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1

The Summer of 2004

 


Why is it that kids like caves so much? Is it
because caves are cold, dark hidden caverns that reek with
dampness, spookiness, and creatures of the night lurking at every
turn? Is it because they’re full of fearsome bats lingering in the
ceilings, big hairy spiders crawling along the cold damp ground,
ancient writings on the walls describing the tales of the past
inhabitants, and hidden walls that secretly lead to yet other cold
dark tunnels filled with their own mysteries? Caves harbor dark
strange mysteries that intrigue a certain type of adventurer and
arouse the curiosity in certain kids.

Ryan is that kind of kid. He likes
adventures, he likes secrets, he likes excitement, and he loves to
find and explore caves. Not too far in, mind you, but far enough to
block out the daylight and let his mind wander into the adventures
of all the cave people that secretly dwell within. Ryan is a
typical ten-year-old boy with an adventurous mind, a certain
inquisitive nature, and an imagination that lights up a cave with
excitement. Ryan looks at himself as the king of the cave people, a
ten-year-old hero to the multitudes of common folk that live and
inhabit the caves, the infamous caves of Rocks State Park.
He is the only one who knows of the secret caves, and the only
outside friend that the common cave people have, the only one they
rely on to get news from the outside world. But he knows how to
keep a secret and even his best friend Jason doesn’t know about the
caves and their dark hidden treasures.

Ryan Duster lives in the Forest Hill
community with his parents and seven-year old little sister Becky.
Becky is a great sister, but the problem is she always wants to tag
along with him and he hates that.

“How the heck ya gonna do boy stuff with a
little girl taggin’ along after ya,” he’d always say.

Many times when she wanted to tag along he
would make up a story so she would stay home with their mother or
just hop on his bike and take off down the road before she could
even get halfway out of the door. ‘Hey Ryan, where you going so
fast?’ she’d yell, but he just pedaled as fast as he could,
pretending never to hear her familiar yell. ‘Oh well,’ she’d
say, ‘boys are dirty and mean and their feet stink, especially
my brothers’!’, as she turned to go back in the house and find
her own adventures to occupy the day.

Their community is a peaceful quiet community
in Maryland with not a lot of kids in the neighborhood, but plenty
of kids around in the surrounding developments. It’s a suburban
community, not really rural farmland, but plenty of farms close by.
He loves to ride his bike up the road and visit with the horses and
cows that wander over to the shade trees alongside the road. He’d
sit with them and talk about all the adventures of the day and
occasionally he’d sneak the horses an apple or lump of sugar. He’d
never bring the cows any treats because he said, ‘What exactly
do cows nibble on except grass? That’s all they do is bend down
their necks and eat the grass.’ But they were good listeners,
so he didn’t mind that they were there with him and his horse
friends.

His best friend is Jason Connelly who
everyone calls Jass (jazz). He is ten years old also, and
they are usually inseparable when school is out. Ryan is usually
the leader and Jass is the follower, but that’s just the way their
personalities play out. Maybe that’s why they’re such good friends;
they don’t have any of the control rivalries that a lot of kids
their age have. They share most of their secrets and adventures
together, but Ryan has never uttered a sound about the Rocks
State Park caves, that is a secret he promised the cave people
he’d always keep, and you can bet Ryan is good to his word. Most of
the summer days though, Ryan is out of the house right after
breakfast and on his bike heading down to the roadside trees,
talkin’ to the horses. Before long, Jass can be seen pedaling his
legs off as fast as he can, heading for the same area to meet up
with his buddy Ryan. He never brings any treats though; don’t know
why, that’s just a Ryan thing I guess. It doesn’t matter to the
horses though; they listen to both of them.

Ryan is a good-looking kid, with yellow
blonde hair, an average ten year old build, and the biggest bluest
eyes you’ve ever seen. Whenever anyone meets him for the first time
that’s the first thing they always say, ‘Boy you have the
biggest bluest eyes I have ever seen in my life’, never fails,
that’s what they always say. He doesn’t pay much attention to it,
but a lot of the girls in school are starting to take notice, which
he also doesn’t pay much attention to either.

Now Jass looks more the boyish type, with a
crop of reddish hair and freckles all over his nose and cheeks. He
wears glasses almost all the time, but hates them and is always
taking them off and putting one end in his mouth where they dangle
needlessly. He keeps bugging his parents for contact lenses, but
they, along with the eye doctor, say he is too young and the
glasses are fine for now. He really hates them though! You would
think he’d lose them on purpose since he hates them so much, but he
really struggles to navigate without them. So he’ll continually
take them off and let them dangle from his mouth, then whip them
back on to read or see something, then whip them back off and chew
on them some more. Oh well, that’s just Jass for you!

They have a lot of other friends, kind of a
gang of kids they hang out and ride bikes with. Most of them attend
the same school; they are all in the fourth or fifth grade and can
usually be found riding around the area in groups of two or three.
They are usually getting into mischief, giving the neighborhood
girls a fit, or racing their bikes down the roads or around the
neighborhood skateboard ramps. The bigger kids, who are mostly in
middle school, hate the bikes in their skateboard area, and will
usually, chase them out by threatening to beat them up and take
their bikes. Not really being too mean, but just enough to get them
to leave the area. It was always neat when the big kids weren’t
there because they could ride their bikes and try to jump using the
skateboard ramps. Of course most of time they fall off more than
stay on, usually scraping their legs or landing on their rear ends.
They always had more bruises than successful leaps through the air,
which they didn’t mind, it was the challenge they loved. Billy
Johnson was the best leaper of them all, he’d race straight at the
ramp, turn his handlebars at the last minute, and soar through the
air, always landing right back on the wheels and raising his arms
over his head and cheering like a roaring crowd would. ‘Let’s
hear it for the world famous Billy the kid Johnson, worlds greatest
ten year old bike jumper!’ We’d all applaud just to humor him,
but he was really good, although we never said that out loud to
him, his head was already big enough.

The great thing about living in Maryland is
they always have four full seasons every year. A nice long summer
that is usually plenty hot and worst of all humid as can be, which
means everyone sweats to death all summer long. Of course it’s the
best season of the year because school is out and the kids have
every day to enjoy themselves, usually spending half of each day
stripping off half their clothes and swimming at the ice cold
stream, and the other half riding bikes or just laying around under
the shade trees. Next was fall which is a fun time because it’s
nice and cool out. The leaves in the woods turn all kinds of neat
colors and eventually fall to the ground, which means they all have
great leaf fights and contests to see who could build the biggest
leaf pile, eventually putting all the piles of leaves together and
hiding under them to scare the willies out of the girls when they
came by. But fall also meant that the woods would completely open
up and all the neat hiding places would disappear because the trees
and brush were all bare now. It also meant back to school time,
which by far made it the worse time of the year. Then next came
winter, the cold, cold shivering winds of winter with its ice
storms, mounds of snow, and wearing so many clothes to stay warm
that you could hardly move. It was neat when it snowed a lot and
schools were closed; spending the day building snowmen and igloos
is a lot neater than sitting in a classroom all day listening to
the teachers talk about verbs and adjectives. Boring, boring! Then
of course there was Christmas, which made winter one of the neatest
seasons because it was gift time, a time of the year that every kid
wished came more often! And finally when winter was over it was
time for spring and the warm sunshine returned, all the leaves come
back on the trees and it just seemed like everything came back to
life; plus all the neat hiding places in the woods would suddenly
reappear like magic. There were trees full of leaves to climb and
hide in; bushes and brush to sneak behind and jump out when someone
is least expecting it; and trails and trails to follow that led
deeper and deeper into the cool dark forests of adventure.

Anyway, it felt like this summer, the summer
of 2004 was going to be the best summer yet. Ryan is ten years old
now, double-digits, and knew he wanted to start on a new adventure
that he would never forget. The big question was, will he tackle
this adventure alone, or will he drag his best friend Jass along.
He didn’t know it yet, but he was about to embark on their biggest
adventure ever, one they would never forget.

 


I finished breakfast as fast as I could, said
goodbye to mom, dodged my sister, and was out the door headed for
my bike. As I pedaled faster and faster, I knew I wanted to get to
Rocks as quickly as I could to begin what I knew would be
the exploration day I had dreamt all month about. Jass wouldn’t be
out today because his mom was taking him for a doctor appointment,
so I knew I had no worries about running into him and ruining my
secret venture for the day. Not to say that I didn’t thoroughly
enjoy being with my best buddy every day, but I thought all night
about this great adventure I wanted to have today, so being alone
to enjoy it was great.

It was about a twenty minute ride on bike to
the entrance of Rocks State Park. The main road from my
house went straight through the park from one end to the other with
various park entrances off side roads.

One day about a month ago as I was riding my
bike down one of the lesser traveled roads and I started following
the stream down what seemed like a walking path through the woods.
The stream meandered right and left, back and forth for about half
a mile before it crossed under a bridge, then took a right turn
away from the woods. By chance, that day, I stopped my bike and sat
by the stream eating my lunch, usually peanut butter and jelly of
course, when I spotted a cat roaming around the brush behind me. I
decided to follow the cat as it ventured into the woods, a little
opposite the stream. The woods thickened and the path disappeared
only about fifty feet into the woods. The cat stayed far ahead of
me and seemed to almost be leading me farther into the woods,
although it really acted like it wanted nothing to do with me.
Straight ahead in the thickness was a stone mountain covered with
trees, bushes, thicket, and rocks. Bright green moss was growing
over most of the rock formations, due to the lack of direct
sunlight and the ever present moisture in the air from the nearby
stream and all the constant shade. I was mystified that day as I
just stopped and slowly turned circles just looking around at the
surroundings, the trees seemed to go up into the blue sky forever.
The sunlight darted and jumped in and out of the tree branches
trying to make its way to the ground but never having success. A
cool gentle breeze seemed to pass through the area, giving the hot
humid day a dose of moisture. It was quiet. As I slowly turned, the
sounds of cracking branches broke the silence of the area, and
rustling dead leaves from the fall season seemed to echo their
crackling sound as it bounced off the rocks and back at me. This
place was neat. It looked like no one had ever walked back here
before. I thought, wouldn’t it be neat to have a tree house or
clubhouse back here, just for me and whomever I wanted to show it
to. Anyway this was my little quiet spot, my secret.

I spotted the cat again moving around high on
the rocks above me and decided to try to climb some of the rocks
and see if I could catch it. The rocks were arranged almost like
steps and they were all rounded and curved, not scrappy and jagged,
so I didn’t think I’d get hurt. That’s when I discovered the
entrance to the cave. As I was climbing up towards the cat, my foot
slipped, and while trying to grab onto something, anything, I
grabbed a branch that swung me down off to the side of a bigger
rock. There in front of me was the opening to a dark entrance, a
hole in the rocks with growth and brush all around rising up both
sides, in the middle was a hole about the size of a garbage can. At
the time I didn’t know it was actually a cave of course, it just
looked like a dark hole in the rock. It was way too dark to stick
my head in and see, so I picked up a loose branch and shoved it
into the hole and wiggled it around. Nothing...didn’t hit anything
at all so I picked up a stone and threw it into the hole. Nothing,
no sound, no echo, nothing! Aaaahhhh, what we have here is not a
hole but what seems like a cave. I decided to move some of the
smaller rocks at the bottom to see if I could make the opening
bigger so I could see inside. Most of the rocks seemed like they
had been there forever but moved pretty easily and before too long
I had the opening big enough that I could walk in standing up. But
of course I didn’t, I just said I could have! All of a sudden the
same cat came running by me and scared the jebbies out of me.

“You crazy cat,” I yelled as I watched it go
into the total darkness of the cave. “Here kitty-kitty!” But it was
long gone.

Well, needless to say, I couldn’t let this
discovery go unexplored, so I mustered up all the bravery and
fortitude that my ten-year-old body could find and started into the
darkness, feeling my way ever so slowly. I only went about three
steps in when I realized it was really big enough inside for me to
walk around in, but I didn’t. I sat down just staring into the
caves blackness to see if I could give my eyes time to adjust to
the darkness. I stared straight ahead into the darkness as the
shadows of blackness danced around playing tricks on my eyes. I
shivered as I looked from side to side wondering if I was alone or
if something was looking back at me. But it slowly worked and
within a few minutes my eyes began to adjust and I could see that I
was in what seemed like a small room with stone walls, a real cave.
Wow! It was a lot cooler inside here, like it was air conditioned
or something as I shivered again. I sat there and listened for a
while and the only noises were the slight sound of water inside the
cave and the rustling of the trees outside blowing in the breeze.
So quiet, so peaceful. That was a great day, the day of my big
secret discovery.

So for the past month I have been coming
here, when I’m alone, finding out more about my cave and what
inhabits it; the place where I’m king of the throne, leader of the
cave people, in charge of the mountain. Sometimes I’d spend hours
and hours fixing up my cave room, talking to each of the cave
people, even though they never ever talked back. They were great
listeners and worshiped me as their king, King Ryan. I had large
rocks set up as chairs and a little stone table. I arranged rocks
along the walls which were my shelves to keep things of importance
and even had lined up a few glass candleholders and candles that I
snuck out of the house. On days when it was not real bright
outside, not much light came in, so I would light up a few candles
to brighten my room. I brought an old broom up and even swept away
a clean path on the dirt floor so I could make my grand entrance
each day without stumbling and breaking my neck. I even wrote my
name in chalk on the wall with the month and year of discovery,
‘RYAN 7-04’, would always be here for the entire kingdom to
see.

As I rode up on this day I had decided to
finally explore a little deeper into the cave and see what I could
find. I always knew there were other entranceways down the path I
had cleaned out, but at the time I was satisfied just to have my
little kingdom room. There were never any noises or sounds that
came out of the other dark holes, so I was satisfied with what I
had. But now it was time to broaden my kingdom and expand my
boundaries, time to really meet face to face with the cave
people.

