now	hear	and	see	the	truth.		The	anger	of	today’s
events	might	hold	them	back	a	day	or	so,	but	they	will	come	around.”

His	practice	with	Yelka	was	half-hearted	and	his	mind	wandered,	which
didn’t	seem	to	bother	Yelka.		Usually,	she	would	be	adamant	that	he	concentrate
fully;	but	today	she	seemed	to	sense	that	he	needed	the	relaxation,	and	let	him
take	it	easy.

	
###
	

The	next	morning	Max	and	Grandpa	started	painting	the	house.		Max	stood
on	the	top	of	a	ladder	making	wide	brush	strokes	when	he	heard	a	familiar	voice.

“Can	I	help?”	Cindy	asked.
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The	Disappearance
	
	

Max	was	so	excited	to	see	her	he	almost	fell	off	the	ladder.
“Well,	Cindy,	how	are	you?”		Grandpa	stopped	painting	for	a	moment.
“Much	better,	now	that	I	don’t	have	to	spend	the	day	with	Larry	and	those

losers.		I	don’t	know	what	happened	the	other	day,	but	I	am	happy	it	did.		I
couldn’t	have	taken	that	torture	much	longer.”

Grandpa	chuckled.		“Yelka	happened,	that’s	what.”
“You	kind	of	helped,”	Max	said	as	he	climbed	down.		“If	you	hadn’t	put

Yelka’s	charm	in	your	house,	your	family	would	have	been	doomed.”		Max	sat
on	the	bottom	step	of	the	ladder	and	told	her	everything	Yelka	had	done.

“Now,	I	know	why	I	felt	angry	and	confused,”	Cindy	said.	“I’m	sorry	to
admit	I	directed	those	emotions	at	you	two,	even	though	I	knew	it	wasn’t	your
fault.”

“It	is	the	nature	of	their	spell.		It	is	designed	to	make	you	hate,”	Grandpa



explained.
“I’m	glad	you’re	back,”	Max	said.
“Me	too,”	Grandpa	agreed.
“As	angry	as	my	parents	were	with	you,	it’s	nothing	compared	to	the	anger

they	have	now	towards	Larry	and	his	dad.		Anyway,	do	you	need	some	help?”
“Always.”		Grandpa	handed	her	a	paint	can	and	a	brush.
They	spent	the	morning	painting	the	house,	then	took	their	usual	break.	

Cindy	sipped	her	lemonade	with	a	mischievous	smirk.
“I’ve	never	seen	anyone	smile	like	that	after	two	hours	of	hard	work,”

Grandpa	noted,	as	he	looked	at	Cindy.
“This	beats	hanging	out	with	Larry	and	his	chumps.”		Cindy’s	grin	grew

wider.		“They	are	totally	full	of	themselves	and	constantly	trash	you	guys.”
“Really.”		Max	rolled	his	eyes.		“I	thought	they	would	profess	their	undying

love.”
Cindy	laughed.		“I	don’t	know.		If	I	had	stayed	with	them	another	week	they

might	have.”
“What	did	you	do?”		Max	raised	his	eyebrows.
“Oh,	for	fun,	I	would	throw	out	something	to	get	them	riled	up.”
“Like	what?”	Max	queried.
“How	Larry	cried	when	you	broke	his	nose,”	Cindy	said.		“They	hated	that,

and	it	kept	me	in	stitches	all	day.”
Max	chuckled	as	he	pictured	Cindy	teasing	Larry.
“Or	I	would	say	how	wonderful	Grandpa	is,”	Cindy	continued.		“That	always

did	it,	too.”
“I	bet	they’re	relieved	to	be	rid	of	you.”
They	all	laughed	even	harder.
“What	have	you	been	doing	since	I’ve	been	gone?”		Cindy	struggled	for

breath.		“I	can	see	you	are	better,	Grandpa.”
“Yelka	and	Marko	have	been	working	me	to	death.”		Max	wiped	the	tears

from	his	eyes.		“I	haven’t	learned	any	new	spells,	although	Yelka	helped	with	the
fire	spell.		Marko	taught	me	how	to	use	a	sword.”

“Cool,”	Cindy	said.		“When	will	he	be	back?”
“Not	until	tomorrow,”	Grandpa	said.		“Yelka	will	be	here	after	lunch.		She

will	be	pleased	that	her	handiwork	was	a	success.”
“Not	as	much	as	I	am,”	Cindy	stated.		“I	will	definitely	thank	her.		My	life

was	becoming	so	dark	and	gloomy.		Not	to	mention	how	much	my	parents	were
changing.		The	scary	thing	is:	I	was	starting	to	believe	the	lies,	too.”

Max	tried	to	put	himself	in	her	shoes,	but	it	was	hard	to	understand	how	she
could	ever	think	like	Larry.		He	never	would,	and	it	was	hard	to	imagine	Cindy



could	either.
“I’m	so	glad	to	be	back,”	Cindy	said.		“I	couldn’t	bring	myself	to	practice

anything.		I	wonder	if	it	was	because	of	their	spell.”
	

###
	

When	Yelka	arrived	she	made	them	review	every	spell.		It	was	obvious	who
had	been	using	magic	and	who	had	not.		Cindy	had	a	hard	time	manipulating	a
penny	and	the	other	spells	were	worse.

“I’m	a	complete	loser,”	Cindy	moaned.
“It	will	take	time,”	Yelka	comforted	her.		“Not	only	did	they	try	to	convert

you,	they	tried	to	remove	your	goodness.		That	includes	your	ability	to	cast	good
spells.		Don’t	worry.		You	will	get	it	all	back	and	more.		It	will	take	practice.		In
time	you	will	know	how	to	combat	their	hatred.

“Now,	before	I	go	I	want	to	teach	you	the	spell	to	extinguish	fire,”	Yelka
said.		“I	don’t	like	leaving	my	students	with	only	half	of	an	equation.”

The	prospect	of	a	new	spell	excited	Max,	but	Cindy	appeared	more
depressed.		Max	figured	she	saw	it	as	another	opportunity	to	fail.

“Remember,	visualization	is	the	key,”	Yelka	said.		“Oh,	I	almost	forgot.”		She
ran	and	grabbed	her	bag.		She	then	retrieved	one	of	the	roots	that	assisted	Max
and	Cindy	with	their	first	spells.		“Cindy,	this	is	for	you.		I	wish	I	had
remembered	sooner.”		She	handed	it	to	Cindy.		“Max	doesn’t	need	any	but	it	will
help	you.”

Cindy	took	the	root	and	devoured	it	like	candy.
“The	spell	is	pronounced	ugasni,”	Yelka	said.		“Let’s	say	it	together.”
“Ugasni,”	they	repeated.
“Max,	start	a	fire	in	the	fireplace	for	us.”
Max	concentrated	on	the	wood	pile	in	the	hearth	and	uttered,	“Prizgaj.”		A

ball	of	fire	materialized	in	his	hands	and	flew	into	the	fireplace.		The	wood	burst
into	flames.

“Now,	Cindy,	I	want	you	to	put	it	out.		Remember,	picture	it	in	your	mind.”
Cindy	closed	her	eyes	and	paused.		Then	she	extended	her	hands	and	said,

“ugasni.”		The	fire	flickered	and	then	went	out.
“Well	done.”		Yelka	clapped	her	hands.
“Good	job,”	Max	encouraged.
Cindy	beamed,	but	she	acted	surprised	that	it	worked	the	first	time.		“Must	be

the	root.		I	wish	we	could	do	the	lesson	again.”
“I’m	sorry	but	I	have	to	leave	soon,”	Yelka	said.		“You	can	practice	with	Max

after	I’m	gone.”



They	continued	to	start	and	extinguish	fires	until	Yelka	left.		Max	picked	it
up	easily	but	with	Cindy	it	was	hit	and	miss.		Sometimes	she	put	out	the	fire,
other	times	it	would	flutter	but	keep	burning.

Max	offered	to	help	Cindy	work	on	the	other	spells,	but	she	said	she	was
exhausted.

“I	don’t	know	if	it’s	because	I	haven’t	used	my	magic	in	a	while,	or	the
lingering	affects	of	the	enemy’s	spell,”	Cindy	said.

Just	before	dinnertime	Grandpa	recommended	that	Cindy	should	probably	go
home	because	they	didn’t	want	to	upset	her	parents	after	what	happened.		Cindy
agreed	and	hurried	off.

	
###
	

During	dinner	Grandpa	sprang	a	surprise.		“I	was	inspecting	the	gateway
today,	and	I	noticed	a	worn	part.”

Max	put	down	his	fork.
“We	have	to	replace	it	ASAP.		In	time	you	will	need	to	understand	every

aspect	of	the	gateway,	including	how	to	maintain	it.”
“How	do	we	fix	it?”		Max	asked.
“We	must	travel	to	the	city	where	I	get	my	supplies.		I’ll	buy	our	tickets

tomorrow.”
“Can	I	invite	Cindy	to	come	with	us?”
“I	don’t	think	so.		It’s	best	we	don’t	push	Cindy’s	parents.		I’m	surprised	they

allowed	her	to	come	back	so	soon.		We	should	take	it	slow	for	now.”
“Oh,”	Max	understood	his	grandfather’s	concern.		He	didn’t	want	to	upset

Cindy’s	parents	but	he	hated	to	leave	her	behind.		“How	long	are	we	going	to	be
gone?”

“Only	for	the	weekend.		We’ll	be	back	Monday	afternoon.”
Max	couldn’t	sleep	that	night.		His	nerves	gnawed	at	his	brain	about	leaving

Cindy	behind.		He	worried	the	enemy	might	try	something	when	she	was	alone.	
She	had	been	through	a	lot.		It’s	only	for	a	couple	of	days,	he	told	himself	as	he
drifted	off	to	sleep.

	
###
	

The	next	day	Max	searched	for	an	opportunity	to	tell	Cindy	about	their	trip,
but	couldn’t	find	the	words.		She	seemed	much	happier	than	the	day	before.	
Max’s	mind	raced	with	possible	ways	to	bring	up	the	topic	while	they	painted
the	house.



“Cindy,	will	you	do	me	a	favor?"	Grandpa	asked.
“Sure?”	Cindy	said,	with	a	puzzled	look.
“Max	and	I	are	going	to	purchase	some	parts	for	the	gateway	this	weekend,

and	I	need	someone	to	water	the	lawn.		Will	you	do	it?		I’ll	pay	you.”
Max	continued	to	paint.		He	avoided	her	gaze	because	he	expected	her	to	be

disappointed	they	were	leaving	her	for	the	weekend.
“You	don’t	have	to	pay	me,”	Cindy	said	in	a	worry-free	tone.		“I’d	be	happy

to	do	it.”
Max	was	a	little	disheartened	because	she	didn’t	sound	like	she	would	miss

them	at	all.
“I	will	pay	you	anyway.”		Grandpa	went	back	to	painting	the	house.
“Are	you	excited	to	get	out	of	this	town	for	a	couple	days?”	Cindy	asked.
“Sure,	I	guess,”	Max	tried	to	hide	his	feelings.		He	didn’t	want	Cindy	to

know	he	was	upset,	and	he	couldn’t	understand	why.		Maybe	it	was	because	he
had	missed	her	more	than	she	had	missed	him	over	the	past	week,	but	he	quickly
shoved	that	idea	out	of	his	mind.

That	afternoon	Marko	came	by	and	put	them	through	a	workout.		They
reviewed	everything	Cindy	had	learned,	and	then	he	showed	Cindy	what	he	had
taught	Max.		Max	practiced	his	footwork	by	himself	while	Marko	trained	Cindy.

Before	Cindy	left	for	home	Grandpa	gave	her	instructions	for	watering	the
lawn.		Then	they	accompanied	Cindy	home	to	speak	with	her	parents.		Grandpa
explained	to	them	that	he	and	Max	were	leaving	for	the	weekend	and	wanted
Cindy	to	take	care	of	the	lawn	while	they	were	away.		Cindy’s	parents	agreed.

The	next	morning	Grandpa	put	them	back	on	the	task	of	painting	the	house,
while	he	went	to	buy	their	tickets.

“I	asked	Grandpa	if	you	could	come	with	us,”	Max	said.
“Really?”		Cindy	stated	with	wide	eyes	and	a	slight	grin.
“Yes,	but	he	didn’t	think	it	was	a	good	idea,	with	all	that	has	happened.”
“He’s	probably	right.		My	parents	are	kind	of	touchy	right	now.		They	don’t

think	you’re	a	juvenile	delinquent,	but	they	don’t	hold	you	in	the	angel	category
either.		Our	disappearance	shook	them	up	pretty	bad.”

“I	can	understand	that.”
“But	thanks,”	Cindy	smiled.
“For	what?”
“For	thinking	about	me.”
Blood	flooded	Max’s	face,	turning	his	cheeks	red,	and	he	focused	on	his

work.		“It	sure	is	hot	today.”
Grandpa	returned	with	the	tickets.		They	would	leave	the	next	day	at	8:00

a.m.		Then	he	joined	them	for	the	rest	of	the	chores.



“I’ll	see	if	I	can	go	with	you	to	the	bus	station,”	Cindy	said,	as	she	prepared
to	leave.

“That	will	be	fine,”	Grandpa	said.		“But	if	your	parents	don’t	agree,	don’t
worry	about	it.		We	don’t	want	to	put	any	unnecessary	pressure	on	them.”

Cindy	waved	good-bye	as	she	walked	towards	the	front	gate.
	

###
	

The	next	day	they	ate	a	light	breakfast	and	cleaned	up	the	kitchen.		They
collected	their	things	and	headed	for	the	door.

Cindy	waited	on	her	porch.		As	Grandpa	and	Max	exited	the	front	gate,	she
hurried	towards	them.		“I	can’t	go	to	the	station,	so	I	figured	I	would	say	good-
bye	here.”

“That’s	all	right.”		Grandpa	retrieved	a	key	from	his	pocket	and	gave	it	to
her.		“This	is	to	the	house,	in	case	you	need	to	get	in.”

Cindy	accepted	the	key.		“Good-bye,	Grandpa.”
“It’s	only	three	days,”	he	said	with	a	smile.
“Later,	Max.”		She	kissed	him	on	the	cheek	and	rushed	home	before	he	could

reply.
“Well,”	Grandpa	raised	his	eyebrows	with	a	grin.
Max	blushed.		He	didn’t	mind	that	Cindy	had	kissed	him.		He	actually	liked

it,	but	he	wished	she	hadn’t	done	it	in	front	of	Grandpa.
“Come	on,”	Grandpa	chuckled.		Then	he	started	down	the	street.
Cindy	watched	them	through	her	living	room	window.		Max	waved	and	then

caught	up	with	Grandpa.
The	ever-present	Night	Shade	stood	under	the	usual	tree,	glaring	at	them.	

“Goingss	on	a	tripssss?”
“None	of	your	business.”		Grandpa	brushed	him	off.
The	Night	Shade	eyed	them	as	they	passed	and	then	followed.		“Youss	don’ts

wantsss	to	beee	coming	backss,	Maxxssss.”
Max	fought	the	urge	to	cast	a	spell	on	the	horrible	creature,	but	he	didn’t

think	it	would	be	smart	to	pick	a	fight.		Still,	he	wasn’t	comfortable	with	a	Night
Shade	behind	him.

When	they	were	within	sight	of	the	bus	station,	Larry	and	his	gang	rode	by
on	their	bikes.		Their	vacant	expressions	suggested	they	were	surprised	to	see
Max	and	Grandpa,	but	that	didn’t	stop	them	from	shouting	a	parade	of	nasty
comments.		They	hung	around	until	the	bus	carried	Grandpa	and	Max	away.



	
###
	

On	Monday	Cindy	was	ready	to	tend	Grandpa’s	yard	for	the	last	time.		As
she	strolled	down	her	porch	steps,	she	noticed	the	Night	Shade	standing	next	to
Grandpa’s	front	gate.		Its	presence	at	this	new	location	made	her	nervous	enough
to	decide	to	go	in	through	Grandpa’s	back	gate.

From	the	street	she	turned	right,	into	the	field	that	separated	the	two	houses.	
She	continually	glanced	at	the	Night	Shade	as	he	stood	motionless	by	the	front,
until	the	house	blocked	her	view.		When	she	reached	the	dirt	road	behind	their
houses,	she	used	the	trail	that	led	to	Grandpa’s	house.

She	felt	better	with	the	gate	in	front	of	her,	but	then	another	Night	Shade
appeared	and	advanced	towards	her.

“Cccindysss,”	it	hissed.
Cindy	opened	the	gate,	rushed	into	the	yard	and	slammed	the	gate	shut

behind	her.		She	sighed	with	relief	once	she	was	behind	the	fence,	knowing	a
spell	protected	her.		The	second	Night	Shade	really	bothered	her	though,	or	was
it	the	same	one	that	had	been	by	the	front	gate?		Now,	this	aroused	her	curiosity.	
She	moved	backwards	towards	the	house	eyeing	the	Night	Shade	staring	at	her
through	the	back	fence.		She	then	walked	to	the	side	of	the	house	at	an	angle
where	she	could	still	see	the	Night	Shade	in	the	back.		When	she	reached	a	point
where	she	was	about	to	lose	sight	of	the	Night	Shade	at	the	back	gate,	she	ran
towards	the	front	yard.		She	only	sprinted	a	few	yards	when	she	caught	sight	of
the	one	still	by	the	front	gate.		There	were	definitely	two	of	them.

What	could	they	want?		She	was	frightened.		A	single	Night	Shade	had	been
hanging	around	for	weeks,	but	it	was	always	down	the	street.		Now,	there	were
two	of	them	and	she	was	alone.		At	least	I	am	safe	here	and	Max	and	Grandpa
will	be	home	tonight.

She	tried	to	busy	herself	with	the	yard.		Maybe	they	will	go	away	while	I
work.		She	placed	the	sprinkler	where	Grandpa	had	instructed,	when	her
nervousness	changed	to	annoyance:	Larry	and	his	friends	rode	their	bikes	up	the
street	towards	her.

“Well,	well,	well.”		Larry	stopped	his	bike	next	to	the	Night	Shade	by	the
front	gate.		“Little	Cindy,	all	alone	and	trapped	like	a	rat.”		He	laughed	and	his
friends	joined	in.

“If	it	isn’t	Catcher’s-Mitt	Larry,”	Cindy	said	with	a	grin.
“What	does	that	mean?”	Larry	looked	confused	and	exchanged	shoulder

shrugs	with	his	friends.
“The	way	your	face	caught	Max’s	fist,	it	resembled	a	catcher’s	mitt.”



“We’ll	see	how	smart	you	are	when	we	catch	you	out	and	about	sometime.”	
Larry’s	face	boiled	a	dark	red.		He	spun	his	bike	around	and	he	and	his	friends
peddled	away.

Cindy	was	glad	to	see	them	leave,	but	was	surprised	at	how	quickly	it
happened.		She	went	to	sit	on	the	porch	swing.

The	Night	Shade	remained	by	the	front	gate	and	didn’t	appear	to	be	paying
any	attention	to	her.		He	only	gazed	out	into	the	street.

It	amazed	Cindy	how	long	Night	Shades	could	remain	perfectly	still.		She
rocked	gently,	letting	the	sway	of	the	swing	take	her	worries	away.		She	grew
drowsy	but	she	didn’t	mind.		Slowly,	she	drifted	off	to	sleep.

	
###
	

She	awoke	to	find	water	everywhere.		Puddles	spread	all	over	the	lawn	like	a
small	swamp.		She	jumped	to	her	feet	and	all	the	blood	rushed	to	her	head,
making	her	dizzy	and	momentarily	causing	black	spots	to	appear	in	front	of	her
eyes.		When	she	regained	her	balance,	she	rushed	to	the	faucet	and	shut	off	the
sprinkler.		She	positioned	it	on	a	section	of	lawn	that	was	still	dry	and	turned	the
water	on	again.

As	she	climbed	back	up	the	porch	steps,	she	remembered	the	Night	Shades.	
One	had	taken	up	the	usual	position	down	the	street.		This	time	she	kept	an	eye
on	the	water	to	make	sure	she	didn’t	drown	the	lawn.

When	she	was	satisfied,	she	twisted	off	the	spigot	and	rolled	up	the	hose.	
She	then	used	a	water	jug	to	water	a	few	plants	Grandpa	had	asked	her	to	care
for.		Once	she	was	done,	she	headed	home.

As	she	rounded	the	house,	she	could	tell	the	Night	Shade	down	the	street	was
observing	her.		She	didn’t	want	to	have	another	incident	like	the	one	earlier,	and
dashed	for	the	gate.

Cindy	opened	the	gate	before	she	noticed	the	Night	Shade	in	the	center	of	the
street.		Its	hands	shot	out	from	under	its	cloak	and	spat	a	slew	of	strange	words.	
The	spell	lifted	her	off	her	feet	and	threw	her	backwards	into	the	yard.		She
landed	with	a	hard	thud,	which	knocked	the	wind	out	of	her.		Dazed,	she	focused
on	the	wide	open	gate.		Larry,	his	friends,	and	the	Night	Shade	stormed	in.

Cindy	jumped	to	her	feet	and	raced	towards	Grandpa’s	house.		She	fished	the
key	out	of	her	pocket	as	she	scrambled	up	the	steps.		She	didn’t	know	what	else
to	do	except	get	inside.		As	Larry	reached	the	top	of	the	porch,	she	hurried	inside
and	slammed	the	door	in	his	face.

“You	can’t	keep	us	out,”	Larry	called.
Cindy	backed	away	from	the	door.		Her	heart	pounded	in	her	chest	as	she



listened	to	Larry	and	his	gang	outside.		At	first,	they	only	yelled	insults	as	they
paced	around	the	porch,	but	then	glass	shattered	and	rocks	thudded	against	the
side	of	the	house.

“We’s	coming	for	youss,	Cccindyssss,”	the	Night	Shade	hissed	through	a
broken	window.

She	wondered	where	she	should	hide.		They	would	be	in	the	house	any
minute.		She	knew	she	couldn’t	fight	them	all	and	she	needed	help.		She	decided
what	to	do.

	
###
	

Max	and	Grandpa	arrived	in	town	later	that	evening.		Max	had	learned	a	lot
about	the	gateway,	but	he	was	happy	to	be	back.

They	strolled	home,	breathing	in	the	fresh	dusk	air,	but	when	they	reached
Grandpa’s	street	something	was	wrong.		There	were	police	cars	everywhere	and
it	was	apparent	that	someone	had	vandalized	Grandpa’s	house.		All	the	windows
appeared	to	be	shattered	and	graffiti	had	been	sprayed	on	the	walls.

Cindy’s	mother	rushed	up	to	them,	“Cindy	is	missing	and	I	think	someone
tried	to	break	into	your	house.”	Her	words	tumbled	out	of	her	mouth	as	she	tried
to	catch	her	breath.		Tears	streamed	down	her	cheeks	and	fell	from	her	chin.

“What	happened?”		A	frightful	tingle	crept	down	Max’s	spine.
“I	don’t	know.”		Cindy’s	mother	continued	to	cry.		“When	I	came	home	from

work	I	noticed	your	house,	and	then	I	searched	for	Cindy.		I	know	she	watered
your	lawn,	but	I	can’t	find	her	anywhere.”

“Did	you	check	my	house?”	Grandpa	asked	with	a	taut	expression.
“Yes,	the	doors	are	locked.		It	looks	like	they	broke	your	windows	but	didn’t

go	in.		And	there	is	a	very	slight	humming	noise	coming	from	inside,”	Cindy’s
mom	said,	in	a	quivering	voice.

“Max,	you	stay	here	while	I	go	check	things	out.”		Grandpa	bolted	towards
the	house.

“I’m	sure	everything	will	be	all	right.”		Max	tried	to	comfort	Cindy’s	mom,
but	he	felt	awkward	because	he	wasn’t	sure	where	he	stood	with	her.

“Mrs.	Carlson,	when	was	the	last	time	you	saw	Cindy?”	the	sheriff	asked,	as
he	joined	them.		It	was	the	same	officer	who	accompanied	Alan	when	they
accused	Max	of	being	a	juvenile	delinquent.

“This	morning,	before	I	went	to	work.”		She	wiped	her	eyes.
“And	where	were	you,	Max?”	he	asked	in	an	accusing	tone.
“I	was	on	a	bus	heading	back	from	shopping	with	my	grandfather.”		Max

fought	to	stay	calm.		He	didn’t	want	Cindy’s	mom	to	see	him	angry	or	arguing



with	a	police	officer.
The	sheriff	acted	concerned,	but	Max	thought	he	could	detect	a	slight	smirk

on	his	face.		He	knows	where	Cindy	is	and	what	has	happened	to	her.
When	Grandpa	returned,	his	face	was	pale	and	seemed	to	have	aged.		“She

isn’t	in	the	house.		You	were	right:	it	doesn’t	appear	that	whoever	vandalized	my
house	went	inside.”

The	police	officer	didn’t	ask	Grandpa	any	questions	about	his	house	nor	did
it	look	like	he	wanted	to.		Grandpa	didn’t	seem	to	care	about	the	police.		In	this
town	they	were	the	enemy,	along	with	most	of	the	other	inhabitants.		When	the
sheriff	spoke	with	him,	it	was	more	like	an	interrogation.		All	of	the	questions
were	in	reference	to	where	he	was	and	what	he	had	been	doing	all	day.		Since
Grandpa	still	had	his	ticket	stub	to	prove	where	they	had	been,	the	officer	backed
off.

Max	walked	to	the	house	and	examined	the	damage.		On	one	side	of	the
house	was	graffiti	that	read,	This	is	what	you	get	for	breaking	my	nose.		He
rushed	to	his	grandfather,	who	still	stood	by	the	policeman.

“I	know	who	did	this,”	Max	reported.
“Who?”	the	police	officer	sneered.
Grandpa	peered	at	Max	with	raised	eyebrows.
“It	was	Larry	and	his	friends,”	Max	declared.
“That’s	quite	an	accusation,”	the	officer	responded.		“Where’s	your

evidence?”
“On	the	other	side	of	the	house.”		Max	pointed.		“It	reads,	This	is	what	you

get	for	breaking	my	nose.”
“I	thought	Cindy	broke	Larry’s	nose,”	the	officer	responded.
“She	did,”	Max	said.		“Cindy	was	taking	care	of	our	yard.		I	bet	that’s	when

they	did	this.		So	you	agree	it	was	Larry	because	of	the	mention	of	a	broken
nose?”

Grandpa’s	curious	expression	changed	to	a	grin	of	pride.		Max	had	caught	the
officer	off	guard	with	that	last	remark.

The	cop’s	face	turned	a	bright	red.		“That’s	not	proof,”	he	spat.		He	looked
like	he	wanted	to	tear	Max’s	head	right	off	his	neck.		Instead,	he	went	to
question	Cindy’s	mother	and	father	again.

Grandpa	chuckled	softly.
“What’s	so	funny?”	Max	asked.
“That	was.		He	knows	who	did	it.		And,	boy,	did	he	hate	being	caught.”
“What	are	we	going	to	do?”
Grandpa’s	grin	disappeared.		“I	have	an	idea	what	has	happened,	and	I	know

where	to	start.”



“Where?”
“Well,”	Grandpa	said,	“The	gateway	is	open.”
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“Why	is	the	gateway	open?”		A	sinking	feeling	spread	in	the	pit	of	Max’s
stomach.

“I’ll	tell	you	later,”	Grandpa	whispered.		“Right	now	act	like	you	haven’t	got
a	clue.		I	suspect	they	know	she’s	gone,	but	I’m	not	totally	sure.”

Grandpa	and	Max	explained	where	they	had	been	all	day.		Since	they	still
had	their	ticket	stubs	and	the	bus	driver	vouched	for	them,	they	were	eliminated
as	suspects.		After	the	police	finished	grilling	Grandpa	and	Max,	they	tried	to
offer	some	comfort	to	Cindy’s	parents.

Finally,	after	everyone	left,	they	returned	home	and	raced	up	the	stairs.	
Broken	glass	lay	everywhere	but	otherwise	the	inside	was	untouched.		The	light
of	the	gateway	and	the	steady	hum	of	the	force	field	filled	the	room.

“How	did	they	get	into	the	yard	but	not	the	house?”	Max	asked,	surprised
they	hadn’t	destroyed	the	house.

“I	figure	they	got	through	the	gate	while	Cindy	was	coming	or	going,	but	she
closed	the	door	to	the	house.		Even	with	broken	windows	as	possible	entrances,
if	the	door	is	shut	they	can’t	enter.”

“Okay,	but	now	what	do	we	do?”		Max	realized	they	couldn’t	get	past	the
force	field.

“Unfortunately,	we	have	a	real	dilemma.”		Grandpa	sidled	around	the	force
field.		“I	purposely	positioned	the	console	so	no	one	could	read	it	from	outside
the	force	field.		I’m	guessing	she	tried	to	find	Marko,	since	Mir	is	the	only	world
she	knew	the	coordinates	to.”

“How	do	we	get	past	it?”
“Oh,	that’s	easy.		I’ll	kill	the	power	and	the	force	field	will	go	off.		The	real

problem	is	another	feature	I	added	to	protect	the	console.		If	the	system	loses
power,	all	the	dials	and	switches	are	reset	to	a	default.		That	way	the	enemy



wouldn’t	know	how	to	follow	me	into	any	particular	world.”
“So,	if	we	turn	off	the	power,	we’ll	lose	Cindy’s	settings.			And	if	she	didn’t

get	Mir	exactly	right	we’ll	have	no	idea	where	she	is?”
“Yep,”	Grandpa	exclaimed	with	a	worried	look.		“Well,”	he	took	a	deep

breath.		“I’ll	go	flick	off	the	power.		The	more	time	we	waste,	the	longer	it	might
take	to	locate	Cindy.		Believe	me,	the	enemy	is	already	hunting	for	her.		We	have
to	find	her	before	they	do.”

Grandpa	hurried	down	the	stairs	while	Max	stared	at	the	gateway.		A	few
moments	later,	the	room	went	dark	and	the	humming	stopped.		When	the	lights
came	back	on,	the	revolving	mirror	had	already	halted.

Grandpa	rushed	back	to	the	console.		He	pulled	out	the	communicator	and
started	adjusting	the	dials.

“Who	are	you	calling?”
“Marko.”		Grandpa	pushed	several	more	buttons.		“If	Cindy	did	get	the

correct	coordinates,	we	should	start	there.”
“How	long	will	it	take	him	to	respond?”
“Not	long.		And	here’s	something	else	you	didn’t	know.		We	can	open	the

gateway	with	almost	any	coordinates	we	want.		We	can	place	it	right	in
downtown	Reeka	but	we	usually	try	to	open	it	in	an	isolated	area,	so	no	one	sees
us	coming	or	going.		But	when	the	need	is	great	we	open	it	wherever	we	want.	
Now,	the	first	thing	I	want	you	to	do	is	to	pick	up	all	the	broken	glass	in	the
house.”

“What?”	Max	asked	with	frustration.		“I	want	to	help	find	Cindy.”
“You	will.		First,	we	must	get	organized	and	Marko	can	start	searching	his

world.”
Max	dragged	himself	downstairs	and	began	cleaning	up	the	glass	from	the

broken	windows.		He	wondered	why	Cindy	went	through	the	gateway.		Didn’t
she	know	they	couldn’t	come	in	the	house?		If	they	got	into	the	yard,	she	must
have	thought	they	could	get	in	the	house.

He	had	swept	several	rooms	when	a	lightning	strike	in	the	distance	caught
his	attention.		A	storm	approached,	but	that	wasn’t	all.		Outside,	the	people
dressed	in	black	surrounded	the	fence	just	like	they	did	on	his	first	night.		There
were	only	a	few,	but	others	were	joining	them.		Their	chanting	floated	through
the	damaged	windows,	and	Max’s	hand	started	to	tingle.

The	sudden	hum	from	upstairs	drew	his	attention.		He	dropped	what	he	was
doing,	bolted	upstairs,	and	entered	the	third	floor	as	Marko	exited	the	bright
light.

Max	wanted	to	hear	their	conversation,	but	Grandpa	didn’t	turn	off	the	force
field.		He	watched	them	for	several	minutes,	and	then	Marko	turned	back	into



the	gateway	before	Grandpa	shut	it	down.
“What	did	he	say?”	Max	asked	as	soon	as	the	force	field	was	off.
“He	said	he	would	start	looking.		I	told	him	that	if	she	is	there,	she	probably

came	through	in	the	forest	and	that	would	be	the	first	place	he	should	check.”
“Ouch!”		A	sharp	pain	flooded	Max’s	palm	as	if	someone	touched	it	with	a

hot	iron.		He	held	it	out	and	the	symbol	changed	to	a	bright	red.
Grandpa	took	his	hand	and	examined	it.		“What’s	happening?”
“The	people	from	town	are	outside,	the	same	as	my	first	night	here.”
“They	must	be	trying	to	strengthen	the	curse.		Let’s	see	what	we	can	do.”	

Grandpa	headed	to	one	of	the	bedrooms.		“I	need	to	hurry.		The	others	will	be
arriving	shortly.”

“Others?		What	others?”		Max	trailed	behind	his	grandfather.
“Not	the	people	outside.		The	others	that	will	help	us	find	Cindy.”
They	entered	a	room	that	overlooked	the	front	yard.		Grandpa	crept	to	the

window	and	Max	followed.		His	hand	throbbed	with	every	heartbeat.
“I	see	that	almost	all	our	neighbors	are	around	the	fence.”		Grandpa	peered

down	at	the	gathering	crowd.		“I	think	another	ten	minutes	should	be	enough
time	for	everyone	in	town	to	arrive.”

They	patiently	observed	the	scene	as	more	people	arrived.		The	chanting
grew	louder,	and	Max’s	hand	was	on	fire.		Even	in	the	increasing	darkness	of	the
storm,	the	mark	was	visible.		It	glowed	like	the	embers	of	a	fire.

Max	wished	Grandpa	would	do	something	terrible	to	the	people	outside.	
They	were	causing	him	pain	and	he	wanted	vengeance.

“Well,	they	want	you,	so	I’m	going	to	give	you	to	them.”	Grandpa	winked
and	grinned	mischievously.

“What?”
“An	illusion	of	you.		They	are	so	focused	on	you	right	now	it	might	work.”
They	waited	until	the	crowd	stopped	assembling.		Max	hoped	his	grandfather

would	act	quickly	because	the	pain	was	almost	unbearable.
“The	beauty	of	them	breaking	our	windows	is	they	won’t	know	a	spell	is

coming.		I	can	cast	it	without	going	outside.”		Grandpa	slunk	farther	back	into
the	room	where	he	couldn’t	be	seen	from	outside.		He	took	a	deep	breath	and
closed	his	eyes.		He	raised	his	hands	to	his	chest	and	thrust	them	forward,
“Poglej	Maksa	v	drug	drugem!”

“What	did	you	do?”		Max	stared	down	at	the	people.
“Wait	and	see.”		Grandpa	moved	back	to	the	window.
Fire	erupted	around	one	of	the	people.		Another	burst	into	flames	then

another.		Others	scrambled	to	avoid	flying	fireballs	and	debris.		Curses	tossed
others	through	the	air,	with	their	arms	and	legs	flailing	like	rag	dolls,	before



crashing	to	the	ground.		The	people	screamed	and	attacked	each	other	all	over
the	place.		Several	groups	fought	with	swords	while	others	engaged	in	hand-to-
hand	combat.

In	a	matter	of	minutes,	the	perimeter	of	the	fence	was	a	combat	zone.		People
battled	and	yelled	at	each	other	as	if	they	were	mortal	enemies.		Some	fled	while
others	pursued	them.

“Wow!”		The	spectacle	shocked	Max.		“What	did	you	do	to	cause	that?”
“I	gave	them	what	they	desired,”	Grandpa	chuckled.		“They	wanted	you	so

badly.		I	caused	them	to	see	you	in	each	other.		Normally	this	only	works	on
those	with	lesser	magical	abilities,	but	they	weren’t	expecting	it.”

“That	has	to	be	the	best	way	to	combat	your	enemies.		Get	them	to	fight
themselves.”		Max	smiled.

Grandpa’s	communicator	flashed	a	soft	white	light.		“Right	on	time.		Finish
cleaning	up	the	glass.		I’ll	give	you	a	shout	when	everyone	has	arrived.”		He
went	back	upstairs.

Max	continued	gazing	until	the	crowd	dispersed.		An	occasional	fireball
popped	up	farther	down	the	street.		His	hand	still	tingled	but	the	pain	was	gone,
and	the	mark	was	not	as	dark	as	earlier.

Rain	started	falling	in	steady	sheets	and	dripped	through	the	broken
windows.		Max	hurried	and	retrieved	some	duct	tape	and	garbage	bags.		He
rushed	from	room	to	room,	covering	up	the	broken	windows.		Every	now	and
then,	the	hum	of	the	gateway	would	fill	the	house	and	then	go	silent.		Max
figured	it	was	more	help	arriving,	and	he	wondered	how	they	were	going	to	find
Cindy.

In	no	time	he	had	sealed	all	the	windows	and	picked	up	the	broken	glass.	
Finally,	Grandpa	called	him	upstairs.		Normally	he	would	have	been	exhausted,
but	the	urgency	of	finding	Cindy	propelled	him	up	the	stairs.

When	he	entered	the	third	floor	there	were	five	others	besides	Grandpa.	
Yelka	was	the	only	one	he	knew.

“Max.”		Yelka	ran	over	to	him.		“Let	me	see	your	hand.”
Max	held	it	out	and	Yelka	examined	it.
“Joseph	told	me	what	happened.		The	enemy	must	already	be	seeking	her.	

We	need	to	do	something	about	this	mark	on	your	hand	or			wherever	you	go
they	will	be	after	you,”	Yelka	said.

“Yes,	but	what?”	Max	asked.		He	didn’t	like	the	idea	of	the	enemy	knowing
where	he	was	at	all	times.

“I	will	teach	you	the	spell	to	remove	the	mark.”		Yelka	smiled.		“After	the
meeting.		First,	let	me	introduce	you	to	everyone.”		She	led	him	to	a	tall	man
with	black	hair	and	a	trimmed	beard.



“Max,	I	presume,”	the	man	said	in	a	deep	voice,	and	extended	his	hand.	
“I’m	Finster.”

“Nice	to	meet	you.”		Max	shook	Finster’s	massive	hand.
Max	then	met	a	man	who	appeared	to	be	the	same	age	as	Grandpa.		His	name

was	William,	and	he	said	he	had	helped	Grandpa	build	the	gateway.		Yelka
explained	how	he	retired	to	another	world	but	continued	to	work	on	new
technologies	to	aid	in	their	cause.

“I	have	something	for	you,	Max,”	William	said,	before	Yelka	dragged	him
away.		He	handed	Max	a	communicator	similar	to	his	grandfather’s.		“I’m	sure
your	grandfather	will	teach	you	how	to	use	it,	later.”

The	next	person	Yelka	presented	resembled	a	character	right	out	of	a	space
movie.		He	had	green	skin	with	black	oval-shaped	eyes	and	a	narrow	mouth.		He
wore	a	shiny	silver	jump	suit.		“I	am	Olik,”	he	said	in	a	gentle	voice,	taking	Max
by	the	hand.		“I	will	be	one	of	your	instructors.”

“Finally,	this	is	Saria.”		Yelka	steered	him	to	a	dark	haired	woman.		She	was
beautiful,	with	the	gentle	lines	of	age	starting	to	show.		Max	accepted	her	hand
and	noticed	her	skin	felt	strangely	cold	to	the	touch.

“I’ve	called	this	meeting	to	inform	you	of	a	very	serious	problem	that	could
affect	all	our	work,”	Grandpa	began.		“You	all	know	that	this	summer	I	began
training	my	grandson,	Max.		What	some	of	you	don’t	know	is	that	I	have	also
been	training	his	friend,	Cindy.”

There	were	a	few	grumbles	about	Grandpa	instructing	an	outsider	and
involving	more	people	than	necessary.

“We	know	what	happened	to	Max’s	father,”	Yelka	interrupted.		“Joseph
thought	it	was	better	for	Max	to	have	someone	to	lean	on.”

Max’s	ears	perked	up	at	the	mention	of	his	father.		He	had	never	heard	what
really	caused	his	father’s	death.		Grandpa	told	him	he	suspected	Alan	killed	his
father.		He	thought	he	was	finally	going	to	get	some	answers,	but	the
conversation	jumped	back	to	Cindy.

“It’s	too	late	to	argue	about	my	decision.		What’s	done	is	done.		The	problem
is	that	she’s	lost	in	another	world	and	we	aren’t	the	only	ones	looking	for	her.		If
our	enemy	finds	her	first,	we	may	be	in	serious	danger.”

“What	do	you	want	us	to	do?”	Finster	asked.
“We	need	to	find	her	quickly,”	Grandpa	said.		“I	taught	her	and	Max	how	to

enter	Mir.		I’m	hoping	that’s	where	she	is.		Marko	is	already	checking	it	out.	
However,	if	she	didn’t	set	the	correct	coordinates,	she	could	be	anywhere.		I
have	made	a	list	of	possible	worlds	based	on	slight	miscalculations	from	Mir.		I
think	that	is	where	we	should	start.”

“Good	idea,”	Yelka	agreed.



“What	do	you	see	as	our	worst	scenario?”	Olik	asked.
“That	the	enemy	captures	her	first,	and	uses	her	to	make	a	trade,”	Grandpa

replied,	“for	Hudich.”
Everyone’s	face	reflected	a	great	deal	of	concern	at	the	mention	of	the	name.
“Then	we	had	better	not	let	it	come	to	that,”	Finster	uttered.
“I	wish	I	had	a	picture	of	her	to	pass	around,	but	I	don’t.		Hopefully,	Marko

will	find	her	before	this	gets	out	of	hand,”	Grandpa	said.
“Our	luck	has	never	been	that	good,”	William	commented.
“I	know,”	Grandpa	acknowledged.		“We	need	to	get	started.”
Grandpa	went	to	the	console.		Yelka	escorted	Max	down	the	stairs	and	into	a

side	room	where	she	surveyed	his	hand	again.		“We	require	all	the	help	we	can
get.		This	mark	could	be	a	problem.		The	spell	to	remove	it	is	pronounced	izbrisi
znamenje.”

“Izbrisi	znamenje,”	Max	repeated	several	times.
“This	is	not	your	normal	visualization.		This	mark	is	under	your	skin	and

woven	into	your	tissue,”	Yelka	explained.		“You	must	imagine	it	leaving	your
blood,	cells,	flesh,	and	bone.”

“I	understand.”
“I	wish	I	had	more	time	to	work	with	you	on	it.		I	would	have	taught	you

sooner,	but	this	is	way	above	the	beginner	level	and,	unfortunately,	I’ve	other
things	to	do	right	now.”

The	hum	of	the	gateway	vibrated	the	house.		Yelka	and	Max	rejoined	the
others.		When	they	reached	the	third	floor,	Finster	disappeared	in	a	flash	of	light.

Max	concentrated	on	his	hand	and	kept	mumbling,	“Izbrisi	znamenje.”		He
struggled	with	the	spell	with	no	results	until	everyone	but	Yelka	had	left.

“Don’t	worry,	Max.		It	will	happen.		You	just	need	time,”	Yelka	said,	as
Grandpa	fired	up	the	gateway	again.

Max	watched	Yelka	leave	and	then	Grandpa	closed	down	the	gateway	once
again.

“Now	what	are	we	going	to	do?”	Max	asked.
“I’ll	wait	here	for	Marko.		You	keep	working	on	your	hand.”
Max	wasn’t	excited	about	hanging	around	for	Marko.		He	was	having	trouble

concentrating	while	others	searched	for	Cindy.		Sitting	around	doing	nothing
wasn’t	his	way.		He	wanted	to	do	something.

“Am	I	going	to	be	able	to	help?”		Max	would	go	crazy	if	they	left	him
behind.

“Yes,	I	wish	I	could	leave	you	here	nice	and	safe,	but	our	need	is	too	great,
and	the	people	we	can	trust	are	too	few.		If	Marko	hasn’t	found	her,	I	am	going
to	send	you	with	him.		I	will	have	to	stay	here	and	work	the	gateway.		It	is	going



to	have	a	lot	of	traffic.		There	are	many	worlds	out	there.		Some	of	which	haven’t
been	explored.”

“I	thought	you	had	been	to	them	all.”		Max	cocked	his	head	with	a	puzzled
expression.

“There	are	some	I	have	only	poked	my	head	into.		Others	are	extremely
dangerous	places	and	have	never	been	explored.”

“Why	are	they	so	dangerous?”
“Some	are	going	through	an	ice	age	or	volcanic	activity.		Others	have	deadly

creatures	living	there.		But	our	enemies	control	the	most	terrible	places.		If	Cindy
accidentally	dropped	into	one	of	those	worlds,	we	are	in	big	trouble.”

While	they	waited,	Max	continued	his	attempts	to	remove	the	mark.		This
was	harder	than	he	thought.		The	mark	had	not	changed,	nor	did	he	think	it
would.		“How	am	I	going	to	help?”	he	asked	with	frustration.

“Don’t	worry,	Marko	will	show	you.”		Grandpa	lowered	his	eyes	and
avoided	Max’s	gaze.

That	look	bothered	him.		It	suggested	something	bad	was	going	to	happen.	
Max	dismissed	it	as	worry	for	Cindy.		“Marko	has	that	powder.”

“What?”
“Marko,	he	gave	me	a	powder	that	hid	my	mark	from	the	enemy.”
“What	powder?”	Grandpa	raised	his	eyebrows.		Before	Max	could	answer,

Grandpa’s	communicator	began	flashing	again.		“That	was	quicker	than	I
thought.”		He	switched	on	the	gateway.

Max	shuffled	his	feet,	eager	for	Marko	to	step	through	the	gateway.			Marko
didn’t	appear	to	have	good	news	as	he	emerged.

“If	she’s	in	Mir,”	Marko	said,	“she	didn’t	come	in	through	the	forest.”
“I	want	you	and	Max	to	go	back	and	search	together,”	Grandpa	said.		“You

won’t	have	much	time	because	of	his	mark.”
“Do	you	feel	up	to	it?”	Marko	asked	Max.		“We	will	be	moving	fast.		This

isn’t	going	to	be	a	picnic	like	our	last	trip.”
Max	would	hardly	call	his	last	trip	with	Marko	a	vacation,	but	he	understood

the	danger.		He	was	sure	they	would	encounter	trouble,	and	he	might	have	to
fight.		“Yes,	I’m	up	to	it.”

“Max,	I	want	you	to	follow	Marko’s	orders	exactly.”		Grandpa’s	face	was
grim.

“Don’t	worry,	I	will,”	Max	promised,	trying	to	boost	his	grandfather’s
confidence.		“Is	there	any	other	news	about	Cindy	or	the	enemy?”

“I	have	some	friends	keeping	an	eye	on	our	enemy’s	movements.		Other	than
that,	nothing,”	Marko	reported.

“You	should	get	going.”		Grandpa	said.



Marko	nodded	goodbye	and	passed	into	the	light.
“Be	careful,”	Grandpa	cautioned	before	Max	entered.
“I	will,”	Max	reassured	him,	and	followed	Marko	through	the	gateway	into

the	forest	where	they	had	stayed	previously.
It	was	night	and	the	trees	blocked	moonlight	and	starlight.		Immediately,

Max’s	hand	started	to	throb.		He	tried	to	examine	it	in	the	darkness,	but	couldn’t
see	anything.

“It	already	hurts,	doesn’t	it?”	Marko	asked.
“Yes.”
“They	will	be	coming	soon.		I	don’t	think	Helaina	will	be	able	to	protect	us

this	time.”	Marko	checked	up	and	down	the	path.		“They	won’t	be	carrying
torches	like	before.		This	attack	will	be	quick	and	silent.”

“What	are	we	going	to	do?”		Max	felt	useless,	like	he	should	have	remained
with	Grandpa.		Then	he	thought	about	Cindy,	and	he	found	his	courage.

“We’re	going	to	fight.”		Marko	pulled	something	out	of	his	coat.		What
moonlight	filtered	down	through	the	trees	reflected	off	its	smooth	surface.		It
was	a	broken	sword.		Then	Marko	put	the	pieces	together	and	they	formed	a
beautiful	blade	with	an	ivory	handle.		He	handed	it	to	Max.		“This	is	yours.		I
will	teach	you	how	to	break	it	down	later.”

Max	accepted	the	sword.		“How	long	do	we	have?”
“You	tell	me.”	Marko	motioned	towards	Max’s	hand.
“This	stupid	mark,”	Max	spat.		“I	wish	I	could	get	rid	of	it.”
“How	great	is	your	desire	to	remove	it?”
“What	do	you	mean?”	Max	asked	suspiciously.
“There	is	another	way,	besides	the	spell,	but	it	is	extremely	painful.”
“How	painful?”		Max’s	suspicion	turned	to	worry.		Just	then,	his	hand

throbbed	with	each	beat	of	his	heart.		“Can	it	be	done	before	they	arrive?”
“Yes,	but	the	pain	will	be	greater	than	anything	you	have	ever	experienced.”
Max’s	heart	rate	shifted	into	high	gear.		He	hated	the	mark,	but	he	wasn’t

sure	he	could	endure	excruciating	pain.		He	was	a	hindrance,	and	would	be	as
long	as	he	had	the	mark.		“Let’s	do	it.”		Max	tried	to	control	his	breathing.

Marko	led	Max	off	the	path.		“Gather	some	wood,”	he	ordered	and	they
began	gathering	up	fallen	tree	branches.		In	moments,	they	had	a	sizeable	pile.

“You	want	to	do	the	honors?”		Marko	nodded	towards	the	pile.
Max	stood	next	to	the	pile	and	took	a	deep	breath.		He	pictured	the	wood

bursting	into	flames,	and	then	he	called	out,	“Prizgaj,”	while	thrusting	his	hands
towards	the	wood.		A	ball	of	fire	formed	and	smashed	into	the	woodpile,	igniting
it.

“Give	me	your	sword,”	Marko	ordered	and	Max	returned	the	blade.		Marko



shoved	the	tip	of	it	into	the	fire.
Max	thought	his	heart	was	beating	fast	before,	but	when	he	realized	Marko’s

plan,	every	beat	pounded	through	his	brain	like	a	drum.
“Did	my	grandfather	ask	you	to	remove	the	mark?”		Max	remembered	the

look	on	his	grandfather’s	face	from	earlier	in	the	evening,	when	Grandpa	acted
worried.

“He	did.”		Marko	adjusted	the	sword	in	the	fire.		“He	said	it	was	to	be	your
choice.”

“And	if	I	couldn’t	go	through	with	it?”
“I	was	to	take	you	back	before	our	friends	arrived.			You	would	have	no

further	role	in	this.”
“So,	if	I	don’t	do	this	I	will	be	stuck	at	Grandpa’s,	twiddling	my	thumbs?”	

Max’s	resolve	hardened	like	iron	at	the	thought	of	letting	others	do	everything.
“That	is	the	case,”	Marko	admitted,	and	lifted	the	blade	out	of	the	fire.
The	tip	of	the	sword	glowed	white	hot,	and	Max	became	more	fearful.		His

mouth	grew	dry	and	his	heart	raced.		“Is	there	no	other	way?”
“Not	unless	you	can	master	Yelka’s	spell	in	the	next	five	minutes.”
“What	do	you	want	me	to	do?”
“Sit	with	your	back	against	the	tree.”		Marko	picked	up	a	short	branch	and

wiped	it	off	on	his	pants.		“Bite	on	this.”		He	gave	the	stick	to	Max.
Max	put	the	branch	in	his	mouth,	and	then	stuck	out	his	hand.		He	couldn’t

remember	ever	being	this	scared.		Marko	knelt	in	front	of	him	and	placed	Max’s
hand	on	his	knee.		“Close	your	eyes.”

Max	did	as	Marko	ordered.		He	wanted	to	pull	his	hand	away.		He	didn’t
want	to	do	this.		Then,	an	excruciating	rush	of	pain	bit	his	palm,	and	it	felt	like
his	hand	was	on	fire.		He	started	to	shake	as	the	agony	reached	an	unbearable
level.		The	smell	of	burnt	flesh	reached	his	nose.		He	screamed	and	then
everything	went	black.
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Stalked
	
	



When	Cindy	stepped	through	the	gateway,	a	sense	of	dread	crept	over	her.	
Instead	of	being	in	the	forest	of	Mir,	she	stood	in	a	dense	jungle.		Heavy	footfalls
close	by	caused	her	to	duck	behind	a	tree.		She	didn’t	know	what	it	was,	but	it
was	big	and	moving	in	her	direction.

A	small	elephant-sized	creature	trotted	through	the	jungle,	but	the	dense	trees
made	it	difficult	for	Cindy	to	catch	a	clear	view	of	it	from	her	position.		It	was
unlike	anything	she	had	ever	seen	before.		At	least	six	feet	tall,	it	walked	on	four
legs	with	shaggy	black	hair	covering	its	bulky	body.		Just	when	she	thought	it
was	going	to	pass	by,	it	came	to	an	abrupt	halt.		Cindy	froze,	heart	pounding,	her
mouth	dry.

The	creature	sniffed	the	air	with	loud	grunting	noises.		It	turned	in	every
direction	as	if	trying	to	get	a	better	grasp	on	a	scent	it	couldn’t	identify.		Finally,
the	massive	head	swung	in	her	direction,	and	she	covered	her	mouth	to	keep
from	screaming.

The	monster’s	head	was	grotesque.		It	had	a	long	snout	with	a	black	nose	and
several	rows	of	razor-sharp	teeth.		Long	gray	whiskers	the	size	of	knitting
needles	surrounded	its	mouth,	and	coarse	black	hair	hung	from	its	head.		Its
yellow	blood-shot	eyes	surveyed	the	area.

Cindy	wanted	to	run,	but	she	knew	this	would	draw	its	attention.		If	she
remained	still	it	might	find	her	by	scent.		Sure	enough,	the	creature	advanced	in
her	direction,	sniffing	with	disgusting	huffs	of	air.

Remain	calm.		Cindy	scanned	her	surroundings	for	a	way	out.		She	spotted	an
old	log	lying	on	the	ground,	took	a	deep	breath,	and	pictured	the	log	flying	into
the	tree	behind	it.		Premakni.		The	log	shifted,	making	a	rustling	sound.

The	beast	spun	towards	the	noise.
Premakni.		This	time	the	log	slid	several	feet.
The	creature	roared	and	tore	into	the	log	with	such	ferocity	it	terrified	Cindy.	

The	creature’s	speed	astounded	Cindy.		It	had	the	log	in	its	jaws	in	seconds.		Its
head	thrashed	about,	and	its	knife-like	teeth	shredded	the	log	into	mere	sticks.

It	could	chase	her	down	and	bite	her	in	half.		Don’t	run.		Maybe,	if	she	had	a
head	start,	she	could	hide,	but	at	this	short	distance	she	couldn’t	risk	it.		Then
something	more	frightening	entered	her	mind,	she	no	longer	knew	the	location
of	the	gateway,	and	she	didn’t	have	the	crystal	to	find	it.

The	creature	shook	its	head,	shedding	bits	of	wood	and	saliva	everywhere.	
For	a	moment	it	appeared	it	was	going	to	leave,	but	then	it	started	sniffing
again.		Slowly,	it	crept	towards	her	once	more.

Cindy	looked	around	for	another	distraction	but	couldn’t	see	anything.		She
had	to	do	something	quickly	or	the	creature	would	discover	her.		Premakni.		She
threw	a	blast	of	pressure	into	the	animal.		It	twisted	and	twirled,	chomping



wildly,	as	if	trying	to	seize	whatever	struck	it	in	the	face.
Cindy	wondered	if	she	was	doing	the	right	thing	because	the	creature	acted

more	agitated	than	before.		Pridi.		A	pile	of	sticks	and	leaves	flew	into	the	air
and	onto	the	creature’s	back.

Again	it	flailed	around,	biting	air.		Its	roar	was	almost	a	scream	that	could
terrify	anything,	living	or	dead.		It	stopped	with	its	back	to	her.

Prizgaj.		A	ball	of	fire	zoomed	across	the	jungle	and	struck	the	creature’s
rear.		The	fur	ignited,	sending	the	creature	into	a	rage.		It	raced	around,
frantically	attempting	to	extinguish	the	flames.

Cindy	used	the	opportunity	to	put	some	distance	between	her	and	the	beast.	
She	backed	away,	always	keeping	trees	between	them.

The	creature	howled	with	fury	as	it	rolled	on	the	ground	to	smother	the	fire.	
After	several	minutes,	it	was	back	on	its	feet.		A	burn	mark	the	size	of	a	doormat
covered	its	backside.

Cindy	had	created	a	sizable	gap	between	her	and	the	monster.		Only	glimpses
of	it	flashed	through	the	trees	as	she	continued	to	back	away	until	it	was	no
longer	visible.		Finally,	she	reached	a	point	where	she	felt	safe	enough	to	turn
and	flee.		Grunts	and	growls	from	the	creature	still	wafted	through	the	forest.

“Come	up	with	a	plan,”	Cindy	mumbled.		She	didn’t	know	where	she	was	or
how	long	she	was	going	to	be	here.		She	needed	to	get	back	to	the	general	area
of	the	gateway.		She	might	be	able	to	find	it	if	she	tried.

Then	it	dawned	on	her:	she	didn’t	have	any	food	or	water.		“What	if	I	am
here	for	awhile?		Why	did	I	mess	with	the	gateway?”		She	realized	she’d	to	do
it.		She’d	needed	help	and	wanted	to	keep	the	gateway	safe.

Max	and	Grandpa	are	coming	home	today.		They	will	rescue	me.
She	decided	to	climb	a	tree	and	wait	for	the	creature	to	leave.		Then	she

would	head	back	to	the	gateway.		Picking	up	some	white-colored	stones,	she
marked	her	path	by	dropping	them	on	the	forest	floor.	She	didn’t	want	to	forget
the	direction	in	which	she	had	to	return.		Then	she	chose	a	tree	that	was	high
enough	to	place	her	out	of	her	stalker’s	reach.

She	started	climbing	and	went	to	the	top	to	see	her	surroundings.		From	there
she	realized	her	situation	was	worse	than	she’d	feared.		The	only	things	in	sight,
except	for	the	jungle,	were	mountains	jutting	skyward	here	and	there.

“I’m	not	going	to	find	a	way	out	of	this.”		She	swallowed	the	lump	in	her
throat.		The	reality	of	her	situation	started	to	sink	in.

Her	blood	froze	as	she	saw	the	beast	a	short	distance	away.		It	was	moving	in
her	direction,	sniffing	the	ground	as	it	approached.		She	understood	she	had	a
serious	decision	to	make.		She	could	get	out	of	the	tree	and	stay	away	from	the
creature,	or	let	it	trap	her	in	the	tree	without	food	or	water.



The	persistence	of	this	monster	told	her	she	shouldn’t	linger	in	a	tree.		She
would	starve	to	death	before	it	would	give	up.		As	quickly	as	she	could,	Cindy
scrambled	out	of	the	tree.		She	managed	to	reach	the	ground	and	rushed	behind
some	trees	before	the	stalker	caught	sight	of	her.

The	beast	had	its	nose	pressed	against	the	ground	like	a	bloodhound.		It	was
close,	so	she	backed	away	slowly.		The	humid	climate	played	to	Cindy’s
advantage,	as	the	damp	jungle	floor	silenced	her	footsteps.

The	creature	continued	to	track	her	scent.		It	looked	up	only	once	to	check
out	the	tree	she	had	climbed.		It	stood	on	its	hind	legs	to	scan	the	tree,	and	only
after	it	was	satisfied	that	its	prey	wasn’t	there	did	it	resume	its	hunt.

Cindy’s	mind	raced.		She	had	to	get	rid	of	this	pursuer	fast,	because	if	this
continued	she	wouldn’t	be	able	to	retrace	her	trail	back	to	the	gateway.		Her
stomach	growled	with	hunger.		She	hadn’t	eaten	since	breakfast	and	she	was
famished.		She	paused,	afraid	the	creature	might	have	heard	the	grumbling,	but	it
continued	sniffing	the	ground.

To	her	horror,	the	beast	started	closing	the	distance	between	them.		She
needed	to	pick	up	her	pace	or	it	would	catch	her.		Finally,	she	turned	and	walked
at	a	brisk,	but	cautious	pace,	angling	so	that	trees	would	shield	her	from	the
creature’s	view.

After	she	had	avoided	the	beast	a	while,	she	could	no	longer	hear	or	see	it.	
She	began	circling	around	to	search	for	the	gateway.		It	was	going	to	be	nearly
impossible,	but	she	had	to	try.

She	decided	to	make	a	wide	circle	and	go	back	the	way	she	had	come.		She
had	to	be	sure	to	create	enough	distance	so	the	creature	wouldn’t	glimpse	her
passing	by.		When	or	if	she	found	the	gateway,	she	didn’t	know	what	she	would
do,	deep	down	something	told	her	the	animal	wouldn’t	stop	until	it	caught	her.

After	making	her	first	turn,	Cindy	counted	another	five	hundred	steps.		She
was	at	the	five	hundred	mark	when	she	heard	water	rushing.		There	must	be	a
river	nearby.		Her	spirits	rose	at	the	thought	of	a	cool	drink,	and	at	the	idea	of
using	the	river	to	lose	her	stalker.		Her	gait	quickened	as	the	roar	grew	louder,
but	the	river’s	noise	would	also	keep	her	from	hearing	the	creature’s	approach.

She	discovered	the	edge	of	a	clearing	and	came	to	a	halt.		The	size	of	the
clearing	caused	her	to	pause	before	stepping	out	into	the	open.		The	river	flowed
about	a	hundred	feet	away.

The	problem	wasn’t	the	width	of	the	clearing	but	the	length.		It	was	only	a
hundred	yards	wide	but	its	length	appeared	to	be	as	long	as	the	river.		Once	she
reached	the	river	there	would	be	no	place	to	hide.		She	wanted	to	wade	in	the
water	so	the	thing	couldn’t	follow	her	scent	and	since	the	gateway	was	upstream,
she	would	go	that	way.



Nothing	moved	in	the	clearing	except	for	a	few	strange	birds	flying
overhead,	but	they	weren’t	big	enough	to	worry	about.		The	desire	for	water
drove	her	from	the	shelter	of	the	trees.		She	hunched	low	to	the	ground	to	make
herself	as	small	as	possible.

The	river	was	a	large	fast-flowing	sea	of	rapids.		She	scampered	along	the
bank	for	a	spot	where	she	could	drink.		When	she	found	a	small	calm	pool,	she
dropped	to	her	knees	and	put	her	face	down	to	the	water,	sucking	in	several
mouthfuls.		The	cold	water	felt	good	as	it	went	down	her	throat.

After	getting	her	fill,	she	climbed	to	her	feet	and	peered	around.		She
couldn’t	see	anything	unusual.		Her	next	task	was	to	wade	upstream	a	few
hundred	yards.		This	was	going	to	be	more	difficult	than	she	had	anticipated.

She	stepped	into	the	shallow	water	near	the	bank	and	lost	her	footing,
landing	with	a	splash	at	the	river’s	edge.		A	slick	mossy	growth	covered	the
bottom	of	the	river.		Slowly	and	cautiously,	she	managed	to	stand.		She	remained
there	for	a	moment,	contemplating	her	next	move.		This	is	going	to	take	a	while.

A	shadow	in	the	trees	caught	her	attention.		She	dropped	to	a	crouch	and
peeped	over	the	top	of	the	bank.		The	creature	stood	at	the	edge	of	the	clearing.

It	acted	differently	than	before.		It	no	longer	had	its	nose	to	the	ground,	but
proceeded	with	caution	towards	the	clearing	with	its	head	held	high.		It	appeared
to	be	scanning	for	something.		Sniffing	the	air	with	its	head	stretched	forward.

Fear	rushed	over	Cindy	like	wind	as	she	remained	hunched	in	ankle	deep
water.		Her	pursuer	feared	something,	and	it	had	her	trapped	by	the	river.		Time
froze	as	the	creature	continued	to	test	the	clearing.		Cindy	glanced	around	for
something	besides	the	beast,	but	there	was	nothing.

The	creature	finally	returned	to	smelling	the	ground,	and	it	inched	into	the
clearing.		Cindy’s	heart	pounded	like	never	before.		She	inhaled	a	deep	breath.	
Prizgaj.		A	ball	of	flame	flew	across	the	clearing.		Right	before	it	hit,	the	pursuer
lifted	its	head,	and	the	flame	went	out.		Its	eyes	locked	on	Cindy.

It	let	out	a	thunderous	roar	and	charged	ahead.		The	ground	shook	each	time
its	monstrous	feet	hit	the	soil.		She	scanned	for	help	but	found	none.
	Summoning	what	courage	she	could,	she	dove	into	the	raging	river.

The	icy	river’s	touch	took	her	breath	away,	and	its	power	pulled	her	swiftly
downstream.		She	clawed	her	way	to	the	surface	and	gulped	a	mouthful	of	air.	
She	caught	sight	of	the	creature	as	it	reached	the	water’s	edge	and	plunged	in
after	her.		The	wave	from	its	splash	propelled	her	out	of	its	grasp.		Luckily,	the
water	was	deep	enough	that	the	beast	couldn’t	stand,	so	it	didn’t	have	the	upper
hand.

The	rapids	carried	them	down	river.		The	creature	thrashed	as	if	it	didn’t	like
being	in	the	water	any	more	than	Cindy	did.		It	swam	towards	the	shore	in	an



effort	to	get	out.		Cindy	let	the	river	propel	her	away,	and	she	gained	some	space
from	the	animal.

She	rode	the	river	until	she	could	no	longer	bear	the	cold.		She	didn’t	know	if
the	creature	was	still	in	the	water,	but	she	hadn’t	seen	it	for	a	while.		Her	teeth
chattered	and	her	muscles	ached	from	the	frigid	temperature.		She	needed	to	get
out	soon	to	dry	off	before	dark.

She	figured	it	would	be	easier	to	reach	the	shore	by	swimming	with	the
current.		She	also	wanted	to	stay	on	the	same	side	of	the	river	as	the	gateway,
even	though	she	doubted	she	would	ever	find	it.

It	surprised	Cindy	how	easily	she	made	it	to	shore.		As	she	climbed	out	of	the
water	she	watched	for	her	hunter.		After	a	few	moments	of	waiting,	she	assumed
it	had	already	gotten	out	somewhere	upstream.

She	found	a	massive	boulder	and	lay	down	on	its	smooth,	black	surface.		The
heat	of	the	rock	warmed	her	cold	body,	but	her	teeth	continued	to	dance	into
each	other.		It	reminded	her	of	playing	in	the	outdoor	swimming	pool	last
summer	and	lying	on	the	hot	cement	after.

“I	hope	Max	and	Grandpa	are	home.”		She	imagined	them	searching	for	her.	
She	closed	her	eyes,	laid	her	face	against	the	rock,	and	fell	asleep.

	
###
	

An	animal’s	call	woke	Cindy,	bringing	her	back	to	the	horror	of	her
situation.		The	sun	had	set	and	stars	littered	the	sky.		She	shivered	against	the
chill	because	her	clothes	were	still	damp.

The	moon	gave	off	enough	light	for	her	to	see	fairly	well.		She	checked	all
directions	for	any	sign	of	movement	but	found	none.

Another	animal’s	cry	started	her	heart	jumping.		It	wasn’t	the	creature	but	it
sounded	close.		“I	wonder	if	there	are	any	people	here.”		While	trying	to	decide
what	her	next	move	should	be,	she	realized	she	was	out	in	the	open.

She	hadn’t	noticed	before,	but	the	river	was	exactly	in	the	center	of	the
clearing	and	appeared	to	be	the	same	width	here	as	it	was	before.		It	looked	like
a	strange	road.		She	didn’t	know	why,	but	she	believed	it	was	a	road,	and	the
things	that	used	it	were	not	friendly.		Maybe	it	was	the	creature’s	behavior	before
it	entered	the	clearing	that	influenced	this	thought.

She	ran	to	the	edge	of	the	trees	and	scanned	for	life.		She	could	use	the
clearing	to	move	in	the	general	direction	of	the	gateway.		If	she	stayed	close	to
the	jungle,	she	could	take	cover	at	any	hint	of	danger.

Her	stomach	let	out	another	growl,	reminding	her	that	she	hadn’t	eaten	in
hours.		She	returned	to	the	river	to	drink	again,	just	in	case	it	was	a	while	before



she	could	get	more.		After	quenching	her	thirst,	she	hustled	back	to	the	edge	of
the	jungle	and	began	walking	upstream.

The	moonlight	made	it	easy	to	see	her	footing,	and	the	clearing	was
surprisingly	smooth.		A	layer	of	knee-high	grass	covered	the	ground,	and	there
were	no	rocks	or	tree	stumps	to	worry	about.		All	of	her	senses	were	working	at
a	high	level.		Her	ears	strained	for	any	noise,	so	much	so	that	she	jumped
whenever	the	breeze	rustled	the	trees.

Then	a	familiar	growl	caused	goose	bumps	to	spread	all	over	her	body.		It
came	from	down	by	the	river	and	brought	her	to	stop.		The	creature	stared	at	her
from	the	other	side	of	the	river,	with	its	yellow	eyes	glowing	in	the	moonlight.

It	paced	back	and	forth	at	the	water’s	edge	as	if	searching	for	a	way	to	cross.	
It	wanted	her	but	didn’t	wish	to	cross	the	river	to	get	her.		Run.		She	sped	along
the	edge	of	the	jungle.

The	creature	roared	as	she	attempted	her	escape.
Cindy	dashed	as	fast	as	she	could.	There	was	a	loud	splash	and	she	knew	the

monster	was	crossing	the	river.		She	hoped	the	current	would	transport	it	down
stream	before	it	could	get	out.		She	had	to	put	some	distance	between	the	two	of
them	before	she	entered	the	jungle.

She	fled	until	her	legs	were	about	to	give	out,	and	sweat	formed	along	her
forehead.		She	paused	to	listen	and	then	realized	that	sprinting	wildly	in	a
strange	world	might	not	be	the	best	idea.		The	noise	she	created	could	draw
unfriendly	attention	from	other	unknown,	horrible	monsters.

She	couldn’t	hear	anything	over	her	gasps	for	air.		A	smirk	crossed	her	face
at	the	thought	of	how	the	creature	had	previously	struggled	to	get	out	of	the
river,	and	when	it	did,	it	was	on	the	wrong	side	of	the	river.		It	would	be
hilarious	if	it	happened	again.

A	rumbling	filled	the	air	and	vibrated	the	ground.		It	came	from	upstream,	so
Cindy	took	refuge	in	the	jungle.		Peering	between	the	trees,	she	waited.

The	shaking	grew	as	the	object	approached.		Suddenly,	the	entire	clearing
sprang	to	life	with	light.

A	football-field-sized	ship	hovering	above	the	ground	thundered	into	view.		It
was	as	wide	as	the	clearing	and	hundreds	of	yards	in	length.		It	reminded	Cindy
of	an	aircraft	carrier	with	decks	and	towers.		Black-colored	men-like	creatures
swarmed	all	over	it;	they	had	arms	and	legs	like	a	man	but	with	black,	rubbery
skin.		At	first,	she	thought	they	were	Night	Shades	but	their	skin	reminded	her	of
a	killer	whale’s.		They	were	too	far	away	for	her	to	make	out	much	more.

The	craft	glided	by	and	the	strange	language	spoken	by	these	rubber-skinned
men	reached	her	ears.		They	passed	by	without	noticing	her.

Cindy	was	about	to	release	a	sigh	of	relief	when	the	craft	slowed	down.	



Raised	voices	rang	out	from	the	ship’s	decks	and	they	sounded	excited.		Then
she	heard	something	she	did	recognize.		The	growl	of	her	stalker.		The	beings	on
the	ship	had	spotted	the	beast.

Cindy	crept	closer	to	the	edge	of	the	clearing	for	a	better	look.		The	ship
hovered	above	the	ground	about	a	half	mile	down	river.		Several	of	the	men	were
lowered	to	the	ground	and	started	pursuing	the	creature.		It	raced	under	the
floating	platform	in	her	direction,	but	it	wasn’t	running	towards	her	as	much	as	it
was	fleeing	the	strange-looking	men.