I arrived at my cave site and, after parking
my bike off to the side behind some rocks so no one wandering down
the path by the stream could see it, I moved aside the three large
round pieces of brush and twigs that I always put in front of the
cave entrance so no one else could view my discovery. I had my same
ritual as I entered the cave, I had to wait a few minutes for my
eyes to adjust to the darkness, and then I was ready. I started
back into the cave, passing my chairs and table, and venturing
toward the two openings, side by side, near the rear. Boy it sure
was dark in both of those holes. I leaned my ear into each one,
listening for the slightest sound that would deter me from going
any further; but nothing, just silence in one and the slight sound
of water in the other one. I stood motionless just staring into the
darkness. I leaned in just a little more and cupping my hands over
my mouth quietly yelled into the darkness, ‘Hello, hello, can
you hear me?’ I began to step into one entrance…but I just
couldn’t do it. It was too dark and too scary. At least in my cave
room I had the light of the outside adding a little bit of light on
the situation. But back here it was just too dark, too cold, and
too scary. Not today! I moved back to my safe area and sat down,
not too proud of myself, but hey, I was still king of the cave
people. I kept looking back over my shoulder at one entrance of
darkness, and then the other. They both seemed so inviting and full
of adventure and discovery, but yet so dark and cold, and yes,
scary.

“Okay, cave people,” I exclaimed, “today I
have decided to embark into yet another realm of my dynasty. My
kingdom is larger than I have seen and I must expand my horizons
and explore what lies before me. But I cannot do this alone. I must
have the help of another noble knight to see me through this
expansion. I know my promise to you was to keep this kingdom secret
and never to allow another person to enter, but I assure you, I
will choose a person who is worthy of our secret and one all of us
can trust. As your king, I will not let you down, I promise. When
we come face to face, you will be proud of me and I will lead all
of you to riches. I will leave for now, but tomorrow I will return
and bring our new friend. Trust me, tomorrow will be the beginning
of a new adventure and a bigger kingdom for all of us. Farewell
cave people, until tomorrow.”
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The Naming of our Kingdom

 


I didn’t need to call Jass to make any plans
because we always met by the grove of trees to sit in the shade and
plan our day. On this day though, I had it all planned out. I was
there bright and early, and to my surprise Jass was already there
leaning on the fence talking to the horses. He saw me coming and
ran up to meet me.

“Hey, glad to see you here nice and early,”
he yelled. “I couldn’t wait to get out of the house today.
Yesterday was the pits. Going to see the doctor for a checkup and
then my mom took me along while she shopped. I thought I’d die of
boredom. What did you do yesterday?”

“Oh just rode around on my bike and bummed
around by myself,” I yelled back as I rode up to the tree and
jumped off my bike letting it fall next to his. “I took this neat
ride up to Rocks and found this awesome place I wanted to
show you today.”

“That sounds great, let’s get started,” Jass
said as he walked over to pick up his bike.

“Wait, I want to talk to you about
something.” I waved my hand for him to sit down so we could talk.
“But I want you to promise that you will not tell anyone else about
this. It has to be our secret. You can’t tell any of the other
guys, none of our friends, not even your parents. Promise?”

“Sure I promise, swear to God I won’t tell
anyone. What’s this all about?”

With that, I started to fill him in on my
discovery and what I had been doing for the last month when he
wasn’t around.

“Wow, it sounds great. Let’s go, I want to
see it.”

“Wait,” I said, “I have to tell you about the
cave people.”

“The cave people…are there really people
living in the cave?”

“Well, yes and no,” I answered, as I began to
explain my magical kingdom to him, “You can’t really see these
people. I mean, they’re there, but they’re afraid to come out, so
they mostly just listen. But they rely on me to take care of their
kingdom and protect them from the outside world. They’ve never been
out of their cave before so they’re really scared of people. They
declared me their king.”

“Their king, wow that’s awesome. What can I
be,” he asked.

“Well that’s not up to me that’s up to the
cave people. I’ll have to introduce you to them and see what they
say. I already told them yesterday that I would be bringing you to
meet them today. They trust me, so it’s okay.”

Jass’s imagination was as strong as mine,
which is why I knew he would love the idea and I could trust him
with my secret. We’d often play make-believe and go on adventures
on our bikes. One day we’d be cowboys and Indians, the next day
we’d be racecar drivers, and the next day we’d be cops patrolling
the neighborhoods. But this was something different, this was real,
this was our new kingdom.

“Okay, let’s go,” I motioned as I jumped up
and grabbed my bike. He followed right behind me and off we pedaled
up the road towards Rocks.

The twenty minute ride only took us about
fifteen minutes since we were so pumped up and excited about the
adventure. Once we got to the park entrance he filed in behind me
and motioned for me to lead the way. Our bikes threw out a cloud of
dust on this hot humid day as we churned up the roadside muck along
the way. We turned down a side road and started following the
streambed as I had done so many times the past month.

“Hey, we’ve been down here before,” Jass
yelled up at me as we turned and twisted down the dirt path.

“Just follow me,” I yelled back, “you’ll
see.”

After a few minutes we finally reached the
point where the stream went off to the right. I stopped and jumped
off my bike. Jass did the same.

He followed me again as I pulled my bike to
the left into the trees and followed a small footpath that was
mostly created by me tramping down the brush during the past
month.

It was another pleasant day inside the
forest. The tiny breeze that was blowing the hot humid air around
seemed to be cooled by the darkness of the forest and felt good to
our hot sweaty bodies. I pulled my bike over to the side and he did
the same. I sat down with a thump just to catch my breath from the
long hot bike ride.

“What are you doin’,” he snapped, “Let’s get
to the cave.”

“Okay, just catching my breath,” I answered,
as I forced myself up and led him over to the stone mountain behind
the trees.

He followed as we jumped up on the rocks and
made our way carefully over to the closed-in cave entrance. I
pulled the three large pieces of dead branches out of the way which
opened up the entrance to the cave.

“Wow,” he gasped, “this is neater than I
thought it would be. This is a real cave in a mountain.” He swayed
from one foot to the other peeking inside the caves entrance. “Sure
is dark in there though. Are you sure there are no animals in
there?”

His voice quivered a little as the words came
out.

“Sure I’m sure. The cave people keep it safe.
Let’s go.” I motioned with my hand and led the way inside the cave.
He followed, but at a hesitant two steps behind.

“I can’t see a thing,” he whispered as we got
all the way inside.

“I know. Sit down here with me facing the
inside of the cave and just look into the darkness for a minute or
two. Your eyes will adjust to the darkness and then you’ll see
fine.”

He quickly followed any instructions I gave
him as he sat down almost against me, staring into the silent cold
cavern.

“Sure does feel good in here though,” he
whispered as I felt his body shiver against mine. “Almost like its
air conditioned.”

I laughed to myself remembering how I
shivered and shook my first time in here.

As our eyes adjusted to the darkness he
continued to whisper. “Wow this neat. I can see the walls now and
the rocks inside here. Is that a little table you built?”

“Yep, and there are two chairs to go with it.
Look over here.” I pointed towards the etching I had made on the
wall with my name and date.

“Neat. Can I do that too?” he whispered.

“Jass you don’t have to whisper. It’s just
you and me…and the cave people of course.”

“Oh yeah, the cave people…where are they?”
His voice was normal again as he looked around for real people to
emerge.

“They’ll make themselves known when they feel
comfortable with you. Right now I’m sure they’re checking you out
to see if they like you or not.”

“Well suppose they don’t like me,” his voice
questioning the situation, “what do you think they’ll do, or
say?”

“It’ll be okay, you’ll see. Trust me.”

We stayed in the cave for most of the day,
just talking and moving around more rocks to make chairs and tables
to put things on. I let him put his name under mine in chalk, so
now the cave belonged to the two of us, me and my best friend. We
talked about things we could bring up here from home that would
help make it homier; but mostly we thought we’d just bring a bunch
of cans of soda that would stay nice and cold inside the cave and
be here whenever we got thirsty. We didn’t want to bring any food
to keep in here because we both thought it might attract
animals.

Before too long I told him about my wanting
to venture further into the cave to discover more rooms and places
to explore. He looked at the two openings, looked at me, and said,
“Well, I’m game if you are. But you’re leading the way!”

We both got up and started towards the
openings, treading gently as if we were walking on glass shavings.
I think we were both on our tiptoes.

Jass had his hand gently positioned on my
shoulder as I led the way to the dark openings.

“Should we go in the right one or left one?”
I questioned.

“Well, we’re both right-handed, so let’s
choose the right one.” The first decision he had made all day
long.

We were two steps into the opening and I
stopped in my tracks.

“This is way too dark,” I said. “I can’t even
see my hand in front of me. We’ve got to get some flashlights or
something to see with before we do this.”

“That’s fine with me!” Jass snapped as he
backed out of the opening and walked the other way. I followed.

“How about using some of your candles and
lighting our way with them?”

“No,” I answered back, “we don’t know what’s
in those tunnels and something might catch fire or explode or
something so let’s head home and tonight we’ll get some things we
need and head back up here tomorrow to continue our exploration.
You load your backpack with sodas, sandwiches, and snacks, and I’ll
bring flashlights and anything else I think we need. How’s that
sound?”

“Sounds good to me,” said Jass as we both
headed back out into the woods. We covered the entrance, grabbed
our bikes, and headed back down to the stream to head home.

Our exploratory adventure would have to wait
another day. But what a day it would be, my best friend and I
expanding our kingdom and my introduction of him to the cave
people. I couldn’t wait!

 


We met the next morning bright and early. I
think we both skipped breakfast we were there so early. I told my
mom we were packing lunches for a full day trip to the park so she
let me go without breakfast and without my sister, thank goodness.
Jass had his backpack on too and I could see it was packed full of
stuff.

“Hey,” I shouted as he rode up, “ready to do
some exploring?”

“You bet, let’s hit the road and get on up
there, the sooner the better. Besides, I’m starving and I can’t
wait to get up there and eat something.”

“You’re always thinking of food.” I
laughingly said as we headed up the road towards Rocks.

It wasn’t quite as hot today; in fact it was
pretty cloudy as we got closer to the park. The weather said
something about a chance of showers in the afternoon, but nothing
this morning. Anyway, it was a lot nicer not having the sun beating
down on us as we pedaled up the hot blacktop road. We couldn’t wait
to get to the coolness of the trees and ultimately the coolness of
the cave.

We arrived, parked our bikes, uncovered the
entrance, and were sitting down on our rock chairs in no time.

We had hardly given ourselves time to adjust
to the darkness before Jass had his backpack open, a soda can
popped open, and a piece of homemade cake half devoured.

“I’ll take some of that,” I said as he had
already reached in his backpack to get me a piece of cake and a
soda.

“I’ll line all these sodas up over here,” he
motioned as he headed for a small ledge on the side of the wall
that ended up being a perfect shelf for us. He lined up about six
cans of soda and four Yoo-Hoo chocolate drink cartons. “That should
hold us for a while, and should stay pretty cool in here if I do
say so myself.”

Before too long we had satisfied our stomachs
and I was busily unloading my backpack of what I had found to
bring; two flashlights, four extra batteries, a scout knife, a
first aid kit, a plastic sword, an empty canteen, two ponchos, two
towels, parts to one of my sisters games, and a tablet to write in
with two pens, along with a Tupperware container to keep the pad,
pens, and batteries in for safe keeping. Yesterday we had
discovered a small cranny at the base of one of the walls that was
big enough to hold stuff. I walked over and put the Tupperware
container with the stuff inside, in the cranny and it was a perfect
fit with room to spare. I rolled the square rock we had found in
front of it and instantly it was a hidden compartment. “There,
that’s tucked away nice in case we ever need it.”

“Okay cave people,” I muttered with my most
manly voice, “it’s time for you to meet my best friend, Jason, Duke
of Forest Hill. I have brought him here to meet with your approval
as a trusted companion and keeper of the secrets of the cave. I
implore you to accept him as your friend and leader and trust him
as you would trust me. What say you oh cave dwellers?”

Silence filled the cold dark air of the
cavern.

“Wow that sounded great Ryan, Duke
Jason.”

“Sure,” I answered, “you’re the Duke of
Forest Hill, the trusted companion and fellow warrior of King Ryan
of Rocks. This is now our kingdom to share and to rule. Do I hear
any objections from you cave people? Answer me now or we will
accept it as law.”

Again silence.

“Then it is the new law of this kingdom. I,
King Ryan of Rocks, hereby appoint you, Jason, Duke of Forest Hill,
and command you to uphold the secrecy of the Kingdom of Rocks, so
help you God.” I swung my trusty plastic sword back from right
shoulder to left shoulder as Jass knelt down on one knee before me.
“It is done, you are now and forever will be a warrior and trusted
leader of the Rocks kingdom and savior of the cave dwellers. Come
with me now to explore our kingdom.”

“Thank you King Ryan. I promise to uphold the
secrecy of your kingdom and to do everything within my power to
bring wealth and riches to the cave people.”

The ceremony was complete. Our task at hand
now was to continue what we started yesterday and expand our
kingdom within the mountain. We turned, each grabbing a flashlight,
and headed for the back of the cave where we had left off the day
before.

This time it was much easier. It’s amazing
what a little light will do for your bravery. The two of us headed
into the right opening shining our lights feverishly up, down,
sideways, any way we could. I didn’t know whether to shine it on
where I was walking, what was ahead of me or what was over top of
me, so I did it all in one continuous motion. The pathway into the
opening was about four foot wide and the rock on all sides was cold
and wet looking surrounding us with a damp chill. Other than an
occasional spider web or thousand-legger wiggling by, there were no
signs of any life, or any threat to ours. I had decided that the
last thing we wanted to do was lose our way inside the cave and not
be able to find our way out so in my pockets I had these alphabet
letters from one of my sisters’ games that glowed in the dark. Once
we started walking I would lay a glowing letter on the cave floor
about every ten feet or so to mark our way.

“Hey, nice touch,” Jass whispered as we
constantly moved our flashlights surveying our surroundings.

“Thanks,” I whispered back, “didn’t want us
to get lost in our own kingdom.”

We had traveled maybe fifty feet, or five
glowing alphabet letters, when the sound of water became louder and
louder. Before, from our original cave room, it sounded like just a
faint trickle in the distance, a watery sound that was always there
with us. But now, it had grown remarkably louder and was definitely
much more than a trickle off water. I shined the light straight
ahead down the tunnel and could see a reflection of light coming
back at me.

“Look Jass, what’s that?”

He shined his light in the same direction.
“Wow, looks like a small waterfall right here underground.”

We walked another fifteen feet and there it
was, a continuous flow of water coming out of the overhead rocks
and cascading down onto rocks below and ending up in a small round
pond of water. The rocks below kept the falling water from hitting
the pond directly which is why the sounds of the waterfall were so
muffled from a distance.

I put the flashlight between my legs and
cupped my hands together under the falling water. It was so ice
cold. I smelled it and it smelled fine so I took a sip and it was
just plain ole spring water off the mountain.

“Jass this is great. Now we have our own
water supply right here in our cave. I’m glad I brought an empty
canteen. Wow, our first discovery. What should we call it...how
about Rocks Spring Pond?”

“Aawww that’s too plain-Jane, how about...the
Dingleberry Waterfall, found by going straight down the Tunnel to
Everlasting Water?” commanded Jason to his noble king.

“You’re right, that’s a perfect name, a
kingdom name; The Tunnel to Everlasting Water that leads to the
Dingleberry Waterfall. I love it. So be it Duke of Forest Hill...as
King of Rocks, I hereby declare that this be the Dingleberry
Waterfall and this entranceway that leads to it be known as the
Tunnel to Everlasting Water. So be it!”

We both shoved our heads under the falling
water as if to anoint the area, and ourselves. It kind of felt good
but sure was cold. It made us both shiver from the cold water and
the surrounding dampness. We looked around a little bit and could
see that there was nothing else to explore, just a dead-end with a
fabulous waterfall.

“Let’s head back out and warm up a little,” I
said as I turned and headed back down the cave path towards the
opening. I picked up the glowing alphabet letters along the way
since we now knew it was a dead-end tunnel that led straight to the
waterfall. No way to get lost going that way.

We got back out to our cave room and both sat
down. I reached over and grabbed the two towels I was glad I had
brought and tossed one to Jass to dry off. It didn’t feel as cold
in this part of the cave because you could somewhat feel the
outside heat coming in from the entrance, but we dried off
anyway.

“Well, should we venture down the left-hand
entrance or save that for another day?” asked Jason, chewing on his
glasses as he toweled off his red hair.

“It’s a long summer, so maybe we’ll just take
it one room of discovery at a time. Okay?”

“Sounds good to me,” answered Jason. “But I
do think we have started something with the naming process and we
should now name our cave room here...it’s the right thing to do
King Ryan.”

“I agree Duke Jason; let us think of an
appropriate name for our main cave room.”

“How about the Pickle berry Room?”

“Naw, I hate pickles and I want this room to
have a special name since it was our first discovery. How about…the
Grand Hall of Treasures that sounds special doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, okay. The Grand Hall of Treasures, a
great name. But now that we’re at it shouldn’t we have a name for
the whole place, instead of just the cave?”

“Sure we should. But that’s really got to be
something special. Let’s both think about it overnight and tomorrow
when we come up we’ll christen our cave with its formal name.”

“Sounds good Ryan, maybe we should get ready
to head home, it looks like it’s getting’ kind of dark and stormy
outside.”

“Yeah you’re right,” I answered, as we both
picked up our empty backpacks and headed out the entrance. “Wait a
minute; I want to put the flashlights and other stuff in the secret
compartment.” I cleaned up our supplies, emptied my pockets of the
glowing alphabet letters, covered up the hole in the wall with the
flat rock, and we were on our way.

We headed home both feeling like we had
really accomplished a lot that day. We had formally named the rooms
of our kingdom and soon would expand even more. What a great day
and a great secret place. We smiled a lot the whole way home.

 


The Cave of Secret Passages that was
it, the perfect name. I woke up in the middle of the night, sat up
in bed, and recited those words. I’m not sure what I was dreaming
of at the time, but the name suddenly came to me. The Cave of
Secret Passages, wow I love it!

Mom started getting suspicious of my
whereabouts and started questioning me as soon as I came downstairs
in the morning.

“Where have you been going all day long?
You’re not getting into anything you shouldn’t are you?”

“No mom, me and Jason are just riding our
bikes up around Rocks State Park. It’s nice and cool up
there by the stream so we just park our bikes and wade through the
stream trying to catch minnows with our hands. That’s’ why I took
the two towels with me yesterday.”

“Okay,” she answered, “but you guys make sure
you don’t wander off and get lost. That stream isn’t deep enough to
swim in is it? You kids better not be swimming up there with no
adults around, you hear me?”

“Mom, it’s a five inch deep stream that’s
full of little minnows. I couldn’t swim in it if I was six months
old. We’re okay, just grabbing a bite to eat and passing the day
away having fun. It’s summertime mom, that’s what we’re supposed to
do.”

With that, I was out the door, on my bike,
and headed up the road. I had thrown a couple empty thermos
containers in my backpack so we could fill them up with nice cold
fresh stream water and have a cold drink anytime we wanted.

I got to the shady tree area and gave the
horses each a big apple. Jason was late; I wondered why he was
taking so long. It seemed like an hour went by but finally he came
tearing down the road and skidded his bike in sideways almost
hitting the tree. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, “but my dad made me
eat breakfast and clean my room before I could leave.”

We jumped on our bikes and took off for the
park.

“Hey, I got a great idea last night for the
name,” I blurted out as we were pedaling up the road.

“What’s that?”

“I thought we’d call it The Cave of Secret
Passages. Whatcha’ think?”

“That sounds great,” said Jason, “The Cave of
Secret Passages. I like it.”

And so it was. The name was officially
chosen.

We arrived at our spot and were inside before
another word was spoken. We decided to get right to it today and
grabbed the two flashlights to begin our journey into the left-hand
cave entrance. We both had built up a little more confidence after
our first journey ended so successfully at the waterfall…or should
I say at Dingleberry Waterfall.

“What should we call this leg of the cave?”
Jass asked as we stepped closer to the entrance.

“Uuummm I’m not sure, let’s see what we
discover and then we’ll name it, just like we did over there.” I
said as I pointed towards the Tunnel to Everlasting Water.

”Ooopps, wait a minute, I forgot the glow
letters.” I ran back to the hidden compartment and opened the
Tupperware container grabbing a handful of letters and shoving them
into each pocket. “I better take a lot. Never know how long this
tunnel is.”

As we slowly went inside, it was amazing how
similar it seemed to the other tunnel. It was about five feet wide,
with stone rocks on each side and overhead. Everything that
surrounded us was wet with dampness which made it all have a slight
shimmering glow to it. We were both shivering cold as we got deeper
and deeper; I’m not sure if that was from the dampness or the fear
of the unknown. Even the occasional spider webs were non-existent,
which I guess was because of the cold damp walls.

Every few steps I’d lay a glow letter down
like we did on the other side. Glancing back every so often to make
sure the glow lasted. It was kind of neat to look at...this line of
letters glowing along the footpath. You couldn’t make out what the
letters were, you just saw a faint glow in red and yellow and blue
and orange. Kind of neat!

As we got deeper the tunnel seemed to narrow
slightly and then the walls seemed to disappear. And the overhead
stone seemed to disappear. We seemed to be in a vast space.

“Can you see anything?” I asked Jason. But
the sound of that question echoed throughout the surroundings
endlessly. He didn’t answer; we just shined our flashlights around
to discover that we were in a huge cavern, a huge room. The ceiling
looked like it was fifty feet tall and the walls were so far away
you could hardly see them with the flashlights. Instead of dirt,
the floor was now stone as if we had a mountain below us as well as
above us.

“This is magnificent,” I said as I looked
around taking it all in, “can you believe the size of this
room?”

“No because I can’t really see the walls,”
Jason echoed, “but it sounds like we’re in a ballroom or concert
hall.”

The floor was fairly level for being all
rock, so we managed to walk all around trying to grasp how large
this room really was.

“We need something else to help light this
place up,” I said, “it’s just too big to see with flashlights.”

“Yeah your right; what about the two
battery-operated lanterns we brought up with us the other day…let’s
get them.”

“Okay,” I said, “you wait here and I’ll run
back and get both of them.”

“Yeah sure…you’re not leaving me alone in
this place with just a flashlight,” Jass chuckled as he followed me
out and back down the path.

We both knew that exploring this size cavern,
we would need lots of light to look around and really investigate
this new discovery of ours.
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The Magical Stones

 


We made our way back to the left-hand cavern
through the winding pathway and still decided to leave the glow
letters just in case there ended up being more than one exit from
the big room. The last thing we wanted to do was to get lost.

As we entered, we again were absolutely
amazed at the echoing sounds that bounced off the walls and seemed
to go on forever. This place must be enormous.

We sat our flashlights down on the ground and
flipped on the lanterns. First mine went on, then his. We were in
awe of this place.

The lanterns lit the room up faintly, but
fully, compared to the streams of light from our flashlights. As
they came to full brightness, our images danced along the walls to
the flickering rhythm of the lantern. It even took our eyes a
second to adjust to the change, the same way it did when we entered
or exited the cave.

The cavern was huge, with its gigantic stone
ceiling and walls rising up to touch it on all sides. Stone walls
that seemed to slightly glisten as the reflection of our lanterns
danced about. As we suspected the entire floor was also stone,
smooth to the touch and brilliant with the swirling colors of
nature running through them. No other entrances or exits seemed
visible as we slowly walked in opposite directions for the first
time since we started our cave adventure. The walls weren’t quite
as moist looking as the tunnels; in fact it seemed almost dry, I
couldn’t see any water on the walls or lying on the floor
anywhere.

“What do ya think?” Jass asked.

“I can’t even describe what I think; this is
the neatest thing I have ever seen in my life. It’s like we’re in
the middle of the mountain and it’s hollow inside,” Jason said as
his voice echoed so slightly throughout the room. “I’ve got the
perfect name for this place; let’s call it the Grand Chamber of
Echoes.”

“Wow what a neat name. It sure does describe
this place, that’s for sure. Let’s climb up some of these
ledges.”

We set our lanterns down on opposite sides of
the vast room and began to explore for the first time, hands free.
I climbed up a few rocks to a second small level area, then up
another few rocks and I was standing about fifteen feet off the
ground. Jason was on the other side and had done the same thing but
was even higher. We looked around at the levels we were on but
couldn’t see any other openings in the wall. Looking up we could
see other ledges scattered throughout the walls, but they were all
way too high to even think about getting to so this was definitely
high enough for us.

“We can’t let anyone ever find out about this
place,” I said as I looked at an even higher ledge but it was
really out of my reach.

“I know,” said Jass as he walked about
halfway around the room at the level he was at, “this place is
unbelievable. Do you suppose we are the first people ever to be in
here?”

“Well I know the cave people were probably
the first, but I’m sure we’re the first since them,” I answered as
I jumped down from rock to rock finally landing level on the
floor.

“Speaking of cave people, I thought I was
going to meet them once we ventured into the caves?” asked Jason
with a defiant look towards me.

“Well let’s ask and see,” I snapped back.
“Cave people, we are here in the Grand Chamber of Echoes; we are
King Ryan and Duke Jason of Forest Hill. We have come to explore
deeper into your kingdom and to pledge our truth and alliance to
all of you. Your secret is ours and we will fight to keep the Cave
of Secret Passages free of all evil, forever. Will you trust our
alliance by answering our voices?”

The echoing of my voice stopped, but the
silence continued.

“What do we have to do to gain your trust;
the trust that will allow you to make yourself visible to us? Give
us a sign, something to go by.”

We waited, but nothing.

“This is our cave now Ryan, why should we
share it with anyone; especially if they won’t answer us or come to
meet us. It’s ours, all ours, cave people! If you won’t answer our
calling then we will take over this place and command this kingdom
without you.”

Again silence.

“Maybe you’re right Jass, maybe we are the
only ones here and we need to just start to rule our own kingdom. I
as King declare, so be it! I declare the Cave of the Secret
Passages to be ours and ours alone.”

We continued to wander around separately
trying to take in every nook and cranny of this vast place that we
could.

Suddenly out of the corner of my eye I was
startled by a dark object moving off of one of the ledges. I spun
around quickly only to see it was the same old cat that had led me
into the cave at the beginning of my adventure.

I called out to him, “Hey, kitty cat, we meet
again. Jass, this is the same cat that led me to the cave opening
and eventually into the cave. It’s like this is his home, or he’s
following me, one or the other.”

“Here kitty, kitty,” Jass called as he knelt
down on one knee motioning for the cat to come over to him.

The cat paid no attention to Jass at all, but
walked over to a rock on the cavern floor and sat down beside it.
Looking at us, he began to meow and look first down at the rock,
then at us. It almost seemed he was trying to tell us
something.

“What is it kitty,” I asked, as if he could
understand me, “Are you trying to tell us something?”