The	creature	was	going	to	bring	these	men	past	her	position.		She	ducked
into	a	tangle	of	plants	and	from	there	observed	the	chase.

Spotlights	from	the	ship’s	decks	descended	on	the	creature	like	a	waterfall,
and	shouts	from	the	pursuers	filled	the	air	as	more	of	them	joined	in	the	chase.

The	creature	sprinted	past	Cindy’s	hiding	place	at	full	speed.		Its	eyes	darted
back	and	forth	seeking	a	place	of	refuge.		It	stayed	in	the	clearing	for	another
fifty	yards	and	then	dove	into	the	jungle.		The	men	were	in	hot	pursuit.		They
followed	the	beast,	screaming	as	they	went,	but	they	didn’t	appear	to	have	any
weapons.

Then,	three	smaller	hovercrafts	the	size	of	compact	cars	flew	overhead.	
These	smaller	crafts	used	powerful	spotlights	to	scan	the	ground.		As	they	trailed
the	creature	into	the	jungle,	they	rose	above	the	trees.

What’s	this	all	about?		Cindy	sat	uncomfortably	in	her	hiding	place.	
Branches	and	roots	poked	her	everywhere	but	she	didn’t	dare	budge.		At	least
they	got	that	thing	off	my	back.

The	ground	began	to	tremble	again	as	the	hovercraft	floated	back	up	the
clearing.		Cindy	watched	it	pass,	hoping	it	wouldn’t	come	back.		After	sitting	in
the	same	position	for	quite	some	time	she	was	about	to	leave	when	something
moved	out	in	the	clearing.		More	men	advanced	towards	her	location,	and	they
were	studying	the	ground	close	to	the	edge	of	the	jungle.

Cindy	knew	they	were	examining	her	trail.		Every	few	feet	one	of	them
would	stoop	down	and	analyze	the	ground.		As	they	drew	closer,	her	heart
started	racing.		She	had	rid	herself	of	one	stalker	only	to	gain	a	whole	city’s
worth	of	new	ones.		The	bad	feeling	about	these	men-like	beings	continued	to
gnaw	at	her	mind.

Minus	the	noise	of	the	hovercraft,	Cindy	didn’t	know	how	to	escape	without
making	any	racket.		The	river	wasn’t	close	enough	to	help.		The	problem	was
that	she	sat	in	the	middle	of	a	bush	with	hundreds	of	branches.		Although
everything	was	moist,	if	she	cracked	one	branch,	it	would	give	her	away.

Her	indecision	kept	her	from	moving	at	all.		The	men	were	only	twenty	yards
away	and	now	seemed	to	be	armed	with	weird	metal	spears.



When	they	were	close	to	where	Cindy	entered	the	jungle,	Cindy	caught	a
break.		A	bolt	of	lightning	flashed	across	the	sky	accompanied	by	an	earsplitting
roar	of	thunder.		A	downpour	immediately	followed	the	thunder.		It	rained	so
hard	that	the	men	stepped	into	the	shelter	of	the	jungle.		They	stared	quietly	into
the	rain.

Cindy	stayed	in	her	cramped	quarters.		The	pounding	rain	would	cover	any
sound	she	might	make,	but	they	were	still	close	enough	that	they	might	see	her.	
She	could	barely	hear	them	speaking	above	the	downpour.

She	realized	how	lucky	she	had	been,	another	few	feet	and	they	would	have
discovered	her.		She	hoped	they	would	think	she	had	continued	farther	up	the
clearing.		If	so,	the	storm	would	cover	her	tracks	and	they	wouldn’t	be	able	to
find	her.

The	rain	was	good	for	keeping	Cindy	hidden	but	it	was	horrible	for	her
comfort.		Soon	rainwater	penetrated	the	jungle	canopy	as	it	made	its	way	down
the	leaves	and	trees.		It	soaked	her	again.

The	men	stood	as	if	they	were	expecting	something.		They	hadn’t	flinched
for	quite	a	while	and	they	were	getting	on	Cindy’s	nerves.		At	one	point	she
fought	the	urge	to	scream	at	them,	but	she	knew	that	was	a	terrible	idea.

The	downpour	changed	to	a	steady	drizzle	and	the	temperature	dropped
several	degrees.		Cindy	worried	that	her	teeth	might	start	chattering	and	give	her
away,	so	she	wrapped	her	arms	tightly	around	her	body	for	warmth.

After	what	seemed	like	an	eternity,	the	ground	began	vibrating	and	Cindy
knew	the	floating	city	was	returning.		The	men	strolled	out	into	the	open	area
and	moments	later	the	hovercraft	flooded	the	clearing	with	light.		It	stopped	and
a	cylinder-type	structure	descended	from	it.		The	men	entered	the	tube,	which
then	ascended	into	the	main	section	of	the	craft	and	the	ship	departed.		Cindy
waited	until	she	was	certain	she	was	alone.

She	could	no	longer	remain	in	her	current	position.		She	hadn’t	seen	anything
for	awhile,	so	she	climbed	cautiously	to	her	feet,	keeping	an	eye	out	for
movement.		It	felt	good	to	stretch	because	some	of	her	limbs	were	numb.		After
verifying	she	was	alone,	Cindy	went	to	seek	better	shelter.

She	wanted	to	stay	close	to	the	clearing,	since	it	was	her	only	source	of
water.		It	took	her	a	few	minutes	to	find	a	dry	spot	under	the	branches	of	an
umbrella-like	tree.		The	bottom	layer	of	its	branches	drooped	over	and	touched
the	jungle	floor,	creating	a	miniature	room.

Once	inside,	she	sat	with	her	back	against	the	tree	and	wound	her	arms
around	her	legs.		Despite	being	drenched,	cold,	hungry,	and	worried,	the	warm
air	under	the	tree	helped	her	drift	off	to	sleep.		It	was	not	a	restful	sleep.		Her
dreams	were	full	of	frightening	images	and	of	fleeing	tireless	pursuers.		Right



before	a	creature	bit	into	her,	she	jerked	awake.
She	breathed	deep	and	her	heart	pounded.		The	faint	light	suggested	that	it

was	sometime	in	the	early	morning.		The	rain	had	disappeared	and	the	sun	was
about	to	rise.		Exhaustion	dominated	her	senses	and	she	tried	to	go	back	to	sleep
but	the	reality	of	her	situation	kept	her	awake.

“My	parents	are	probably	freaking	out,”	she	uttered.		“At	least	they	can’t
blame	my	disappearance	on	Max	and	Grandpa.”		She	wondered	if	they	were
searching	for	her.		Then	a	terrifying	thought	dawned	on	her,	she	could	be	stuck
in	this	place	forever.		She	quickly	pushed	that	idea	out	of	her	mind.

She	finally	accepted	she	wasn’t	going	to	get	any	more	sleep,	and	decided	to
resume	her	hunt	for	the	gateway.		Yesterday,	she’d	hoped	to	find	her	old	tracks
and	use	them	to	trace	her	way	back,	but	the	rain	wiped	everything	clean.

She	poked	her	head	out	of	her	shelter	and	paused	several	minutes	to	survey
the	area.		When	she	was	positive	that	it	was	safe,	she	ventured	out	into	the
jungle.		She	stuck	close	to	the	edge	of	the	clearing	but	didn’t	leave	the	cover	of
the	trees.

A	broad	leaf	with	a	puddle	of	water	on	top	provided	her	with	a	drink.		The
cool	water	and	the	fact	that	she	didn’t	have	to	go	to	the	river	made	her	feel
better.		She	was	starving	and	needed	to	find	something	to	eat.

Moving	close	enough	to	see	the	clearing,	she	started	weaving	her	way
upstream.		The	sun	peeked	over	the	horizon	hinting	at	the	possibility	that	it	was
going	to	be	a	beautiful	day.		Not	a	single	cloud	floated	in	the	sky,	and	only	a
gentle	breeze	blew.

Cindy	walked	for	a	long	time	and	started	wondering	if	she	should	venture
into	the	jungle	and	search	for	the	gateway.		She	resolved	to	continue	along	the
clearing	awhile	longer	and	then	head	into	the	jungle.		If	nothing	looked	familiar,
she	would	come	back	to	the	clearing.

Suddenly,	a	scream-like	roar	hit	her	ears	like	a	car	horn,	which	terrified	her.	
She	stopped	to	listen.		After	a	few	moments	the	noise	came	again.		It	was
definitely	the	snouted	creature	from	the	day	before,	except	its	cry	sounded
different.		It	took	Cindy	several	minutes	to	figure	out	from	which	direction	the
noise	traveled.		She	decided	it	was	coming	from	the	jungle	off	to	her	right.

The	creature’s	roar	indicated	that	something	was	wrong.		It	wasn’t	the	same
call	as	the	previous	day.		This	ruckus	resembled	some	kind	of	struggle.		Cindy’s
heart	raced	and	she	couldn’t	believe	what	she	was	contemplating.		She	wanted	to
take	a	peek.		Her	curiosity	got	the	better	of	her,	so	cautiously,	she	made	her	way
in	the	direction	of	the	beast.		With	every	step	the	sounds	grew	louder.		She
continued	to	scan	the	area	as	she	crept	along.

As	she	rounded	a	group	of	trees	the	creature	sprang	into	view.		It	was	on	its



side	with	its	legs	bound.		Mud	completely	covered	its	fury	body,	giving	evidence
of	a	fight.		Tufts	of	fur	lay	all	around.		A	strange	pole	rose	up	from	the	ground.	
It	was	a	shiny	silver	metal	with	a	narrow	gray	box	on	the	top	with	flashing
lights.

Cindy	realized	the	creature	had	stopped	struggling,	which	drew	her	attention
away	from	the	pole.		The	beast	stared	at	her,	but	it	wasn’t	a	look	of	rage.		It
almost	appeared	to	have	a	pleading	look	in	its	eyes.

She	didn’t	know	why,	but	she	found	herself	inching	closer	to	it.		For	some
reason,	she	wasn’t	frightened	anymore.		She	stepped	close	enough	to	touch	one
of	the	creature’s	massive	feet.		The	creature	hadn’t	budged	for	quite	some	time
and	Cindy	no	longer	felt	threatened.

The	next	thing	Cindy	did,	she	couldn’t	explain.		She	reached	out	and	actually
placed	a	finger	on	the	creature’s	foot.		She	jerked	her	hand	away	as	if	she
received	an	electric	shock.		“What	the—”

She	paused	a	moment	and	then	put	her	hand	back	on	the	creature’s	foot.		The
result	was	the	same	as	before.		She	heard	a	strong,	clear	voice	inside	her	head.	
Please	help	me!
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Behind	Enemy	Lines
	
	

When	Max	awoke,	it	surprised	him	to	be	in	his	own	room.		It	was	night,	and
it	took	his	eyes	a	moment	to	adjust	to	the	darkness.		His	hand	ached	and	had	a
bandage	wrapped	around	it.		He	remembered	going	with	Marko,	the	sword	and
then	eliminating	the	mark.		He	sat	up	and	his	hand	throbbed.		He	discovered	if	he
kept	it	elevated	the	pain	lessened.

He	climbed	out	of	bed	and	walked	to	the	door.		He	held	his	hand	above	his
shoulder	to	make	the	wound	bearable.		When	he	opened	the	door,	the	humming
of	the	gateway	entered	his	room.		The	clock	on	his	nightstand	read	1:08	a.m.	and
Grandpa	was	still	working.

He	headed	towards	the	tower	when	Marko	appeared.		“You’re	up.”
“Yes.		How	long	have	we	been	here?”



“About	an	hour.		Is	it	painful?”		Marko	gestured	to	Max’s	hand.
“Extremely.		Is	the	mark	gone?”
“Yes,	they	won’t	be	able	to	track	you	anymore.”
“That’s	good.”		Max	tried	to	look	pleased	but	the	burning	was	excruciating.	

“And	Cindy?”
“No	news.		Come	on,	let’s	do	something	about	your	hand.”		Marko	led	Max

down	to	the	kitchen	where	Olik	waited	with	some	medical	equipment.
“Max,”	Olik	smiled.		“I	hear	you’ve	had	a	busy	night.”
“Painful,	but	not	really	busy.”
“Yes.”		Olik	nodded	to	the	chair	across	from	him.		“Let	me	check	it	out.”
Max	sat	and	lowered	his	arm	and	a	searing	sensation	rushed	through	his

hand.		His	face	twisted	and	contorted	as	he	fought	to	hide	his	agony.
“Very	painful	night,	I	see.”		Olik	chuckled.		“I’m	not	amused	at	your

suffering.		I’m	laughing	at	the	face	you’re	making	struggling	to	not	show	it.”
Marko	snorted	as	he	noticed	Max’s	face.		Max	cracked	a	smile	as	he	pictured

his	distorted	face.
Olik	removed	the	bandages.		The	wound	was	worse	than	Max	expected.	

Marko	had	laid	the	blade	across	his	palm	several	times	and	from	different
angles.		Multiple	lines	shaped	like	the	tip	of	the	sword	were	visible	and	his	palm
was	multicolored	and	swollen.		In	a	couple	of	places	the	skin	was	broken	and
oozing	a	bloody	white	mixture.

“My,	you	were	thorough,	Marko,”	Olik	commented.		“You	did	get	ointment
on	it	right	away,	which	was	good.”

“I	wanted	him	to	be	free,”	Marko	said.
“I	am	sure	he	will	be.”		Olik	examined	the	damage.		“Let’s	ease	your

discomfort.”		Olik	picked	up	a	syringe	with	a	long	needle	from	the	table	and
gave	Max	several	shots	around	the	injured	area.

The	aching	subsided.		In	seconds,	the	throbbing	quit	and	only	a	slight	tingle
remained.		Max	relaxed	as	the	pain	vanished.

“This	will	only	last	a	couple	of	hours,”	Olik	said.		“I	have	some	pills	for	you
to	take	when	the	pain	returns.”	He	then	injected	Max	with	another	needle.		“This
will	prevent	infection	and	will	help	it	heal	in	a	quarter	of	the	time	it	would
normally	take.		We	have	access	to	better			medicines	in	my	world.”	Olik	then
dressed	Max’s	hand	with	a	clean			bandage	and	handed	him	a	small	bottle	of
tablets.

Max	counted	five	capsules	in	the	bottle.
“Don’t	worry,	Max,”	Olik	said.		“Take	one	a	day	and	by	the	time	you	finish

you	won’t	need	any	more.”
They	arrived	upstairs	in	time	to	see	Finster	leave	through	the	gateway.	



Grandpa	shut	the	system	down	so	they	could	talk.
“What’s	the	latest?”	Max	asked	impatiently.		Somehow	he	knew	the	answer

wasn’t	a	good	one.		He	understood	this	was	going	to	be	a	long	slow	process.
“Nothing	new,”	Grandpa	frowned.		“No	one	knows	anything.”
“Marko,	Max.”		Olik	drew	their	attention.		“I	have	something	for	you.”		He

held	out	two	jellybean-sized	devices.
“What	are	they?”		Marko	took	them	and	passed	one	to	Max.
“Place	it	in	your	ear	and	it	will	translate	any	civilized	language	and	several

primitive	ones,”	Olik	said.
“Where	are	we	heading	to?”	Max	asked.
“You	will	be	traveling	to	someplace	very	dangerous,”	Grandpa	said,	“but	the

enemy	won’t	be	looking	for	you	there,	so	it	might	be	the	safest	place	for	you
after	all.”		Grandpa	made	some	adjustments	to	the	control	panel.			Lines	of	worry
increased	on	his	pale	face.	

“Where	is	it?”
“It’s	called	Tabor,”	Grandpa	said.
“It’s	the	main	enemy	camp,”	Marko	explained.		“We	need	to	know	if	they

found	Cindy.		If	they	have,	we	may	be	able	to	learn	where	she	is	and	help	her.”
“Wow,”	Max	swallowed	the	small	lump	in	his	throat.		He	hadn’t	expected	to

venture	into	the	heart	of	the	enemy’s	territory.
“Max,	normally	I	wouldn’t	send	you	into	such	an	evil	place,”	Grandpa	said.	

“But,	I	have	my	reasons.		I	want	you	to	know	where	the	enemy	congregates,	and
to	comprehend	their	strength.”

Marko	retrieved	two	packs	off	the	floor.		He	gave	one	to	Max	and	also
handed	him	a	black	cloak	with	a	hood.		“Put	this	on	so	you	will	blend	in.”

Max	fastened	on	the	cloak	and	slung	the	pack	over	his	shoulder.
“Oh,	I	almost	forgot.”		Marko	returned	the	sword	he	had	gifted	Max	with

earlier.		“You’ve	earned	it,”	he	stated,	as	he	handed	it	to	Max.
Max	hooked	the	sword	onto	his	belt.		He	was	barely	tall	enough	to	keep	it

from	dragging	on	the	floor.		He	stuck	the	translation	device	in	his	ear.
After	turning	on	the	gateway	and	the	force	field,	Grandpa	walked	to	Max	and

placed	a	hand	on	his	shoulder.		“Remember,	do	whatever	Marko	says.”
“Don’t	worry	Grandpa.”		Max	waved	his	bandaged	hand	through	the	air.		“I

will.”
“I	know.		Tabor	is	a	dangerous	place.”		Grandpa	pulled	a	crystal	on	a	chain

from	his	pocket	and	dropped	it	in	Max’s	hand.		“This	one	is	yours.		If	you	are
caught,	you	need	to	lose	it	before	they	find	it.”

“I	understand.”		Max	hugged	his	grandfather.
“It’s	time	to	go,”	Marko	said.



Max	joined	Marko.		“We	will	signal	you	if	we	get	into	trouble	or	if	we	have
any	information.”		Marko	then	stepped	through	the	gateway	and	Max	followed.

	
###
	

It	was	night	when	they	entered	Tabor,	but	they	were	not	in	a	forest	or
grassland.		The	ground	beneath	Max’s	feet	felt	like	stone.		He	could	make	out
high	ridges	and	the	area	was	devoid	of	trees;	they	entered	into	a	rocky	desert.

“We	need	to	find	a	place	to	hide,”	Marko	whispered.		“The	sun	will	rise
soon.”

No	life	forms	moved	around	them,	and	no	light	indicated	there	were	any
towns	or	villages	nearby.		“Does	the	enemy	control	this	entire	world?”

“Yes,	there	are	eyes	always	watching	here.		Once	it’s	light,	I	can	determine
where	we	are	and	how	to	proceed.”

“How	would	you	know	where	we	are?”
“This	used	to	be	my	home.”		Marko	started	down	the	slope.
Max	tailed	Marko,	imitating	his	hunched-over	stance	as	they	made	their	way

into	a	canyon	running	between	the	hills.		A	scattering	of	plants	grew	at	the
bottom	of	the	canyon.

The	temperature	stifled	them	and	caused	Max	to	perspire.		The	pungent	air
stung	his	nose,	and	he	could	taste	a	hint	of	sulfur	on	his	tongue.		Sweat	trickled
down	his	forehead	and	burned	his	eyes.		“It’s	hot	here.”	he	whispered,	as	he
wiped	his	face	with	his	sleeve.

“Yes.”
They	continued	in	the	same	direction	for	quite	some	time.		The	horizon	grew

lighter,	but	it	was	a	different	sky	with	a	grey	tint	that	gave	it	an	overcast	look.
Max	wondered	if	there	were	any	decent	people	in	Tabor.		Marko	had	lived

here	and	he	was	good.		Had	the	evil	people	killed	them,	or	driven	them	into
remote	areas?

Marko	pointed	to	a	cave	in	a	rocky	outcropping.		“We	can	take	cover	there.”	
Marko	led	Max	towards	the	opening.

When	they	were	a	short	distance	from	the	cave	Marko	stopped.		“You	wait
here,”	he	whispered.		“I’ll	make	sure	it’s	empty.”		He	disappeared	into	the	hole.

Max	tried	to	imagine	the	kinds	of	creatures	that	dwelled	here.		Now	that	it
was	somewhat	light	out,	he	could	see	that	the	ground	and	rocks	were	black,	as	if
a	fire	had	burned	the	whole	area.

A	shriek	startled	Max	and	he	whirled	around.		In	the	distance,	a	strange	black
bird	circled	high	in	the	air.

A	hand	clasped	over	his	mouth	and	pulled	him	inside	the	cave.		“It’s	me,”



Marko	whispered.		“We	don’t	want	that	skaff	to	see	or	hear	us.”
“What	kind	of	bird	is	it?”	Max	asked	after	Marko	had	released	him.
“A	vicious	bird.		The	enemy	uses	them	as	scouts	and	as	weapons.”
“Are	there	any	people	here	besides	evil	ones?”
“Probably.		Only,	I	don’t	know	who	or	where	they	are.”
“So,	what’s	the	plan?”
“I	want	you	to	get	some	sleep.		You	need	to	be	rested	before	tonight.”
“I’m	all	right.”		Max	stood	erect.
“Still,	try	to	get	some	sleep.		I’m	going	to	scout	around.		I	will	be	back

shortly.		If	anything	enters	the	cave	without	identifying	itself,	use	only	your
sword.		If	you	cast	a	spell,	our	enemy	will	know	we	are	here.”

Marko	slid	off	his	pack	and	opened	a	water	skin.		He	took	a	long	drink	and
then	tucked	the	skin	under	his	cloak.		“Get	some	sleep.”		He	left.

Max	obeyed	Marko’s	advice.		He	looked	around	for	a	comfortable	spot,	but
with	all	the	rocks	and	animal	bones	littering	the	floor	it	wasn’t	easy.		He	propped
up	both	packs	so	he	could	lean	against	the	wall	and	closed	his	eyes.		Sleep	didn’t
come	easily	because	he	was	concerned	about	Cindy.		He	wondered	where	she
was	and	if	she	was	all	right.		After	a	short	period	of	worrying,	weariness
overcame	him,	and	he	nodded	off.

Marko	nudged	Max	awake	a	little	after	sunset.		Max’s	hand	throbbed	terribly,
so	he	swallowed	one	of	the	pills	Olik	gave	him	to	ease	the	pain.

“Their	main	camp	is	a	couple	miles	south,”	Marko	reported.
“Camp?”		Max	expected	there	to	be	a	city,	not	a	camp.
“Yes,	there	aren’t	many	permanent	inhabitants	in	this	world.		Whenever	the

enemy	gets	together,	they	use	magic	to	come	here.		There	are	no	cities	so	they
set	up	camps.”

“Did	you	hear	any	news?”
“No,	I	only	observed	the	camp’s	layout	and	where	we	might	find

information.		There	is	a	hierarchy	and	the	closer	we	can	get	to	the	top,	the	better
the	information	we	might	obtain.”

They	ate	a	quick	meal	and	then	concealed	their	packs	inside	the	cave.		Marko
indicated	they	needed	to	move	fast,	and	they	couldn’t	accomplish	this	while
carrying	a	thirty-pound	pack.		“I	know	you	can’t	show	the	enemy	how	to	use
your	communicator	because	you	don’t	know	how,	but	leave	it	here.		If	we	are
captured	we	don’t	want	them	to	have	it.”

Marko	led	Max	south	through	a	winding	canyon.		No	starlight	penetrated	the
blackness	and	only	a	little	moonlight.		The	darkness	made	it	difficult	for	Max	to
see,	but	Marko	glided	along	as	if	streetlights	lined	their	path.

They	emerged	from	the	canyon	and	an	orange	glow	spread	across	the



skyline.		He	tugged	on	Marko’s	cloak	and	pointed.
“Fires	from	their	camp.”		He	pulled	his	hood	over	his	head	to	veil	his	face	in

shadow	and	told	Max	to	do	the	same.
Max	covered	his	head	with	his	hood	and	tied	it	tight.
“Don’t	talk	to	anyone.		Remember,	we	will	understand	them	with	these

earpieces,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	they	will	understand	us.		We	don’t	need	any
unnecessary	attention.		If	anyone	speaks	to	you,	give	a	nod	or	a	grunt.”

“Okay.”		Max	tightened	his	cloak	around	his	shoulders.
When	they	cleared	the	next	ridge,	the	camp	stretched	out	across	the	valley	in

front	of	them.		Thousands	of	tents	dotted	the	landscape,	each	with	a	fire	out
front.		Black	bird-like	creatures	flew	everywhere.		They	reminded	Max	of
gargoyles	on	old	cathedrals.

No	guards	patrolled	the	perimeter.		The	enemy	controlled	this	world	and	they
didn’t	expect	trouble.		The	hierarchy	Marko	mentioned	was	easily	recognizable.	
The	tents	were	larger	and	more	ornate	towards	the	center	of	the	camp.

Max	stayed	behind	Marko	all	the	way	into	the	camp.		No	one	paid	them	any
attention.		Strange	and	horrifying	creatures	busied	themselves	around	the	place.	
Many	of	them	resembled	zombies	in	a	horror	movie.		It	amazed	Max	at	how	well
he	understood	whatever	they	said.		There	was	a	definite	buzz	in	the	camp.		Most
talked	about	a	missing	human	that	could	give	them	an	edge	in	the	war.

To	Max’s	relief,	it	didn’t	sound	like	they	had	found	Cindy	yet.		With	all	this
loose	talk,	he	and	Marko	would	soon	know	everything.			He	wondered	why	they
were	still	proceeding	deeper	into	the	camp	when	they	could	gather	a	lot	of
information	right	here.

Max	thought	the	camp	was	huge	from	the	outside	but	from	the	inside	he	fully
comprehended	the	enormity	of	it.		The	hills	around	the	camp	were	no	longer
visible.		It	was	as	if	they	were	in	a	city.

After	walking	for	awhile,	the	size	of	the	tents	started	to	increase.		Fewer
creatures	hung	about	talking,	and	whenever	one	passed,	it	hurried	by	as	if	it	had
a	purpose.		He	imagined	the	differences	came	from	power,	not	wealth,	although
the	two	often	coincided.

The	creatures	in	this	area	had	a	certain	air	about	them,	as	if	they	possessed
greater	abilities,	and	their	patterns	of	speech	suggested	a	higher	level	of
intelligence.		There	was,	however,	less	gossip	about	Cindy.

He	stifled	the	urge	to	ask	Marko	how	much	farther	because	he	didn’t	want	to
pop	up	on	someone’s	radar.		They	continued	until	the	tents	gave	way	to	a	well-lit
open	field	with	a	raised	platform	in	the	center.		Torches	burned	around	the	area
giving	off	plenty	of	light.

A	crowd	of	creatures	gathered	around	the	platform,	on	which	there	were



several	small	groups.		Marko	and	Max	marched	right	into	the	crowd	and	towards
the	stage.

On	stage,	a	black	winged	creature	spoke	to	the	crowd	about	finding	the	lost
human	and	how	it	was	vital	for	their	effort	to	free	Hudich.		He	said	once	Hudich
was	free	they	would	destroy	their	enemies	and	finally	rule	everything.

After	the	winged	creature	finished	speaking,	a	hooded	figure	approached	to
the	front	of	the	stage.		“Friends	of	Hudich,”	the	man	began,	for	he	was	a	man.

There	was	something	familiar	about	him.
“We	have	been	given	a	great	opportunity	to	bring	back	Hudich,”	he

continued.
The	man	lowered	his	hood	and	it	hit	Max.		It	was	Alan!		The	crowd	ate	up

every	word	he	said.		After	every	sentence,	he	would	pause	to	a	cheer	of
approval.		He	wondered	if	Alan	was	speaking	in	English	or	some	other	language.

“Thousands	have	been	dispatched	to	search	for	the	human,	Cindy,”	Alan
said.		“We	must	catch	her	before	that	old	fool	Joe	and	his	friends.		Then	we	will
have	the	advantage.”		These	last	statements	brought	thunderous	applause.

The	bit	about	Grandpa	infuriated	Max,	and	he	hungered	to	launch	a	spell
right	at	Alan.

“This	is	the	girl.”		Alan	cast	an	enchantment	that	didn’t	translate	into
English.		A	smoky	hologram	of	Cindy	appeared	suspended	in	the	air.		“Look
closely	and	remember.		We	need	her	alive	but	that	doesn’t	mean	you	can’t	rough
her	up	a	little.		Go	and	spread	the	news.”		The	roar	of	the	crowd	grew	to	a
deafening	level,	and	Alan	joined	the	others	behind	him	on	the	stage.

The	part	about	being	rough	with	Cindy	troubled	Max.		He	scanned	the	park
and	realized	he	had	lost	Marko.		He	had	been	too	busy	listening	to	Alan.		The
crowd	began	to	disperse	and	Max	figured	it	was	best	to	stay	put	and	let	Marko
come	to	him.		A	few	creatures	told	Max	to	get	out	of	the	way	but	he	just
nodded.		He	was	happy	they	hadn’t	captured	Cindy.

Max	expected	Marko	to	show	up	but	there	was	no	sign	of	him.		The	entire
crowd	hadn’t	left	yet	and	small	pockets	of	creatures	still	huddled	together	in
conversation.		To	Max’s	real	surprise,	creatures	vanished	with	a	flash	even	as	he
was	staring	at	them.		He	figured	they	were	traveling	either	to	their	own	worlds,
or	to	another,	to	conduct	their	search.

He	strolled	around	and	eavesdropped	on	those	that	remained,	eager	to	find
out	all	he	could	about	their	plans.		After	passing	various	groups	and	not	learning
anything	new,	he	meandered	closer	to	the	platform.

The	crowd	on	the	stage	was	the	same	as	when	he	and	Marko	arrived.		They
kept	in	groups	and	Max	wanted	to	hear	their	conversations.		He	stayed	away
from	Alan,	for	fear	of	being	recognized	by	him.



Max	eyed	the	platform	as	he	crept	closer.		He	didn’t	hurry	because	he	didn’t
want	to	make	obvious	what	he	was	doing.		Twice,	creatures	shot	him	looks
warning	him	to	stay	away,	but	he	continued	his	advance.

When	he	reached	the	platform,	he	could	hear	some	of	their	chitchat.		They
weren’t	talking	about	Cindy	but	about	him.		They	discussed	how	they	were	able
to	track	him	until	last	night,	but	now	they	couldn’t.		They	debated	whether	or	not
he	possessed	more	magical	power	then	they	had	guessed.		They	wondered	how
he	had	removed	the	curse,	and	sounded	upset	by	this	change	of	events.

“Do	you	think	we	underestimated	Joe?”	a	dark	creature	asked.
“No,”	Alan	barked.		“That	old	fool	found	another	way.”
Again,	Max	withheld	his	protest	and	remained	silent.
“I’ll	find	that	little	brat,”	Alan	continued,	“and	when	I	do	I’ll	finish	him	just

like	I	did	his	father.”
This	comment	hit	Max	like	a	punch	and	he	stumbled	backwards	into	a

goliath-sized	creature.		It	towered	eight	feet	tall	with	puny	yellow	eyes.		He
grabbed	Max	by	the	cloak	and	yanked	him	off	the	ground.

“Watch	where	you’re	going,	maggot.”		The	creature’s	bellow	drew
everyone’s	curiosity.

Max	didn’t	know	what	to	do.		He	couldn’t	break	free	without	undoing	his
cloak	and	that	would	give	him	away.

“Well,”	the	creature	growled.		“Speak.”		He	then	removed	Max’s	hood.
The	creatures	ogled	Max	and	he	thought	they	were	going	to	attack.		Then	his

blood	froze.		He	could	feel	eyes	boring	into	him.		Max	glanced	towards	the	stage
and	his	eyes	met	Alan’s.
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The	Zeenosees
	
	

Cindy	studied	the	bands	around	the	creature’s	legs	while	the	beast	lay	still.	
She	looked	around	for	something	to	cut	him	free	but	found	nothing.		Then	she
discovered	she	could	pull	one	of	the	loops	over	the	creature’s	back	foot	and
create	enough	slack	to	remove	the	whole	thing.		It	would	pinch	the	creature’s



back	leg	in	the	process.
Cindy	placed	her	hand	on	his	foot.		How	long	do	we	have?
Not	sure.
I	think	I	can	untie	you	but	it	might	hurt.		She	peered	into	the	creature’s	eyes,

and	they	were	full	of	fear.
If	you	can’t	free	me,	my	fate	will	be	filled	with	pain,	then	death.
Cindy	tugged	on	the	rope	to	check	for	slack.		It	moved	to	within	an	inch	of

clearing	the	foot,	but	then	grew	tight.
She	touched	his	foot	again.		Are	you	ready?
Yes.
Cindy	yanked	the	rope	hard	and	it	almost	cleared	his	heel.		She	let	the	rope

fall	back	to	its	original	position	and	then	she	pulled	again.		It	was	close	but	she
couldn’t	quite	get	it	all	the	way	over.

In	the	distance,	a	humming	drew	Cindy’s	attention.		Cindy’s	eyes	met	the
creature’s	and	she	could	tell	it	was	thinking	the	same	thing	she	was.		The
hovercraft	was	returning.		She	placed	her	hand	on	the	creature’s	foot.		I’ll	be
right	back.		I	promise.			She	ran	into	the	trees.

The	vibration	increased	in	intensity	as	Cindy	reappeared.		She	dragged	an	old
tree	branch,	which	she	set	behind	the	creature’s	hind	legs.		She	stood	on	the
branch	so	that	she	could	lift	the	rope	upward	giving	her	the	leverage	she	hoped
would	loosen	the	rope.		She	then	took	hold	of	the	rope	and	jerked	as	hard	as	she
could.		The	rope	barely	slid	over	the	creature’s	heel	and	tightened	like	a	vice	on
its	foot.

The	jungle	floor	trembled	as	the	hovercraft	approached.		The	intensity	grew
as	if	it	would	appear	at	any	moment.

Cindy	jumped	to	the	ground	and	circled	to	the	creature’s	front	legs.	Seizing
the	rope	with	both	hands,	she	leaned	backwards	with	all	her	might.		The	rope
inched	forward.

The	humming	was	so	strong	Cindy	expected	them	to	catch	her	as	well.		Then
the	buzz	of	several	smaller	crafts	filled	the	forest.

Cindy	thrashed	back	and	forth	using	her	weight	when	she	lost	her	footing.	
To	keep	herself	from	landing	on	her	back	she	held	on	to	the	rope.		The	increased
pull	of	her	body	weight	generated	enough	force	to	release	the	creature’s	foot
from	the	rope.		The	rope	swung	loose,	and	Cindy	hit	the	ground	with	a	thud.

There	were	voices	nearby.		Cindy	sprang	to	her	feet	and	untangled	the
creature’s	legs.

Once	free,	the	creature	rolled	onto	its	feet	and	then	knelt	in	front	of	her.		It
rubbed	its	head	against	Cindy’s	shoulder.		Get	on!

Cindy	clutched	two	fistfuls	of	fur	and	scrambled	onto	its	back.		The	beast



rose	up	on	its	feet	and	darted	through	the	jungle.		Cindy	held	tight	to	keep	the
creature’s	movements	from	throwing	her	off.		Every	now	and	then	she	ducked	to
avoid	low	hanging	tree	branches.

Do	you	have	a	name?	Cindy	asked,	as	she	lay	low	on	the	creature’s	back.
I’m	called	Ell.		What’s	your	name?
Cindy.
It’s	nice	to	meet	you,	Cindy.
Pleasure	to	meet	you,	Ell.		Cindy	smiled	in	spite	of	the	situation.
Ell	sprinted	for	a	long	time	before	he	stopped	for	a	break	near	a	small

stream.		He	lowered	his	head	to	the	river	to	drink.
Cindy	slid	off	his	back	and	knelt	to	quench	her	thirst.		She	splashed	cold

water	on	her	face.		She	hadn’t	slept	much	in	the	last	twenty-four	hours	and
worse,	she	hadn’t	eaten.		She	glanced	around	wondering	where	they	were	in
relation	to	the	gateway.

Ell	was	staring	at	her	so	she	went	to	him	and	put	her	hand	on	his	neck.
Thank	you.		Ell	thought.
You’re	welcome.		Are	they	following	us?
Yes.
Cindy	removed	her	hand	as	a	dark	thought	entered	her	mind.		Why	was	she

placing	so	much	trust	in	a	creature	that	had	been	stalking	her?		Had	he	been
hunting	her	for	food	or	trying	to	warn	her?		She	summed	up	enough	courage	and
set	her	hand	on	Ell’s	back.		Were	you	chasing	me	for	food?

Yes.
She	jerked	her	hand	away	as	if	she	had	touched	a	hot	stove.		Ell	gazed	at	her

with	sad	eyes	as	if	imploring	her	to	touch	him	again.		Cindy	returned	her	hand	to
his	back.

I	didn’t	know	what	you	were.		I	was	curious	because	I	had	never	smelled	your
kind	before.		And,	yes,	I	considered	you	food.

Cindy	kept	her	nerve	and	didn’t	remove	her	hand.		And	now?
Nothing	will	touch	you	without	going	through	me.
Thank	you.		Cindy	let	her	hand	slip	down	to	her	side.
Ell	then	lifted	a	foot	onto	Cindy’s	shoulder	and	almost	knocked	her	over.		We

cannot	linger.		They’ll	be	coming.		He	lowered	his	foot	and	they	started	marching
along	the	stream.

Cindy	stayed	even	with	Ell	so	that	she	could	keep	contact	with	his	neck.		Are
there	any	fruits	to	eat	in	this	jungle?		She	hoped	that	Ell	was	an	omnivore.

Yes.		Ell	continued	following	the	stream.		They	walked	for	awhile	when	they
came	to	an	area	that	had	some	strange	plants.		They	reminded	Cindy	of
watermelon	plants,	but	the	large	round	objects	growing	on	the	vines	were	hard	as



rocks.
Ell	picked	up	one	of	the	orbs	in	his	teeth	and	bit	down,	cracking	the	outer

shell.		He	dropped	it	in	front	of	Cindy	and	then	scooped	up	another.		This	time,
he	rolled	the	ball	around	in	his	mouth	and	spit	out	the	shell	fragments	before
eating	the	rest.

Cindy	peeled	away	the	cracked	shell	to	find	a	soft	inner	fruit.		She	broke	off
a	small	piece	and	put	it	in	her	mouth.		The	texture	was	that	of	a	hard	peach	and
the	taste	was	sweet.		It	reminded	her	of	something,	but	she	couldn’t	decide
what.		She	devoured	the	whole	thing.

Ell	stood	over	her	after	eating	several	of	the	fruits,	and	held	up	his	foot	like	a
dog	wanting	to	shake	paws.		Cindy	realized	Ell	had	something	to	say	and
accepted	his	foot.

We	must	go.		I	can	hear	them.		They	aren’t	far.		He	knelt	and	Cindy	climbed
onto	his	back.		Once	Cindy	was	secure,	he	bounded	forward	at	a	good	speed.	

It	was	hard	for	Cindy	to	tell	directions,	but	she	figured	Ell	knew	which	way
to	go.

Who	are	these	things	hunting	us?
They	are	the	Zeenosees.		A	brutal	race	who	delight	in	the	torture	and

suffering	of	others.
What	did	they	want	with	you?		Cindy	desired	to	learn	more	about	their

pursuers.
For	sport.		I	would	have	to	fight	another	animal	or	a	group	of	Zeenosees.	

They	are	always	capturing	animals	to	use	in	their	games.		In	the	end,	all	are
destroyed.

That’s	horrible.		The	brutal	nature	of	these	things	shocked	Cindy.		Where	are
we	going	to	hide?

We’re	just	running	until	they	give	up.
How	long	will	that	take?
I’m	not	sure.		Ell	responded	and	Cindy	noticed	a	different	feeling	with	this

thought.
Even	though	she	was	communicating	with	Ell	through	her			thoughts,	Cindy

could	also	sense	a	tone.		She	wondered	if	her	feelings	were	also	transmitted	to
him.

What	do	you	mean?		Ell	interrupted	her	thoughts.
When	people	speak	in	my	language,	you	can	sometimes	tell	how	they	feel	by

the	sound	of	their	voice.		I	can	read	the	emotions	of	your	thoughts	much	the
same	way.

I	understand.
Even	though	Ell	was	a	hideous	creature,	Cindy	felt	safe	with	him.		Ell,	if	we



lose	these	Zeenosees,	can	you	take	me	to	the	spot	where	you	first	picked	up	my
scent?

Yes.
They	headed	in	the	same	direction	for	quite	some	time.		Ell	set	a	good	pace.	

He	ran	for	awhile	and	then	trotted	for	an	interval.		Cindy	assumed	he	did	this	for
rest	because	she	couldn’t	tell	if	he	was	tired.		He	never	thought	about	it.

Ell	paused	for	another	short	break	after	a	long	sprint.		He	kneeled	to	let
Cindy	get	off.		She	stroked	his	back	affectionately	and	felt	he	appreciated	it.

Have	we	lost	them?	Cindy	asked.
I	don’t	know.		I	haven’t	heard	or	smelled	them	for	a	while.		That’s	why	I

decided	to	rest.
Cindy	sat	with	her	back	against	a	tree	and	wondered	how	her	parents	were

doing.		At	least	this	time	they	couldn’t	blame	Max	or	Grandpa,	because	they
were	out	of	town.		She	looked	through	the	jungle	canopy	at	a	patch	of	sky.		The
position	of	the	sun	suggested	it	was	late	afternoon.

Ell	moved	to	Cindy,	his	eyes	darting	back	and	forth.		He	acted			anxious
about	something	so	she	reached	out	and	put	her	hand	on	his	leg.

They’re	near.		Ell	dropped	to	his	knees	so	Cindy	could	get	on.		Then	Ell
bolted	in	the	direction	they	had	come	from.

Why	are	we	going	this	way?
They’re	approaching	from	the	other	direction.		Ell	increased	his	speed.
We	could	be	heading	into	a	trap.
I	know.		I’ll	turn	again	in	a	little	bit.
Have	they	chased	you	before?		And,	if	so,	how	long	did	it	take	to	lose	them?
Yes,	and	they	gave	up	quickly.		This	is	the	hardest	I’ve	ever	seen	them	hunt

for	anything.		I	think	they’re	after	you.
What?	Why?
I	think	they’re	curious.		Like	I	was.		I’m	sure	they	saw	your	tracks	where	you

released	me.
Cindy	remembered	her	experience	the	previous	night	when	the	rain	saved

her.		She	was	sure	she	had	sparked	their	curiosity	then.		She	related	the	story	to
Ell	as	they	navigated	through	the	jungle.		He	told	her	they	would	want	to	catch
her.

After	a	long	hard	run,	Ell	changed	his	speed	to	an	all-out	sprint.		Trees	and
plants	changed	into	a	blur	of	color	as	Ell	accelerated	faster	than	Cindy	thought
possible.

What’s	wrong?		Cindy	gripped	Ell’s	fur	as	tightly	as	she	could.
They’re	gaining	on	us.		And	they’re	closing	in	from	several	directions.
What	are	we	going	to	do?		Her	heart	threw	itself	against	her	rib	cage.		Ell’s



description	of	the	Zeenosees	terrified	her.
I	know	a	hiding	place,	but	I’m	not	sure	it	will	save	us	this	time.
He	continued	fleeing	at	full	speed	until	they	came	to	another	river.		A	flood

of	water	fell	over	Cindy	as	Ell	leapt	into	the	river	and	started	charging	up
stream.		The	river	was	only	a	couple	of	feet	deep	but	still	it	slowed	Ell’s
progress.		His	bulky	body	threw	water	everywhere	as	his	mammoth	feet
slammed	in	and	out	of	the	river.

Hovercrafts	zoomed	somewhere	behind	them.		Cindy	scanned	for	the
Zeenosees’	craft	but	it	was	difficult	to	spot	anything	the	way	she	bounced	up	and
down	on	Ell’s	back.

The	roar	of	raging	water	grew	with	each	passing	moment	and	soon	drowned
out	the	approaching	hovercrafts.		As	Cindy	and	Ell	rounded	a	bend,	a	waterfall
thundered	in	front	of	them.		Ell	darted	straight	towards	the	falls.		The	explosion
of	water	smashing	into	rocks	swallowed	up	every	other	noise.		Cindy	gripped
Ell’s	back	tighter	as	he	leapt	through	the	falls	and	a	wave	of	icy	water	soaked
her.		A	moment	later,	Ell	lay	in	a	small	cave	behind	the	falls.

Cindy	slid	off	Ell’s	wet	back.		She	twisted	the	ends	of	her	shirt	and	hair	to
wring	out	the	water.		Through	the	waterfall	everything	became	a	distorted	blur.	
If	the	Zeenosees	were	close,	they	hadn’t	seen	where	she	and	Ell	had	gone.

Ell	breathed	heavily	as	he	rested	on	the	cool	cavern	floor.		Cindy	walked	to
him	and	laid	her	hand	on	his	neck.		Maybe	you	should	go.		If	they’re	after	me,
you	might	be	able	to	get	away.

Ell	pierced	her	with	sad	eyes.		No,	I	won’t	let	them	capture	you.
How	far	behind	us	were	th.	.	.		Cindy	didn’t	finish	her	thought.		Beyond	the

waterfall	something	flew	by	and	she	knew	they	were	out	there.		They	wanted	her
and	they	weren’t	giving	up.		The	only	way	out	of	this	was	through	the	gateway.

Suddenly,	there	was	a	lot	of	activity	in	the	area.		Through	the	waterfall,
distorted	ships	zipped	by	and	blurry	Zeenosees	traveled	up	the	river.		In	a	matter
of	minutes,	a	squad	began	scouring	the	area.

Ell	got	up	and	crept	towards	the	waterfall.		Cindy	put	her	hand	on	his	side.	
Can	you	understand	them?

A	little.		But	I	have	to	hear	them.		The	loud	rumbling	of	the	waterfall	is
making	it	difficult.

Hovercrafts	buzzed	by	every	few	minutes.		Zeenosees	studied	the	ground
around	the	river	but	didn’t	pay	any	attention	to	the	waterfall.

The	old	trick	of	hiding	our	tracks	in	the	river	might	have	worked.		Ell	mused.
I	thought	everyone	knew	that	trick.
So	did	I.
The	squad	searched	closer	to	the	waterfall	but	the	waterfall	didn’t	seem	to



concern	them.		When	they	were	within	a	few	yards	of	the	falls,	Cindy	could
barely	hear	them	speaking.

Remove	your	hand	for	a	second,	Ell	ordered	and	Cindy	lowered	her	arm.
Cindy	watched	Ell	listen	to	the	Zeenosees.		They	continued	to	get	closer	and

their	voices	grew	loud	enough	for	Cindy	to	distinguish	different	speakers.		Then
the	conversations	faded	as	they	proceeded	upstream.

Ell	faced	Cindy	so	she	touched	his	neck.
They	were	talking	about	us.		They’re	interested	in	you,	I	would	be	a	bonus.
Did	they	say	what	they	want	with	me?
They	see	you	as	a	rare	animal	and	are	excited	about	displaying	you	in	their

arena.		We	better	wait	here	until	night.		Later,	I’ll	take	you	to	where	I	first	picked
up	your	scent.

When	the	Zeenosees	departed,	Ell	asked,	How	did	you	get	here?
Cindy	explained	all	about	the	gateway,	Grandpa,	and	Max.		She	told	him

about	the	other	worlds	and	how	they	could	travel	to	them	through	the	gateway.	
She	also	mentioned	to	him	about	magic,	how	she	was	learning	to	use	it,	and
about	the	fight	between	good	and	evil.		She	then	apologized	for	burning	his
backside.

The	Zeenosees	practice	dark	magic,	Ell	informed	her.
Beyond	the	waterfall	the	sun	began	to	set	and	the	sky	was	a	deep	purple-gray

color.		They	hadn’t	seen	anything	since	the	Zeenosees	left.
Cindy,	do	you	think	you	could	take	me	to	another	world?		Here	the	Zeenosees

hunt	my	kind.
I’m	not	sure.		Cindy	could	detect	Ell’s	disappointment.		But	I	will	try.		I	know

Grandpa	has	transferred	others	to	better	places.
We	will	delay	a	while	longer,	Ell	thought.		He	lay	down	and	Cindy	sat	with

her	back	against	the	wall.
Cindy	was	cold	and	the	damp	air	behind	the	waterfall	kept	her	from	drying

out.		Her	stomach	rumbled	and	she	wondered	if	Ell	was	hungry	too.		Why	hadn’t
Grandpa	and	Max	shown	up	yet?		She	was	angry	with	them.		She	had	been
running	for	her	life	for	two	days	and	they	didn’t	seem	to	care.

Exhaustion	swept	through	her,	but	she	was	too	cold	to	sleep.		She	shivered
and	wrapped	her	arms	around	her	sides.

Ell	walked	to	her	and	lowered	his	head.		It’s	too	cold	for	you	here,	you’re
freezing.		I’ll	be	right	back.		I’m	going	to	check	things	out.

Cindy	nodded	and	Ell	entered	the	waterfall.		His	gigantic	body	caused	the
water	to	splash	everywhere	as	he	went	through	the	falls,	and	the	spray	added	to
Cindy’s	misery.		She	hoped	everything	was	quiet	so	they	could	go	somewhere
warmer.		She	didn’t	want	to	spend	two	nights	in	a	row	in	wet	clothes.



After	a	short	wait	the	waterfall	parted	and	Ell	reappeared.		Cindy	was	happy
he	didn’t	shake	like	a	dog	and	douse	her	even	more.		He	acted	strange,	so	she	got
to	her	feet	and	put	a	hand	on	his	back.

What’s	wrong?		Cindy	asked.
I’m	not	sure.		I	can’t	find	any	sign	of	them,	but	something	doesn’t	feel	right.		I

think	the	area	is	being	watched.
What	should	we	do?
We	need	to	get	you	dry	and	warm.		You	will	get	soaked	again	when	we	leave,

the	sooner	we	get	it	over	with	the	better.
Cindy	agreed.		She	had	forgotten	that	she	would	get	drenched	on	the	way

out,	and	she	was	dreading	it.		Ell	lowered	his	belly	to	the	floor	and	Cindy
climbed	on.

The	air	is	warm	tonight.		It	should	help	you	feel	better.
Cindy	didn’t	reply	but	settled	into	a	comfortable	position.		Ell	rose	to	his	feet

and	leapt	through	the	waterfall	with	an	incredible	burst	of	speed.		Cold	water
swept	over	them	and	in	a	second	was	gone.		It	felt	like	a	shower	of	nails	hit	her.	
She	was	so	cold	the	warm	air	offered	little	relief.

Can	we	find	some	of	those	fruits	we	ate	earlier?		Cindy	thought	some	food
might	heat	her	up.

If	it’s	safe.		Ell	stepped	out	of	the	river	onto	the	shore.		He	crept	along,
sniffing	the	air.		Cindy	was	happy	to	have	Ell,	because	she	couldn’t	tell	if	there
was	anything	out	there.

They	moved	only	a	short	distance	when	Ell	stopped.		His	head	swung	in	all
directions.

What	is	it?		Cindy’s	heart	pounded	in	her	chest	like	a	base	drum.
I	sense	something.
Ell	froze	in	his	tracks	as	if	he	expected	something	to	happen.		When	he

started	forward	again	it	was	with	slow	cautious	steps.		Every	few	feet	he	would
pause	to	listen.		Cindy	tightened	her	jaw	to	prevent	her	teeth	from	chattering.

Something	is	out	there.		I	don’t	know	which	direction	to	go.
Ell	roared	with	venom,	as	something	lifted	Cindy	from	his	back	and

propelled	her	through	the	air.		She	couldn’t	use	her	arms	as	the	object	carried	her
higher.		The	buzzing	of	hovercrafts	zipped	around	her	but	she	was	rising	so
rapidly	she	couldn’t	tell	how	many	there	were.		She	glanced	down	to	see	her
arms	fastened	to	her	body	by	cords.

She	came	to	an	abrupt	stop	that	jarred	her	whole	body.		She	lay	on	top	of	a
hovercraft.		There	was	an	area	for	a	driver	and	railings	around	the	edge.		A
Zeenosee	seized	her	shoulder	and	dragged	her	across	the	deck.		There	was	a	hole
in	the	center	of	the	craft,	like	a	bilge	of	a	ship	through	which	the	Zeenosee



dropped	her.		She	fell	several	feet	and	landed	in	a	cage	with	a	hard	crash.			With
her	arms	tied,	she	couldn’t	break	her	fall	and	landed	face	first.		Unlike	a	bilge,
the	walls	were	not	solid	but	rather	steel	bars.		She	was	able	to	see	the	world
around	her.

Hovercrafts	zoomed	everywhere	but	what	caught	Cindy’s	attention	were
Ell’s	roars.		It	wasn’t	the	call	of	a	proud	beast	but	the	cry	of	an	animal	in	pain.	
She	struggled	to	her	feet	and	leaned	against	the	bars.		Down	on	the	jungle	floor
the	Zeenosees	surrounded	Ell.		They	held			weapons	that	resembled	spears.	
Every	time	they	struck	Ell,	he	howled	in	pain,	and	a	bright	blue	spark	crackled	in
the	air.

The	Zeenosees	appeared	to	be	enjoying	his	agony.		Ell	tried	to	fight,	but	they
greatly	outnumbered	him.		Every	time	he	lunged	at	a	Zeenosee	two	or	three
would	shock	him	with	their	staffs.

“Leave	him	alone!”	she	hollered	but	this	seemed	to	further	excite	the
Zeenosees.		More	joined	the	game,	with	different	weapons.		Whenever	they	hit
Ell	with	one	of	these	items,	Ell	yelped	and	a	large	patch	of	hair	would	disappear.

A	rage	churned	and	boiled	through	Cindy’s	veins	like	never	before.		She
wanted	this	horrible	scene	to	end.		Ell	had	become	her	friend	and	she	hated	that
they	caused	him	to	suffer.		The	happy	faces	of	the	Zeenosees	seemed	twisted	and
vicious.		This	infuriated	her	even	more.

A	flood	of	anger	erupted	from	her	lips,	“PREMAKNITE,”	she	screamed	with
all	her	might.		The	spell	hammered	into	Ell’s	attackers,	throwing	them	like	rag
dolls	in	every	direction.		A	few	crashed	into	trees	while	others	slammed	to	the
ground.		“Run	Ell.”		Ell	gave	her	a	quick	glance	before	he	fled	into	the	jungle.

Cindy’s	power	stunned	the	Zeenosees	so	that	they	let	Ell	go,	and	all	eyes
turned	to	Cindy.		She	hated	the	way	they	glared	at	her.		Those	stares	frightened
her.		She	could	sense	an	evil	that	she	never	knew	existed.

Cindy	looked	away	after	Ell	escaped.		The	fact	that	she	had	helped	him	get
away	brought	her	some	satisfaction,	though	she	worried	about	her	situation.		She
sat	with	her	back	against	the	bars	and	gazed	at	the	floor.		She	was	cold	and
alone.

A	Zeenosee	lowered	a	ladder	into	her	cage	and	two	of	them	descended.	
Cindy	hadn’t	seen	them	up	close	before.		The	ordeal	with	Ell	had	distracted	her,
but	now	she	got	a	good	picture.

They	wore	black	uniforms	over	their	rubbery	skin.		Their	eyes	were	black
marble,	void	of	any	expression,	and	a	nose	that	was	more	like	a	bump.		Their
mouths	had	rows	of	round	cone-shaped	teeth.

One	grabbed	Cindy	and	forced	her	face	down	on	the	floor,	digging	his	knee
into	her	back.		He	clutched	her	ponytail	and	pulled	her	head	back.		The	second



fastened	a	device	around	her	head	that	made	it	impossible	for	her	to	speak.		Then
they	released	her	and	disappeared	up	the	ladder.

They	think	my	power	is	in	my	voice.		This	could	be	to	her	advantage.	
Suddenly	she	had	a	strange	thought.		She	couldn’t	explain	it.		No	one	had	given
her	the	variation	of	the	spell	that	she	used	on	the	Zeenosees.		It	just	came.		She
knew	it	was	the	plural	form	of	the	spell.		Maybe	the	magic	itself	taught	her.

Cindy	slid	back	to	the	bars	as	the	hovercraft	took	off	over	the	treetops.		It
appeared	they	were	going	to	let	Ell	go,	and	she	wondered	if	she	would	ever	see
him	again.		The	wind	caused	by	the	speeding	hovercraft	was	drying	her,	but	it
wasn’t	warming	her.

A	few	minutes	later,	the	lights	from	the	main	craft	shone	in	the	distance.		It
floated	in	the	clearing	and	looked	bigger	from	the	air	than	from	the	ground;
twice	the	size	of	a	cruise	ship.		There	were	towers	and	buildings	all	across	its
surface.		Cindy	guessed	that	several	thousand	Zeenosees	lived	on	it.

They	headed	for	a	landing	strip	that	rested	on	pillars	and	it	ran	the	entire
length	of	the	larger	hovercraft.		The	ship	that	held	her	captive	glided	over	the
runway	and	released	her	cage.		It	hit	the	runway	with	a	thud.

Cindy	remained	sitting	against	the	bars.		She	could	sense	eyes	observing	her.	
Their	curiosity	might	have	been	due	to	her	display	of	magic,	but	the	more
obvious	reason	was	they	hadn’t	seen	a	human	before.		She	didn’t	want	to	give
them	the	satisfaction	of	seeing	her	do	anything.		She	remembered	visiting	the
zoo	and	how	boring	it	was	when	the	animals	just	lay	about	sleeping.		That	was
how	Cindy	wanted	them	to	feel.

A	crane	lifted	her	cage.		Cindy	quickly	adjusted	her	feet	to	keep	from	falling
over.		It	was	obvious	by	how	they	handled	her	they	didn’t	care	if	their	prisoner
was	hurt	during	transport.

Finally,	the	crane	dropped	her	cage,	and	again	Cindy’s	bottom	took	the	brunt
of	the	impact.		Several	cages	sat	a	short	distance	from	hers.		They	held	all	kinds
of	creatures,	some	even	more	horrifying	than	Ell.		They	stared	at	her.		All	the
cages	sat	in	a	large	circular	glass	enclosure.		Zeenosees	crowded	around	her	side
of	the	glass	and	gazed	at	her.

Cindy	drew	her	legs	up	close	to	her	chest	and	lowered	her	face	between	her
knees.		Their	insistent	knocking	on	the	glass	begged	for	her	attention,	but	she
ignored	them.		It	wasn’t	until	the	ship	started	moving	that	the	engines	drowned
out	their	tapping.

Tears	began	rolling	down	her	cheeks.		She	began	to	think	the	nightmare
would	never	end.		The	idea	that	she	couldn’t	escape	wasn’t	as	bad	as	the	thought
that	Max	and	Grandpa	would	never	find	her.		Even	though	she	had	been	angry
with	them	earlier,	she	knew	they	were	searching	for	her.		The	only	bright	side



was	that	it	was	a	pleasant	night	and	her	clothes	had	dried.		She	was	warming	up,
but	her	stomach	continued	to	growl.

The	ship	increased	its	speed.		She	raised	her	head	occasionally	to	see	a
mountaintop	go	by.		Eventually,	an	orange	tint	appeared	in	the	sky	ahead	of
them.		The	orange	color	continued	to	grow,	and	Cindy	guessed	they	were
heading	towards	a	city.

“You	will	be	the	main	event,”	a	voice	spoke	out	of	the	darkness.
What?		Cindy	tried	to	speak	but	the	device	around	her	head	stopped	her

voice.		She	scanned	the	creatures	across	from	her	as	they	all	remained	fixed	on
her.

“So,	you	understand	English.”
Cindy’s	eyes	hunted	for	the	speaker.		Zeenosees	continued	to	watch	her

through	the	glass.		She	decided	to	return	to	making	herself	uninteresting	and
ducked	her	head	down	to	her	knees	again.

“Don’t	worry,	Cindy.”
Cindy’s	head	jerked	up.		How	does	it	know	my	name?
“It	is	Cindy,	isn’t	it?”
Cindy	nodded	hoping	the	speaker	was	part	of	a	rescue	party.
“Alan	and	the	others	will	be	very	happy	I	found	you.”		The	voice	turned

cold.
That	wasn’t	the	answer	Cindy	expected	to	hear.		She	hadn’t	realized	the

enemy	was	also	searching	for	her.		The	enemy	must	want	me	for	something.	
That’s	why	they	drove	me	into	the	gateway.

“Don’t	worry.		We	won’t	let	the	Zeenosees	have	you,	at	least	not	until	we’re
through	with	you.”

A	black-winged	gargoyle	with	sharp	glowing	eyes	approached	her	from
between	the	other	cages.		“See	you	soon.”		It	leapt	into	the	air	and	flew	away.

Cindy	tracked	its	flight	into	the	orange	glow	until	she	could	no	longer	see	it.	
She	was	even	more	frightened	now.		She	thought	her	chances	of	battling	some
horrible	creature	in	an	arena	would	be	better	than	fighting	the	enemy.

Soon	the	orange	glow	engulfed	the	hovercraft.		She	figured	they	were	inside
the	city.		Every	now	and	then,	instead	of	mountains	going	by,	there	appeared	to
be	skyscrapers.		Flying	crafts	of	all	shapes	and	sizes	whizzed	by	in	all	directions.

When	the	gigantic	ship	came	to	a	halt,	the	crane	transported	Cindy	back	up
to	the	landing	strip	where	another	hovercraft	picked	her	up	and	sped	away.		They
flew	towards	a	mountain	in	the	center	of	the	city	and	entered	a	wide	opening	in
the	mountainside.		Cindy	was	just	happy	to	be	set	down	more	gently.		The
winged	creature	stood	close	by.		He	was	speaking	to	another	creature	in	a	dark
cloak.		Several	fully	armed	Zeenosees	waited	around	them.



The	winged	creature	suddenly	vanished	with	a	flash.		The	cloaked	creature
approached	her	and	lowered	his	hood.		It	shocked	Cindy	to	see	the	sheriff.

“Well,	well,	well,	Cindy.”		The	Sheriff	smiled	with	enthusiastic	delight.
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The	Escape
	
	

A	scream	from	across	the	park	distracted	the	beast	holding	Max.		Max	took
advantage	of	the	moment	to	bend	back	his	captor’s	fingers,	and	kicked	him	in
the	chest.		The	enormous	beast	dropped	him	and	hurried	to	join	the	crowd
gathered	around	a	fallen	creature	on	the	far	side	of	the	park.		With	everyone’s
attention	focused	away	from	him,	Max	crawled	towards	the	stage	and	slid	under
the	wooden	structure.

“My	comrades.”		Alan	drew	everyone’s	attention.		“Our	enemy	is	among	us.”
This	statement	brought	a	hush	Max	didn’t	think	possible	from	such	a

gathering.		He	scooted	farther	under	the	stage	between	two	support	beams.
“Look,”	Alan	shouted,	and	added	words	that	didn’t	translate.				From	what

Max	could	see	through	the	cracks	in	the	stage	floor	above	him,	everyone	was
staring	at	something	in	front	of	the	stage.		Max	assumed	it	was	an	image	of	him.

“This	is	what	he	looks	like.		He	is	here.		Find	him.		Do	it	now,”	Alan	ordered.
A	roar	broke	the	silence	as	Night	Shades	surrounded	the	park	and	began

checking	the	crowd.		They	yanked	hoods	off	everyone.		A	few	creatures
protested	but	they	seemed	frightened	by	the	Night	Shades	and	complied.

Max	scanned	for	a	way	out	of	the	park.		When	he	glanced	up	he	glimpsed
Alan	standing	a	few	feet	to	his	left.		He	was	speaking	to	some	Night	Shades	and
pointing	to	where	Max	had	been.

Max	surveyed	the	park	for	Marko.		He	hadn’t	seen	him	since	they	arrived,
but	he	was	sure	Marko	was	the	one	who	had	killed	the	creature	in	order	to	help
him	get	away.		So	far,	no	one	had	peeked	under	the	stage,	but	Max	knew	it	was
only	a	matter	of	time.		He	had	to	get	out	of	there.

A	flash	of	light	from	the	stage	caught	Max’s	attention.		He	peered	through	a
crack	to	see	a	gargoyle-type	monster	next	to	Alan.		Max	figured	it	had	just



entered	Tabor.		He	crept	directly	under	them	but	he	couldn’t	hear	what	they	were
saying.		He	spotted	the	stage’s	stairs	off	to	his	left.

He	couldn’t	believe	what	he	was	thinking,	but	he	wanted	to	get	closer,	to
hear	what	the	monster	was	telling	Alan.		After	slithering	a	short	distance,	he
reached	the	edge	of	the	stage.		He	hoped	they	wouldn’t	catch	him	once	he
climbed	the	stairs,	but	they	wouldn’t	expect	him	to	be	on	the	stage.		He	took	a
deep	breath,	pulled	his	hood	over	his	head,	left	his	shelter,	and	strolled	up	the
stairs.

He	meandered	across	the	wooden	structure	towards	Alan	and	the	winged
monster.		Other	groups	huddled	together	but	no	one	noticed	him.		The	Night
Shades	were	still	searching	the	crowd	and	didn’t	seem	interested	in	anyone	on
the	stage.

Max	walked	to	where	he	could	eavesdrop	on	the	conversation	between	Alan
and	the	monster.		He	kept	his	back	to	them	so	Alan	wouldn’t	recognize	him.

“The	Zeenosees	caught	her,	and	we	have	her	in	a	safe	place,”	the	gargoyle
said.

“That’s	excellent	news.”		Alan	sounded	pleased.		“You’re	sure	it’s	Cindy?”
“Yes.		She	told	me	herself.”
Max’s	blood	turned	cold.		The	enemy	had	captured	Cindy!		This	information

indicated	she	was	safe	for	the	moment.		He	repeated	the	word	Zeenosees	over
and	over	in	his	mind	so	he	wouldn’t	forget	it.

“Go	back	and	keep	an	eye	on	things,”	Alan	said.		“We	have	a	situation	here
and	I	will	come	after	we’ve	taken	care	of	it.”

The	creature	bowed	and	then	disappeared	in	a	flash	of	light.		Alan	went	back
to	discussing	Max	with	a	Night	Shade.

Max	glanced	around,	trying	to	decide	on	his	next	move.		He	needed	to	find
Marko	and	get	out	of	there.		The	Night	Shades	had	checked	almost	the	entire
crowd	and	had	set	up	controlled	exits	around	the	park.		He	stayed	put,	waiting
for	them	to	finish	their	sweep.		He	shuffled	some	distance	away	from	Alan	to
place	a	group	of	creatures	between	Alan	and	himself.

He	watched	the	Night	Shades	work	the	crowd.		What	his	grandfather	had
said	was	true.		The	closer	you	are	to	your	enemies	sometimes,	the	safer	you	are.

Max	heard	his	name	mentioned	and	his	heart	began	racing.		It	was	time	for
him	to	leave	the	stage.		He	stepped	backwards	and	bumped	into	something.

“It’s	me,”	Marko	whispered.		“Very	clever	of	you	to	come	up	here.”
“How	do	we	get	out	of	here?”
“Put	your	hand	behind	your	back.”
Max	did	as	Marko	commanded	and	he	dropped	something	cool	and	damp

into	his	hand.



“Rub	that	on	your	hands	and	face.”
Max	smeared	the	black	substance	on	his	hands	and	a	horrible	stench	stung

his	nose.		“Yuck.		What	is	it?”		Max	didn’t	want	to	touch	his	face	with	the	stuff.
“I’ll	tell	you	later,	but	put	it	on.		It	will	disguise	your	skin.”
Max	wiped	his	hands	over	his	face.		He	thought	the	smell	was	bad	before,

but	with	it	on	his	face	it	was	nearly	unbearable.		His	eyes	watered,	his	nose	ran,
and	his	stomach	churned	with	queasiness.		“Okay,”	his	voice	was	a	harsh
whisper.		Not	breathing	through	his	nose	was	worse.		The	nasty	vapors	soured
his	taste	buds	whenever	he	opened	his	mouth.

“Follow	me	and	don’t	speak.”		Marko	led	Max	off	the	stage.
Max‘s	hand	started	burning	as	if	it	were	on	fire.		The	stuff	was	seeping

through	the	bandage,	and	his	painkillers	were	back	in	the	cave.
“Marko,”	he	whispered	at	the	bottom	of	the	steps.
“What	did	I	tell	you?”
“I	know,	but	they	have	Cindy.”
“Are	you	sure?”
“Yes.”
Marko	didn’t	respond	but	continued	through	the	crowd.		He	zigzagged	in	a

pattern	that	kept	them	away	from	the	Night	Shades.
Max’s	hand	throbbed	as	if	it	were	a	volcano	about	to	erupt.		He	knew	it	was

from	the	stuff	Marko	had	given	him	and	he	wondered	if	he	was	going	to	be	able
to	make	it	back	to	their	packs.

They	got	behind	the	patrolling	Night	Shades	and	headed	towards	a
checkpoint.		“Don’t	speak,”	Marko	spoke	out	of	the	side	of	his	mouth.

Max	wanted	to	tell	him	about	his	hand	but	remained	silent.		The	pain	had
grown	to	where	his	head	swam	dizzily.		He	flapped	his	hand	around	at	his	side
hoping	some	air	would	help,	but	it	felt	like	he’d	dipped	his	hand	into	boiling
water.

As	they	reached	the	checkpoint,	a	Night	Shade	blocked	their	path.		“All	who
passss	musst	showss	themsselvesss.”

“Of	course.”		Marko	lowered	his	hood	and	nodded	for	Max	to	do	the	same.
Max’s	heart	pounded	as	he	removed	his	hood.
“Aachsss,	you	stinksss,”	the	Night	Shade	hissed,	backpedaling.		Every	Night

Shade	on	duty	glared	at	Max	and	covered	its	nose.
“He	has	been	cursed,”	Marko	said.
“Getss	him	out	of	heress.”		The	Night	Shade	whipped	his	hand	in	the	air.
Max	replaced	his	hood	and	glanced	around	to	see	if	anyone	was	watching.	

Alan	was	observing	them	from	the	stage.		He	didn’t	seem	to	recognize	Max	but
he	eyed	them	curiously.



Marko	coughed,	drawing	Max’s	attention,	and	they	cleared	the	checkpoint.	
Max	couldn’t	stand	the	pain	any	longer	and	he	unwrapped	the	bandage	in	an
effort	to	get	the	stuff	off	his	wound.		Max	failed	to	notice	that	his	hand,	which
had	been	black,	was	now	its	normal	color.		Sure	enough,	the	instant	the	bandage
was	off,	the	pain	decreased.

Suddenly,	a	call	came	from	the	stage.		Max	turned	and	Alan	pointed	at	them.	
“There	he	is,”	Alan	shouted	and	a	roar	erupted	from	the	crowd.

Marko	tugged	Max	so	hard	he	almost	lost	his	footing.		Fireballs	exploded	all
around	them	as	they	fled.		Two	Night	Shades	blocked	the	path	ahead	of	them.	
Max	barely	registered	their	presence	before	Marko	knocked	them	flat.		They
didn’t	even	slow	Marko	down.

By	the	yells	of	their	pursuers,	Max	thought	everybody	in	the	camp	was
chasing	them.		High-pitched	shrieks	pierced	the	air	and	he	expected	winged	bird-
like	creatures	to	swoop	out	of	the	sky	at	any	minute.

Marko	yanked	Max	into	one	of	the	larger	tents.		He	snatched	a	torch	by	the
entrance	and	started	the	tent	on	fire	as	they	ran	through.		They	exited	the	back
and	did	the	same	to	the	next.		They	continued	dashing	in	and	out	of	tents,	setting
them	on	fire.		Soon	an	entire	section	of	the	camp	was	burning	and	the	smoke
clouded	the	already	hazy	sky.

After	entering	what	seemed	like	the	hundredth	tent,	Marko	stopped	and
pushed	Max	behind	one	side	of	the	entrance	as	he	hid	behind	the	other	side.

Max	peeked	at	the	hornets’	nest	raging	outside.		The	place	was	going
berserk.		Everyone	scrambled	in	different	directions.		Some	were	hunting	for
them,	while	others	were	putting	out	fires.

“What	do	we	do	now?”	Max	whispered.
“We	need	to	get	back	to	the	cave.”
Marko	waved	Max	farther	back	into	the	tent	as	a	large	man	approached.		He

stepped	through	the	door	and	sniffed.
Max	froze	as	the	man	turned	towards	him	and	their	eyes	met.		Then	the

man’s	eyes	rolled	back	in	his	head	and	he	fell	unconscious	to	the	floor.		Marko
stood	over	him	holding	a	short	black	stick.		He	dragged	the	man	deeper	into	the
shadows.