I began to walk over towards the cat as he
continued to meow. He waited until I was just about to him, then
jumped back up on the ledge above him and ran off out of sight.

As I got to where he was sitting I noticed
something wedged behind the rock and leaned down to see what it
was. It seemed to glisten or sparkle at the light and caught my eye
immediately. As I tried to move the rock aside, it wouldn’t budge.
I called Jason over. We both struggled with all our boyish might
but it still wouldn’t move.

“We need some help here to move this thing,”
I said as I looked around for something to use. I couldn’t find
anything. “We need a strong stick or board to put beside it or
under it to push it over.”

“Wait here,” I said as I remembered my
plastic sword and hoped that maybe it was strong enough to pry
under the rock. But it was not, it just started bending under the
pressure.

“Let’s try one more time,” I said, “you pull
and I’ll push, on three…one, two, and three!”

It moved. Ever so slightly, but it moved
enough for us to see the small box that it had ever so slightly
hidden. I picked it up and it was heavy. It surprised me. Not too
heavy to lift, but heavier than I would have expected it to be. It
was black in color and looked like it was made of wood that seemed
to be rotting with time. It had a small black clasp coming down the
front that looked like a lid. We looked at each other as I lifted
it up and walked it over to the lantern.

“What do ya think it is Ryan?”

“Got me, but it sure looks old and it sure
feels like it has something inside of it. Maybe I should shake
it.”

“No don’t do that. It might destroy or hurt
whatever’s inside.”

We sat the box between us, moved the lantern
up closer and looked at each other questionably.

“Do you think we should open it?” Jason
asked.

“Well I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t
sleep tonight if I didn’t open this thing and see what’s inside.
Let’s do it!”

“Okay...you do it,” snapped Jason.

I began cracking my knuckles and hands as I
slowly moved them down to the mysterious black box.

“If some strange cloud or liquid comes out,
I’m holding my breath and getting out of this place,” I said as I
began to wrap my fingers around the front of the box at the clasp.
“And if a genie comes out and grants me three wishes, you don’t get
any.”

It popped up fairly easily and I raised the
little lid carefully and cautiously. Nothing poured out…no cloud,
no liquid, and no genie.

It was full of stones, about ten of them.
Small gold colored stones like out of a riverbed. They were all
about the same size, round and smooth; just like you’d buy in the
store to put in your fish tank or around your patio garden. Plain
old riverbed pebbles.

“Wow, big treasure, a box of stones,” Jason
quipped smartly as if totally disappointed.

“Yeah how ‘bout that, a box of stones; but
they have to mean something or have been put here for a reason. Why
would someone just fill a box full of riverbed stones and hide them
behind a rock in this mountain? Maybe they’re real gold nuggets
that someone hid here and they’re worth a lot of money.”

“Yipes,” yelled Jason, “that means someone
else has been in here before, or even worse, they’re still here
watching us now.”

We both immediately started looking around,
side to side, to see if anyone was watching.

“Hey cave watchers, does anyone know the
meaning behind this box of stones?” he yelled as he continued to
look around.

This time we were glad for the sound of
silence.

“This is totally weird, but do you realize
that this is what the cat was trying to show us. The same cat who
showed me the cave and led me inside was now leading us to the rock
where the box was hidden. I think there is more to this cat than we
know.”

Jason shook his head in agreement as he
glanced around the cavern looking for the mysterious cat.

I grabbed a full handful of the pebbles and
began to let them sift through my open hand, back into the box. But
something caught my eye. Down in the remaining stones I saw a
glimpse of something shiny.

“Hey look!” I said as I let the stones drop
back into the box and dug my fingers down to the shiny object. What
I pulled out was a necklace; a small semi-shiny gold necklace with
a clasp on one end and a round hollow symmetrical ball on the other
end.

“Jass, look what’s in here.”

He took it in his hand and examined it. It
was in great shape but looked pretty weathered with the tarnished
gold.

“This looks like it’s been here a pretty long
time, look how tarnished it looks. The clasp looks brand new and so
does the ball on the end. But why would someone bury it in the
middle of a box of stones and put it in a rotten-looking box in a
cave? Now answer me that.”

“Ya got me,” I said as I took the necklace
back and glanced at my watch. “We’ve got to get out of here, it’s
almost four o’clock. I gotta’ be home for dinner by five or my rear
ends grounded.”

“Yeah me too.”

We closed up the box and put it back behind
the rock, but I put the necklace in my pocket to take home and
really look at. We hurried out of the room, put everything in the
cave back in place, covered the hole and headed home. What a day to
remember!

 


At home that night I spent a lot of time
examining the necklace. It looked like it used to be a bright
sparkly gold, but the gold was now tarnished and faded. It could
probably be shined up, but I didn’t want to do anything to it at
this point in time. The round ball or sphere on the end of it
looked kind of like a round globe, with gold netting laced all in a
circular shape. As I looked closely I could see that it was really
in two separate spheres. Maybe it came apart. But no, it opens up.
It had small hinges on one side and opened all the way as if
something could be placed inside of it for safe-keeping. Wow, I’ll
have to show that to Jass; but for now, I’m beat.

 


As a brilliant sunrise brought the next day,
something seemed special about it. I’m not sure what, but I just
had a feeling that today was going to be very special. I took a
quick shower, dressed, and headed downstairs to eat. Mom and Sis
were already eating and Dad had already gone to work.

“I’m heading out early again Mom, Jass and I
are heading back up to Rocks to watch his brothers’ friends
at the tennis court, okay?”

“Sure honey,” Mom answered, “But don’t be too
late tonight, you know your Dad is taking us all out to dinner for
your sisters birthday. And be careful up there with those high
school kids around, okay sweetie?”

“Okay Mom.” As I ran out the door I realized
I had forgotten the necklace so I ran back in, up the steps,
grabbed it off the desk and headed back down the steps as I tucked
it into my pocket so my mom wouldn’t have any questions as to where
I got it. I wasn’t the jewelry wearing kind of kid. I never wore
rings or any kind of jewelry except maybe once in a while I’d worn
a leather necklace I had made. That was about it. If Mom saw me
with a necklace on she’d flip out and wonder what I was up to.

Anyway, I hopped on my bike, met Jass, and
before too long we were headed into the park and into the shadows
of our new hangout. Our cool hangout! There were a lot of people
down by the stream on this day as we biked down the path, so we
purposely went a little further downstream then backtracked to our
hideaway so no one would follow us. We even hid our bikes real
good, covering them up with leaves as we laid them flat on the
ground. Once we were in the cave we pulled the brush back over the
entrance so no one could see our big hole in the rocks. We were
back again, safe and secure in the Cave of the Secret Passages.

We had both brought some extra batteries for
the lanterns since we left them on so long yesterday looking around
in the big cavern. Now we had plenty so we put the extras in our
Tupperware secret compartment and I shoved a couple in my pocket in
case we needed them today. Then, off we went headed for the Grand
Chamber of Echoes.

We sat in the middle of the room and I took
the necklace out and showed Jass how it opened up as if maybe
something could go inside.

“Just looks like a globe of the world to me,”
he said as he turned away and began exploring the room again.

“I don’t know,” I said, as I fiddled with the
round globe, opening and closing it while trying to figure out its
purpose in life.

I went back over to the box of stones and
pulled it out of its cubbyhole and opened it. The pebbles were all
so smooth and rounded in different shapes, almost as if they had
each been polished. But then again, most riverbed stone looks that
way from spending all of its time at the bottom of a stream with
water continuously flowing over and around it, but the gold color I
couldn’t explain. I took one of the pebbles out, opened the globe
to the necklace, and put the small stone inside and closed the
globe. “Wow, it fits.” I said as I turned to Jason who was running
his hands all along the walls looking for a secret entrance behind
some hidden rock I guess. He didn’t really hear me, or at least
didn’t pay any attention to me as he continued to slap every rock
looking in all the nooks and crannies. I just shrugged my
shoulders, turned back away from him and put the necklace back over
my head and let it fall down around my neck.

And then it happened...suddenly there were
bright flashes of light. Almost blinding light that made us both
put our hands up in front of our eyes. Sparkly dust started falling
from the ceiling as if Fourth of July fireworks had exploded inside
the cave. Jass ran over to me as we both huddled together on the
floor shaking in horror.

“What is going on?” he shouted, as we watched
the sparkle dust fall around us and cover the surface of the floor
of the cave.

We both had an eerie feeling as the cave
seemed to light up inside all by itself. Our lanterns were still
on, but this light was coming from around the walls and ceiling and
from everywhere. Suddenly, just as quickly as it started, the
sparkle dust stopped and the last of it drifted slowly to the floor
of the cave. The silence were always used to inside the cave was
suddenly interrupted by a small squeaky chatter that sounded like
hundreds of small mice chattering and whispering to each other. But
what was it?

Then to our utter amazement they appeared. We
looked above us; around the ledges of the cavern were hundreds of
tiny people looking down on us. Little people, like dwarfs, with
furry little outfits and tiny hands and feet. Their faces looked
like tiny bears with round ears that protruded out of the sides of
their heads and cute black noses. They all looked alike except for
the different sizes and shapes and colorful furry outfits.

We didn’t move a muscle. We were locked
together in a bear hug embrace and neither one of us dared let the
other one go. We just continually looked back and forth from left
to right as the levels of rock filled with tiny people. To my
amazement, alongside one of them was that same cat, just sitting
there smirking at us.

One of them cleared his voice, stepped
forward onto the edge of one of the biggest boulders and said to
us, “Don’t be afraid, we are not here to harm you in any way. We
know you have come to help us. We have heard you talking and we are
ready to recognize you as our leaders.”

This was just beyond belief and we couldn’t
say anything because our mouths were just hanging wide open. Jass’s
mouth was so wide open that his glasses fell out of his mouth and
onto the ground. Are we dreaming? This can’t be real.

“I say once again don’t be afraid, we are
harmless beings who you have referred to as the cave people.”

“You are the cave people?” I stuttered to say
as I let go of Jason and slowly rubbed my eyes to make sure these
creatures were still there. “There really are cave people in this
cave.”

Jason reached over and quickly picked up his
glasses and put them on to get a real look at this unbelievable
sight before us.

“Yep, you’re looking at us; all eighty-four
of us. But we are not known by your name of cave people, we are the
Cuddlewinkies.”

“Cuddlewinkies,” Jason uttered, “what is a
cuddlewinkie?”

“Each one of us is a Cuddlewinkie, that’s
what we are, that is our name. You are boys, we are Cuddlewinkies.
It’s that simple!”

“But how did you hear us talking about cave
people and we never saw or heard you? Were you invisible? We
couldn’t have been in here all day yesterday and not spotted you.
We were even up on those ledges,” I said as I pointed to where they
stood now.

“We were here all the time. We have never
left. This is our home. You asked yesterday for us to give you a
sign that we existed, so Mildew was sent to show you the way to the
box and you found it.” The Cuddlewinkie replied as he pointed to
the cat sitting beside him.

“Mildew?” I asked.

“Yes Mildew, right here, Mildew the cat,” he
snapped back.

“And he led us to the box of stones,” said
Jason.

“Yes, the box of stones. This is a magical
necklace that you have placed around your neck. It was placed there
by Tudoor, our Grand Master who bestowed magical powers on the
necklace and stones and had his cat Mildew show you the way to the
treasure. We had been told some time ago that a magical necklace
existed that gave the wearer powers that only Tudoor could possess.
It was rumored that our previous leaders Lord Winkle and Lady
Twinkle had possession of the necklace and therefore had powers far
exceeding ours. But we could never verify that and many felt the
necklace was still in Tudoor’s hands and would only be used when he
deemed it necessary to choose someone worthy of possessing it. That
someone seems to be you.”

“Winkle and Twinkle...Tudoor…who are they?
What happened to them?” I asked as I looked at the necklace around
my neck.

“Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle were the
leaders of our mountain home but both succumbed to The Shaft,” he
said as he pointed in a direction back behind him.

“The Shaft,” I asked, “What is The Shaft? And
succumbed, what is that, I’ve never heard that word before?”

“Oh I forgot, you’re only ten years old!”
said the bold Cuddlewinkie, “succumbed means they died...and The
Shaft is a place in the middle of the mountain where there is a
gigantic hole in the ground. It has a churning green glowing wind
that circles around it continually and anyone that gets too close
is sucked into the wind and down the hole. We call it The Shaft. It
is the only place in the mountain where all four of the inhabitants
of this mountain share a common area.”

“Well where do you end up when you fall into
the hole, or The Shaft?” Jason asked curiously.

“No one knows. We believe it is a bottomless
pit and you fall and fall forever. We have never seen anyone again
who fell into The Shaft.”

“So how did your Lord and Lady get pulled
into The Shaft? Didn’t they know the dangers and the history of it
before they got close enough to be sucked in?” I inquired.

“We believe that they were pushed into The
Shaft on purpose. That is our belief,” the Cuddlewinkie said
abruptly. The other Cuddlewinkies surrounding him began to chatter
to each other. The chattering of eighty-four little people at once
creates a continuous echo throughout the cavern that’s so loud it
just makes it hard to hear yourself.

“Shush, my friends! You’ll scare our new
visitors; they’re not use to our ways just yet,” said the lead
Cuddlewinkie to his companions.

“Well who would have pushed them on purpose,”
I asked, “and who are the other inhabitants of this mountain that
you referred to? Could one of them have done it or don’t you
know?”

“Yes we know who did it and yes there are
three other inhabitants of this mountain as well as a few other
mountains in the area. Our most feared enemies, or maybe I should
just say unfriendly co-inhabitants, are the Spectacle People. They
are very different from us and we do not get along with each other.
We used to all get along so well together. We each have our own
territory within the mountain and we used to enjoy each other’s
company and share the mountain as one community. But many months
ago that all changed when our Lord Winkle tried to propose that the
three kingdoms within the mountain share territory on the mountain
and the Spectacle People objected. They have not been easy to talk
to since then and they usually just act rather than speak. Every
time we venture up to The Shaft, they always seem to be gathered
around it, just staring at its power. It’s the strangest thing.
Early on, when we would try to talk to them, they would just ignore
us and go about their business...very unfriendly! So one night
during our quiet time, they came over to our side, waited in
hiding, and as the Lord and Lady walked by, they pushed them with a
mighty shove towards The Shaft and they were immediately caught up
in the churning wind tunnel and sucked in, and then down.”

“Wow, that’s awful,” Jason said, “where are
these Spectacle People? Will they come after us here?”

“No they will not come to this side of the
mountain when we are around, it is not their territory. I will tell
you more about them at a later time. For now, we want you to know
that we are a friendly people and we have chosen to trust in you
two to keep our secrets of the mountain to yourselves. We do have a
purpose in contacting you and we will talk about that later also.
Just be aware that you can only see us when you have the magical
necklace around your neck. You may call me Fe-Fi; I am leader of
the Cuddlewinkies. I will call you King Ryan and Duke Jason if that
is to your liking?”

“No...just call us Ryan and Jass if that’s
okay with you Fe-Fi.”

“So be it, Masters Ryan and Jass it shall
be.”

After Fe-Fi told us his name we could see
that it was written on his outfit across his chest. Looking around
at the other Cuddlewinkies it was obvious that they all had their
names written across their outfits. There was Noo-Nan, Pee-Pi,
Lyn-Lyn, Sue-Su, Ro-Roo, and Luc-Lu, just to name a few.

“Why do all of your people have their names
written on their outfits?” I asked out of curiosity.

“Because we are a friendly people and
Cuddlewinkies like to have friends and like to be friends, so it is
our custom to always have our name displayed on our outfits so you
are never a stranger to another person. As I said before, there was
a time when everyone within the mountain was friends and we all got
along like family. We would basically stay within our own
territories, but we would visit each other and always have social
events where we would all gather together in one room and eat and
dance and have a grand ole time. But that ended many months ago
when Lord Winkle told us that the other groups were planning to
take control of some of our territory and were plotting together
behind our back.”

“Well, were they,” asked Jason, “I mean
didn’t you just ask them face to face to tell you the truth?”

“No, we talked about that, but we trusted and
believed in Lord Winkle and knew he had no reason to lie to us. He
too was a Cuddlewinkie and we knew he looked out for us even though
he was the represented leader of all of the groups. He was
appointed by Tudoor many, many years ago to oversee the mountain
and its inhabitants. He never possessed the powers that Tudoor the
Grand Master of the Mountains has, but he was certainly next in
command.”

“Well if he was so smart, how did he let this
tragedy happen,” I asked, “I mean why did Tudoor let it happen…or
why did Lord Winkle let himself get so close to this Shaft thing
that he could get pushed in?”

“Well, that’s a good question young man; one
that many of us have wondered about. But you can draw your own
conclusions later as you meet the different groups of people here
in the mountain and get to know our territories. For now, we’d like
you to spend some time with our people and see our territory in the
mountain and how we live. Does that sound like something you’d like
to do?”

“Sure does,” said Jass, “but I think maybe we
have to leave early today. Ryan has to be home to go to his
sister’s birthday dinner.”

Wow, that’s right…I better get moving!” I
said as we both jumped up. We said our goodbyes to all the
Cuddlewinkies and thanked them for trusting and believing in us and
allowing us to enter their community. Jass and I didn’t say a word
to each other as we headed back out to the Grand Hall of Treasures,
closed the cave, and headed out on our bikes.

I knew I would be grounded for a week if I
was late again, especially tonight.


 


 


 


 


 


4

The Cuddlewinkies

 


Jason and I rode side by side and talked all
the way home. We couldn’t believe what had taken place today and if
either one of us had been alone and had this happen, we never would
have believed each other. It’s just beyond believable. This type
thing happens in books, not in real life.

“If my sister told me this tale I’d call her
a liar and dreamer to her face. In fact if my parents told me this
I’d never believe them again,” I said as I pedaled faster to keep
up with Jass.

“I know,” he said, “I would have thought you
were a real goon if you told me this story. Why do you think they
chose us to appear and tell their story to? We’re only ten years
old, how can they expect us to help them out with something, like
Fe-Fi said?”

“All I know is that they did choose us and
that’s what’s important. I think they heard us talking for all
those days and they saw how I kept my secret about the cave, then I
told them I needed your help, and you promised to keep the secret.
I just think they trust us at our word. I mean if you can’t trust a
couple of ten year olds, who can you trust?”

When I got home we went out that night, like
Mom said, to a restaurant downtown to celebrate my sisters eighth
birthday. She wanted to go to Chucky Cheese like she always does,
but this time instead of playing all the games I just sat there
thinking...I couldn’t take my mind off of the events of the
day.

“Are you feeling okay Ryan?” my mom
asked.

“Sure Mom, just a little tired from running
around all day up at the park.” Little did she know, or little did
any of them know what had happened to me today. And they would
never know.

I don’t think either one of us slept a wink
that night, Jass or myself. I know I was wide awake, yet
continually dreaming with my eyes wide open. Wow, Cuddlewinkies,
and Fe-Fi, and The Shaft, and the Winkle and Twinkle story, and
Mildew the cat. I wonder what the Spectacle People look like.
Sounds like they won’t be nice to us like the Cuddlewinkies are but
I don’t think Fe-Fi and his friends will let anything happen to us.
I wonder if Mildew was out looking for me in the woods and actually
led me to the cave entrance, the way he led us to the box of
stones. There are so many questions I have. I clutched the necklace
in my fist and rolled over to try and get some sleep.

 


Before I knew it morning was here and I was
up, out the door, and Jass and I were pedaling fools.

“Got the necklace?” he asked as we headed
north towards the park.

“Yep, wouldn’t dare forget that!”

“I wonder if it only works on your neck, or
if it would work for me?” said Jass.

“Don’t know,” I said, “we’ll have to ask
Fe-Fi when we see him.”

We arrived, stowed our bikes as usual, and
entered our new kingdom. We rushed into the cave and went right
down the tunnel to the Grand Chamber of Echoes.

“Hello, hello,” we called, but no answer, no
one was around.

“Hello, is anyone here? Fe-Fi, can you hear
me? It’s Ryan and Jason.” I yelled as I searched around for some
sign of movement.

“Maybe it’s the necklace,” Jass said as he
turned to me with a puzzled look. “Is the stone still in it?”

“Yes,” I said as I pulled the necklace out of
my shirt top and shook it with the stone still inside. “It’s in the
globe and locked tight.”

I kept shaking it, and rubbing it, but
nothing happened.

“Maybe you need to take it out and put it
back in again.” Jass suggested.

“Okay it’s worth a try,” I answered as I
opened the globe locket and removed the stone. I shined it up
against the belly of my shirt, blew on it, and rubbed it again to
get it sparkling clean. But again, when I put it inside the locket,
nothing happened.

“Could be that they’re just not around now.
Maybe they’re further inside the mountain and can’t really hear
us,” I guessed.

“Could be,” answered Jason,” but I thought
maybe we’d see lights and sparkle dust like we did before. I hope
the necklace still works okay. You didn’t do anything to it last
night did you?”

“No, I didn’t do anything. I took it off last
night when I went out with my parents and hid it under my mattress.
I didn’t want my parents or sister seeing it and start asking me
all kinds of questions. Why don’t you try putting it on. Maybe it
needs to be different every time.”

“Okay,” said Jass as he gladly reached for
the necklace and put it around his neck but again nothing
happened.

We were bewildered and scared. Scared that we
wouldn’t be able to get it to work again and never see our new
friends again or finish our secret adventure. We decided to climb
up on the rocks to the landing where Fe-Fi and his friends were
standing, to see if we could locate another tunnel or doorway that
could get us further inside the mountain. Maybe if we got further
inside they would hear us and re-appear.

We searched and searched the cave walls but
found nothing. Everything was solid rock, there were no openings
anywhere.

“How did they get in here if we can’t find
any openings into the mountain?” I asked as we searched and
searched with our hands to find anything.

“Don’t know,” I said with a discouraged
voice, “maybe it’s just part of the magic when the necklace works.
Maybe it only works once and we’ll never see them again.”

I sat down on the rock with my legs dangling
over, just wishing it would all happen again and Fe-Fi and his
Cuddlewinkie friends would appear.

“But I think Fe-Fi would have told us if it
only worked once. He wouldn’t have let us leave without telling us
that,” Jass thought out loud.

“Wait a minute,” I said with a startled
voice, “Fe-Fi said the magic was in the stones. Maybe it only works
once with each stone. Let’s get another stone out of the box and
see if that works.”

I jumped up to my feet and worked my way back
down to the ground floor and over to the box of stones. Jason
hurried after me, hoping I was right. I opened the lid and picked
up another stone. Opening the locket I removed the stone that was
inside and tossed it in a small puddle of water off to the side and
laid the new stone inside the globe. Nothing happened, until I
snapped the globe shut. Magically, the bright lights of the cave
re-appeared and shiny fairy dust was falling everywhere. Only a
moment went by before we heard the familiar giggling and chatter of
small voices overhead. It was Fe-Fi and his family of friends, the
Cuddlewinkies.

“I see you finally figured out the secret of
the stones and the necklace,” said Fe-Fi in a resounding joyous
voice. “We were beginning to think you wouldn’t figure it out. Each
stone in the box has magical powers when placed inside the globe of
the necklace, but each stone possesses the powers only one time and
then it is only an ordinary stone afterwards. You must only use
another stone when it is important to see us and rejoin our
kingdom, the kingdom of the Cave of Secret Passages, as you call
it.”

“Wow, is that really the name of this place?
Did I just guess that by some magical power you gave me?” I
asked.

“No, no magical power was bestowed upon you.
But since that is the name you have chosen for our kingdom, then
that is what we will call it.”

“Great,” I answered, “but what will happen
when the rocks are all used up. Will that be the end of seeing you
anymore?”

“No one knows the answer to that question,”
said Fe-Fi, “so we must use the rocks only when it is necessary for
us to communicate in person. All of us can see and hear you always
when you are inside our mountain but you cannot see us or hear us
unless the magical necklace is working. When that is the case, you
must look for a sign of our communication when it is necessary for
us to tell you something or warn you of something. We will always
give you a sign.”

“What kind of sign?” Jass asked, shrugging
his shoulders.

“A sign of help, like we did with the box of
magical rocks,” he replied. “You must be able to find and figure
out our sign of help. Just as you did by finding the box of stones
that Mildew led you to.”

“I hope we’re smart enough to figure it out,”
I said with doubt in my voice.

“Do not question or doubt yourself,” snapped
Fe-Fi, “you must have faith and confidence in your abilities at all
times. You are both young to this world but you are brave and smart
for your age. Many times in life you will be put to the test;
testing your inner strength and willpower to succeed. You must
always use your best judgment in your decision-making and not doubt
your ability or wisdom. Your wisdom lies within your determination
to succeed, use it wisely and you will be guided to a safe and sure
outcome. Trust yourself and trust my words.”

“We will,” I replied as I swallowed
involuntarily; scared, but yet confident at his words.

Fe-Fi and three other Cuddlewinkies came down
off of the landing they were on, to join us on the ground floor. I
had replaced the box back in its cubbyhole and placed a rock in
front of it. As they approached they each came over and gave us a
hug as we all sat in a circle in the middle of the room,
cross-legged like Indians. The three Cuddlewinkies that joined
Fe-Fi were Dusty-Dust, Bing-Bong, and Le-Li, which was written on
the front of their outfits. They were smaller in size than Fe-Fi
and each of them had colorful outfits, all unique and different, as
each Cuddlewinkie did. Their outfits actually seemed unique to
them. Dusty-Dust had a multi-tone brown outfit that almost seemed
to be dusty. I almost wanted to pat him on the back to see if dust
flew everywhere, but of course I didn’t. Bing-Bong’s outfit was a
bing-bong of colors, from the red top with black sleeves, to the
black bottom with red legs; with one red shoe and one black shoe,
to the black hat with the red feather. And Le-Li was all stripes.
The top half of her was horizontal yellow and blue stripes, the
bottom half was vertical stripes of yellow and blue. Her middle
separated the two sets of stripes with a furry checkered belt that
seemed to resemble a checkerboard. I guessed that Le-Li was a girl
simply by her name.

Looking around, they all had black hair that
covered their round ears, and facial features that were exactly
like ours. They all looked like little teddy bears to us, just like
furry cuddly little people.

“Any of my people will assist you in any way
they can,” said Fe-Fi as he waved his arm towards the crowd of
Cuddlewinkies looking down on us. “We are all here and eager to
help you in your adventure. You may talk to any of us, but I am the
only one who will make decisions that affect our kingdom. Is that
clear to you?”

“Sure,” Jass answered. “You are the leader,
but everyone else is equal?”

“Yes, that is the way of our kingdom. We are
all equal, even myself. I am only the leader in the sense of
decision-making for our safety and security, otherwise we are all
the same; a united people with the purpose of flourishing in our
own kingdom within our own territory, our mountain. The Cave of
Secret Passages, as you call it.”

“Why did you choose us,” asked Jason, “and
what can we do to help you?”

“You were chosen because of your loyalty to
our secret. We have observed you for some time now and you have
gained our trust. As far as what we need from you, Dusty-Dust will
tell you the story.”