They	waited	a	few	more	minutes.		The	fires	were	spreading	and	the	smoke
was	growing	thicker.		Marko	looked	up	at	the	sky.

“We	need	to	head	west.”		Marko	pointed.
“Which	way	is	the	cave?”
Max’s	heart	sank	when	Marko	signaled	in	the	opposite	direction.
“Why	do	we	need	to	head	west?”
“Because	the	smoke	is	drifting	west	and	it	will	give	us	cover.		We	need	to



keep	out	of	sight	until	things	settle	down.”		Marko	glanced	at	Max’s	hand.		“I
forgot	about	your	injury	when	I	had	you	put	that	stuff	on.		It	must	have	burned
like	crazy.”

“It	still	does.”
“I’m	sorry,	but	it	had	to	be	done.		Now	let’s	get	out	of	here.”		Marko	moved

to	the	back	of	the	tent,	lifted	up	the	bottom,	and	they	slipped	away.
They	crept	along	a	narrow	pathway	between	the	backs	of	two	rows	of	tents.	

Max	watched	his	footing	so	that	he	didn’t	trip	on	the	guide	ropes,	unlike	Marko,
who	navigated	them	without	paying	obvious	attention.		Angry	shouts	and	calls
rang	out	everywhere.

When	they	arrived	at	the	last	tent	in	that	row,	Marko	paused	to	check	the
pathway.		After	a	moment,	he	darted	across	the	road	into	another	alleyway	with
Max	on	his	heels.

Halfway	down	the	alley,	Marko	motioned	Max	to	wait.		He	ducked	into	a
tent	and	emerged	with	a	torch	in	his	hand,	which	he	used	to	start	the	surrounding
tents	on	fire.		He	beckoned	Max	to	follow	and	they	continued	on	their	way.	
Marko	torched	every	tent	they	passed.		When	they	reached	the	end	of	the	alley
they	stepped	out	into	the	main	thoroughfare.

Judging	by	the	size	of	the	tents,	Max	decided	that	they	must	be	near	the
center	of	camp.		Marko	eyed	a	grand	tent	and	threw	the	torch	onto	the	middle	of
its	roof.		The	fire	spread,	with	several	sparks	jumping	onto	the	surrounding	tents,
as	they	dashed	away.

The	smoke	choked	Max’s	lungs.		Not	only	did	he	have	the	smoke	to	contend
with,	but	the	stuff	on	his	face	still	reeked.		Various	creatures	rushed	by	them,	but
the	low	hanging	smoke	made	it	hard	to	see.		Everything	was	hazy,	gray,	and
distorted.		No	one	paid	them	any	attention.

After	walking	for	awhile,	the	tents	decreased	in	size	again,	and	the	smoke-
thickened	air	began	to	thin.		Either	the	wind	wasn’t	pushing	the	smoke	this	far	or
the	fires	were	out.		Max	decided	it	was	a	combination	of	both.		He	was	sure	they
were	using	magic	to	extinguish	the	fires.

They	traveled	without	interruption,	until	a	tall	beast	with	a	wolf-like	head
advanced	into	the	street,	blocking	their	path.		He	was	a	foot	taller	than	Marko,
with	muscular,	hairy	arms.		“Who	are	you	and	where	are	you	going?”

“None	of	your	business,”	Marko	responded,	his	hands	sliding	into	his
poncho.

“I’ve	got	my	orders,	so	it	is	my	business.		You	better	answer	before	someone
gets	hurt.”		The	beast	crowded	Marko	in	a	threatening	manner.	

Marko’s	hand	exploded	out	of	his	cloak	like	lightning.		His	movements	a	blur
as	his	short	black	stick	crashed	down	on	the	beast’s	forehead.		Just	as	fast	as	the



stick	appeared,	it	disappeared.		The	wolf-like	beast	stared	straight	ahead	as	it
fell.

Crowds	huddled	around	campfires	eyed	them,	as	the	beast	collapsed.		They
acted	surprised	as	the	thing	toppled	over,	but	with	the	poor	light	and	the	speed	of
Marko’s	hand,	they	didn’t	seem	to	know	what	had	happened.

“Can’t	hold	his	liquor,”	Marko	said	to	the	onlookers.
Marko	nodded	for	Max	to	follow.		As	they	approached	the	edge	of	the	camp,

cries	fractured	the	night	air.
“Lower	your	hood.”		Marko	removed	his	hood.
“What?”
“Do	it,	now!		Show	them	we	have	nothing	to	hide,”	Marko	ordered	and	Max

obeyed.
It	surprised	Max	that	Marko	had	somehow	disguised	his	face.		He	could	have

sworn	Marko	wasn’t	wearing	anything	a	moment	ago.		Now,	something	like	a
mask	or	a	spell	transformed	and	distorted	his	face.

A	piercing	shriek	rang	out	above	their	heads	and	grew	louder.		A	gargoyle-
like	bird	flew	past	and	then	zoomed	away.

A	group	of	the	enemy,	organized	as	fighting	troops,	hustled	up	the	street
towards	them.		Marko	continued	to	push	straight	ahead	at	a	steady	speed.		Max
held	his	breath	as	the	soldiers	jogged	by.		They	didn’t	slow	down	or	look	like
they	were	interested	in	them.		He	exhaled	when	the	group	was	out	of	sight.	
Before	they	reached	the	edge	of	the	camp,	Marko	headed	south.

Why	did	Marko	turn?		It	was	only	a	short	distance	and	they	would	have	been
out	of	the	camp.		Max	wanted	to	ask	Marko	so	badly	that	he	coughed	to	get	his
attention.		Marko	didn’t	respond	but	continued	walking	in	a	southerly	direction.

“How	are	you	holding	up?”	Marko	asked	after	a	time.
“I’m	getting	tired	and	my	hand	hurts.		Hey,	why	didn’t	we	leave	the	camp?”
“Because	it	would	be	too	obvious	if	we	were	spotted	circling	the	camp.”		He

pulled	out	a	water	skin	from	under	his	cloak	and	handed	it	to	Max.		“After	you
take	a	drink,	use	some	to	clean	your	wound.”

As	Max	rinsed	his	hand,	the	pain	lessened.		He	was	ready	for	a	break.		They
had	been	avoiding	capture	for	hours,	and	his	feet	were	sore.		“What	are	we	going
to	do	now?”

“We	will	turn	east	soon.		We	shouldn’t	have	any	trouble	until	we	try	to	leave
the	camp.”

Max	noticed	how	hideous	Marko’s	face	was.		His	eyes	were	like	a	rat’s,	with
a	nose	that	looked	like	something	had	cut	off	the	tip.		He	had	long	fangs	that
were	a	decaying	black	and	yellow	color.		“You’ll	have	to	teach	me	that	spell
someday.”



“Spell?	What	spell?”
“The	one	that	changed	your	appearance.”
“Oh,	yes,	I	forgot,”	Marko	said.		“We’ll	have	to	ask	Yelka.”		He	took	the

water	skin	from	Max	and	drank.
Marko	led	Max	south	before	turning	east.		There	was	less	excitement	in	the

camp	now.		The	only	smoke	in	the	air	came	from	campfires.		The	enemy	had
extinguished	the	burning	tents.

The	pain	in	Max’s	hand	grew	in	intensity	again.		He	couldn’t	decide	if	it	was
the	smelly	stuff	or	that	he	hadn’t	taken	his	medicine.		He	tried	focusing	on	what
they	were	going	to	do	once	they	got	back	to	Grandpa’s.		He	hoped	somebody
had	heard	of	the	Zeenosees,	so	they	could	rescue	Cindy.		He	prayed	she	was	all
right.

Max	wondered	what	time	it	was.		It	was	still	dark,	but	with	the	hazy	sky	it
could	be	early	morning.		All	he	knew	was	that	it	seemed	like	they’d	been	up	for
days	and	exhaustion	consumed	him.

After	what	felt	like	an	eternity,	the	edge	of	the	camp	appeared	less	than	a
mile	away.		They	hadn’t	passed	anyone	for	awhile	and	Max	imagined	they
would	escape	without	incident.		The	sky	changed	to	a	dull	gray,	a	hint	of
morning’s	dawning.

When	they	were	only	yards	away	from	the	edge	of	camp,	Marko	guided	Max
into	a	tent.		Before	Max	could	speak,	Marko	held	a	finger	to	his	lips	and	pointed
to	the	sleeping	occupant.		He	waved	Max	to	follow,	and	they	ducked	under	the
back	of	the	tent	so	that	they	were	behind	the	tents	again.

Marko	put	his	mouth	next	to	Max’s	ear.		“They’re	guarding	the	border.”
Marko	negotiated	the	narrow	path	between	the	back	of	the	tents	with	cat-like

ease.		Max	struggled	with	the	ropes	as	he	had	before.		After	a	short	time	of
sliding	parallel	with	the	border,	Max	heard	voices.

As	they	drew	near	the	end	of	the	tents,	Max	and	Marko	had	to	freeze	a
couple	of	times	as	someone	patrolled	the	border	ahead.		They	hid	behind	the	last
tent	separating	them	from	the	desert.

The	voices,	which	before	were	only	a	murmur,	were	now	strong	and	clear.	
They	discussed	how	a	spy	had	penetrated	the	camp.		By	the	sound	of	it,	there
were	a	lot	of	guards	and	they	weren’t	happy.

Marko	and	Max	started	jumping	across	pathways	and	ducking	behind	tents	in
an	effort	to	locate	an	area	without	guards.		It	took	them	a	few	minutes	to	find	a
place	the	enemy	protected	only	intermittently.		The	real	benefit	was	a	mound	of
dirt	outside	camp	that	would	provide	cover.

Marko	watched	the	guards’	every	move.		He	timed	when	they	passed	by	and
how	long	before	they	returned.		Finally,	Marko	held	up	his	hand	as	a	signal	to



get	ready.		When	Marko	dropped	his	hand,	they	bolted	for	the	mound	of	dirt
across	the	border.		Once	there,	they	paused	to	see	if	anyone	had	noticed.		After
several	moments	of	observing	the	guards	continuing	their	normal	patrol,	they
figured	they	were	safe.

Marko	whispered	in	Max’s	ear,	“See	that	pile	of	rocks	about	thirty	yards
away?”

Max	nodded.
“When	I	move,	follow	me.”
Marko	studied	the	guards	again.		“Go,”	he	whispered,	and	like	a	cheetah	he

ran	towards	the	rocks	with	Max	right	behind	him.		They	continued	sprinting
from	cover	to	cover	until	the	camp	was	no	longer	in	sight.		They	hustled	to	the
cave	to	get	their	things.		Marko	changed	his	appearance	back	to	his	old	self.

“So,	you	know	where	Cindy	is?”	Marko	asked	as	they	retrieved	their	packs
in	the	cave.

“Well,	I	know	the	name	of	the	people	who	have	her.		They	are	called	the
Zeenosees.”

Marko’s	grave	expression	told	Max	it	wasn’t	good	news.
“You	know	who	they	are?”
“Yes,	I	know.”
“And?”
“They	are	a	race	who	likes	blood	sports.”		Marko	retrieved	his	communicator

out	of	his	cloak.
Max	gazed	with	interest	as	Marko	adjusted	the	dials.		“Are	you	telling

Grandpa	we’re	coming?”
“Yes,	and	to	open	the	gateway.”		Marko	lifted	the	communicator.
“I	wish	I	knew	how	to	use	my	communicator.”
“There	hasn’t	been	any	time	to	teach	you,	with	all	the	recent	events.”
Marko	placed	the	communicator	back	under	his	cloak.		He	produced	a	lot	of

items	from	beneath	that	cloak.		Max	wondered	how	many	things	he	had	hidden
under	there.

They	slung	their	packs	over	their	shoulders	and	were	heading	for	the	cavern
entrance	when	the	ground	rumbled	and	everything	went	dark,	as	if	someone
switched	off	the	lights.		The	darkness	was	so	complete	they	couldn’t	see
anything.

Marko’s	voice	echoed,	“Prizgaj,”	and	a	fireball	flew	from	his	hands	towards
the	mouth	of	the	cave.		The	entrance	was	blocked!
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Marko	launched	another	fireball.		It	floated	across	the	cavern	so	slowly	Max
thought	it	was	never	going	to	hit	the	wall.		Using	the	glow	from	the	fireball,
Marko	started	searching	the	ground.		Before	Max	could	ask	what	he	was	doing,
Marko	had	found	a	long	leg	bone.		He	tore	a	piece	of	cloth	from	his	shirt	and
wrapped	it	around	the	end	of	the	bone	before	the	fireball	hit	the	wall	and	went
out.

“Prizgaj,”	echoed	through	the	darkness	and	the	cloth	on	the	end	of	the	bone
ignited.

“What	are	we	going	to	do?”		Max’s	voice	cracked	with	panic.
“First,	you	take	your	medication.		I	will	tell	your	grandfather	we’re	running

late	and	to	keep	the	gateway	open.”
“How	do	we	get	out	of	here?		We’re	trapped.”
“Don’t	worry.		This	might	work	to	our	advantage,”	Marko	said.		“It	can	be	a

good	thing	when	your	enemies	think	you’re	disposed	of.”		He	stabbed	the	torch
into	the	ground	and	pulled	out	his	communicator.		His	fingers	flew	over	the	dials
and	then	he	put	it	away.		He	snatched	up	the	torch	and	examined	the	cave.

Max	swallowed	the	pill	by	washing	it	down	with	water.		“Can	I	clean	this
smelly	stuff	off	my	face?”

“Yes.”		Marko	held	the	torch	in	front	of	him	and	worked	towards	the	back	of
the	cave.

Max	poured	water	onto	his	hands	and	rubbed	it	on	his	face.		The	instant	the
water	made	contact	with	the	gooey	stuff,	its	stench	grew.		His	injured	hand
burned	when	he	touched	it.		The	substance	was	like	glue	and	wouldn’t	come	off.	
Max	figured	he’d	have	to	wait	until	he	got	home	to	get	clean.

“What	are	you	doing?”	Max	asked.
“The	smoke	is	escaping	in	this	direction.		There	is	a	hole	somewhere.		Grab

the	packs.”
Max	gathered	up	their	things	and	joined	Marko.
Marko	handed	the	torch	to	Max	and	began	clearing	rocks	from	a	pile	against

the	wall.		The	smoke,	which	had	been	slowly	disappearing	through	the	pile,
began	to	flow	faster	as	Marko	rid	the	area	of	more	boulders.		He	removed	stones



until	a	stream	of	light	shone	through	a	small	opening.
In	no	time	at	all	Marko	created	a	hole	big	enough	for	them	to	crawl	through.	

When	Marko	was	outside,	Max	passed	him	the	packs	and	then	climbed	from	the
cave.		They	emerged	on	the	opposite	side	of	the	hill	from	the	cave’s	entrance.

Marko	checked	the	area	for	the	enemy.		“I	think	we’re	alone.”
“Because	they	didn’t	expect	us	to	get	out?”
“Maybe.”		Marko	waved	Max	to	follow	and	they	made	for	the	gateway.
More	than	hearing	or	seeing	any	signs	of	pursuit,	Max	sensed	it.		The	hairs

on	the	back	of	his	neck	stood	on	end	as	high-pitched	shrieks	filled	the	air.
“Run,”	Marko	yelled	and	they	started	to	sprint.
Max	glanced	over	his	shoulder,	as	several	gargoyle-like	animals	descended

out	of	the	sky.		They	were	half	the	distance	to	the	gateway	when	their	pursuers
caught	up	to	them.		The	sharp	talons	on	their	hands	and	feet	were	lethal
weapons.

Marko	drew	his	sword	as	did	Max.		He	barely	got	it	out	of	its	sheath	when
Marko	pushed	him	away	from	the	claws	of	an	attacker.		When	he	hit	the	ground
he	rolled	onto	his	back	to	protect	himself.		A	few	feet	away,	Marko	fought	with
four	of	the	monsters.		His	blade	was	a	blur	as	he	slashed	them.		The	creatures
made	the	mistake	of	getting	too	close	only	once.		Marko’s	sting	resulted	in
severe	wounds.		He	was	like	a	cornered	snake	striking.		Several	of	them	tried	to
attack	Marko’s	back	but	retreated	howling	in	pain.

Max	stayed	on	his	back	and	used	his	sword	for	protection.		Two	of	the
winged	nightmares	battled	him	but	he	fended	them	off.		

The	creatures	retreated	after	several	more	had	been	injured.		Marko	dashed	to
Max	and	helped	him	to	his	feet.		“Keep	in	front	of	me.”		They	scrambled
towards	the	gateway.

The	flying	demons	made	one	more	attempt	at	them,	but	flew	away	with
mortal	gashes.

As	they	hustled,	Max	retrieved	the	crystal	out	of	his	pocket	and	located	the
gateway.		They	charged	up	the	hill	and	dove	through	it.		Grandpa	turned	off	the
machine	as	they	landed	on	the	floor.

“I	see	you’ve	been	busy,”	Grandpa	said.		“And,	holy	cow,	Max,	you	stink.”	
He	stepped	back	and	plugged	his	nose.		“You	have	information	about	Cindy?”

“Yes,”	Marko	answered,	“and	it	was	Max	who	overheard	it.		You	would	have
been	proud.		We	went	into	the	enemy’s	camp	and	joined	a	rally	they	were
having.		Max	snuck	right	up	on	stage	in	the	middle	of	their	leaders.”

Grandpa	didn’t	say	anything	but,	the	look	on	his	face	indicated	he	was
impressed.

“The	Zeenosees	have	her,”	Max	said.



“The	Zeenosees,”	Grandpa	repeated	the	blood	draining	out	of	his	cheeks.	He
exchanged	a	quick	glance	with	Marko.

“I	already	told	him,”	Marko	said.		“I	didn’t	see	the	point	in	hiding	it	from
him.”

“A	wise	decision,”	Grandpa	agreed.		“Max,	you	need	to	get	cleaned	up,	you
smell	awful.		When	you	get	back	we’ll	talk.”

It	took	Max	a	while	to	scrub	the	black,	smelly	substance	off	his	hands	and
face.		He	showered	twice.		He	thought	he	cleaned	it	all	off	the	first	time,	until	he
saw	his	reflection	in	the	mirror.	

After	making	himself	presentable,	he	grabbed	an	apple	and	headed	back	up
to	the	third	floor.		As	he	climbed	the	steps,	exhaustion	caught	up	to	him.		Two
nights	without	sleep	was	taking	its	toll.

When	he	entered	the	room,	Yelka	and	Olik	were	there.		They	were	in	a
heated	discussion	but	quickly	fell	silent.

“What’s	going	on?”	Max	asked	with	raised	eyebrows.
“The	enemy	contacted	us	and	they	want	to	trade	Cindy	for	Hudich.”	

Grandpa	handed	Max	a	scroll	of	paper.		“This	was	thrown	into	the	front	yard.	
We	were	making	plans.”

Max	read	the	scroll.		It	stated	what	Grandpa	had	said,	but	the	most	disturbing
thing	he	read	was:

	
If	our	demands	aren’t	met	within	3	days
Cindy	will	fight	to	the	death	in	the	Zeenosees’
great	arena.
	
“What!”	Max	exclaimed.
“We	will	keep	Cindy	out	of	that	arena.		We	were	just	agreeing	to	the

stratagem,”	Olik	said.
“What	is	the	plan?”
“We’re	going	to	get	her	back,”	Grandpa	assured	him	and	shot	Olik	a

sideways	glance.		“You	don’t	need	to	concern	yourself	with	all	the	particulars.”
“I	want	to	know	the	details.	What	are	they?”	Max	demanded.
“We	definitely	won’t	give	up	Hudich.		At	least	not	totally,”	Yelka	spoke	up.
“Who	is	this	Hudich?”	Max	asked.
“He	is	the	one	with	enough	power	to	help	our	enemy	gain	victory,”	Olik

said.		“We	trapped	him	years	ago	in	a	world	called	Pekel.”



“What	will	happen	if	he	is	freed?”
“With	his	magical	powers	and	poisoned	mind,	the	war	would	escalate

dramatically,”	Yelka	replied.
“We’ve	agreed	on	a	plan,”	Grandpa	said.		“You	need	to	go	get	food	and

water.		You	and	Marko	will	be	leaving	soon.”
“Leaving	for	where?”
“You’ll	be	traveling	to	the	world	where	Cindy	is.		I	figured	out	her

miscalculation	from	Mir	and	I	can	open	the	gateway	into	the	world	of	the
Zeenosees	where	she	went	through.”

“What	are	you	going	to	do,	Grandpa?”
“I	have	my	own	little	trip	to	make.		But	don’t	worry	about	me.		Yelka	will

operate	the	gateway.”
“You’re	going	after	this	Hudich,	aren’t	you?”
“Yes.	Now	go	get	your	stuff.”
Max	went	downstairs	to	get	the	things	they’d	need.		When	he	got	back

upstairs,	Olik	was	gone.
Marko	helped	pack	their	supplies.		Compared	to	how	exhausted	Max	felt,

Marko	looked	well	rested.		Max	wondered	if	he	ever	slept.
“We’re	together	again.”		Marko	handed	a	pack	to	Max.
As	soon	as	they	were	ready,	Grandpa	fired	up	the	gateway.		The	mirror

started	revolving	and	picking	up	speed.
“I	still	don’t	know	the	plan,”	Max	protested.		He	had	many	questions	and

everything	was	happening	too	fast.		He	wanted	to	know	every	detail.		What	was
Grandpa’s	job	and	what	was	his	and	Marko’s	role?

“Marko	will	explain	everything.		For	now,	you	need	to	see	if	you	can	find
where	they	are	holding	Cindy,”	Grandpa	said.		“Remember.	.	.”

“Do	exactly	what	Marko	says,”	Max	finished.	
Grandpa	turned	to	Marko.		“If	you	locate	and	free	Cindy,	let	us	know

immediately.”
Marko	nodded	and	stepped	through	the	gateway.
“Be	careful,	Max,”	Grandpa	said,	and	squeezed	Max’s	shoulder.
“You	too.”		Max	realized	his	grandfather	was	embarking	on	his	own	perilous

adventure.		He	hugged	him,	said	good-bye	to	Yelka,	and	then	followed	Marko.
	

###
	

Max	hopped	down	from	the	gateway	and	bumped	into	Marko,	who	stood
motionless.		Only	yards	away,	a	massive	animal	with	shaggy	hair	watched	them.	
It	appeared	to	be	a	giant	sheepdog	brought	back	from	the	dead.		The	most



frightening	thing	was	its	rows	of	razor-sharp	teeth.
“What	is	it?”	Max	whispered.
“I’m	not	sure,”	Marko	replied	out	the	corner	of	his	mouth.
The	animal	stared	at	them	while	sniffing	the	air	with	great	huffs	through	its

huge	black	snout.		It	crept	towards	them	with	its	head	lowered.
“I	don’t	think	it’s	going	to	attack,”	Marko	whispered.		“Its	posture	is

submissive.”		He	advanced	towards	the	animal	with	an	outstretched	hand.
The	creature	approached	Marko.		Max’s	heart	pounded	and	his	mouth	went

dry.		He	didn’t	understand	how	Marko	could	hold	out	his	hand	toward	something
that	could	remove	it	with	one	bite.		Max	slid	his	hand	to	the	hilt	of	his	sword.	
He	didn’t	want	to	take	any	chances	and	if	he	had	to	help	Marko,	he	would	be
ready.

The	animal	was	inches	away	from	Marko’s	hand.		It	moved	closer	and	took	a
whiff	of	Marko’s	scent.		Then	it	rubbed	its	nose	to	Marko’s	fingers.

“Impossible.”		Marko	jerked	his	hand	away.
“What?	What?”	Max	asked	as	Marko	placed	his	hand	on	the	creature’s	head.	

They	remained	still	for	what	seemed	like	hours.		Why	was	Marko	touching	this
hideous	beast?

Finally,	Marko	lowered	his	hand.		“His	name	is	Ell	and	he	knows	Cindy.”
	

###
	

Joe	shut	down	the	gateway	after	Marko	and	Max	left.
“You’re	sure	this	is	the	right	thing	to	do?”	Yelka	asked.
“No,	but	we	don’t	have	a	choice.”		Joe	gave	her	a	reassuring	smile.
“You	haven’t	been	to	Pekel	in	years.		Are	you	sure	you’ll	be	able	to	find

Hudich	in	two	days?”
“If	I	know	Hudich,	he’ll	find	me.		I’m	sure	he	is	in	charge.		He	wasn’t	when

we	put	him	there,	but	he	had	gained	control	the	last	time	I	visited.”
“I	thought	magic	was	useless	in	Pekel.”
“That’s	not	entirely	true.		Magic	lives	in	us,	but	the	atmosphere	of	that	world

makes	it	difficult	to	utilize.		After	enough	time	in	Pekel,	and	with	enough
practice,	one	could	learn	to	control	it.		I’m	sure	Hudich	has	realized	that.”

Joe	took	his	communicator	out	of	his	pocket	to	see	it	flashed	a	message.	
“Olik	is	ready.”		He	powered	on	the	gateway.		Once	it	was	open,	Olik	came
through.

“Did	you	get	it?”	Joe	asked	him.
From	his	backpack	Olik	produced	a	flexible	tube	a	few	feet	long	and	an	inch

in	diameter.		It	was	transparent,	with	a	strange	gold	clasp	on	one	end.		“If	you



secure	this	around	his	neck	we	will	know	his	location	at	all	times.		It	will	also
keep	him	from	using	magic.		At	least	not	without	causing	himself	a	considerable
amount	of	pain.”

“The	trick	will	be	to	get	it	on	him,”	Yelka	said,	her	face	lined	with	worry.
Olik	held	it	out	for	Joe	to	see.		“You	fasten	it	with	the	clasp	which	has	a	one-

of-a-kind	key.”		Olik	demonstrated	the	fastening	mechanism.		“Here	is	the	key.		I
suggest	you	keep	it	safe.		Once	the	collar	is	secured	and	locked,	it	will
automatically	adjust	to	the	size	of	the	person’s	neck.”

Joe	accepted	the	items	from	Olik.		He	practiced	closing	and	releasing	the
clasp.		When	he	was	satisfied	on	how	to	use	it,	he	put	it	in	his	pack.

“I	also	brought	you	this.”		Olik	handed	Joe	a	gun.
“Thanks.”		Joe	held	it	to	get	a	feel	for	its	weight.		“I’ll	need	all	the	help	I	can

get.”
“Are	you	sure	you	don’t	want	me	to	go	with	you?”	Olik	asked.
“No,	it	will	be	better	if	I’m	alone.		We	don’t	need	to	give	them	the	possibility

of	more	hostages.”		He	placed	the	pack	on	his	shoulders	and	nodded	to	Yelka.
Yelka	adjusted	the	dials	on	the	control	panel	and	the	gateway	flashed	brighter

as	it	changed	worlds.		She	faced	Joe	with	a	stern	look.		“If	you	get	into	trouble
contact	us	immediately.”

“I	will,”	he	said.		When	Yelka	continued	to	glare	at	him,	he	added	“I
promise.”

Olik	gave	Joe	a	firm	handshake.		“Good	luck.”
“Thanks.”		Joe	picked	up	a	walking	stick,	gave	them	a	wave,	and	entered	the

gateway.
	

###
	

Joe	dropped	out	into	a	wooded	area.		The	sky	was	clear	and	a	breeze	blew
through	his	hair.		The	night	air	was	fresh	with	the	smell	of	wild	flowers	and	a
gurgling	stream	flowed	nearby.		Joe	surveyed	the	area,	trying	to	decide	which
direction	to	go.		It	had	been	five	years	since	his	last	trip	here,	but	it	was	a	world
he	would	never	forget.		He	thought	it	foolish	not	to	remember	every	detail	of
Hudich’s	prison.		It	was	the	world	in	which	he	trapped	Hudich	so	he	could
protect	others.

He	pulled	a	notebook	from	his	pack.		On	the	inside	cover	was	a	map.		He
hoped	Hudich	hadn’t	chosen	a	new	home	since	his	last	visit.		During	the	twenty
years	since	he’d	ensnared	him,	Joe	had	made	several	trips	to	check	up	on	him.	
As	the	years	went	by,	it	was	more	difficult	to	spy	because	Hudich	gained	more
power.		Not	enough	to	free	himself	from	Pekel,	but	enough	to	control	it.		After	a



narrow	escape	on	his	last	trip,	and	the	incident	with	his	son,	Joe	gave	up	his
inspections.

After	checking	the	map,	he	started	heading	towards	Hudich’s	last	known
place	of	residence.		It	was	the	best	piece	of	land	here.		So,	why	would	he	move?

Joe	searched	for	a	road	drawn	on	his	map.		It	took	him	a	few	minutes	to	find
it.		Turning	east,	he	increased	his	pace.		He	didn’t	try	to	conceal	his	presence.	
Joe	wanted	Hudich	to	know	he	was	here.		Since	they	only	had	three	days	to	save
Cindy,	there	was	no	point	in	playing	hide	and	seek.		Besides,	it	would	be
impossible	to	sneak	up	on	Hudich	in	his	guarded	castle	and	place	the	band
around	his	neck.

No,	he	has	to	put	it	on	willingly.
A	rustle	in	a	nearby	tree	brought	him	to	a	halt.		A	massive	raven-like	bird	sat

on	a	branch.		Suddenly,	it	stretched	its	wings	and	cried	out,	“Kerwah,	Kerwah,”
then	launched	itself	into	the	air	and	flew	east.

He’ll	soon	know	I’m	here.		He	followed	the	flight	of	the	bird.
He	walked	at	a	brisk	pace,	expecting	trouble	at	any	moment,	but	to	his

surprise,	nothing	happened.		He	rounded	a	bend	in	the	road	and	came	to	the	end
of	the	trees.		A	short	distance	farther,	he	reached	the	edge	of	a	hill.		The	road
wound	its	way	down	a	steep	slope,	into	a	valley	with	a	wide	river	snaking
through	it.

Joe	stopped	to	study	the	valley.		In	the	center	of	the	vale	stood	a	giant	castle
with	high	towers	and	a	protective	rock	wall.		The	river	flowed	straight	towards	it
and	then	split	to	form	an	island	on	which	the	castle	sat.		The	drawbridge	was	up.	
The	castle	appeared	deserted.		Not	a	single	light	glowed	in	any	window	and	no
guards	patrolled	the	walls.

Maybe	he	has	moved	after	all.		Joe	needed	a	closer	look.		If	Hudich	wasn’t
there,	Joe	would	have	to	find	a	way	to	get	his	attention	quickly.		If	he	had	to
search	for	Hudich,	he	wouldn’t	know	where	to	begin.

It	took	a	while	for	him	to	descend	the	rocky	dirt	road	leading	into	the	valley.	
The	road	was	so	steep	that	if	he	hadn’t	brought	his	walking	stick,	he	wouldn’t
have	any	skin	left	on	his	backside.

Even	though	he	hadn’t	seen	anything	suspicious,	his	heart	raced	and	his
mouth	was	dry.		He	tried	to	convince	himself	the	symptoms	were	the	result	of
the	difficult	descent,	but	he	knew	it	was	more	than	that.		All	of	his	senses
operated	on	high.		Every	time	the	wind	rustled	the	weeds,	he	jerked	towards	the
disturbance.

The	river	meandered	along	with	soft,	soothing	ripples.		It	was	at	least	a
hundred	feet	across	before	it	divided	around	the	castle.

As	he	arrived	at	the	castle,	it	sprang	to	life.		Torches	ignited	in	every	window



and	all	along	the	walls.		The	drawbridge	crashed	down,	chains	rattling.		A	squad
of	Trogs	on	horseback	poured	out	and	surrounded	him.

Their	thick	green	skin	with	its	sparse	coarse	hair	was	visible	in	the
torchlight.		Yellow	eyes	mounted	on	fat	round	noses	stared	at	Joe,	while	long
pointed	ears	flapped	and	twitched.

A	massive	Trog	with	nasty	yellow	teeth	coaxed	his	horse	forward	and
lowered	his	spear	to	Joe’s	chest.		“What	do	you	want,	old	man?”

Joe	swallowed	and	his	heart	jumped	into	his	throat.		“I’m	here	to	see
Hudich.”

The	Trog	shoved	Joe	with	his	foot	and	almost	knocked	him	off	his	feet.	
“That’s	Lord	Hudich,	old	man.”

They	stared	at	each	other	for	a	few	moments.		“Bring	him,”	the	Trog	ordered.
Several	Trogs	dismounted	and	overpowered	Joe.		They	tackled	him	to	the

ground	and	kicked	him	repeatedly.		Then	they	removed	his	pack	and	tied	his
hands	behind	his	back.		When	he	was	secure,	they	set	him	on	his	feet.		“Move,”
one	commanded,	as	they	marched	him	into	the	castle.

Once	inside,	they	covered	his	head	with	a	hood	so	he	couldn’t	see.		Twice	he
caught	his	foot	on	something	protruding	from	the	floor	and	went	down.		After
several	minutes	of	marching,	his	escorts	thrust	him	into	a	room	so	violently	he
stumbled	and	fell	again.		This	time	no	one	yanked	him	up.		A	door	slammed	and
then	there	was	silence.

Joe	used	the	floor	to	wiggle	the	hood	off	his	head.		He	was	in	a	fair-sized
room,	which	contained	a	long	wooden	table	and	several	chairs.		Moonlight
filtered	in	through	a	row	of	stained-glass	windows,	bathing	half	the	room	in	a
soft	glow.		Two	wooden	doors	on	opposite	ends	of	the	room	appeared	to	be	the
only	entrances	or	exits.

	He	rolled	to	the	nearest	wall,	placed	his	back	against	it,	and	struggled	to	his
feet.		His	ribs	screamed	with	pain	where	the	Trogs	had	beaten	him.

“It	isn’t	fun,	is	it?”	a	deep	voice	spoke	from	the	shadows.
“What	isn’t?”
“Getting	old.		You	aren’t	the	man	you	used	to	be,”	the	voice	continued.		“I,

however,	will	be	around	long	after	you’re	gone;	as	you	know,	my	kind	have
longer	life	spans.”

“Yet,	my	kind	live	in	the	better	world.”		Joe	returned	his	own	jab	in	response
to	the	old	remark.

“I	have	a	feeling	that	is	about	to	change.”
“Not	if	I	can	help	it,	Hudich.”	Joe	emphasized	his	name.
Suddenly,	an	incredible	force	struck	Joe	in	the	stomach,	doubling	him	over

and	dropping	him	to	his	knees.		It	took	him	a	moment	to	regain	his	breath	and



climb	back	to	his	feet.
“That’s	Lord	Hudich,	old	man.		I	have	developed	my	skills	in	this	forsaken

place.		Something	I’m	sure	you	have	not.”
“Perhaps,	but	I’m	not	forced	to	live	in	this	place.”		Joe	aimed	the	barb	at

Hudich’s	ego.
Wham!	Another	blow	hit	Joe	in	the	abdomen	and	he	fell	to	the	floor	again,

gasping	for	breath.
“Your	place	of	residence	has	officially	changed,	permanently!”	Hudich

laughed.
“Not	if	you	want	a	different	one.”		Joe	winced	as	he	regained	his	feet.
“What	are	you	talking	about?”
“A	chance	for	you	to	escape	this	place.”
“What	makes	you	think	I	want	to	leave?”
Joe	decided	not	to	answer.		He	wanted	Hudich	to	mull	over	the	possibility	of

being	free	from	Pekel.		The	desire	for	control	dominated	Hudich’s	thoughts	and
control	was	not	possible	here.		He	might	rule	Pekel,	but	Pekel	limited	his	power.

“I’m	listening,”	Hudich	said	after	a	few	moments.		“But	if	I	don’t	like	what	I
hear,	you’ll	be	staying,	forever.		And,	let	me	assure	you,	they’ll	be	the	worst	days
of	your	life.”

“Like	you	said,	I’m	an	old	man.”		Joe	let	a	long	pause	go	by	before	speaking
again.		He	could	feel	Hudich’s	impatience	growing	and	his	breath	quickening	in
anticipation.		“Your	followers	are	holding	someone	of	great	importance	to	me.”