It was funny. As Dusty-Dust began to speak,
our thoughts became reality. Each movement by him created a small
puff of dust to bellow from his body. Not a dust that made you
cough or get irritated, but a dust that seemed harmless and funny.
It made us wonder if all the Cuddlewinkies had personality traits
just like Dusty-Dust.

He began the story.

“There are many communities of people living
in these mountains of Rocks, as you call them. Each of us
has our own territory within these walls and we have always lived
beside each other with no problems or turmoil; in fact, as we said
earlier, we all got along great and freely visited each other’s
territories. The only common area that we all share is The Shaft.
We each have a purpose to achieve and we need each other to
survive. Our purpose, the Cuddlewinkies, is to manage the flow of
water that runs throughout the Rocks. We have the
responsibility of insuring that the water flows continually and if
it is impaired in some way, we re-direct it or do whatever is
within our powers to alleviate the problem. Other communities
within these mountains are responsible for the greenery or growth
above and around the mountain, the sunlight and darkness within our
mountain, the temperature and climate surrounding us, etc., etc.
You human people refer to it as Mother Nature; we refer to it as
our livelihood.

Many months ago, the community closest to us,
the Spectacle People, who are responsible for the climate within
our surroundings, began to impede our area and slowly change the
climate as they inched further and further into our territory. As
we said earlier, Lord Winkle proposed a combining or sharing of our
areas for the betterment of the three communities of people, but we
all refused. Each day since then we began to see our community
shrink in size and slowly parts of our area began to get colder and
colder. So cold in fact that we could hardly stand to go into them.
Now, that area is so cold it snows continually. We are afraid their
conquest of our area will continue until they have driven us out
due to coldness and we will be forced to vacate this mountain, our
home. The consequences will be that this area will no longer have
streams of water running through it, for we control the water and
if we leave, so does the water. All the riverbeds will dry up.”

“Wow, could that really happen. All the water
would be gone, and all the other inhabitants of this mountain would
die from the absence of water to drink, bath, and live. That would
be awful. Don’t they know that they need you for water?” I
said.

“This is why we need your help,” said Le-Li,
in her wavy almost songlike voice. “The Spectacle People do not
care about us and our control of the water. They think they can
change the climate to make it rain or snow and accumulate their own
water.”

“Why are they called Spectacle People?” Jass
interrupted.

“They are known as Spectacle People because
they all look alike and they all wear glasses. Unlike you Jason,
they wear their spectacles all the time; they don’t chew on them
like you do most of the time,” answered Bing-Bong as he pointed to
Jass with his glasses hanging out of the side of his mouth. It was
clear how Bing-Bong got his name because every time he talked he
would wave his hand back and forth in front of himself almost
in-time to every word he spoke.

Jason abruptly took his glasses out of his
mouth and put them on, shrugging his shoulders with a smirky grin
on his face.

“Well...do they just control the climate
inside the mountain, or outside also?” asked Jason.

“Both inside and around,” said Bing-Bong as
he waved his hand in rhythm. “If they don’t want people near the
mountain they will make it rain, or snow, or get windy, or just
plain hot. Sometimes people will discover the caves of the mountain
and our defense mechanism is for the Spectacle People to create a
cold drafty wind to deter them, or cause the wind to make echoing
sounds that scare people off. People scare very easily.”

“Like the echoing we first heard when we came
into the cave,” I said as I pointed to the front of the cave.
“That’s why we called it the Grand Chamber of Echoes. Do they
control the waterfall, which we call the Dingleberry Waterfall
which is down the Tunnel to Everlasting Water?”

“Yes,” laughed Dusty-Dust, “they control all
the water. In fact that is the entrance to their side of the
mountain, through the waterfall.”

“We went down there and were under the
waterfall, but we never thought to try to pass through it. We
thought there was just rock behind it.”

“Well, unless you have the magic necklace on,
you won’t see anything but rock behind it; just as you will never
find our entrances here in this room without the magical powers of
the necklace,” said Fe-Fi. “The necklace gives you the power to
enter our kingdom and live among us. Without it you only see your
world.”

“Will the Spectacle People try to harm us?”
Jass asked.

“Only if they feel you are trying to harm
them or overpower them. Their defense is to make it cold and
frigid. The climate is the only defense mechanism they have. They
cannot harm you in any other way. Since you are humans your only
defense is to wear warm clothing to avoid the frigid temperatures
they may create,” said Fe-Fi. “If they feel you pose no harm to
them then you can walk amongst them just as you can us.”

“Well if they have a defense mechanism, then
you must too. What is yours?” Jass asked.

“Obviously ours is water. You’ve obviously
seen a raging river or a flooded area; well that’s what we can do
to deter anyone.”

“Do they have a leader just as you are a
leader?”

“Yes, their leader is ONE. There are
currently about fifty of them and their names are their numbers of
existence. ONE was the first, then his female partner TWO, and so
on up to FIFTY...you can keep track of their name by looking at
their ears, and each one has their number marked in their ears. ONE
will be the person who greets you as you enter their domain, the
rest never speak and will pay you no attention unless he tells them
to.”

“Can we just ask ONE why he and Lord Winkle
were trying to enlarge his kingdom into yours? Will he be honest
with us?” I asked.

“He will not communicate with us, but I
suspect he will with you. We have only heard his overpowering voice
a few times and his honesty I cannot speak of, but he usually has
nothing to hide”

“Well, it is getting kind of late today to
visit with them and find out what’s going on, but we sure would
like to visit your kingdom if that’s okay with you...and your
people.”

“That will be fine. I have asked two of our
younger people to escort you on a tour, that would be Tiny-Tot and
Q-Q,” said Fe-Fi as our two escorts jumped down from their ledge
and stepped forward and motioned for us to follow them.

Tiny-Tot was a bubbly little character, with
a yellow outfit that was much too big for the person wearing
it...it made the person inside look very, very tiny. Q-Q on the
other hand was a quirky little girl whose magenta colored outfit
was covered with question marks from top to bottom. I didn’t
understand the meaning of that until she started to talk and then
it was obvious. Everything she said was in the form of a
question...everything.

“Are you both ready to visit our kingdom?”
Q-Q asked.

“You bet, just lead the way...and thanks to
both of you Q-Q and Tiny-Tot.”

“Follow us,” Tiny-Tot motioned as we climbed
the rocks and let them lead the way.

As we entered their kingdom through a hole in
the wall that had appeared when they did, there were no visible
lights but it was always bright and cheery all around like we were
in broad daylight. The walls of the tunnel we were walking through
were flowing with continuous water running down all the sides. All
the rock on every side was covered with water, just constantly
running from top to bottom. As we entered the first larger area we
were astounded at the sight before us. It was a small sized town of
miniature houses and shops lining both sides of the cavern that
seemed to go on and on as far as we could see. The houses were
perfectly in scale with the Cuddlewinkies size. Surrounding
everything on all sides were the cavern walls and again there was
continuous water flowing down the sides everywhere.

“This is unbelievable,” I said as we stopped
to gaze at the sight before us, “this is like a small town right in
the mountain. And everywhere you look there is water.”

“You like water, don’t you?” asked Q-Q. “It’s
our life source and our livelihood, so we are part of it and it
surrounds us...don’t you think?”

“Yes, water is great, we love it...but we’ve
never seen a town surrounded by it everywhere. This is so
unbelievable!” said Jass.

The rest of the Cuddlewinkie community had
followed us and were now scurrying down the pathways into their
houses and shops continuing to go about their daily business as if
we no longer existed. Everyone was hurrying around carrying buckets
of water, glasses of water, every kind of container of water that
you could ever imagine. Water was obviously their business and
consumed their every moment, or so it seemed. There were fountains
with water shooting up in all kinds of shapes and streams. There
were waterfalls coming out of the sides of the cave that emptied
into beautiful ponds of crystal clear water.

As we walked down the path through the little
town we almost seemed like giants among the tiny people and tiny
village. They all seemed busy just tending to their daily tasks.
Some people were carrying water containers, some pushed
wheelbarrows of stones and pebbles, others moved rocks using long
carts, while others pulled and pushed large sacks. They gathered
together occasionally in the center of the town to apparently
disperse many of the objects they carried into what looked like a
large pond or lake that glistened and sparkled with a fabulous blue
color.

“What are they doing at the large lake over
there?” Jass asked as he pointed toward the center of town.

“That is our Lake Eternal,” answered
Tiny-Tot, “it is the point where we control the water flow to all
of this area. From this lake the water flows into the mountain and
down a waterfall, which you call the Dingleberry Waterfall and into
a spring that feeds the adjoining streams and lakes outside of the
mountain. If the flow of water needs to increase we add our magic
water to the lake to adjust the flow. If the flow of water needs to
decrease we add riverbed pebbles, or stones, or rocks, depending on
how much we need to interrupt the flow. To preserve the consistency
and freshness of the water we may add seedlings from those large
sacks over there, which sprout underwater plants and flowers to
clean and filter the water. These plants also give protection to
the many fish and underwater creatures that inhabit the streams. We
don’t control the living things within the waters though; they are
controlled by the Suitables, who inhabit the mountain beside us.
You will meet them at another time.”

“That’s unbelievable,” I said with amazement,
“all that is controlled right here...and I always thought it was
just Mother Nature!”

“Ah yes, the ole Mother Nature fable,” said
Q-Q. “Now you know the real story, right?”

“That’s right Q-Q,” Jass said as we walked
further down the path into town, “now we know the real truth. But
can’t the Spectacle People control the flow of water also, by
making it rain so hard that the water rises in the streams?”

“Sure,” answered Q-Q as he led us further
through town, “they can make it rain to produce water but they do
not realize what it takes to send that water to the entire
mountain. It is much more than just producing water in one spot. We
have the ultimate control over the water...that is our livelihood
that is our mission in life. We make sure the entire mountain has a
constant flow of water for their purposes. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Next,” said Tiny-Tot, “we will show you The
Shaft. But please stay beside us and do not wander away...it is
very dangerous.”

“No problem,” I said, “we’re not about to
take the route of Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle.”

We followed them closely, standing well
behind and not knowing what we were about to see...just The Shaft,
oh boy!
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The Shaft

 


They led us past Lake Eternal and down a
windy road that led to another dark tunnel. We entered the tunnel
single-file and were surprised by the sudden change in temperature
as we walked further and further. The temperature in the quaint
little town was always so cool and misty from the constant presence
of water all around, but it just seemed to be getting cooler and
cooler as we went further inside. The walls of the tunnel were
still flowing with continuous water as every wall in their little
town was.

Then it became apparent to us that it wasn’t
that the temperature was actually changing, it was being caused by
a slight breeze that was increasingly getting more and more
apparent as we went further. This increasing breeze was making our
damp bodies feel cooler and we could hear a slight roaring sound
that increased with every step forward.

The tunnel started to brighten up and the
roaring sound was now quite apparent. It wasn’t a deafening sound,
or one that you had to shout over to be heard, but just a whooshing
sound. Then we saw it...The Shaft!

Jass and I moved to the edge of the opening
and pressed ourselves against the sides of the cave, as if clinging
on for dear life. At least Jass and I were clinging; they seemed
very comfortable and calm. I could feel my heart pounding as I
looked at what was before us.

There was an area about ten feet wide from
the cave walls to The Shaft. In the center of this round high room
was a large hole in the floor that had a continuous green
iridescent glow to it. The whooshing sound was caused by what
looked like a cyclone of wind twirling around in a continuous
circle and downward into the hole. I couldn’t feel any suction from
it drawing me into the cyclone, but I still didn’t want to get any
closer than I was, that’s for sure.

“This is The Shaft,” said Q-Q as he pointed
straight ahead. “It will not pull you in of its own power, even if
you stand on the edge. But if any part of you enters the whirlwind,
you become part of it and are sent into the cyclone and down The
Shaft to certain doom, as Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle were. We do
not know its purpose inside the mountain, we just know of its
existence. On the other side lives the Spectacle People. As you can
see, there are four separate areas surrounding The Shaft, each area
only accessible from an adjoining tunnel. Over there is a very
small rockway on each adjoining side of The Shaft that would seem
to provide access to the other side. It is so very small a rockway
that no one chances using it, for fear of being pulled into The
Shaft. It is said that this is where Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle
fell from as they tried to cross to the other side to talk with the
Spectacle People. But we think the Spectacle People were already
irritated with them and pushed Lord Winkle as he entered their
side. He was holding hands with Lady Twinkle to guide her and she
went in with him. No one was here to see it happen, but we know
what Lord Winkle was going to do and we know that he was very
familiar with The Shaft and would not have carelessly fell of his
own accord. Would you like to witness the power of The Shaft?”

“Well that depends how you show us,” shouted
Jass with hesitation.

Q-Q went over to the other side of where we
had entered the cave room and picked up a large rock. Moving closer
to the edge of The Shaft, he tossed it up into the air in the
direction of the whirlwind. The rock was instantly swept into the
cyclone of air and swirled around and around like a tiny pebble. It
continued around for about ten seconds before it vanished down the
hole and out of sight.

“The power is amazing,” said Q-Q as he turned
back towards us. “You can come to the edge here and see that there
is no end in sight down The Shaft...it seems bottomless. Do you
want to look?”

“No thanks, I’ll take your word for it,”
snapped Jass as he clung closer to the cave wall.

“Me too,” I said, “I’ll just stay here and
watch.”

We just stood there, motionless, gawking at
the green glow of the whirlwind before us, amazed by the spectacle
of its power, and wondering how it came to be. Q-Q grabbed another
smaller rock and threw it high into the air towards the swirling
air mass. The circling wind seemed to just grab hold of the rock
and pull it into its magical motion. We watched as the rock spun
around and around circling the cavern time and time again; getting
lower and lower, and finally disappearing down The Shaft.

“I wonder where it goes,” Jass said in
amazement.

“I don’t know,” I answered back, “but, I’m
not real anxious to find out.”

Just as we were about to relax a little and
move slightly away from our protective wall, there was what seemed
to be a sparkle of light that emitted from one of the other
quadrants of the cave. Then something moved. Tiny-Tot looked over
and then back at us and said, “Looks like we have visitors. The
Spectacle People are watching us.”

We strained our eyes, looking toward the
other side of the cavern to see if we could see the Spectacle
People, but the swirling currents of The Shaft seemed to fog our
view.

“I can’t see them,” I yelled, trying to speak
over the roar of The Shaft.

“The only way you’ll be able to see them is
to move along the wall, over closer to the middle of the cavern,”
answered Bing-Bong as he motioned back and forth in front of
himself. “You’ll be able to see the sparkle of their glasses off of
the glow of The Shaft...they all have glasses, so just look for the
sparkle. As friendly as they used to be they have now turned into
an unfriendly people so they will not speak to you. Only their
leader speaks…no one else.”

Jass and I looked at each other and nodded
our heads in agreement as we slowly began to move along the cavern
wall towards the center. Our curiosity would overcome our fear of
The Shaft, but we would still hug the walls as we moved ever so
cautiously. As we got about halfway we began to see the sparkle of
light coming from the other side of the cavern, but that’s all we
could see. After a few more steps we were almost to the middle of
the cavern near the small ledge to the other side. We abruptly
stopped...we would go no further, see them or not!

“Wait, I see them!” said Jass, as he poked me
in the side with his elbow. “Right over there.”

He pointed to the other side and we both
could make out the outlines of small bodies beneath the sparkly
reflections of light.

“Are you there?” I yelled.

“Yes we are here,” bellowed a deep bass voice
from the other side.

It startled us because we were expecting to
hear this small squeaky voice from these pint-sized people, not a
deep manly voice.

“We would like to meet with you to talk,” the
voice echoed. “Will both of you move to our entrance and we will
meet you? You must come alone; we do not trust anyone else.”

“Yes, we will come,” I yelled back as I
glanced over at Q-Q, “but not until tomorrow. We have been visiting
with the Cuddlewinkies today and want to finish our visit. Would it
be okay if we come to meet with you tomorrow morning bright and
early…is that okay with you?”

“Yes that is okay.”

“When we come tomorrow, who will meet us? Who
should we ask for by name?” I questioned.

“I will meet you,” the voice answered. “I am
ONE, leader of my people.”

Before we had a chance to answer, they had
turned and were silently filing back through a tunnel opening in
the cavern wall. Then they were all gone.

“Wow, I wonder what they want to talk to us
about?” questioned Jass.

“I too am amazed that they so eagerly
requested to talk with you,” answered Bing-Bong, as he talked in
his swaying motion. “We have heard ONE speak very few times to us
and he is the only one we have ever heard speak. The rest of the
Spectacle People just seem to stand around and stare at The Shaft.
They all have these beady little eyes that we just don’t trust.
Maybe he sees us talking with you two and is just curious or
worried that you will help us plot against them. You must be
careful tomorrow and not let them pull you into a plot that may
harm the mountain and our people.”

“We wouldn’t do that,” I said as we all
turned and began filing out of the cavern. “We are not here to harm
or plot against anyone. You should know that, otherwise you
wouldn’t have trusted us with the secrets of the necklace. They
probably just want to meet us too, to see what we’re all about.
Right Jass?”

“Right Ryan...you’re right,” answered Jass as
he shook his head in agreement. “We’ll find out for sure tomorrow.
Right now we have to hurry home before it gets too late or we won’t
be here to meet anyone tomorrow, we’ll be punished for missing
dinner.”

We both nodded in agreement as we ran down
the cavern pathway leaving behind our Cuddlewinkie friends to walk
down by themselves.

“See you tomorrow,” we yelled as we ran for
the entrance and out into the blinding light of the day.

We had hardly reached the opening to the cave
when we heard voices coming from outside and immediately stopped in
our tracks.

Peering cautiously out from behind the piled
up brush that we had in front of the cave entrance, we saw two of
the older boys that we knew from the bike ramps. They were both
middle school kids and we knew them only from seeing them up at the
park.

“Looks like two bikes hidden under these
leaves and twigs,” one of them said to the other as they got off
their bikes, dropped them, and headed towards our hidden bikes.

“Sure does,” said the other one, “I wonder
who hid them here?”

They both leaned over and started moving the
brush aside and picking up our bikes.

“We’ve got to do something,” I whispered to
Jass as he shook his head in agreement.

I leaned slightly out from behind the brush
and yelled, “Hey you, leave those bikes alone,” in the biggest
manliest voice I could muster.

They both whipped around suddenly trying to
figure out where the voice was coming from.

“Who said that,” yelled one of them, “come on
out here and show your face.”

“Just drop the bikes and leave,” I yelled
back. But that was probably my mistake because now they both
dropped the bikes and were heading towards the sound of my
voice.

“Oh great,” I whispered to Jass, “Here they
come.”

Just as we moved back a step so they wouldn’t
see us, we saw a movement off to one side of us and there beside us
on the other edge of the cave entrance was Mildew. He turned and
looked at us and winked his eye.

We stepped back even further and before we
knew it the two boys were at the cave entrance and starting to
remove the brush we had put there to hide the entrance.

“The voice was coming from here,” said one of
them, “and look, it looks like a cave or tunnel here hidden behind
this stuff.”

As they continued to open up the entrance we
could see Mildew preparing as he dug in his back claws in the sandy
floor of the cave.

In a split second with one bounding leap
Mildew sprung up in the air screeching and clawing in the direction
of the two intruders.

One of them fell to the ground while the
other one went leaping off of the rock and back towards the
bikes.

“Johnny you okay,” said the one by the cave
as he crawled his way off of the rock and jumped up running over to
his friend.

“Yeah,” he answered as he dusted himself off.
“Damn cat scared the hell out of me.”

“Yeah me too,” Johnnie said as he rubbed his
hand over his arm. “I think he got me in the arm…I’m all scratched
up.”

They both examined the scratches then turned
around looking at the cave entrance as they scanned the area for
the crazy cat.

“Can’t see it anywhere, can you?”

“Nope, must’ve just run out of the cave,
jumped at us and ran.”

“Well I’m not letting no darn cat keep me
from finding out who’s in that cave.”

“Me neither,” said the other one as they
headed back for the cave entrance.

“Here they come again,” Jass whispered, “I
hope Mildew is still around.”

Our question was answered as both of the boys
jumped up on the rock and started back to the cave entrance. We
heard a large whooshing sound coming from behind us and turning we
saw Mildew prancing up to the entrance again with this sound
following him.

Before we knew it, Mildew stopped and lifted
his paw as if pointing or motioning towards the cave entrance. Just
as the two boys leaned over to look inside the cave, hundreds and
hundreds of bats flew by us heading straight for the entrance and
the two boys. They were both knocked down to the ground as they
crawled and scurried to get their balance and get away from the
hoards of bats. The bats were a stream of black as they whipped by
us screeching and flapping their wings; the sound was almost
deafening inside the cave. The whole pack of them would swoop up
and then dive down towards the ground attempting to fly through
anything in their path.

As we both crawled over to the entrance we
could see them both running through the woods yelling at the top of
their lungs as hundreds of bats were behind them in pursuit.

We both laughed and laughed as Jass said,
“That’ll teach them to try to get into our stuff.”

We got up, dusted ourselves off, and headed
outside to cover the entrance back up. Walking over to our bikes,
we tried to figure out what to do with their bikes but decided to
just leave them so as not to anger the two kids anymore. We were
pretty sure they wouldn’t be trying to get into our cave entrance
any time soon. Thanks to Mildew that is!

We both jumped on our bikes and headed home
knowing tomorrow would be yet another exciting day as we meet the
second group of inhabitants of the Cave of the Secret Passages.

We talked the whole way, as we usually did,
about the day’s adventures.

“That Mildew sure is a neat cat,” said
Jason.

“You can say that again. We wouldn’t be
having this great time if it wasn’t for him. He’s the one who led
me to the mountain and to the cave. It’s nice to know he’s there
looking out for us, like today.”

“Yeah, I don’t think we have to worry about
anybody getting into our cave from now on…I think Mildew will guard
it day and night.”

We biked back down our pathway and started
down along the stream when we saw a group of guys over by the bike
ramps. The two boys that we almost tangled with were talking to the
others and you could see them pointing towards the mountain. They
seemed pretty rattled as they kept brushing themselves off and
wiping the sweat from their faces.

They all jumped on their bikes and began to
follow the two back towards our mountain.

“Hey look…looks like they’re all following
those two back over to the mountain,” I said.

“Yeah but I wouldn’t worry. I don’t thing
Mildew will let anything happen to our kingdom, do you?”

“Nope…I think they’ll all be chased by bats
in the next few minutes,” I said as we both laughed and headed back
towards home.

Halfway home, as we left the entrance to
Rocks, we ran into a group of the girls from the middle
school that were in our classes last year.

“Hey Ryan, hey Jason…what are you two up to?”
said Anne.

Anne was one of the girls I liked the best…if
you have to like girls that is. I mean, she was the prettiest and
the nicest, and she always did hang around me whenever she could.
She had long reddish brown hair that she usually wore on top of her
head wrapped in a bun. I had only seen her with her hair down a
couple of times, but it sure did look great draped down over her
shoulders. She had the biggest hazel green eyes that I have ever
seen and her smile was just the biggest whitest smile you could
imagine.

“Hey Anne…hey girls, how ya doing,” I
answered as my eyes never left Anne.

“We’ve just been up in the park all day
riding around,” said Jass.

“Be seeing you and your gorgeous blue eyes at
the middle school in a week or so,” Anne said as she smiled and
gave me a little wink.

“Yeah sure Anne…see ya at the middle
school.”

Why is my heart pounding now like it was at
The Shaft? I’m only ten years old and a dumb old girl shouldn’t
affect me like this, but she did. She was a year older than us and
had gone to the middle school last year. She always tried to hang
around with Jass and I whenever she could, but most of time we just
left her standing there as we went about our business. I wouldn’t
dare say anything to Jass, but I sure have missed seeing her this
past year at school.

We both pedaled away as I turned and watched
Anne. She turned and glanced back at and blew me a kiss. She blew
me a kiss. A kiss from a girl…wow I’m glad Jass didn’t see that.
But I’m sure glad I did!
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ONE and the Spectacle People

 


The next day came ever so quickly and we were
back at the cave before the fog of the early morning had a chance
to burn off. We talked all the way about the two middle school kids
who had tried to get into the cave and how Mildew had made sure
they wouldn’t be interested in trying again too soon. But our main
challenge today would be the Spectacle People and what to expect.
Would they be real friendly like the Cuddlewinkies or would they be
mean? Would they try to win us over to their side and plot against
the Cuddlewinkies for some unknown reason? We sure hoped not and we
didn’t want to get caught up in some mountain feud between them and
have to choose sides. The whole thing was strange to us...why
didn’t they just all get along? We would have to find out.

We arrived at our cave site and immediately
noticed that both of their bikes were gone and our cave entrance
looked undisturbed. We then went through our normal routine of
hiding our bikes and ran into the cave and straight for the secret
box of stones. I took out the old stone and tossed it in a tiny
puddle of water that was off to the side. It was just a shallow
little pond of water and now the two stones I had put there were
the only obstacles laying on the bottom. After putting in a new
stone and enjoying our rain of sparkly dust, we were on our
journey...this time to the right tunnel instead of the left.

We arrived at the waterfall and quickly took
our clothes off to reveal our bathing suits underneath. We didn’t
want to get soaking wet and have that to explain to our moms when
we got home, so we decided to wear our suits underneath our
clothes.

With a sheepish grin on our faces we looked
at each other and motioned each other to go first.

“After you my King,” laughed Jass as he waved
me forward.

We walked slowly into and through the
waterfall of ice-cold water and sure enough on the other side was
the entrance to another tunnel that wasn’t there on our last
venture to the Tunnel to Everlasting Water. This tunnel was pitch
black but as you looked straight ahead you could see the famous
‘light at the end of the tunnel’ that everyone always jokes about.
We quickly walked down the cold dark tunnel and finally out the
opening and into the light of another cavern.

And wow, was it fantastic. The ceiling of the
cavern room must have been a hundred feet tall and the room itself
was that wide also. The cavern walls were all covered in a blanket
of white stuff, snow it looked like. The ceiling was a beautiful
pale blue with white puffy clouds poised throughout and made it
seem like we were looking through a hole in the mountaintop at the
sky above. The floor was the greenest carpet of grass you have ever
seen, and there were pathways leading in all directions and on each
side of them were rows and rows of blooming flowers and plants.
Instead of bugs and spiders and bats, there were bees and
butterflies and chirping birds, hundreds of them. The trees dotting
the entire landscape were covered with multi-color leaves brilliant
in their fall colors. It was amazingly beautiful, but seemed so out
of place according to where we were, inside of a mountain. And why
were all the walls white with snow...it didn’t feel cold enough for
wintry snow.

“Can you believe this place?” I said, as I
was glued to one spot just looking around at the sight before
me.

“No,” answered Jass, “I can’t. This looks
like a picture out of a book...but we’re inside of a mountain. My
mother would love to see this place...but don’t worry, she won’t. I
mean I wouldn’t...”

“I know,” I said, as I interrupted his
rambling words, “my mother would love it too. I’ve never seen
anything like this before. Hello...hello...is anyone here? Mister
ONE, can you hear me?”