“And?”
“They	want	to	trade	you	for	this	person.		They’ve	given	me	three	days	to

make	it	happen,	or	they	will	kill	my	friend.”
“Are	you	prepared	to	die	for	this	person?”
“Yes.”
“I	know	you,	and	you	are	not	telling	me	everything.		If	you	are	willing	to	die

for	your	friend,	you	have	more	conditions.”
“Yes,	where	is	my	pack?”		Joe	gasped	at	a	stab	of	pain	from	his	bruised	ribs.
Out	of	the	shadows	a	leg	and	then	another	became	visible.		Tiger-like	feet

with	sharp	claws	moved	into	the	faint	light,	as	Hudich	stepped	towards	the
table.		Then	a	long	muscular	arm	flashed	out	of	the	darkness	and	dumped	the
contents	of	Joe’s	pack	onto	the	table.		The	items	scattered	in	all	directions.

With	his	face	still	hidden	in	blackness,	Hudich	rummaged	through	the	items
as	if	he	didn’t	recognize	anything.		He	examined	the	gun	for	a	moment,	“I’ve
seen	this	object	before.”	

Joe	swallowed	the	lump	in	his	throat,	fearing	Hudich	might	know	what	it
was,	but	he	placed	it	back	on	the	table.		Hudich	held	up	the	collar	and	played



with	it	for	a	bit.		After	checking	the	other	things,	he	threw	the	pack	down	on	the
pile.		“What	do	you	want	with	this	stuff?”

“To	take	you	to	the	world	of	the	Zeenosees,	where	I	will	swap	you	for	my
friend.”

Hudich	melted	back	into	the	shadows.		His	harsh	breathing	filled	the	room
and	Joe	figured	he	was	pondering	the	idea.

“How	do	you	intend	to	do	this?”
“Among	my	things	is	a	collar	you	will	have	to	wear.”	Joe	approached	the

table.		“Once	the	switch	is	made	I	will	remove	it.”
“What	does	this	collar	do?”
“It	will	render	you	unable	to	use	magic.”		Joe	jumped	to	the	point.		He	didn’t

have	anything	to	gain	by	trying	to	fool	Hudich.
“Why	would	I	submit	to	wearing	your	collar,	old	man?”
Joe	detected	the	threat	in	Hudich’s	voice.		He	was	not	someone	to	toy	with,

and	he	was	dangerous,	even	without	the	full	use	of	magic.		“These	are	my
terms.		You	will	wear	the	collar,	and	I	will	transport	you	to	the	land	of	the
Zeenosees.		The	collar	will	ensure	you	will	behave	yourself	during	our	journey.	
Once	we	make	the	trade,	I	will	free	you.”		Joe	paused	to	get	a	feel	for	Hudich’s
reaction.		“To	show	you	how	serious	I	am,	I	let	you	capture	me.		I’m	willing	to
be	your	prisoner	until	I	die,	if	you	don’t	want	your	freedom.”

“You	have	three	days	to	make	the	trade?”
“Yes,	after	that	you	will	be	stuck	here,	forever!		And,	as	you	so	eagerly

pointed	out,	you	will	live	a	lot	longer	than	I.”
Hudich	leapt	toward	the	table.		One	hand	held	Joe’s	pack	open	below	the

edge	of	the	table	as	the	other	swept	the	objects	off	and	into	the	pack.		“I’ll	keep
this	for	a	while.”		Hudich	spun	away	from	the	table	and	left	through	the	door	at
the	far	end	of	the	room.

After	the	door	closed,	Joe	let	out	a	sigh	of	relief.		He	went	to	one	of	the
chairs	and	sat	down.		He	twisted	and	rotated	his	hands	to	test	his	bands.		The
sharp	pain	in	his	wrists	told	him	the	ropes	were	tight.

He	wasn’t	comfortable	in	this	position.		Gritting	his	teeth	he	slid	his	hands
under	his	butt	and	to	the	back	of	his	knees.		Sweat	formed	on	his	forehead	as	he
battled	the	aches	in	his	wrists	and	ribs.		Exhaling	all	the	air	from	his	lungs,	he
pulled	one	of	his	knees	to	his	chest	and	slipped	his	hands	under	his	foot.		A	gasp
echoed	off	the	walls	as	he	moaned	against	the	stabbing	pain.		He	paused	for	a
moment	and	repeated	the	process,	bringing	both	hands	in	front	of	his	body.

He	wondered	how	long	he	would	have	to	wait.		Exhausted,	he	laid	his	head
on	the	table.		Before	he	could	fall	asleep,	the	door	at	the	far	end	of	the	room
swung	open	with	a	bang.		Joe	jerked	up,	staring	into	the	gloom.



Hudich	advanced	close	enough	that	his	body	was	visible	in	the	light,	but	his
head	remained	in	the	shadows.

“Have	you	made	a	decision?”	Joe	asked.
“Yes.		I	intend	to	find	out	how	serious	you	are	about	dying	for	your	friend.”
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“I	don’t	think	you	need	that.”		The	Sheriff	uttered	some	strange	words	as	the
clamp	over	Cindy’s	mouth	fell	to	the	floor	with	a	clank.

“Sheriff,”	Cindy	said	in	disbelief.		“How	did	you…?		What	are	you	doing
here?”

“Searching	for	you,	of	course.”		The	Sheriff’s	grin	spread	from	ear	to	ear.	
“It’s	lucky	I	found	you.	Who	knows	what	the	Zeenosees	had	in	store	for	you.	
They	love	to	make	sport	of	anything	or	anyone	they	catch.”

Seeing	a	familiar	face	offered	Cindy	some	relief,	even	if	it	was	an	unfriendly
person.		She	figured	it	meant	Grandpa	and	Max	knew	where	she	was.		“What	do
you	want	with	me?”

“To	keep	you	safe.		If	that	old	fool	Joe	does	what	he’s	told,	that	is	how	you’ll
stay.”

This	didn’t	sound	like	it	was	all	bad	news.		The	way	he	referred	to	Grandpa
indicated	he	probably	knew	where	she	was.

“I’ll	see	they	bring	you	food	and	water.”
	

###
	

“What	do	you	mean	he	knows	Cindy?”	Max	asked.	“He	can	talk?”
“I	wouldn’t	call	it	speaking,	more	like	communicating.”		Marko	touched	Ell’s

head.		After	another	few	minutes	he	removed	it.		“He	says	she	saved	his	life,
twice,	and	he	was	bringing	her	to	this	spot	when	she	was	captured.		He	came
here	hoping	someone	would	come	looking	for	her.”

“Can	he	help	us?”	Max	asked.



“Yes,	he	knows	where	she	is.”
Max	stepped	closer	to	Marko,	adrenalin	rushing	through	him.		He	couldn’t

imagine	how	Cindy	got	involved	with	this	hideous	creature.		“Can	I	talk	to
him?”

“Yes.		You	need	only	make	contact	with	him.”
Max	crept	towards	Ell.		His	hand	shook	as	he	placed	it	on	Ell’s	head.
Hello.		Ell	spoke	to	him.
Hello.		He	wanted	to	ask	more	about	Cindy,	but	his	mind	went	blank.
I’m	Ell.		What’s	your	name?
Max.		Max	pulled	his	hand	away.		It	was	weird	chatting	with	thoughts.		How

many	other	creatures	could	communicate	this	way?
Marko	put	his	hand	back	on	Ell’s	head.		When	he	removed	it,	Ell	took	off

into	the	jungle	and	they	followed.
	

###
	

Joe	didn’t	receive	any	further	visitors	during	the	night.		When	morning
arrived,	a	Trog	brought	a	tray	of	stale	bread	and	water.		Joe	would	have	preferred
the	food	in	his	pack,	but	to	keep	up	his	strength,	he	ate	what	they	gave	him.		He
tried	to	sleep	but	couldn’t,	the	floor	and	the	table	were	too	hard	for	his	comfort.

The	sun	shone	through	the	windows,	illuminating	the	entire	room,	allowing
Joe	to	inspect	his	prison.		He	didn’t	want	to	escape	yet,	but	if	his	plan	failed	he
might	have	to.

He	had	just	checked	the	windows	for	loose	panes	when	the	door	opened.	
Two	fully	armed	Trogs	entered	and	eyed	him	suspiciously.

“Come,”	one	ordered	in	a	guttural	voice.
They	waited	for	Joe	to	cross	the	room,	then	parted	for	him	to	pass	between

them.		The	Trogs	walked	behind	Joe,	barking	out	directions	as	they	went.		The
castle	was	a	massive	network	of	tunnels,	hallways,	and	staircases.		They	directed
him	under	an	archway	into	an	open	courtyard	with	balconies	set	all	around.

“Stay	here.”		They	cut	the	ropes	from	Joe’s	hands	with	a	knife	and	then
disappeared	through	the	open	archway.		The	instant	they	left,	a	gate	crashed	shut
blocking	the	way	back,	sealing	Joe	inside.

The	courtyard	had	gated	archways	at	both	ends	and	a	pair	of	wooden	doors
on	either	side.		A	torture	area	with	chains	and	racks	occupied	a	section	along	one
of	the	walls.		Wind-torn	and	sun-faded	cloth	awnings	covered	the	balconies
overlooking	the	small	arena.

Joe’s	wait	was	short.		Trogs	and	other	horrifying	monstrosities	began	piling
into	the	balconies.		Once	seated,	they	started	mocking	and	throwing	things	at



Joe.		He	didn’t	want	to	give	them	the	satisfaction	of	seeing	him	grow	angry,	so
he	remained	calm	and	motionless.		A	few	objects	made	contact	but	bounced	off
without	any	real	effect.

A	hushed	silence	fell	over	the	crowd	as	Hudich	arrived	and	sat	in	the	center
balcony.		The	shadow	cast	by	the	awning	kept	his	face	hidden.		At	one	time,	Joe
thought	light	caused	Hudich	physical	pain.		Later,	he	learned	that	Hudich	only
liked	his	victims	to	see	his	face	right	before	he	killed	them.

A	slew	of	Trogs	attended	to	Hudich’s	every	whim.		One	filled	his	glass	while
another,	a	runt,	wrote	down	his	orders	and	still	others	rushed	around	obeying	his
commands.

A	door	on	the	side	of	the	courtyard	opened	and	a	Trog	marched	in	with	Joe’s
pack.		He	proceeded	to	the	center	and	dumped	the	contents	on	the	ground.	
Everything	was	there:	the	gun,	the	collar,	the	water	skin,	the	food,	a	knife	and
other	items.		The	Trog	left,	and	the	door	closed	behind	him.

Joe	looked	at	the	items	and	then	at	Hudich.		He	couldn’t	fight	the	feeling	that
this	was	a	test.		He	wants	to	know	something.

The	runt	standing	next	to	Hudich	moved	to	the	edge	of	the	balcony.		“Lord
Hudich	has	decided	that	you	will	fight	the	Hark.”		This	brought	cheers	from	the
audience.		“Once	the	Hark	is	released,	you	may	use	anything	in	your	pack.		If
you	can	get	to	it.”		He	laughed	and	the	crowd	joined	him.		He	then	returned	to
Hudich’s	side.

Through	the	far	gate,	Joe	watched	several	Trogs	lead	in	the	Hark	with	chains
attached	to	long	poles.		A	fearsome,	muscular	beast	that	could	walk	on	two	legs
or	four,	it	had	tough,	leathery,	tan	skin	with	red	stripes	running	across	its	back.	
Each	finger	and	toe	had	a	long	razor-sharp	claw.		Its	claws	were	not	as	big	as	the
fangs	protruding	below	the	upper	lip.		A	crocodile-like	snout	separated	its	green
eyes	and	wide	pointy	ears.

They	guided	the	Hark	under	the	gate,	and	it	let	out	a	cry	that	chilled	Joe’s
blood.		A	cheer	from	the	crowd	followed.

Another	group	of	Trogs	hustled	in	carrying	pikes	and	surrounded	the	Hark.	
The	ones	escorting	the	beast	pulled	a	lever	on	their	poles,	which	released	the
beast.		The	Hark	attacked	its	escorts,	but	those	with	the	pikes	kept	it	away	from
them.

A	couple	of	times,	the	Hark	threw	itself	onto	the	tip	of	a	pike.		The	pain
enraged	it	more	as	it	bit	and	ripped	at	the	guards.

Joe	gazed	at	the	scene	and	wondered	if	he	should	start	inching	towards	his
backpack,	knowing	he	couldn’t	beat	the	Hark	to	it.		Then	a	voice	inside	his	head
warned	him.		This	is	a	test.	It	isn’t	about	dying	for	Cindy.

Joe	noticed	the	runt	and	Hudich	discussing	something.		Then,	the	runt



walked	to	the	front	of	the	balcony	again.		“Release	the	Hark.”		The	crowd
celebrated	as	the	guards	backed	away.

The	Hark	raced	towards	Joe	at	a	blinding	rate.		Joe	stood	motionless.		He
could	see	the	Hark’s	fierce	eyes.		As	it	drew	near,	it	uttered	a	call	that	drowned
out	the	noise	of	the	crowd.

Joe	waited	until	the	Hark	was	about	to	leap.		“Izginem	se.”		He	disappeared
and	dove	to	the	side.		The	Hark	slammed	into	the	gate,	thrashing	and	tearing	at
the	air	with	vicious	force	where	Joe	had	been.

Joe	jogged	along	the	wall.		He	knew	he	wouldn’t	be	able	to	stay	invisible	for
long.		On	his	previous	visits	to	Pekel,	he	discovered	he	could	use	the	invisibility
spell	for	short	periods.		He	figured	it	was	because	magic	was	in	him	and	the	spell
worked	on	him	only.		The	drawback	was,	in	Pekel,	he	couldn’t	make	it	last.

His	backpack	lay	where	the	Trog	dropped	it,	but	he	decided	to	avoid	it.		Soon
his	hands	became	visible.		Behind	him,	the	Hark	howled	as	it	spotted	him.

The	Hark	scattered	dirt	and	rocks	as	it	sprinted	after	Joe.		Before	it	reached
him,	Joe	uttered	the	spell	again.		He	didn’t	know	how	long	he	could	maintain
this	game	of	hide	and	seek.		The	more	energy	he	used	the	harder	it	would	be	to
stay	invisible.		He	dashed	towards	the	guards	with	the	pikes.		About	three-
fourths	of	the	way	there,	his	spell	lost	power.		As	before,	the	Hark	let	out	a
blood-curdling	roar	and	rushed	him.

Joe’s	heart	pounded	and	his	breath	came	in	labored	gulps.		His	muscles
screamed	for	him	to	stop,	and	sweat	streamed	down	his	forehead.		This	time	the
Hark	didn’t	leap	but	charged	straight	ahead.		Between	the	Hark’s	new	strategy
and	his	own	hard	breathing,	Joe	struggled	to	cast	the	spell.		He	didn’t	clear	the
Hark’s	outstretched	claws	and	one	tore	the	back	of	his	arm,	spinning	him	in	a
circle.		Joe	tried	to	keep	his	footing,	but	went	down.

The	Hark	slashed	and	chomped	at	the	empty	air.		It	was	only	seconds	before
the	Hark	located	its	prey.		Joe	lay	only	feet	away.		The	Hark	crept	to	its	victim
and	let	out	a	wicked	howl	as	if	declaring	victory	and	that	its	prey	couldn’t	escape
this	time.

“Nehaj,”	Hudich	called	and	the	Hark	froze	in	its	tracks.		Time	stopped	and
the	crowd	fell	silent.

The	guards	hurried	into	the	courtyard	and	surrounded	the	Hark	with	their
pikes	at	the	ready.		Joe	looked	up	to	see	Hudich	standing	with	his	hands
extended.		A	guard	grabbed	Joe	by	the	back	of	the	shirt	and	dragged	him	away	as
the	Hark	regained	its	motor	functions	and	attacked	its	captors.

“Take	him	to	his	room,”	Hudich	commanded	and	the	Trog	yanked	Joe	to	his
feet.

Another	Trog	joined	the	first	and	they	escorted	Joe	out	of	the			courtyard.		As



they	went	under	the	archway,	the	crowd	booed	and	threw	rocks	and	rotten	fruit.	
Joe	slid	his	hand	over	the	back	of	his	arm.		Blood	soaked	through	the	sleeve	of
his	shirt.		He	touched	his	fingers	to	the	wound	and	discovered	a	deep	gash,	about
three	inches	in	length.

“Can	I	get	something	for	my	wound?”	Joe	asked,	but	a	harsh	grunt	was	the
only	response.

Joe	couldn’t	tell	if	they	followed	the	same	route	back	to	his	room.		The	size
of	the	castle	made	it	impossible	to	remember	the	directions	they	were	taking.	
When	they	arrived,	the	Trogs	opened	the	door	and	let	him	enter.		Joe	was
thankful	they	didn’t	shove	him	in.

Joe	went	to	a	window	and	cautiously	rolled	up	his	sleeve.		He	used	the
window	as	a	mirror	to	inspect	his	wound.		He	tore	off	a	piece	of	his	shirt	to	use
as	a	bandage,	when	the	second	door	opened.

Hudich	entered	and	walked	to	the	table.		He	dropped	Joe’s	pack	onto	it	and
quickly	stepped	back	into	the	shadows.		Joe	got	a	brief	glimpse	of	Hudich’s
face.		He	had	solid	red	eyes	like	an	albino	rat	and	his	skin,	black	as	night,	clung
to	his	skull	like	stretched	plastic.		It	resembled	a	black	skull	with	fangs	hanging
below	his	lip	line.

“Why	are	you	here?”	Hudich’s	voice	carried	a	curious	note.
“I	told	you.		I’m	here	to	take	you	to	the	land	of	the	Zeenosees	and	trade	you

for	my	friend.”
“And	who	is	this	friend?”
“No	one	you	know.”
“Why	the	land	of	the	Zeenosees,	old	man?”	Hudich’s	voice	rose.		“That

doesn’t	sound	like	something	you	planned.”
“It	wasn’t.		My	friend	was	captured	by	your	followers.”
Hudich	remained	in	the	shadows	without	speaking.		Joe	could	hear	him

breathing	but	otherwise	he	made	no	movement.		“You	may	have	your	things,”
Hudich	broke	the	silence	and	then	left	the	room.

Joe	took	his	pack	and	found	the	first	aid	items	he	always	carried.		He	cleaned
and	dressed	his	wound	before	eating	some	fruit,	a	granola	bar,	and	drinking	his
water.

After	his	meal,	he	tried	to	rest.		In	the	past	few	days	he	had	slept	little,	and
felt	groggy.		He	found	a	somewhat	comfortable	spot	on	the	floor	in	the	corner.		It
wasn’t	long	until	his	exhaustion	gave	way	to	sleep.

A	violent	shake	woke	him.		In	the	faint	light,	Hudich	towered	over	him.		His
surprise	caused	him	to	flinch	as	a	hand	clamped	over	his	mouth.

“Shh.”		Hudich	held	a	finger	to	his	lips.		“You	can	swap	me	for	your	friend,
old	man,	but	you	have	to	do	what	I	say	until	we	are	out	of	here.”



Joe	nodded.		The	situation	in	Pekel	must	be	a	lot	different	for	Hudich	to	be
sneaking	around.		He	wondered	how	long	he	had	been	out.		Only	torchlight
filtered	through	the	windows,	which	told	him	he	had	slept	the	entire	afternoon.

Hudich	released	Joe’s	mouth	and	handed	him	a	black	cloak.		“Put	this	on.		It
should	help	hide	you	in	the	dark.”

Joe	climbed	to	his	feet.		He	stretched	to	ease	the	stiffness	in	his	legs.		As	Joe
put	the	cloak	on,	Hudich	acted	nervous	as	he	checked	the	doors.		Joe	slung	his
pack	over	his	shoulder	and	winced	as	his	wound	protested.		“Ready.”

Hudich	led	him	to	the	door	where	he	paused	and	pressed	an	ear	to	it.		“Wait
here,”	he	whispered,	and	then	left,	closing	the	door	behind	him.

Joe	didn’t	wait	long	before	the	door	reopened	and	Hudich’s	head	appeared.	
“Come.”

Joe	followed	Hudich	down	a	torch-lit	hallway.		They	made	several	turns	and
paused	multiple	times	to	listen.		Joe	had	never	seen	Hudich	anxious.		He	sensed
Hudich	was	afraid.		The	Hudich	he	had	known	always	carried	himself	with
disdainful	arrogance.		Now	he	was	creeping	around	like	a	mouse	avoiding	a	cat.

After	slinking	down	more	corridors,	Hudich	snatched	a	torch	from	a	wall
bracket	and	opened	a	door	to	his	left.		They	entered	a	wide	dark	hallway	and
Hudich	closed	the	door	behind	them.		The	path	ran	straight	ahead	for	a	short
distance	and	then	turned	downward	into	a	steep	stairway.

The	sharp	angle	of	the	staircase	forced	Joe	to	use	the	handrails	to	keep	his
balance.		Hudich	descended	the	stairs	with	ease.		He	never	verified	whether	Joe
was	still	there	or	not.

“Where	are	we	going?”		Joe’s	whisper	echoed	off	the	walls.
Hudich	glanced	over	his	shoulder	and	shot	Joe	an	angry	look	and	put	a	finger

to	his	lips,	warning	him	to	remain	silent.
They	continued	their	downward	climb.		When	the	stairs	ended,	the	ground

was	no	longer	stone,	but	hard	soil,	with	pools	of	water	on	its	pot-holed	surface.	
Water	dripped	from	the	walls	and	ceiling,	and	moss	grew	on	every	surface	like	a
green	fuzzy	rug.

They	tramped	along,	stepping	in	puddles.		Hudich	halted	once	and	cocked	his
head	to	the	side	but	Joe	couldn’t	hear	anything	above	all	the	splashes.

“Are	we	under	the	river?”	Joe	ventured.
“Yes,	this	tunnel	leads	to	a	cave	on	the	hillside	north	of	the	castle.”
Joe	didn’t	know	why	Hudich	answered	now,	when	he	wouldn’t	on	the	stairs,

but	he	was	dying	to	ask	more	questions.		“Why	all	this	sneaking	around?”
“I	need	tell	you	nothing,	old	man.”
Joe	didn’t	push	Hudich	further.		Right	now,	he	was	willing	to	go	with	him.	

He	might	change	his	mind,	or	try	to	kill	Joe	if	he	continued	to	pester	him.		He



remembered	that	Hudich	had	to	put	on	the	collar	before	going	through	the
gateway.		This	was	an	important	piece	of	the	plan.		“What	about	the	collar?”		He
didn’t	want	to	annoy	Hudich,	but	he	didn’t	want	him	to	forget	about	it	either.

“That	can	wait.”		The	irritation	in	Hudich’s	voice	rose.		“We	might	have	to
fight	before	we	get	out	of	here,	and	I	will	require	what	little	magic	I	possess.”

Joe	couldn’t	stop	himself.		“Who	will	we	have	to	fight?”
“The	Trogs.		They	will	not	willingly	let	me	leave.”
Joe	tried	to	consider	how	Lord	Hudich	had	become	the	prey	of	his	own

army.		Maybe	the	Hudich	he	had	once	known	wasn’t	as	powerful	as	his	enemies
thought.

Before	he	could	ask	another	question,	they	reached	the	stairs	on	the	other
side	of	the	river	and	started	up.		These	were	worse	than	the	first.		There	weren’t
any	railings,	and	the	steps	were	steeper	and	broken	in	several	places.		Hudich
climbed	without	any	problems	but	he	had	to	wait	for	Joe	several	times.		Joe
crawled	on	his	hands	and	knees	so	he	wouldn’t	fall	backwards.

When	they	reached	the	top	there	was	a	round	stone	door.		Hudich
extinguished	the	torch	and	they	stood	in	the	dark	while	Hudich	listened.

“The	Trogs	have	crossed	the	river.		They	don’t	know	about	this	tunnel.”
“Why	is	your	army	after	you?”
“Do	not	test	my	patience.”		Hudich	threatened,	and	Joe	let	it	go.
A	latch	click	echoed	off	the	walls	and	Hudich	pushed	open	the	stone	door.	

Moonlight	and	starlight	flooded	in	creating	a	gray	landscape.		Hudich	led	Joe	out
of	the	tunnel.		They	were	on	a	hillside	above	the	valley	floor,	which	appeared	to
be	full	of	fireflies	flickering	everywhere	as	the	Trogs	searched	by	torchlight.	
Several	Trogs	scanned	the	base	of	the	hill	and	scampered	in	their	direction.

“Where	to,	old	man?”	Hudich	whispered.
“Up,	and	to	the	South.”		Joe	pointed.
They	began	ascending	the	hill.		To	avoid	unfriendly	eyes,	they	both	remained

hunched	over	as	they	shuffled	along.		Joe	glanced	over	his	shoulder	and	saw
Trogs	coming	up	the	hill.

Keeping	up	with	Hudich	was	difficult.		He	struggled	to	breathe	and	perspired
heavily.		He	hadn’t	exercised	much	over	the	last	couple	of	years,	and	age	was
catching	up	with	him.		Joe	took	out	his	communicator	and	adjusted	the	dials.

“What	are	you	doing?”	Hudich	growled,	as	Joe	slowed	to	use	the	device.
“I’m	telling	my	friends	to	turn	on	the	gateway.		I	think	it	wise	to	have	it	open

when	we	get	there.”
Just	as	they	reached	the	top	of	the	hill,	the	Trogs	spotted	them.		Shouts	of

excitement	rolled	like	a	tidal	wave	through	the	searchers,	as	they	began	heading
in	their	direction.		Joe	and	Hudich	started	running	at	full	speed.		Joe	tripped	and



went	down	several	times,	and	in	each	instance	Hudich	picked	him	up.
By	the	noise	from	their	pursuers,	they	were	losing	ground	and	the				gateway

was	still	some	distance	away.		He	didn’t	know	how	long	he	could	maintain	this
pace.		In	mid-stride,	he	removed	his	pack	and	fished	around	for	the	gun.		He
would	need	it	for	their	escape.		He	shoved	the	gun	in	his	pocket,	and	swung	the
pack	onto	his	shoulder.

“How	much	farther?”	Hudich	asked.
“About	a	quarter	mile.”		Joe	gasped	for	air.
After	several	more	minutes	they	reached	the	trees	and	then	the	road.		The

trees	didn’t	conceal	them	for	long,	as	the	gap	between	them	and	the	Trogs	was
shrinking.		The	whole	area	behind	them	flashed	with	lights	and	echoed	with
harsh	yells	as	the	army	continued	the	chase.

Suddenly,	a	line	of	torches	spread	out	in	front	of	them	as	Joe	waved	the
crystal	around.		He	didn’t	know	if	the	gateway	wasn’t	open	or	if	all	the
approaching	torches	were	making	it	difficult	to	locate.		He	retrieved	the
communicator	from	his	pocket,	it	was	flashing;	Yelka	had	received	his	message.	
“We	need	to	stop.		I	can’t	find	the	gateway	like	this.”

“If	we	stop,	we’re	dead,”	Hudich	growled	over	his	shoulder.		“They	know
my	magic	is	limited,	and	they	will	tear	us	apart.”

Joe	was	losing	energy	fast	and	stopped.		Hudich	noticed	Joe	was	no	longer
tailing	him	and	whirled	around.		“What	are	you	doing,	you	old	fool?”

Joe	ignored	him	and	continued	using	the	crystal.		He	spotted	the	gateway	and
knew	they	couldn’t	reach	it	before	the	Trogs	overtook	them.

“It’s	that	way	about	fifty	yards.”	Joe	signaled	the	direction	of	the	gateway.	
He	pulled	the	gun	out	of	his	pocket	as	he	jogged	forward.		Hudich	let	him	pass.

“Hudich,”	called	a	Trog	from	the	army,	which	had	them	surrounded.
Joe	and	Hudich	halted	as	a	gigantic	Trog	pushed	his	way	into	the	circle.
“Where	you	go,	Hudich?”	the	monster	asked	in	his	guttural	voice.
Hudich	looked	like	a	cornered	animal	ready	to	strike.		Joe	gave	him	a	chance

to	respond,	but	when	Hudich	didn’t	speak	he	stepped	forward.		“He’s	coming
with	me.”

The	head	Trog	eyed	Joe	and	then	howled	with	laughter,	which	caused	the
entire	army	to	burst	out	as	well.		“You	have	no	say	here,	old	man.”

Joe	moved	closer,	pointing	the	gun	at	the	Trog’s	head.		“This			weapon	will
kill	you	before	you	know	it.”

Again,	the	army	laughed.		“You	be	one	who	dies	and	Hudich	will	return	to
castle.”

Joe	aimed	at	the	shield	the	Trog	carried	and	squeezed	the	trigger.		There	was
a	flash	of	light	and	the	blast	tore	the	shield	away	with	such	force	it	knocked	over



several	soldiers	behind	him.		The	rest	of	the	army	retreated	several	yards
backward.

“Now,	if	you	don’t	mind,	we’ll	be	going.”		Joe	pointed	the	gun	at	the	gigantic
Trog’s	chest.		“So	back	up.”		He	fired	a	shot	at	a	nearby	tree,	shattering	it	into	a
hail	of	sparks	and	splinters.		Then	he	returned	his	aim	to	the	Trog.

The	Trogs	backed	up	even	more	as	Joe	went	to	Hudich.		“On	your	knees.”	
He	ordered.

Hudich	knelt	with	a	surprised	expression	on	his	face.		Joe	kept	swinging	the
gun	in	all	directions,	which	caused	the	Trogs	to	spread	out	farther.

“Take	off	your	hood	and	hold	out	your	hands,”	Joe	commanded.
Hudich,	who	still	looked	shocked,	obeyed.		Joe	dropped	his	pack	in	Hudich’s

outstretched	arms	and,	while	holding	the	gun	with	one	hand,	he	retrieved	the
collar	from	the	pack	with	the	other.		He	got	behind	Hudich	and	fastened	the
collar	around	his	neck.		He	dug	the	key	out	of	his	pocket	and	locked	it	in	place.

“Get	up.”		Joe	placed	the	key	back	in	his	coat	and	then	used	the	crystal	to
relocate	the	gateway.		The	flash	showed	it	fifteen	yards	to	his	right,	within	the
midst	of	the	Trogs.		He	continued	waving	the	gun	around	to	keep	them	back.

“You	think—”	the	main	Trog	started	to	speak	when	Joe	leveled	the	gun	at	his
feet	and	fired	again.		The	ground	erupted,	throwing	dirt,	grass	and	rocks	through
the	air.		The	force	of	the	blast	slammed	the	main	Trog	to	the	ground	and	those
behind	him	raised	their	shields	to	protect	themselves	from	flying	debris.

“I	think	what?”		Joe	had	to	show	he	was	in	charge.
Hudich	acted	surprised	at	the	situation.		“I’ll	bet	you	thought	you	were	going

back	to	the	castle,”	Joe	said	in	a	hushed	voice,	so	only	Hudich	could	hear.
Joe	noticed	the	Trogs	had	back-pedaled	several	more	feet.		He	still	needed

them	to	retreat	another	twenty	yards.		He	didn’t	have	much	time.		In	a	rush,	he
and	Hudich	wouldn’t	stand	a	chance.		The	gun	would	only	take	out	three,	maybe
four	Trogs	before	they	would	overpower	him.

“The	gateway	is	to	our	right	about	fifteen	yards,”	Joe	continued	whispering.	
“We	need	them	to	back	up.		Then	we	will	have	the	element	of	surprise	because
they	don’t	know	it’s	there.”

“What’s	your	plan?”
“I	have	an	idea.		No	matter	what	I	do,	keep	sliding	to	the	right.		When	you

get	close	enough,	we’ll	leave.”		He	glanced	at	Hudich,	who	gave	a	slight	nod,
and	then	wheeled	around,	aiming	the	gun	at	the	group	of	soldiers	to	his	right.	
“You,”	he	shouted,	singling	out	one	at	the	front.		“What	are	you	staring	at?”		He
stormed	in	his	direction.

The	crowd	of	Trogs	in	his	path	tripped	over	each	other	trying	to	scramble	out
of	his	way.		The	one	Joe	approached	stuttered,	“Nu-nu-nuthin.”



When	Joe	was	only	feet	from	the	pile	of	Trogs,	he	turned	to	his	left.		This
time	he	fired	a	shot	in	front	of	several	he	had	selected,	blasting	dirt	over	the
whole	crowd.		“I	told	you	I’m	taking	him	and	I	won’t	have	any	interference.”	
He	headed	towards	them.		The	group	stumbled	as	they	fled	from	the	crazy	old
man.

Joe	worked	the	whole	army,	ranting	and	raving	about	apparent	looks	they
were	giving	him.		When	he	moved	towards	one	side	of	the	circle,	the	entire	army
retreated.		Hudich	continued	creeping	towards	the	gateway.

After	Joe’s	last	outburst	and	having	shot	the	gun,	he	marched	back	towards
Hudich.		With	the	crystal	out,	he	floated	his	hand	through	the	air	and	located	the
gateway.		Hudich	was	only	feet	from	it	and	could	reach	it	before	the	army
grabbed	him.

“Enough,”	shouted	the	head	Trog,	causing	Joe	to	spin	towards	him.		“I	no
think	you	can	kill	us	all.”

Joe	focused	the	sights	straight	at	him	but	continued	walking	towards
Hudich.		“No,	but	I	can	kill	you.”

“We	see,”	the	Trog	said,	as	Joe	reached	Hudich.
“He	is	going	to	attack,”	Hudich	whispered.
“Yes,”	Joe	agreed.		“It	is	two	feet	to	your	right.		When	I	fire	the	next	shot—

follow	me.”
Joe	targeted	the	gigantic	Trog	and	then	he	lowered	the	gun	and	jerked	the

trigger.		As	the	Trogs	flinched,	Joe	bolted	past	Hudich	and	dove	into	the
gateway.		Hudich	sprang	after	him.

	
	
	
	

17
	
	

The	Surprise
	
	

Mouth	hanging	open,	Yelka	stared	at	Hudich,	who	stood	only	feet	from	her.	
She	backed	up	until	she	bumped	into	the	gateway	console.

"Shut	off	the	gateway."	Joe	ordered.
Yelka	snapped	to.		She	had	trouble	closing	the	gateway	while	fumbling	with

the	controls	and	eyeing	Hudich	at	the	same	time.



Hudich,	aware	of	her	inspection	of	him,	covered	his	head	with	his	hood.	
"That	was	very	cunning.		I	can	always	count	on	you	to	be	clever,	old	man."

"Got	you	out	of	there,	didn’t	it?"
"You	must	be	Yelka,"	Hudich	soothed	disarmingly.
Yelka	gazed	without	responding.
"Have	you	notified	Marko?"	Joe	asked.
"Yes,	he	told	me	to	have	you	go	northwest	at	this	bearing.”		She	gave	Joe	a

piece	of	paper.		"He	said	he	would	wait	for	you."
"Good.”		Joe	handed	her	the	gun.		"Keep	an	eye	on	him	while	I	take	care	of

some	things.”		Joe	left	the	third	floor	and	hurried	to	the	kitchen	to	get	more	food
and	to	fill	his	water	skin.		He	was	about	to	return	upstairs	when	a	scream	filled
the	house	followed	by	a	heavy	thud.		Pack	in	hand,	he	bolted	upstairs.		Hudich
knelt	on	the	floor	struggling	for	breath.

"I	told	you	that	collar	would	keep	you	from	using	magic.”		Joe	shook	his
head.		"Though	I	can’t	blame	you	for	trying."

"As	I	said,”	Hudich	climbed	to	his	feet,	“you	are	clever.		Like	the	game	you
played	in	the	courtyard.		How	did	you	know	I	wouldn’t	let	anything	happen	to
you?"

“I	figured	you	wanted	to	leave,	but	you	also	suspected	I	had	something	up
my	sleeve.		I	hoped	your	desire	to	escape	was	strong	enough	I	wouldn’t	have	to
reveal	all	my	cards.		I	didn’t	realize	you	were	not	only	a	prisoner	to	Pekel	but
also	to	the	Trogs."

"Yes,"	Hudich	spat.
"They	wanted	you	alive.		They	needed	you?"
"Yes,	to	remain	in	power.”
"And	what	does	that	mean?”		Joe	raised	his	eyebrows.
"For	the	same	reason	you	put	me	there,	I	had	become	a	prisoner.		With	me

leading	them,	the	Trogs	gained	control.			The	magic	I	could	do	frightened	their
enemies	into	submission.		They	soon	realized	there	were	limits	to	my	powers,
and	their	fear	of	me	diminished	over	time.		Individually	they	were	terrified,	but
collectively	they	knew	they	could	kill	me.		They	needed	me	to	give	the	illusion
to	their	enemies	I	was	strong	and	in	control.		When	their	enemies	discover	I’m
gone,	the	war	for	Pekel	will	begin."

"Now	I	understand.”		Joe	moved	to	Yelka.
"Everything	is	ready.”		Yelka	returned	the	gun	to	Joe.
Joe	slipped	Yelka	the	key	to	the	collar.		"Keep	this	safe,"	he	whispered	in	her

ear.		"I	will	send	new	coordinates	for	the	gateway,	so	we	can	make	a	quick	exit."
Yelka	slid	the	key	into	her	pocket	and	went	back	to	the	control	panel.		She

turned	on	the	force	field	and	then	the	gateway.		"Be	careful."



As	the	mirror	transformed	into	its	usual	ball	of	light,	Joe	pointed	the	gun	at
Hudich,	"After	you."

Hudich	stepped	through	the	gateway	and	Joe	followed.
	

###
	

Cindy	had	sat	unattended	in	her	cage	for	awhile,	when	two	Zeenosees
showed	up	driving	a	hovering	machine	with	an	extendable	arm.		The	arm	lifted
her	cage	off	the	ground	and	carried	it	away.

The	complex	inside	the	mountain	was	vast.		They	passed	hundreds	of	glass
rooms	full	of	Zeenosees	performing	various	activities.		Some	appeared	to	be
doing	data	processing,	others	gathered	in	what	looked	like	business	planning	or
training	meetings,	and	still	more	busied	themselves	in	military	supply	rooms.	
Smaller	hovercrafts	sped	everywhere.		Cindy’s	transport	arrived	in	a	stadium-
sized	cavern	with	a	ceiling	several	hundred	feet	above	her.

The	hovercraft	glided	towards	the	far	side	of	the	cavern,	where	all	sorts	of
creatures	sat	on	isolated	platforms	that	protruded	from	the	face	of	the	cavern
wall.		A	bottomless	pit	separated	the	platforms	from	each	other	and	from	the
main	cavern.		The	craft	slowed	down	as	it	approached	the	edge	and	stopped	in
front	of	a	narrow	unoccupied	platform.

Standing	on	the	main	cavern	floor	in	front	of	each	platform	was	a	small
control	panel.		They	resembled	parking	meters	standing	along	the	edge	of	the
main	cliff.		Some	platforms	were	larger	than	others,	and	the	width	of	the	pit	that
separated	them	varied	as	well.

The	Zeenosees	lowered	Cindy’s	cage	with	one	of	its	ends	hanging	over	the
drop-off.		One	Zeenosee	climbed	on	top	of	her	cage	and	opened	an	end	door
over	the	drop-off.		Cindy	hated	heights,	and	panic	locked	her	muscles	in	place.	
She	hoped	they	weren’t	going	to	make	her	leap	to	her	death.

The	other	Zeenosee	moved	to	the	nearest	control	panel.		He	pushed	a	button
and	a	ramp	shot	out	of	the	cavern	floor	under	Cindy’s	cage	and	extended	to	a
platform,	making	a	bridge	between	the	platform	and	the	main	cavern.		The
Zeenosee	on	top	of	the	cage	hopped	down.		He	disappeared	behind	the
hovercraft	and	returned	with	one	of	the	spears	Cindy	had	seen	them	use	on	Ell.

The	Zeenosee	next	to	the	panel	spoke	to	her	but	his	words	were	nonsense.	
He	then	said	something	to	the	Zeenosee	at	the	back	of	the	cage,	who	stretched
out	the	spear	and	touched	Cindy’s	shoulder.		There	was	a	flash	of	blue	light	and
a	pop.		A	sharp	stab	of	pain	rushed	through	her	arm	and	she	let	out	a	scream.	
She	leapt	to	her	feet,	rubbing	her	shoulder.		The	Zeenosee	was	jabbering	again
and	motioned	with	his	hand	towards	the	bridge.		Cindy	hesitated	when	another



shot	of	pain	wracked	her	body,	this	time	on	her	backside,	causing	her	eyes	to	tear
up.		She	didn’t	want	to	get	shocked	again	and	hustled	to	the	ramp.

Cindy	was	about	to	hurry	across	the	ramp,	when	the	depth	of	the	drop-off
overwhelmed	her.		No	bottom!		The	cliff	walls	were	not	only	steep,	but	they
were	smooth	as	glass.		She	didn’t	want	to	cross,	but	out	of	the	corner	of	her	eye
she	spotted	the	Zeenosee	about	to	hit	her	again,	so	she	ran	the	distance	at	a
sprint.		When	she	reached	the	platform	she	continued	all	the	way	to	the	wall	as
traversing	the	bottomless	pit	had	left	her	shaken.

The	Zeenosees	withdrew	the	bridge	and	then	sped	away	in	the			hovercraft.
After	calming	her	nerves,	she	explored	her	narrow	platform.		She	counted	a

distance	of	about	twenty	feet	running	along	the	side	of	the	mountain,	which	was
so	smooth	Cindy	decided	it	must	be	man-made,	or	Zeenosee-made.		She	then
measured	another	twenty	feet	from	the	mountainside	to	the	edge	of	the	cliff.	
Lying	on	her	stomach,	she	tried	to	find	the	bottom	of	the	drop-off	without
success.

All	the	creatures	to	her	left	stared	at	her.		"I	know,”	she	told	them.		“You
haven’t	seen	anything	like	me	before."

	
###
	

Ell	led	Marko	and	Max	to	the	edge	of	a	large	Zeenosee	city.		The	only	thing
that	broke	up	the	never-ending	metropolis	was	a	mountain	in	the	center.		Marko
and	Max	built	a	blind,	just	as	they	had	done	in	Mir,	except	this	one	was	large
enough	to	conceal	Ell	along	with	them.

After	the	hiding	place	was	finished,	Marko	went	into	the	city	to	gather
information.		He	returned	as	the	sun	set.		Marko	carried	a	small	animal	carcass
the	size	of	a	cat,	which	he	tossed	to	Ell,	and	then	sat	down	with	his	back	against
a	tree.

Max	wondered	what	had	possessed	Cindy	to	help	this	hideous	creature,	but
noting	his	razor	sharp	teeth	made	Max	glad	Ell	was	on	their	side.

"She	is	definitely	here,"	Marko	said.		"There	is	much	talk	of	the	new	creature
being	held	in	the	city."

"You’re	sure	it’s	Cindy?"
"Yes,	I	spoke	to	a	Zeenosee	who	had	seen	her.		He	said	she	is	in	the	heart	of

that	mountain."
Ell	stared	at	them	with	his	head	cocked	to	the	side	as	if	he	had	something	to

say,	so	Max	walked	to	him	and	placed	his	hand	on	Ell’s	back.
"He	says	they	use	the	prisoners	for	blood	sport,"	Max	informed	Marko.
"That	is	not	their	plan	for	Cindy.		They	want	to	trade	her	for	Hudich."



The	three	companions	ate	a	cold	meal	in	silence.		An	hour	later	Marko’s
communicator	began	flashing,	and	he	read	Yelka’s	message.		"Your	grandfather
is	on	his	way,"	he	said.		“Why	don’t	you	get	some	sleep	while	I	wait	for	him.”

Max’s	body	was	heavy	with	exhaustion	and	he	didn’t	have	any	trouble	taking
Marko’s	advice.

	
###
	

Max	awoke	the	next	morning	to	find	that	Grandpa	had	arrived	with	his
prisoner.		Hudich	rested	against	a	tree	with	his	hood	concealing	his	face.	
Grandpa	and	Marko	were	discussing	something	in	hushed	voices.		Ell	watched
them	as	he	lay	against	the	blind.		His	lowered	head	and	twitching	ears	indicated
he	was	frightened.

As	Max	climbed	to	his	feet,	he	noticed	Hudich	observing	him.		He	couldn’t
see	his	face,	but	he	could	feel	Hudich’s	eyes	boring	into	him.		He	joined
Grandpa	and	Marko,	both	for	safety	and	to	learn	what	was	happening.		They
didn’t	see	him	right	away,	but	continued	their	conversation,	which	involved
Marko	carrying	a	message	into	the	city.

"We	want	the	exchange	to	take	place	here.”		Grandpa	spotted	Max	standing
next	to	them.		"Morning,	Max."

"Morning,"	Max	replied.		"What’s	going	on?"
"Marko	is	going	to	deliver	a	message	that	says	we’ll	make	the	trade	here,

outside	the	city.		And	only	Alan	and	one	driver	should	come	with	Cindy	to	make
the	swap."

"Do	you	think	they’ll	agree?"	Max	asked.
"Yes,	they	want	Hudich."
"We	were	also	deciding	on	the	time	of	day	when	the	switch	should	take

place,"	Marko	said.		"I	believe	it	should	be	at	dusk	when	visibility	is	low."
Grandpa	appeared	to	ponder	Marko’s	statement.		"That	means	it	is	poor	for

us	too."
"We	will	have	time	to	study	the	layout,"	Marko	added.
Grandpa	nodded.		"Excuse	me,	Marko.		I	want	to	speak	to	Max,	alone."
Marko	wandered	back	to	where	Hudich	was	sitting.
"Interesting	friend	Cindy	made.”		Grandpa	motioned	towards	Ell.
"Yes.”		Max	told	Grandpa	about	Ell	and	how	he	had	helped	Cindy.		He	also

explained	how	Ell	wished	to	travel	to	another	world.		“Can	we	help	him?"
"I	think	so.		Now,	I	know	you’re	here	to	help	Cindy,	but	I	don’t	want	you

around	during	the	exchange.”
Max	tried	to	protest	but	Grandpa	held	up	a	finger	to	silence	him.		“We	can’t



afford	to	give	them	any	more	hostages.”		Grandpa	pulled	out	his	communicator
and	entered	some	information.

Marko	positioned	himself	where	he	could	keep	watch.	Ell	remained	as	close
to	the	blind	as	possible,	sniffing	the	air	every	once	in	awhile.

"There.		I	had	Yelka	move	the	gateway	between	those	two	trees.”		Grandpa
pointed	to	an	area	a	short	distance	away.		"You	and	Ell	can	use	the	trees	by	the
gateway	for	cover.		If	there	is	any	trouble,	you	are	to	leave.		Yelka	will	turn	it	on
before	they	arrive."

Again,	Max	started	to	object,	but	Grandpa	waved	his	hands	and	shook	his
head	to	silence	him.		"No	arguments,	or	you	will	go	now."

Max	sighed	and	bit	his	lip.		He	followed	Grandpa	to	Marko	and	listened	to
the	final	details	of	their	plan.		They	agreed	the	switch	should	happen	in	front	of
the	blind.		Marko	retrieved	a	few	items	out	of	his	pack	and	then	took	off	towards
the	city.

Grandpa	and	Max	returned	to	the	blind	to	eat.		Grandpa	recounted	to	Max
how	he	had	brought	Hudich	from	Pekel.		Hudich	grunted	every	now	and	then,
indicating	his	displeasure	with	parts	of	the	story.		Max	attempted	to	get	a	glimpse
of	Hudich,	but	he	kept	his	face	in	the	shadow	of	his	hood.

They	took	turns	standing	watch.		Hudich	and	Ell	remained	where	they	were
all	day.		Max	and	Grandpa	staked	out	the	area	where	the	trade	was	to	take	place,
and	Grandpa	gave	Max	extra	instructions.

Early	in	the	afternoon	Marko	returned.		Max	was	on	guard	and	Marko
materialized	out	of	nowhere,	only	feet	from	him.		"Wow,"	Max	exclaimed	at	the
site	of	him.		"Could	you	have	made	it	past	me	without	being	seen?"

Marko	smiled	and	continued	walking.		Max	wanted	to	hear	Marko’s	news
and	hurried	after	him.		They	ducked	behind	the	blind	and	Marko	drank	from	a
water	skin.

"It’s	done,"	he	said.	"They’ll	be	here	at	sunset."
"Only	Alan,	Cindy,	and	a	driver?”	Grandpa	asked.
"Yes,"	Marko	replied.		"I	would	have	been	here	earlier,	but	I	had	to	lose	a

tail."
They	spent	time	reviewing	their	plans.		Grandpa	and	Marko	would	wait	with

Hudich.		Marko	would	exchange	Hudich	for	Cindy,	while	Grandpa	would	have
his	gun	ready	in	case	anything	happened.		Once	they	met	Cindy	and	made	the
trade,	Marko	would	bring	Cindy	back.

"We	won’t	have	much	time	after	the	swap,	before	more	troops	climb	all	over
us,"	Marko	said.

"I	know,"	Grandpa	responded.		"Yelka	will	open	the	gateway	before	they
arrive.		We	will	leave	immediately	after."



"Good,"	Marko	added.
"Max,"	Grandpa	said.		"It’s	time	for	you	and	Ell	to	go."
"Go?”		Marko	acted	surprised.
"They’re	going	to	hide	by	the	gateway.		If	there	is	any	trouble,	they	will

leave."
Grandpa	turned	to	Max.		"You	need	to	see	something	before	you	go.		You

need	to	know	the	face	of	our	enemy.		This	is	the	only	reason	I	haven’t	sent	you
home	already.”		Grandpa	drew	the	gun	from	his	pocket,	walked	to	Hudich,	and
yanked	off	his	hood.

Max	stared	at	Hudich’s	black	skull-like	face	and	a	surge	of	uneasiness
flowed	through	him	as	if	an	ominous	shadow	engulfed	him.		Hudich	locked	eyes
with	Max	and	he	could	feel	an	evil	force	there.		He	didn’t	know	why,	but
something	else	bothered	him.		A	voice	was	yelling	inside	his	head	but	he
couldn’t	make	out	the	words.		There	was	something	familiar	about	Hudich.		He
had	seen	him	before.		“I	know—,”	he	muttered.

"Are	you	all	right?”		Grandpa	asked.
"Uh,	yes.”		Max	continued,	his	eyes	fixed	on	Hudich.		Where	have	I	seen

him?		Why	is	he	so	familiar?		The	stranger,	the	stranger	on	the	bus,	he
resembled	the	stranger.		But	that	isn’t	the	only	place.		Where	else	do	I	know	him
from?

"Max!”		Grandpa	jerked	Max	out	of	his	thoughts.		"I	want	you	and	Ell	to
hide.		Now!"

Max	hustled	to	Ell,	placed	his	hand	on	Ell’s	head,	and	explained	what	was
happening.		He	led	Ell	down	to	some	trees	next	to	the	gateway.

"I’m	going	to	have	one	last	look	around.”		Marko	went	to	check	the	area
again.

Max	could	see	Grandpa	standing	next	to	Hudich.		Hudich	replaced	his	hood
but	Max	could	still	picture	his	face.		The	more	he	thought	about	it,	the	more	his
gut	spun	nervously.		He	was	glad	to	have	Ell	with	him,	even	though	the	creature
was	fidgeting.

Time	crawled	as	they	watched	and	waited	for	Cindy’s	arrival.		Then	the
engine	of	a	hovercraft	broke	the	silence.

Marko	joined	Grandpa	and	Hudich.		Grandpa	aimed	the	gun	at	Hudich	who
climbed	to	his	feet.		They	moved	to	the	other	side	of	the	blind,	out	of	Max’s
sight.

Suddenly,	Ell’s	head	began	jumping	back	and	forth.		He	sniffed	the	air	while
peering	in	all	directions.		Max	put	a	hand	on	his	side.

There	are	Zeenosees	approaching	from	behind	us.
Behind	us?		Max’s	heart	stopped.



Yes,	and	others	from	the	sides.
That	would	mean.	.	.	Max	didn’t	finish	his	thought.		The	voice	that	had	been

screaming	in	his	mind	became	clear.		He	knew	where	he	had	seen	Hudich	before,
only	it	wasn’t	Hudich.		It	was	another	member	of	Hudich’s	race.

We’ve	got	to	help	Grandpa!
Get	on.		Ell	lowered	himself	to	the	ground	and	Max	scrambled	aboard.		Ell

exploded	towards	Grandpa.
"Grandpa,"	Max	yelled.		"It’s	a	trap.”		But	the	thundering	engine	of	the

hovercraft	stifled	Max’s	warning.
	

###
	

Grandpa,	Marko	and	Hudich	focused	on	the	hovercraft	as	it	flew	towards
them,	carrying	Alan,	Cindy	and	a	pilot.		The	craft	set	down	a	stone’s	cast	from
where	they	waited.		Alan	stepped	out	and	escorted	a	blindfolded	Cindy	down	the
ramp.

Grandpa	jabbed	the	gun	in	Hudich’s	back.		"Don’t	do	anything	stupid	and
you’ll	be	free."

The	hovercraft	engines	shut	down.		In	the	silence,	Max’s	cry	echoed	through
the	jungle.		"Grandpa,	it’s	a	trap!"

Everyone	turned	as	Max	and	Ell	charged	towards	them.
Marko’s	hand	slammed	down	on	top	of	Grandpa’s	forearm	with	his	short

black	stick.		Grandpa	cried	out	as	his	bone	snapped,	and	he	dropped	the	gun.		As
Max	got	closer,	he	could	see	Marko,	only	he	had	changed.		He	resembled
Hudich.

Marko	raised	his	hand	to	deliver	another	blow	to	Grandpa	when	Ell	slammed
into	them,	sending	Marko,	as	well	as	Hudich,	flying	like	bowling	pins.

Grandpa	retrieved	the	gun	with	his	good	arm	and	fired	a	shot	at	the	ground	in
front	of	Alan.		A	spray	of	large	debris	rained	down	on	Alan,	flattening	him	to	the
ground.		"Run,	Cindy!"

Cindy	ripped	off	the	blindfold	and	sprinted	the	wrong	way.		Max	could	tell
she	didn’t	know	which	way	to	go.		"Cindy!"	Max	yelled	to	get	her	attention.		Ell
immediately	darted	towards	her.

The	jungle	sprang	to	life	around	them,	both	on	the	jungle	floor	and	in	the	air.	
Hovercrafts	and	ground	troops	closed	in	from	all	sides.

When	Ell	reached	Cindy,	Max	lowered	his	arm	to	her.		Snagging	each	other
by	the	hand,	Max	swung	her	onto	Ell’s	back.		She	wrapped	her	arms	around	Max
so	tightly	he	had	trouble	breathing.

Find	Grandpa.



Hudich	bolted	towards	Alan’s	hovercraft	and	freedom.		Grandpa	and	Alan
fought	a	magical	battle.		Sparks	and	lightning	bolts	exploded	everywhere	as	each
cast	a	volley	of	spells	and	the	other	blocked	them.		Max	noticed	Marko	circling
around	behind	Grandpa.		The	face	he	had	now	was	the	same	one	he	had	worn	in
Tabor	in	order	to	evade	the	people	in	the	enemy’s	camp;	the	same	face	as
Hudich.

Anger	burned	inside	Max	like	an	inferno.		He	extended	his	arms,
“Premakni.”		The	spell	caught	Marko	unprepared,	lifted	him	off	the	ground,
hurling	him	backwards.		He	landed	with	a	crash,	gasping	for	air.		Their	eyes	met
and	Max	could	sense	his	hatred.		Evil	consumed	Marko,	something	Max	had	not
believed	possible.

Save	Grandpa.	Max	thought	and	Ell	leapt	forward.
Grandpa	and	Alan	continued	their	magical	struggle;	neither	overcoming	the

other.
Marko	was	back	on	his	feet	and	heading	towards	Grandpa.		Marko	was	fast

but	not	as	fast	as	Ell.		They	were	going	to	reach	Grandpa	first.
Zeenosee	troops	poured	out	of	the	jungle	while	the	sky	was	a	sea	of

hovercrafts	racing	in	all	directions.		They	appeared	to	be	confused	by	the
situation	unfolding	before	them.

"We’ve	got	to	help	Grandpa,"	Cindy	yelled	into	Max’s	ear	as	they	sped
along.

"I	surprised	Marko	once,"	Max	said.		"Maybe	we	can	do	the	same	to	Alan."
"On	the	count	of	three.”		Cindy	began	counting.		When	she	reached	three

they	both	cast	the	premakni	spell.
Alan	was	quick	enough	to	block	their	spell	but	it	took	his	attention	away

from	Grandpa.		Grandpa	landed	a	blow	that	shot	Alan	through	the	air	like	a
cannonball,	rolling	end	over	end.

"Grandpa,"	Max	hollered,	as	they	advanced	towards	him.
Grandpa	spun	toward	them	and	made	ready	to	climb	onto	Ell’s	back.		Ell

skidded	to	a	halt	and	Cindy	and	Max	stuck	out	their	arms	to	help	him	aboard.
Before	Grandpa	could	get	onto	Ell,	an	object	struck	him	in	the	back	of	the

head,	knocking	him	unconscious.		Max	recognized	Marko’s	black	stick	as
Grandpa	fell.

Marko	charged	towards	them	when	premakni	rang	in	Max’s	ear.		Again,	the
spell	yanked	Marko	off	the	ground	and	flung	him	several	yards	away.		Cindy’s
spell	bought	them	some	time.

Down.		Max	ordered	Ell.
Max	jumped	off	Ell’s	back	and	tried	to	lift	Grandpa.		With	Cindy	pulling

from	the	top	and	Max	pushing	from	the	bottom,	they	managed	to	get	him	on	Ell.	



Max	was	climbing	back	up,	when	he	spotted	the	gun	lying	on	the	ground	only
feet	away	and	bolted	for	it.		They	needed	the	gun	so	he	dove	for	it.

"Max!"	Cindy	called	but	it	was	too	late.
Alan	got	back	to	his	feet	and	rejoined	the	fight.		His	curse	hammered	Max

with	full	force	right	before	he	reached	the	gun.		It	threw	him	several	yards.		Max
crashed	into	a	tree	and	managed	to	hold	onto	it	so	he	didn’t	fall	to	the	ground.	
Although	the	impact	jarred	every	bone	in	his	body,	latching	onto	the	tree	saved
him	from	hurtling	into	the	dirt	below.

Cindy	spurred	Ell	in	Max’s	direction.		The	jungle	was	full	of	Zeenosees	and
other	creatures.		They	encircled	the	children,	closing	off	all	chances	of	escape.

In	their	effort	to	aid	Max,	Cindy	and	Ell	forgot	about	Marko.		He	recovered
from	Cindy’s	spell	and	closed	in	on	them	in	a	rush.		Marko	held	a	long	tree
branch	in	his	hands,	which	he	jabbed	vertically	into	the	ground	in	front	of	them.

Ell	couldn’t	dodge	the	obstacle.		It	tripped	up	his	front	legs	and	catapulted
him	and	his	passengers.		They	hit	the	ground,	tumbling	and	bouncing	out	of
control.

Marko	advanced.		His	blade	flashed	in	the	lights	shining	down	from	the
hovercrafts.

"Cindy,	look	out."	Max	hollered	as	he	descended	the	tree.		He	drew	his	sword
and	sprinted	after	Marko.

“Premakni,”	Cindy	screamed	with	outstretched	hands.		This	time	Marko	was
ready.		He	ducked	out	of	the	way	of	the	spell	and	sprang	right	back	to	his	feet.

Marko	was	about	to	overtake	Cindy	when	Ell	banged	into	him,	bashing	him
sideways.		Ell	stayed	between	Marko	and	Cindy	like	a	mother	grizzly	guarding
her	cub.		The	fur	on	the	back	of	his	neck	stood	on	end,	and	he	exposed	his	razor-
sharp	teeth.

Ell’s	fierce	display	didn’t	faze	Marko.		He	whipped	his	sword	around	in	front
of	him	as	if	daring	Ell	to	make	the	first	move.

As	Max	hustled	towards	them,	a	group	of	Zeenosees	emerged	from	behind
Cindy	and	picked	up	Grandpa’s	limp	body.		Cindy,	whose	attention	was	on	Ell
and	Marko,	cried	out,	as	hands	clutched	and	bound	her.

Cindy’s	shout	caused	Ell	to	turn	his	head.		Marko	took	advantage	of	the
opportunity	to	strike	and	swung	down	on	Ell’s	head.		Marko’s	face	reflected
great	surprise	when	his	sword	struck	Max’s	blade	with	a	clank.		Max	had
prevented	the	blow.

"You’ve	proven	yourself	a	worthy	student,"	Marko	sneered,	and	then
unleashed	a	series	of	strikes	that	Max	scrambled	to	block.		As	he	retreated,	he
lost	his	footing	and	stumbled.		He	raised	his	sword	to	obstruct	Marko’s	last
swing.



Ell,	seeing	Marko’s	back	to	him,	lunged	forward	with	his	mouth	wide	open.	
Before	he	could	snatch	Marko,	two	deafening	booms	shook	the	ground	and
cords	wrapped	up	Ell’s	legs.		He	fell	over	with	a	thud.

Instantly,	the	sword	flew	out	of	Max’s	hand.		Alan	had	cast	a	spell	that	threw
Max’s	sword	into	a	tree.

Marko	ended	his	attack	on	Max	and	walked	to	the	now	helpless	Ell.		"You
have	caused	enough	trouble.		And	you	are	no	longer	necessary.”		Marko	raised
his	sword	high	in	the	air.

"No!"	Max	screamed,	as	pain	exploded	in	his	head	and	everything	went	dark.
	
	
	
	

18
	
	

A	Leap	of	Faith
	
	

“Max,	Max,	are	you	all	right?”	Cindy	asked.
Cindy’s	face	came	into	focus	as	he	stared	up	at	her.		She	cradled	his	head	in

her	lap	as	they	sat	on	a	platform	connected	to	the	side	of	a	cliff.		“Wha.	.	.	What
happened?”	Max	moaned.

“You	were	hit	in	the	head.”
Cindy	had	tears	in	her	eyes.		“Ell,”	he	gasped	with	horror.		He	tried	to	rise,

but	it	made	his	head	throb	even	more.
“Ell’s	fine.”		Cindy	said.		“He’s	on	the	next	platform.”
“And	Grandpa?”
“They	took	him	about	fifteen	minutes	ago.”
Ignoring	his	dizziness,	Max	climbed	to	his	feet	and	noticed	the	drop-off	that

separated	them	from	the	main	cavern.		Then	he	saw	the	other	platforms
containing	a	variety	of	creatures.		Off	to	their	right,	Ell	occupied	his	own
platform.

Max	picked	up	his	pack	from	where	it	lay	next	to	him.		He	retrieved	the
medicine	for	his	hand	and	swallowed	it	for	the	pain	in	his	head.		“How	did	they
get	us	over	here?”		He	continued	to	dig	through	his	pack.

“With	a	ramp	that’s	controlled	by	that	thing	sticking	out	of	the	ground.		What
are.	.	?”		Cindy	started	to	ask	with	raised	eyebrows.



“Found	it.”		Max	pulled	out	his	communicator.		“Didn’t	they	search	my
stuff?”

“They	did,	but	Marko	said	it	was	useless	to	you.”
“It	was,	until	yesterday	when	Grandpa	showed	me	how	to	use	it.”		Max

winked.		“Now	we	need	to	figure	out	how	to	get	across	the	drop-off	and	find
Grandpa.”

“Good	luck.”
Max	ignored	her	sarcasm	and	started	seeking	a	solution.		“Did	they	say	why

they	wanted	Grandpa?”		He	studied	the	drop-off.
“It	had	something	to	do	with	a	collar.		I	didn’t	know	what	they	were	talking

about.		Grandpa	mentioned	something	about	trading	our	freedom	for	a	key.”
Cindy	watched	Max	surveying	an	area	between	the	mountain	and	the	edge	of

the	cliff.		He	maneuvered	his	hands	like	he	was	about	to	cast	a	spell	and	then
counted	the	number	of	steps	from	the	wall	to	the	drop-off.

“What	are	you	doing?”	Cindy	asked.
“I	have	an	idea	how	we	can	get	across.”

	
###
	

Joe	stood	in	another	chamber	under	the	mountain	with	Hudich,	Alan,	Marko,
and	others	who	were	all	staring	at	him.

“Where	is	the	key?”		Hudich	barked	in	anger	as	he	paced	around	the	room.	
“I	told	you.		I	will	exchange	the	key	for	our	freedom.”		He	gazed	straight

ahead	at	no	one	in	particular.
Hudich	stopped	in	front	of	Joe	and	backhanded	him	across	the	face.		“I’m

growing	tired	of	you,	old	man.		Is	that	what	you	gave	Yelka	before	we	left?”
“Maybe.	Maybe	not.”		Joe	ignored	Hudich’s	slap.
Marko	stepped	forward.		“I	can	take	care	of	Yelka.”		He	changed	into	his

human	form.		“She	trusts	me.		Besides,	she	should	have	guessed	something	has
gone	wrong	by	now.”

“I	agree,”	Alan	said.		“I	think	we	should	deal	with	Yelka.		I’m	sure	he	left	the
key	with	her.		Once	we	have	the	key,	and	Marko	disposes	of	Yelka,	we	will	have
everything	we’ve	always	wanted.”

Hudich	appeared	to	be	considering	this	as	he	continued	walking	back	and
forth.		“Even	if	she	doesn’t	have	the	key,	we	can	gain	control	of	the	gateway.”	
Hudich	came	to	a	halt.		“Do	it.”

“I’ll	need	to	go	back	to	the	jungle.”		Marko	pulled	out	his	communicator.	
His	fingers	flew	over	the	dials	and	then	he	waited	for	a	reply.		After	several
minutes	without	a	response,	he	re-entered	the	message.



“What’s	wrong?”	Hudich	asked	his	voice	full	of	impatience.
“I	don’t	know.		He	must	have	set	up	some	kind	of	signal	with	her.		She’s	not

answering.”		Marko	transformed	back	into	his	hideous	self.
“You’ve	thought	of	everything	haven’t	you,	old	man?”		Hudich	roared,

raising	his	hand	to	strike	Joe	again.
Right	before	his	blow	landed,	Joe	uttered,	“Premakni,”	and	threw	Hudich

backward	into	the	wall.		“Do	not	touch	me	again.”
Alan	jumped	forward,	threatening.		“And	you	will	not	attack	my	master.”
The	tension	in	the	room	was	so	thick,	Joe	could	feel	its	weight	crushing	him.	

Everyone	glared	at	him	as	if	they	could	squeeze	what	they	wanted	from	him.	
Joe	remained	calm	as	he	locked	eyes	with	his	captors.

“I	have	a	better	idea,”	Hudich	said.		“He	may	not	be	concerned	at	the	threat
of	losing	his	own	life,	but	how	about	a	loved	one’s	life?”

“That’s	an	excellent	suggestion.”		Alan	grinned,	and	his	eyes	gleamed	with
wicked	delight.		“We	have	leverage,	I	suggest	we	use	it.”

Joe	realized	their	intentions	and	tried	to	hide	his	emotions,	but	he	knew	he
wasn’t	doing	a	very	good	job.

“Marko,”	Alan	said.		“Go	get	Max.		You	have	such	a	good	relationship	with
the	boy.		Meanwhile	we’ll	discuss	the	location	of	the	key	with	Joe.”

Marko	looked	from	Alan	to	Hudich,	who	nodded	his	approval,	and	Marko
headed	for	the	door.

“Marko,	don’t	be	too	gentle	with	the	boy.”		Hudich	sneered	with	a	devilish
grin.

An	evil	smirk	spread	across	Marko’s	face	as	he	turned	into	his	human	form.
	

###
	

“How	do	we	get	across?”		Cindy	asked	with	a	sigh.		“I	have	been	wracking
my	brain	about	this	for	two	days.		I	find	it	hard	to	believe	you	know	a	way.”

“Well,”	Max	hesitated.		He	was	sure	Cindy	wasn’t	going	to	like	his	idea.		“I
will	run	and	jump.”

“You	think	you	can	leap	across	this	thing?”		Cindy	motioned	towards	the	pit.
“Let	me	finish.		I’ll	run	from	the	mountainside	and	when	I	reach	the	edge	I’ll

jump.		When	I	do,	you’ll	cast	the	premakni	spell.		You	should	be	able	to	throw
me	across	the	gap.		I	saw	you	launch	Marko	twice	this	distance.”

“I	don’t	know.”		Cindy	shook	her	head.		“If	I	mess	up,	we	won’t	get	a	second
chance	because	you’ll	be	dead.”

“Grandpa	needs	our	help,	and	if	we	don’t	get	out	of	here	soon	we’ll	never
leave.”



Cindy	didn’t	respond.		Max	could	tell	she	was	thinking	it	over,	her	pale	face
reflected	her	concern.

“Well?”	he	asked.
“Okay,	but	you	can’t	start	until	I	say	so.”
“Agreed.		I’ll	tell	Yelka	what’s	going	on.”
Cindy	nodded	and	took	a	deep	breath.		Her	hands	trembled	as	she	moistened

her	dry	lips	with	her	tongue.		“I	can’t	picture	you	clearing	the	gap,	and	if	I	don’t
see	it,	it	won’t	happen.”

Max	didn’t	answer.		He	moved	back	to	the	mountainside	and	tapped	out	a
message	on	his	communicator.		Moments	after	he	sent	Yelka	the	information,	she
responded.

“Marko	tried	to	contact	her,”	Max	said.
Cindy	shot	him	a	look	that	said	let	me	concentrate.
Max	glanced	at	Ell,	who	had	been	watching	them	the	whole	time.		Ell	acted

as	if	he	wondered	what	they	were	doing,	but	Max	couldn’t	communicate	with
him.		Max	waved	at	him,	hoping	he	would	understand	such	a	gesture.

Max	waited	for	Cindy	to	get	ready	when	someone	appeared	at	the	other	end
of	the	cavern.		As	he	approached,	Max	could	see	it	was	Marko.

“Cindy,”	Max	hissed.		“Marko’s	coming.		It’s	now	or	never.”
Cindy	looked	up	to	spot	Marko	heading	towards	them.
“I’m	going.”		Max	sprinted	towards	the	drop	off.
Cindy	gasped	as	he	dashed	towards	the	edge.		A	wave	of	fear	flooded

through	Max	as	the	drop	off	filled	his	vision.		He	launched	himself	off	the	edge.
“Premakni,”	Cindy	yelled.
The	spell	threw	Max	over	the	gap	with	plenty	of	room	to	spare.		He	landed

on	the	main	cavern	floor	and	rolled	to	his	feet.		Marko	sprinted	towards	him	but
he	still	had	to	cross	the	vast	cavern.

Max	hurried	to	the	console	and	noticed	there	were	only	two	buttons.		One
was	to	expand	the	ramp	and	the	other	to	retract	it.		He	pressed	the	top	button	and
nothing	happened	so	he	pushed	the	bottom	one.		The	ramp	started	to	extend
towards	Cindy.

“Look	out!”	Cindy	screamed	as	Marko	closed	in	on	Max.
Max	wanted	to	lead	Marko	away	from	Cindy,	so	he	darted	away	from	her	in

the	opposite	direction	across	the	cavern.		Marko	chased	after	him	with	his	black
stick	in	hand.

Ell	danced	back	and	forth	at	the	front	of	his	platform.		His	roars	echoed	off
the	cavern	walls.

“There’s	nowhere	to	run!”	Marko	hissed.
A	sharp	pain	erupted	in	the	middle	of	his	back	where	Marko	struck	him	with



the	stick.		Max	fell,	face	first.		He	stifled	a	scream	and	closed	his	eyes	to	hold
back	the	tears.		He	flipped	onto	his	back	with	his	hands	extended,	“Prizgaj.”		A
ball	of	fire	exploded	from	his	hands	and	enveloped	Marko,	who	tried	to	dive
away.		Marko	hit	the	floor	and	rolled	several	times	to	extinguish	the	flames	that
had	ignited	his	clothes.	

Max	hopped	to	his	feet	and	raced	towards	Cindy,	who	had	crossed	the	bridge.
“Behind	you!”	Cindy	hollered.
Marko	pursued	them,	smoke	rising	from	his	charred	clothing.		He

transformed	into	his	dark	self	and	drew	his	sword.
“I	was	told	to	bring	you	back	bruised	and	battered.”		Marko	increased	his

pace.		“They	didn’t	say	what	I	could	or	couldn’t	do	to	Cindy.”
“Cindy,	run!”		Max	called.		Another	sharp	pain	detonated	in	the	center	of	his

back	as	Marko	hammered	him	with	the	hilt	of	his	sword,	knocking	him	flat.
“Premakni,”	Cindy	yelled,	as	she	thrust	her	hands	forward.
Marko	attempted	to	dodge	the	spell	but	didn’t	get	completely	out	of	the	way.	

It	crashed	into	his	side	and	spun	him	around,	but	he	stayed	on	his	feet.
When	Max	reached	Cindy,	he	took	hold	of	her	outstretched	hand	and	pulled

her	after	him.		As	they	fled,	Max	noticed	movement	at	the	entrance	of	the
cavern.

Ell	let	out	another	roar	which	Max	interpreted	as	a	warning.		He	shoved
Cindy	as	hard	as	he	could	to	the	side.		She	dropped	in	time	to	avoid	Marko’s
sword.		Another	sharp	pain	flashed	in	his	side	as	Marko	kicked	him,	sending	him
to	the	ground.		Marko	turned	on	Cindy,	who	was	lying	on	the	cavern	floor.

“Pridi,”	Max	shouted	and	Marko’s	sword	flew	from	his	hand	into	Max’s.	
Marko	shot	Max	a	look	of	complete	hatred.

“Back	away	from	her,”	Max	warned	through	gritted	teeth	and	slid	in	front	of
Cindy.		“How	could	you	betray	us?		I	thought	you	were	our	friend.”

“Do	you	know	how	long	it	took	me	to	get	Joe,	his	heir,	and	Hudich	in	the
same	world	together?”	Marko	responded.		“It	was	years	of	doing	good	and
taking	orders	from	that	lesser	life	form	you	call	Grandfather.”

They	eyed	each	other	for	a	moment,	and	then	Max	pointed	the	sword	at
Marko,	threatening	him.

“You	know	you	can’t	stop	me,”	Marko	said.
Max	held	the	sword	at	the	ready	and	waited	for	Cindy	to	get	to	her	feet.	

Behind	Marko,	Ell	circled	his	platform	across	the	pit.
“You	see,	Max,”	Marko	smiled.		“I	have	the	sword	I	gave	you.”		Max’s

sword	appeared	in	Marko’s	hand,	and	he	lunged	forward	with	a	powerful	stroke
Max	barely	managed	to	block.

“Pochasi,”	Max	spat,	as	Marko	attacked	again.		His	spell	trapped	Marko	in



slow	motion.		He	fought	so	sluggishly	Max	deflected	his	advance	with	ease	and
then	he	advanced	on	Marko.		Marko’s	wide	eyes	and	gaping	mouth	mirrored	his
shock.		For	the	first	time,	Marko	appeared	afraid.		Max	continued	his	onslaught,
driving	Marko	towards	the	drop	off.

As	Marko	reached	the	edge	he	threw	off	Max’s	spell.		His	expression
changed	from	panic	to	rage	as	he	howled	with	furry,	preparing	to	strike.		He
sprang	towards	Max	with	incredible	speed.

Max	let	go	of	his	sword	and	brought	both	hands	up,	“Premakni.”		The	spell
flung	Marko	across	the	drop	off,	into	Ell’s	open	jaws.

Ell	bit	down	and	thrashed	his	head	from	side	to	side,	snapping	Marko’s	body
like	a	whip.		Ell	then	released	the	lifeless	body	into	the	gorge	below.

Max	and	Cindy	stared	into	the	pit	when	a	roar	from	Ell	caught	their
attention.		A	couple	of	prison	workers	were	making	routine	checks	and	appeared
unaware	of	what	had	transpired.

Cindy	dragged	Max	down	close	to	the	ground.		“I	don’t	think	they	know
Marko	was	here,”	she	whispered.		“Set	Ell	free	when	you	hear	me	coming.		I
have	an	idea.”		She	tore	off	along	the	ledge	away	from	the	tunnel	that	opened
into	the	main	cavern	before	Max	could	say	anything.

“How	will	I	hear	her	coming?”	he	muttered	as	he	tried	to	hide	behind	the
slender	console.		In	a	couple	of	seconds,	Cindy	vanished	from	sight.		The
Zeenosees	were	halfway	across	the	cavern	talking	casually	to	each	other,	when
an	earthshaking	commotion	echoed	off	the	walls.

The	Zeenosees	exchanged	confused	looks	and	then	hurried	in	the	direction	of
the	noise.		The	rumble	continued	to	grow	with	each	passing	moment.		It	sounded
like	a	stampede	was	heading	their	way.			Ell	roared	to	draw	Max’s	attention.	
Max	pushed	the	button	to	extend	the	ramp	to	Ell’s	platform.

Max	watched	for	Cindy	as	Ell	bounded	across	the	ramp.		Ell	snagged	the
back	of	Max’s	shirt	in	his	teeth	and	tossed	him	up	onto	his	back.		The	move
startled	Max	but	he	quickly	gripped	Ell’s	fur	upon	landing.		Ell	bolted	after
Cindy.		She	appeared,	sprinting	towards	them.		She	extended	the	ramps	to	each
of	the	platforms,	releasing	the	prisoners	as	she	passed.		The	panicky	Zeenosees
scrambled	towards	the	tunnel	entrance	with	the	escaping	prisoners	hot	on	their
heels.

Max	lowered	his	arm	as	they	reached	Cindy	and	helped	her	climb	aboard.
To	the	entrance,	fast!		Max	told	Ell.
Ell	raced	ahead	of	the	escaping	prisoners.		The	two	workers	disappeared	into

the	sea	of	fleeing	beasts.
More	Zeenosees	popped	up	in	the	tunnel	ahead,	drawn	by	the	commotion.	

Ell	charged	through	the	guards,	sending	them	flying	in	all	directions.		One	guard



managed	to	pull	an	alarm	bell	before	Ell	smashed	into	him.		The	earsplitting
siren	pierced	the	compound	as	the	three	sped	through	the	tunnel.		The
unprepared	Zeenosees	dove	out	of	their	path.		In	Ell’s	wake,	a	wave	of	creatures
swallowed	up	the	Zeenosees.

	
###
	

“Where	are	Marko	and	that	brat?”	Hudich	growled	as	he	stomped	back	and
forth.

“We	told	him	to	rough	up	the	boy,”	Alan	reminded	him.
The	alarm	bell	blared	and	everyone	snapped	to	attention,	seeking	the	cause

of	the	warning	signal.
“What’s	happening?”	Hudich	growled.
A	Zeenosee	burst	into	the	room,	“The	prisoners	are	escaping.”
“Which	prisoners?”	they	asked	together.
“All	of	them.”
“Izginem	se.”		Joe	disappeared	and	slipped	behind	Hudich.		He	shadowed	his

every	move.
“Where	did	the	old	man	go?		Find	him!”	Hudich	ordered.		“And	get	Marko!”
Alan	cast	spells	around	the	room	in	an	attempt	to	make	Joe	visible,	but	none

found	their	mark.
	

###
	

Max,	Cindy,	and	Ell	entered	the	main	hangar,	which	opened	to	the	outside
world.		Zeenosees	scurried	everywhere	and	an	armed	squad	gave	chase.

“Premakni,”	Max	yelled,	knocking	most	of	them	backward.
“Premakni,”	Cindy	copied,	throwing	the	rest	aside.
“We’ve	got	to	locate	Grandpa!”	Max	said.
I	can	find	him.		Ell	began	sniffing	the	air.
More	escapees	forced	their	way	into	the	hangar,	with	Zeenosees	in	close

pursuit.		A	full-fledged	battle	waged	around	them.		The	speed	of	the	prisoners’
escape	didn’t	give	the	Zeenosees	time	to	organize.

Max	took	out	his	communicator.		“I’m	telling	Yelka	we	need	an	exit.”
	

###
	

As	Zeenosees	left	the	room	where	Joe	was,	he	attempted	to	sneak	out	with
them.		He	was	in	the	doorway	when	Alan’s	spell	exposed	him.



“Behind	you,”	Alan	yelled,	fortunately,	the	alarms	and	the	fighting	drowned
out	his	voice.

With	Alan,	Hudich,	the	Sheriff,	and	a	few	others	on	his	heels,	Joe	zigzagged
down	the	hallway	doing	his	best	to	avoid	the	curses	being	hurled	at	him.		One
connected	and	he	went	down.		Joe	landed	on	the	ground,	unable	to	break	his	fall
because	of	his	injured	arm.		He	rolled	over	with	a	gasp,	his	wounded	arm	pinned
beneath	him.		With	gritted	teeth,	he	tried	to	get	up.

Before	he	could	stand,	Alan	reached	him.		He	aimed	the	gun	at	Grandpa’s
chest.		“Don’t	tempt	me,	old	fool.”

Joe	raised	his	one	good	arm.
“Now,	you	are	going	to	give	us	the	key,”	Alan	commanded.		“Or	you	will

watch	Max	and	Cindy	die.		I’m	sure	when	the	Zeenosees	get	this	mess	cleaned
up	they	can	arrange	a	match	where	Max	and	Cindy	are	the	main	event.”

	
###
	

Ell	carried	them	through	several	tunnels	while	being	followed	by	a	group	of
armed	Zeenosees.		All	around	them,	Zeenosees	overpowered	and	captured	the
escapees.

“We	don’t	have	much	time!”		Max	shouted.		“We	can’t	fight	the	entire
Zeenosee	nation.”

Suddenly,	in	the	corridor	ahead,	there	stood	Grandpa,	holding	his	hand	in	the
air.		Max	clamped	his	hand	over	Cindy’s	mouth	to	keep	her	from	calling	out,	and
with	his	other	hand	he	pointed	at	Alan.

Max	then	told	Ell	what	he	wanted	him	to	do,	and	Ell	charged	towards
Grandpa.

“What	should	we	do?”	Cindy	whispered.
Keep	going.		Max	thought	to	Ell.
Grandpa,	Alan,	Hudich	and	the	others	spun	around	to	see	Ell	barreling

towards	them.		They	had	no	time	to	react	before	Ell	was	on	top	of	them.		He
didn’t	slow	down	but	snatched	the	back	of	Grandpa’s	shirt,	like	a	mother	lion
transporting	her	cub.

Alan	and	Hudich	seemed	stunned	as	Ell	carried	Grandpa	away.		They	joined
the	Zeenosees	in	their	pursuit.

To	the	hangar.		Max	urged	Ell.
Joe	swung	like	a	rag	doll	as	Ell	dashed	through	the	complex.		Around	every

corner	they	acquired	more	pursuers.		They	passed	several	groups	of	soldiers
guiding	captured	prisoners	back	to	their	cells.

“Grandpa,	are	you	all	right?”	Max	shouted	down	to	him.		His	grandfather’s



knotted	up	face	screamed	of	a	man	in	pain.
“Tell	me	when	it’s	over,”	Grandpa	Joe	answered,	as	he	clutched	his	broken

arm	against	his	side	and	closed	his	eyes.		
Zeenosees	blocked	the	path	ahead,	but	Max	scattered	them	like	leaves.

“Premakni!”
Ell	turned	and	wove	down	so	many	hallways	that	Max	no	longer	knew	where

they	were,	and	hoped	that	Ell	could	find	the	hangar.		Just	as	he	was	thinking	that
Ell	must	be	lost,	they	exited	the	tunnel	into	the	main	hangar.

Ell	sprinted	across	the	open	space	of	the	hanger	floor,	dodging	the	enemy	as
he	went.		It	was	like	rush	hour	in	a	major	metropolis.		Hovercrafts	landed
everywhere,	bringing	reinforcements.		Ell	worked	his	way	along	the	edge	of	the
cliff	when	a	tremendous	boom	shook	the	walls.

Ell	howled	in	pain	and	toppled	over,	skidding.		The	fall	catapulted	his
passengers	in	all	directions.		Alan	had	shot	Ell	in	the	front	leg.

Joe	slid	across	the	floor,	and	his	legs	dropped	over	the	edge	of	the	cliff.	
“Max!”

Max	and	Cindy	caught	him	before	he	fell	off	the	mountain	and	helped	him
up.

“Joseph,”	Hudich	roared.		“You	will	give	us	the	key	or	you	shall	watch	your
grandson	and	his	friends	die.		Starting	with	this	hideous	beast.”

Max,	Cindy,	and	Grandpa	Joe	positioned	themselves	in	front	of	Ell	as	he	lay
on	the	hanger	floor.		Max	put	his	hand	on	Ell’s	shoulder	to	comfort	him.		He
peered	down	into	Ell’s	eyes	and	gave	a	wink.

Joe	stepped	forward,	guiding	Max	and	Cindy	behind	him.		Zeenosees	closed
in	on	all	sides	except	where	the	cave	opened	behind	them.		Several	hovercrafts
covered	their	every	move	from	the	air,	only	yards	outside	the	opening.

“There	is	nowhere	left	to	run.”		Alan	advanced	closer.		“The	game	is	over
and	you’ve	lost.		Give	us	what	we	want,	and	I	will	see	to	it	that	your	deaths	are
quick	and	painless.”

“I’ve	never	trusted	you,”	Joe	spat.
Alan	leveled	the	gun	at	Ell,	“Give	us	the	key	or	your	monstrous	friend	will

be	the	first	to	go.”
“No.”		Max	jumped	between	Alan	and	his	grandfather.		“I	can	get	you	the

key.		Just	don’t	hurt	Ell.”
“This	thing	has	a	name?”		Alan	crinkled	his	nose	as	if	a	horrible	stench	filled

the	air.
“Yes,”	Max	said.		“I	will	get	you	the	key	if	you’ll	let	us	go.”
“There	will	be	no	going	for	any	of	you.”		Hudich	said.		“There	will	only	be

less	misery	when	you	die.		Alan,	shoot	the	beast	again	to	show	him	what	we



mean.”
“No,”	Max	cried.		“I	will	do	what	you	want.”
“You	can’t	give	it	to	them.”		Grandpa	protested.
Max	pulled	out	his	communicator.		“Yelka	has	the	key,	and	she	will	only

respond	to	me.”
“Max!”
“I	know	what	I’m	doing.		Trust	me.”		It	took	all	Max’s	strength	to	keep	from

smiling.		He	eased	closer	to	Alan.		“I	will	have	Yelka	open	the	gateway	over
there.”		He	motioned	to	a	spot	behind	Alan.		“I	will	go	and	bring	back	the	key.”

“That’s	all	you	will	do,”	Hudich	snarled.		“If	you	don’t	return	quickly,	know
they	will	suffer	horrible	deaths.”

Max	nodded,	and	began	entering	information	into	the	communicator.		When
he	was	finished,	he	waited.		Then	a	light	began	flashing	in	response.		“It	will
open	any	second.”

Everyone	watched	the	area	Max	had	indicated.
Suddenly,	Max	spun	towards	Grandpa,	Cindy	and	Ell.		His	hands	exploded

outward	and	he	yelled,	“Premaknite.”		The	spell	lifted	the	three	off	the	hanger
floor	and	threw	them	over	the	edge	of	the	cliff.		Before	Max	sprang	after	them	he
registered	the	looks	of	shock	and	disbelief	on	all	their	faces.		He	had	pushed	his
friends	and	his	grandfather	off	a	cliff!

When	he	reached	the	edge,	he	caught	one	last	peek	at	Alan	and	Hudich.		He
gave	them	a	knowing	smile,	and	then	he	dove.
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Max	fell	through	the	gateway	and	landed	on	top	of	Ell,	Cindy,	and	Grandpa.	
Yelka	stood	wide-eyed,	her	mouth	open.		It	appeared	she	wasn’t	expecting	to	see
Ell,	or	the	way	they	dropped	through	the	gateway	instead	of	walking	out	of	it.

Grandpa	chuckled	joyfully	as	Cindy	helped	him	off	the	floor.		“Well	done,
Max.		Where	did	you	get	the	idea	to	open	the	gateway	on	the	side	of	a	cliff?”

“On	the	side	of	the.	.	.”	Yelka	stammered.



“I	thought,	where	can	I	open	it	so	we	can	go	through	without	them	stopping
us?”	Max	replied.

“Yelka,	did	you	realize	where	you	placed	the	gateway?”		Grandpa	beamed.
“No,	but	I	thought	those	coordinates	were	strange,”	Yelka	responded	with	a

confused	expression.		“Can	I	ask	who	that	creature	is?”
“This	is	Ell.”		Cindy	rubbed	Ell’s	giant	head.		“He	helped	me	survive	in	the

jungle	and	then	brought	Grandpa	and	Max	to	me.”
“He	communicates	by	touch,”	Max	added.
“Come	Yelka,”	Cindy	smiled.		“touch	his	head.”
Yelka	checked	with	Grandpa,	who	gave	her	a	nod.		She	then	stepped	to	Ell

and	placed	her	hand	on	his	head.		“Oh	my,”	she	uttered	after	a	few	minutes.
They	spent	the	next	hour	mending	Grandpa’s	broken	arm	and	Ell’s	wounded

leg.		Grandpa	suggested	moving	Ell	to	Yelka’s	world	where	she	could	keep	an
eye	on	him	until	they	could	find	a	more	suitable	world.		Yelka	agreed
wholeheartedly.

They	all	traveled	to	Yelka’s	world	to	introduce	Ell	to	his	new	home.		They
showed	him	where	Yelka	lived	and	where	to	find	water.		After	Cindy	informed
them	that	Ell	was	an	omnivore,	Yelka	led	Ell	to	a	spot	where	wild	fruits	grew	in
abundance.

When	the	time	to	say	good-bye	arrived,	Cindy	petted	Ell’s	head	with	moist
eyes.		You	will	always	be	my	friend.

Come	see	me	whenever	you	can.
I	will.		I	promise.
Then	Max	and	Grandpa	took	their	turns	saying	good-bye.		They	also	agreed

to	visit	Ell	often.
Ell	followed	them	back	to	the	gateway	and	watched	them	leave.		Yelka

accompanied	them	back	to	Grandpa’s	house	so	she	could	help	them	deal	with
Cindy’s	mom	and	dad.

As	they	ate	dinner,	they	discussed	what	to	do	about	Cindy’s	parents.	She
couldn’t	just	pop	up	after	being	gone	for	days,	and	not	have	a	story.		They	didn’t
need	to	worry	about	the	police,	because	they	had	been	involved	in	her
disappearance,	and	so	were	currently	not	waiting	near	Cindy’s	house.		Finally,
they	decided	honesty	was	the	best	choice.

“This	war	affects	everyone.		We	need	all	the	help	we	can	get,”	Grandpa
stated.

	
###
	

Later	that	evening,	they	went	to	Cindy’s	parents	and	explained	everything	in



great	detail.		It	was	a	roller	coaster	of	emotions.		Cindy’s	parents	were	elated	she
was	back,	angry	with	the	sheriff	and	Alan,	and	shocked	by	the	story.		It	wasn’t
until	Cindy	demonstrated	some	magic	and	Grandpa	showed	them	the	gateway
that	they	were	convinced.

Her	parents’	last	reaction	surprised	Max	the	most.		He	was	expecting	them	to
forbid	Cindy	from	seeing	him	again.		Instead,	they	offered	to	help	because	they,
too,	had	been	feeling	something	dark	and	mysterious	connected	with	the	town.	
They	desired	the	ability	to	protect	themselves	and	demanded	to	be	involved.	
They	even	set	up	times	when	Yelka	could	teach	all	of	them	magic.

	
###
	

The	next	few	weeks	went	by	faster	than	Max	wanted.		Although	he	longed	to
see	his	mother,	he	knew	he	was	going	to	miss	Grandpa	and	Cindy.

Yelka	arrived	every	day	to	assist	Max	and	Cindy	with	their	spells	and	to	start
instructing	Cindy’s	parents	in	magic.		They	traveled	to	Yelka’s	house	a	time	or
two	to	visit	Ell,	who	was	doing	much	better.		His	leg	was	almost	healed.		Yelka
did	not	teach	them	any	new	magic	but	kept	encouraging	them	to	practice	every
day,	even	during	the	school	year.

Now	that	they	no	longer	had	a	weapons	teacher,	Grandpa	asked	Olik	to
instruct	Max	and	Cindy	in	math	and	science.		They	thought	his	lessons	were
boring	in	comparison	to	magic	and	weaponry,	but	Grandpa	kept	insisting	that
Olik’s	instructions	were	just	as	important.		“Everything	in	the	universe	is
governed	by	mathematical	principles,”	he	would	say.

Grandpa	also	had	them	work	on	the	things	Marko	had	taught	them.		Max
showed	Cindy	the	sword	techniques	Marko	had	given	him	while	her	parents	had
forbidden	her	to	come	over.

Max	did	miss	Marko,	at	least	the	good	Marko	he	had	known	and	trusted.		He
thought	they	were	friends,	and	Marko’s	betrayal	hurt.

Max	and	Grandpa	repaired	all	the	broken	windows	and	painted	over	all	the
graffiti	on	the	outside	of	the	house.		The	place	finally	looked	better	than	the	day
Max	arrived.

Max	dreaded	the	day	he	would	have	to	leave.		He	wondered	what	Cindy
would	do	without	him.		She	would	have	to	go	to	school	with	no	friends	and
everyone,	including	the	teacher,	against	her.		The	thought	that	she	might	flunk
because	of	a	biased	teacher	crossed	his	mind	several	times.

One	night,	a	couple	of	days	before	Max	was	to	leave,	Grandpa	and	Max	sat
silently	at	the	dinner	table.		Grandpa	had	prepared	spaghetti	and	meatballs,	but
neither	one	of	them	had	much	of	an	appetite.



“Grandpa,”	Max	broke	the	silence.
“Yes?”		Grandpa	glanced	up	from	his	barely	eaten	meal.
“Did	you	worry	that	Marko	was	a	traitor?		I	mean,	Yelka	only	responded	to

my	communicator.”
“I	don’t	know	if	I	suspected	him,	but	I	did	find	a	reason	not	to	trust	him.		It

was	the	stuff	he	gave	you	to	put	on	your	mark.		I	found	it	curious	he	had
something	that	temporarily	negated	the	enemy’s	curse;	a	powder	which	even
Yelka	didn’t	know	about.		I	told	Yelka	to	reply	only	to	your	communicator
because	I	was	afraid	my	communicator,	and	Marko’s	might	be	confiscated.		I
hoped	that	Alan	and	the	others	wouldn’t	think	you	had	anything	important	in
your	pack	since	you	are	young.		I	was	right.”		Grandpa	studied	Max’s	reaction.	
“Any	other	questions?”

“Are	people	in	danger	because	I	didn’t	let	you	bring	Hudich	back	with	us?”
“No,	Max,”	Grandpa	said	with	surprise.		“What	makes	you	think	that?”
“I	thought	the	goal	was	to	rescue	Cindy	without	having	to	trade	Hudich.	

Now,	Hudich	is	no	longer	trapped	in	Pekel.”
“Well.”		Grandpa	rubbed	his	chin.		“Hudich	merely	exchanged	one	prison	for

another.”
“What	do	you	mean?”
“The	collar	Olik	made.		Hudich	and	his	followers	do	not	possess	the

technology	to	take	it	off.		They	have	relied	too	much	on	magic	and	ignored
important	sciences.		Technology	is	one	of	our	greatest	advantages.		He	is	now
trapped	in	the	land	of	the	Zeenosees	because	that	collar	keeps	him	from	using
magic.		In	a	way,	his	new	prison	is	worse	than	his	old	one.		He	could	perform	a
little	magic	in	Pekel,	but	now	he	can’t	do	any.”

“What	if	they	get	the	collar	off?”
“I	don’t	think	that	will	happen	anytime	soon.		Maybe	that	will	be	our	next

adventure,”	Grandpa	smiled.		“You	can	help	me	devise	a	plan	to	transport
Hudich	back	to	Pekel.		At	least	with	that	collar	on,	we	can	track	his	movements.”

“So,	releasing	him	there	wasn’t	a	total	loss?”
“No,	there	is	a	chance	they	will	get	the	collar	off	before	we	can	move

Hudich,	but	we	still	have	time.”
A	weight	Max	had	been	carrying	lifted,	and	he	took	a	couple	of	bites	of

spaghetti.		“Then,	we	have	to	try	and	get	him	back	to	Pekel?”	Max	asked
between	mouthfuls.

“Yes,	we	have	to	try.		You	don’t	need	to	worry	about	that	right	now.		You’ll
have	plenty	of	other	things	to	concern	yourself	when	you	get	home.”

Max	didn’t	like	the	sound	of	that.		He	didn’t	hate	school	but	he	didn’t	want
summer	to	end.		He	could	learn	more	from	Olik	than	he	could	from	any



schoolteacher.
The	next	day	during	their	morning	chores,	Larry	and	his	friends	showed	up.	

It	was	their	first	encounter	with	the	enemy	since	returning	from	the	land	of
Zeenosees.		Larry	and	his	friends	rode	their	bikes	to	Grandpa’s	house.		They
skidded	their	bikes	to	a	halt	next	to	the	fence,	whooping	and	hollering.		It	was
exactly	like	the	first	time	Max	had	seen	them.		They	were	as	rude	and	obnoxious
as	ever.

“Is	little	Maxie	going	home	to	his	mommy?”	Larry	teased.		“Now,	Cindy
won’t	have	anyone	to	play	dolls	with.”

This	brought	howls	of	laughter	from	the	rest	of	the	gang	as	they	sat	on	their
bikes,	glaring	through	the	fence.

Cindy	went	up	the	steps	and	disappeared	into	the	house.		It	appeared	to	Max
she’d	had	enough	of	Larry	and	his	friends.		Max	couldn’t	blame	her.		She	had
been	through	a	lot	this	summer.

“What,	Cindy	going	to	cry?”		Larry	laughed	with	the	rest	of	his	gang.
Grandpa	and	Max	continued	to	work,	ignoring	Larry	and	his	friends.
“I’m	proud	of	you,”	Grandpa	whispered.
“Thanks.”		Max	piled	up	the	weeds	they	had	pulled.		“Why?”
“For	not	letting	that	hot-aired	buffoon	get	to	you.”
“I	figure	he	isn’t	worth	it.”
Larry	and	his	friends	persisted	in	yelling	rude	comments.		Not	getting	the

response	they	had	hoped	for,	they	gave	up.		As	they	turned	to	leave,	Cindy	was
suddenly	standing	next	to	Larry.

“What	do	you	want?”		Larry	puffed	out	his	chest	in	a	threatening	manner.
Grandpa	and	Max	stopped	to	watch	what	was	happening.		Neither	of	them

saw	how	Cindy	got	behind	Larry,	but	there	she	was,	right	next	to	him.		Max’s
adrenaline	started	pumping	and	he	was	ready	to	act	if	Larry	did	anything.

“To	make	sure	Grandpa	didn’t	lie,”	Cindy	said	with	a	smirk.
“What’s	that	supposed	to	mean?”		Larry	glanced	at	his	friends	with	a

confused	look.
“This.”		Cindy	punched	Larry	in	the	nose	as	hard	as	she	could,	breaking	it.
Larry	went	down	crying	and	bleeding	profusely,	while	Cindy	faced	down	the

others.		When	they	registered	the	expression	on	Cindy’s	face,	they	all	pedaled
down	the	street.		Larry	cowered	away,	holding	his	nose	with	one	hand	and
dragging	his	bike	with	the	other.		Once	he	was	out	of	Cindy’s	reach,	he	got	on
his	bike	and	rode	away.

Cindy	noticed	Max	and	Grandpa	staring	at	her.		She	meandered	through	the
gate	and	rejoined	them,	picking	up	weeds.

“Where	did	that	come	from?”		Max	eyed	her.



“Oh,	I	didn’t	want	Grandpa	to	be	a	liar.”		Cindy	shrugged	her	shoulders.		“He
told	Larry’s	dad	and	the	sheriff	I	broke	Larry’s	nose.		I	didn’t	want	to	disappoint
them.”

Grandpa	chuckled	and	a	smile	crossed	Max’s	face.
“Besides,	I	figured	I	owed	them	for	all	the	trouble	they	caused	me.”
“I	only	have	one	question,”	Grandpa	said.		“Did	you	use	the	invisibility	spell

to	get	behind	them?”
“No,	I	went	through	the	house	and	out	the	back	gate.”
“Don’t	worry.”		Grandpa	said.		“You’ll	both	conquer	that	spell	sooner	or

later.”
	

###
	

The	next	two	days	Grandpa	didn’t	make	them	do	any	lessons.		He	told	Max
and	Cindy	to	go	out	and	play.		He	knew	they	wouldn’t	see	each	other	for	many
months	and	said	they	should	have	some	fun.

They	spent	time	everyday	playing	catch	and	hiking	around	the	hills	behind
Grandpa’s	house.		They	talked	about	all	the	things	they	had	learned	and	done
during	the	summer.		They	avoided	conversations	about	Max	leaving	because	it
made	them	sad.		Cindy	admitted	it	was	going	to	be	difficult	once	he	was	gone.	
She	made	Max	promise	to	write	at	least	once	a	week.

The	usual	Night	Shade	down	the	street	had	disappeared.		Grandpa	was	the
first	to	point	it	out.		They	decided	the	enemy	must	be	busy	trying	to	get	the	collar
off	Hudich.		Grandpa	conceded	the	drawback	to	Hudich	not	being	in	Pekel	was
he	had	contact	with	his	followers	again.		No	one	could	reach	him	in	Pekel,	but
now	that	he	was	in	the	land	of	the	Zeenosees,	Hudich	could	once	again	be
involved	with	the	enemy’s	plans.

On	the	night	before	his	departure,	Grandpa	entered	Max’s	room	and	sat	on
the	edge	of	his	bed.		Max	didn’t	feel	like	sleeping	and	was	happy	to	see	his
grandfather.		Max	was	a	raging	sea	of	emotions.		One	minute	he	was	excited	to
be	going	home	to	his	mother,	and	the	next	he	was	depressed	because	he	would
miss	Grandpa,	Cindy,	and	the	others.

“Max,”	Grandpa	said.
“Yes?”
“I	want	you	to	promise	me	you	will	only	use	magic	for	self	defense	or	when

you	are	practicing.		There	are	enemies	out	there	who	will	be	drawn	to	any
magical	activity.”

“I	promise.”
“I	also	want	you	to	study	hard	in	school.		All	the	magical	talent	in	the	world



and	all	the	defensive	training	won’t	make	up	for	a	poor	education.		I	don’t	know
if	you	fully	understand	why	I	brought	you	here	this	summer	but	I	needed	to	train
my	replacement.”

“Replacement?”
“Well,	I’m	not	going	to	live	forever	and	I	need	someone	to	maintain	the

gateway	when	I’m	gone.		You	got	a	glimpse	of	the	battle	we’re	in.		It	is	a	much
larger	war	than	you	know.		This	gateway	is	our	best	weapon.		If	the	enemy
gained	access	to	it,	all	life	everywhere	would	fall	under	their	control.		Everyone
would	be	a	slave	to	their	will.”

“I	think	I	got	the	picture	when	they	kidnapped	Cindy.”
“Yes,	they	want	power	and	they	will	do	anything	to	get	it.		It’s	my	job	to

make	sure	they	don’t	get	it,	and	it	will	be	your	responsibility	one	day.”
“I	understand.”
“I	want	to	make	sure	you	do.		I	need	you,	and	so	do	good	people

everywhere.		I	know	I	thrust	a	lot	on	you,	but	you	are	my	last	hope.		I	wish	I	had
other	options.”

“Don’t	worry	Grandpa;	I’ll	try	not	to	let	you	down.”
“I	know.		And	last	but	not	least,	I	want	you	to	know	how	proud	I	am	of

you.”		Grandpa	became	a	little	misty.		“You	showed	great	character	this
summer.		You	were	smart,	courageous	and	ingenious.		If	it	wasn’t	for	your	quick
thinking,	a	lot	of	things	could	have	gone	wrong.		If	Hudich	had	escaped	without
that	collar,	we	would	all	pay	a	heavy	price.”

Max	didn’t	know	what	to	say.		He	blushed	and	felt	embarrassed	because	he
didn’t	think	of	himself	as	being	courageous.		He	thought	he	had	done	what
anyone	in	the	same	situation	might	do.

“Anyway.”		Grandpa	patted	Max’s	knee.		“Try	and	get	some	rest.”		He	turned
off	the	lights	and	left	the	room.

	
###
	

Max’s	last	day	dawned,	leaving	him	feeling	exhausted.		He	hadn’t	slept	well
because	of	all	the	emotions	running	through	him.

Cindy	came	over	before	breakfast.		Max	could	tell	she	was	depressed.		He
tried	to	act	as	if	it	was	any	other	day	and	didn’t	bring	up	the	fact	he	was	leaving.

Yelka	showed	up	soon	after	breakfast	but	she	didn’t	stay	long.		She	lectured
Max	about	practicing	his	spells	secretly	and	how	she	expected	him	to	be	better
next	summer	than	he	was	now.

When	it	was	time	for	him	to	leave,	they	began	the	long	walk	down	to	the	bus
station.		His	departure	was	a	lot	different	than	his	arrival.		No	one	dressed	in



black	followed	them,	and	there	wasn’t	any	chanting.		No	one	spoke.
They	arrived	at	the	bus	stop	fifteen	minutes	before	it	was	time	to	board.
“Do	you	have	everything?”		Grandpa	was	trying	more	to	make	conversation

rather	than	find	out	if	Max	had	actually	packed	properly.
“Yes.”		Max	couldn’t	find	anything	to	say.		He	was	going	to	miss	them,	and

he	felt	bad	for	Cindy.		He	had	friends	back	home.		Cindy	didn’t	have	any	friends
here.

They	sat	without	speaking,	letting	the	minutes	slip	away,	and	finally	the	time
arrived	for	Max	to	go.		Max	gave	Grandpa	a	hug	and	told	him	good-bye.		He
wanted	to	hug	Cindy,	but	hadn’t	decided	if	he	should,	when	she	initiated	it.		She
squeezed	him	so	tight	he	couldn’t	breathe.

“Remember,	you	promised	to	write	me	every	week,”	she	said.
“I	will.”
“You	need	to	get	going,”	Grandpa	urged.		“Don’t	worry	about	Cindy.		I	will

keep	an	eye	on	her.”
“And	I’ll	look	after	him,”	Cindy	pointed	to	Grandpa.
Max	chose	a	seat	where	he	could	watch	them	as	the	bus	pulled	away.		They

waved	frantically	as	he	left.		Then	it	hit	him,	he	probably	wouldn’t	see	them	for
the	duration	of	the	school	year.		He	didn’t	know	if	he	would	visit	during	the
holidays	or	not.

Suddenly	he	had	a	depressing	thought.		He’d	just	had	the	most	exciting
summer	of	his	life,	and	he	couldn’t	tell	anyone	about	it.		He	finally	had	an
interesting	topic	for	the	required	school	essay:	“What	I	Did	on	My	Summer
Vacation”	and	he	couldn’t	write	a	word	of	it.

I	guess	I	will	have	to	make	it	up,	as	usual.
	
	
	
	

Spell	Pronunciations	and	Definitions
	

Stress	marks:	[bold	type]	indicates	the	primary	stressed	syllable,	as	in	news‧
pa‧per		[nooz-pey-per]	and	in‧for‧ma‧tion		[in-fer-mey-shuhn]

	
pridi	(pri‧di	)	[prē-dē]	–	Moves	objects	towards	you.
zaspi	(za‧spi)	[zä-spē]	–	Causes	sleep.
prizgaj	(pri‧zgaj)	[prē-	Зg	ī]	–	Use	to	create	fire.
ugasni	(u‧ga‧sni)	[	-gä-snē]	–	Use	to	extinguish	fire.
premakni	(pre‧ma‧kni)	[prā-mä-knē]	–	Moves	objects	away	from	you.



vstani	(vs‧ta‧ni	)	[	s-tä-nē]	–	Stops	moving	objects.
pochasi	(po‧cha‧si)	[pō-chä-sē]	–	Slows	moving	objects	down.
izginem	se	(iz‧gi‧nem‧	se)	[ēz-gē-n	ām-sē]	–	Makes	one	invisible.
prikazi	se	(pri‧ka‧zi	‧se)	[prē-kä-zē]	–	Makes	one	visible.
izbrisi	znamenje	(iz‧bir‧si‧zna‧men‧je)	[ēz-brē-shē	znä-menyē]	–	Removes

curses.
	
Symbols	and	their	examples:
	
ēbee
ä	father
3vision
īpie,	by
		boot
āpay
ōtoe
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