No answer. We slowly began to walk down the
pathway in front of us as we looked from side to side at the
gardens of blossoming flowers and plants. Everything was so
elegantly manicured and trimmed, it was a perfect setting. As we
approached the fork in the pathway, a voice greeted us from the
distance.

“Hello, guests to our land. Welcome to our
Land of Seasons.”

As we turned towards the deep bass sound of
his voice, we could see ONE approaching us with a single file line
of characters following him. As they got closer to us we remembered
what Bing-Bong had told us about their ears, and sure enough we
could see that each person had a number written on the inside of
each ear in dark black letters. Since they were all basically furry
brown and black in color, you really had to stare at the ear to see
that it was a number. ONE’s ears had the number 1 in them of
course. He was an older looking character with more whitish hair,
an almost white mustache, and a long pointed white beard that
almost came down to his knees. He kind of looked like a wizard
without the pointed hat and was definitely the elder of the group.
He had black-rimmed eyeglasses on, as everyone did, and his eyes
were different looking, with almost a haunting green glow to them.
In fact all of their eyes were that way, the same glasses on
everyone and those green eyes. Almost scary looking! Their outfits
seemed like a perfect camouflage for the caves, which is probably
why we had such a hard time spotting them yesterday but today they
stood out against the white snow covered walls of this room.

“Thank you, sir. I am Ryan and this is my
friend Jason, we call him Jass for short. Your home here is
beautiful and is truly a Land of Seasons, as you call it.”

“Welcome Masters Ryan and Jason, we are glad
you like our home. It is truly a Land of Seasons as you can see.
The beautiful grass of the summer; the fragrant colorful flowers of
the spring; the cool comfortable temperatures of the fall; and the
beautiful cold of the snowy winter; all present in one room at the
same time. As you probably know already we are the keepers of the
climate for this land and surrounding lands. We are a friendly
people who now keep to ourselves and bother no one as long as no
one bothers or brings harm to us or our territory. We are glad to
have you here in the Cave of Secret Passages and trust that our
secret of existence is safe with you.”

“Oh yes sir,” I immediately repeated back,
“the secrets of this entire mountain are safe with us. We feel
privileged to where the necklace that allows us to be among you and
your people; and the Cuddlewinkies too. We would never do anything
to harm you or them.”

“The Cuddlewinkies,” he snorted back, “now
they are a group we are not totally happy to live beside. But that
is another story for another time. My people and I would like you
both to join us for a springtime picnic in our Garden Grove, will
you please join us?”

Jass couldn’t answer fast enough, “Sure, we’d
love to,” he smiled and nodded towards ONE.

“I wonder what kind of food they eat,” he
whispered to me, as ONE and his people turned to lead us to the
picnic area. “I hope it’s something we’ve eaten before. Ya know
it’s not polite to turn down something that they offer you. Do you
think we’ll like it?”

“Relax Jass; don’t get hyper until we see
what they have.”

As we followed the line of characters they
seemed to make small squeaking sounds to each other as they
motioned their heads back and forth looking at each other, then at
us. It didn’t really seem like they were talking, just kind of
making sounds. I hadn’t noticed before but each one of them had
their hands in their pockets...every one of them, including ONE. No
one talked except ONE, the rest just seemed to squeak and
chatter.

As we reached the end of one pathway there
was an archway opening in the cavern wall and that seemed to be
where we were going. As we entered, the climate seemed to change to
instant springtime. There were no more white walls, only vines and
vines of hanging flowers draping down the sides of the cavern as
high as you could see. The entire ceiling was flowers and greenery,
and the floor was the greenest grass you have ever seen. Every
color you could dream of was represented in this beautiful
landscape...reds and blues and yellows and pinks and oranges and
purples...every color imaginable was here. There was a large circle
in the center of the cavern with red and white picnic fabric spread
over the entire area...it looked like a gigantic picnic
blanket.

“Wow, did you do this just for us?” I asked
as we followed them onto the red and white area.

“No,” answered ONE, “this is where we usually
eat all our meals. It is our picnic grove and entertainment area.
Please, sit down and join me,” he said, as he motioned us to sit
down.

Many of the others had scurried off to get
the food I guess, but many of the remaining characters sat down
around us after we had settled in and snuggled in real close to us,
giggling and chattering to each other. It seemed to be their way of
getting close to us and making us feel safe and at home with
them.

We gradually noticed that as many of the
characters took their hands out of their pockets, they had hands of
different colors. Many had white hands, others had blue hands,
others had brown hands, and many had yellow hands. ONE was the only
different one, he had black hands. We were too unsure of ourselves
to ask questions about them at this point, so we just looked around
and absorbed what we could.

To our surprise, and relief, as the food was
brought out it was the same kind of food that we eat and love, just
tiny, tiny versions of it. There were tiny hamburgers, tiny chicken
wings, little chips and pretzels, little everything. Even the
drinks were in tiny cups, the kind your mom put in the bathroom for
you to gargle with. Jass and I smiled at each other as we surveyed
the food and began helping ourselves. As we ate, most of the
Spectacle People ate also as they continually squeaked and
chattered funny little sounds. Not really talking to each other,
just kind of making noises.

ONE broke our silence by asking the question
that was on our mind the entire day. “Well, I guess you two are
wondering why we have asked you to join us today and exactly what
we are all about. Am I right?”

We kind of smirked as we looked at each other
and simultaneously answered yes to his question, laughing as we
did.

“We are really curious about a lot of
things,” I said as I finished eating and took a drink of water. “We
not only wonder why you asked us to visit your land, but we’re real
curious about you and your people. I hope we’re not out of place by
asking you some things.”

“No, not at all,” laughed ONE. “I am happy to
share my people with you and know you are curious about us just as
you probably were with the Cuddlewinkies when you first met them.
First of all let me explain to you a little about our environment
here at Rocks. Maybe you know this already but just bear
with me; there are four groups of inhabitants here at Rocks
that we know of. There are us, the Cuddlewinkies, the Glowteenies,
and the Stonehuggies. Each of us has our own territory and each of
us has our separate and distinct missions in the mountain. We each
obviously know of each other and until many months ago got along
very well; we shared our territories and lived as one. There were
no animosities or quarrels between us, we each knew the duties and
functions of the others and that is about it. Then everything
changed. It all seemed to start with Lord Winkle and his insistence
that our territory was in danger. I will get into that story later
on.

For now, let me continue about us. We are the
keepers of the Climate. We control the Seasons and the temperatures
within the domain of our mountain. The Cuddlewinkies control the
water, the Glowteenies control the light, and the Stonehuggies…well
we’re not really sure what they control if anything. Without any
one of us, the mountain system would surely fail and our people
would be lost forever; therefore, we need each other, and rely on
each other for survival. Each one of the other three groups,
forgetting about the Stonehuggies for now, has specific powers that
enable its people to function and control the elements they are
responsible for. We do not know the hidden source behind these
powers that each group possesses, except for our own of course.
There were only two people who knew the hidden powers of each group
and they were Lord Winkle, who is now dead, and the most important
person is Tudoor, the Grand Master of Rocks.”

“Wow, where does Tudoor live?” asked
Jass.

“Tudoor has inhabited this mountain for many
centuries and is the elder statesman of our land. He lives within
the maze of the mountain, yet no one has ever found his exact
kingdom. The mountain is a complex system of tunnels and caverns,
filled with twists and turns, that lead to places we have never
explored. We, as a people, are happy within our portion of the
mountain and have no desire or need to conquer other parts. We have
our responsibilities and we take them very seriously, not only for
our survival, but to insure the survival of the other groups, which
we all need to survive. We each need each other; hence, we each
control the destiny of the mountain and its people. The only one of
us that really traveled throughout the mountain outside of our own
territory was Lord Winkle. He was the leader of all of the groups
and represented Tudoor.”

“If that is true, then why don’t you all live
happily with each other as friends?” I asked.

“Why do not all of your people on the outside
world live happily?” ONE answered. “Because people live in groups,
have different personalities, have different roles in life, and
judge the people around them by the way they look and their
functions in life, rather than just accepting them as a friend.
Even though we are a magical people, known only to ourselves and
not the outside world, we too have human faults. We do not hate
each other and in fact always have lived happily together sharing
what we have and having quite a nice social life together; but for
the past year we stay within our domain and respect the domain of
our fellow groups. That leads us to the story of our Cuddlewinkie
neighbors.

Lord Winkle was the second elder to Tudoor
but of course had nowhere near the power of Tudoor, and accepted
that. But the fact that he was second only to Tudoor and the fact
that he was a Cuddlewinkie, sometimes led us to believe he favored
the Cuddlewinkies more than the rest of Tudoor’s people. The Shaft
has existed for as long as this mountain has existed and it is one
of the separation points between our four groups, the
Cuddlewinkies, Spectacle People, Glowteenies, and Stonehuggies. As
far as I know, The Shaft is of no use to the other three groups and
has no purpose for them...we’ve seen that, just by watching them
throw rocks into it and watching in awe of its power. They observe
us up at The Shaft on a continual basis and had become suspect to
that, thinking we were plotting to use the power of The Shaft
against them, to gain control of their domain. Common sense would
tell you that we would not do that for fear we would be deprived of
water, which we need to survive, and also without water, we could
not maintain our climate controls. It is essential to us, as it is
to all the groups of the mountain.

I will tell you something now that you must
not repeat to anyone, especially the other groups within the
mountain. I am telling you this because I trust you and because you
have been granted the powers to come among us by Tudoor, our Grand
Master.”

“You believe that Tudoor is the reason we are
here and he knows about us?” Jason quickly snapped.

“But of course,” said ONE as a smile came to
his face. “Tudoor is always in control of our ultimate destiny and
there has to be a reason that he allowed you to enter our kingdom.
So for that reason I trust you and trust your word of secrecy.”

“You have our word,” Jass said.

“As I said before, each one of the groups
derives their powers from a source, unknown to the other groups. It
is a long kept secret treasured by each group and their people.
Even when the groups lived amongst each other and were friends,
Lord Winkle warned each group that our ultimate survival depended
upon keeping the secret of our powers to ourselves. I will tell you
that our secret lies with The Shaft. Our powers to control the
Climate come from the green glow of the winds within The Shaft.
Each of us must stand in front of The Shaft for at least three
minutes a day. The green glow of the winds recharges our eyes,
which is where our powers lie. Our spectacles protect our eyes from
any other damage that may cause us to lose our power. Without the
winds of The Shaft, we would lose our control over the climate of
the mountain. Unlike you Jass, we always have our glasses on our
eyes, not in our mouth!”

“Oh sorry,” said Jass as he took his glasses
dangling out of the corner of his mouth and put them back on. “As
we said, your secret is safe with us.”

“You bet,” I said. “We will treasure that
secret the same way you do. But is that why Lord Winkle died,
because he learned of your secret?”

“No, not at all. Lord Winkle knew every
groups secret and was the only one besides Tudoor who knew. He died
because of his fear that we were going to use the power of The
Shaft against him and his people. We can only guess that his
constant observation of us at The Shaft, led him to believe that we
had gained control of it and his fear got the better of him. He
continually tried to speak with us about The Shaft but of course my
people do not speak; only I can speak. He wanted to expand his
domain to take over our part of The Shaft instead of just
controlling his portion. In his feeble attempt to scare us with his
elder power, he attempted to enter our side and scare us away. The
shaky rocks at the point he tried to cross, gave way, and led to
the death of him and Lady Twinkle. His accident was not caused by
us, as I’m sure they suspect. We were there, some of us are usually
always there, recharging our power, but they don’t know why we’re
always there, and we really can’t tell them. So the unrest goes
on.”

“They really believe that one of your people
pushed the Lord and Lady in The Shaft,” I said with some
hesitation.

“Yes I know, and I have told them otherwise,
but they do not believe me. And my explanation is always cut short
because I cannot tell them why we are always there. So you see our
dilemma. We are not a strong people. We are a total of fifty and I
am the only one who has the power of voice. My fellow people, Two
through Fifty, cannot speak, there words come through me, but they
each have unique powers bestowed on them by The Shaft, powers that
I do not have. As you have probably noticed, all of my people have
different color hands. The people with yellow hands control the
Sunlight, making sure there is enough to instill life into our
world. Those with blue hands control the Rain, the nourishment
every living thing needs to survive. Our people with white hands
control the Snow that brings the touch of winter to our land. And
those with brown hands control the Wind, those gentle breezes that
cool the hot days, and those turbulent winds that accompany fierce
storms. My hands of course are black, and I control nothing. But my
voice is my strength among my people and we need each other to
survive. I will show you the power of our control.”

“Twenty-four, Eleven, Forty-two, Nine, come
over here,” ONE yelled to his people.

Four of the little characters jumped up and
waddled over to us. As we suspected each one had those numbers
written in their ears and as he approached we saw that each one had
different color hands.

“Show our friends the powers you each
possess,” directed ONE.

We watched in awe as each one of the
characters held their hands out in front of themselves, palms down,
and began to wiggle their fingers. We jumped back, frightened by
the result, as their hands reacted to the wiggling. Rain was
pouring out of Twenty-four’s blue hands, Snow was coming out of
Eleven’s white hands, a bright stream of Sunshine was coming from
Nine’s yellow hands, and from Forty-two’s brown hands came a surge
of windy blasts of air.

We were astonished and speechless as our
mouths dropped open. We sat and watched with amazement as each one
of them moved their hands in different directions while the
elements still poured from their hands and fingers. They giggled at
our reaction and uttered squeaky sounds amongst themselves.

“Okay my people, thanks,” said ONE.

As quickly as he said that, they wiggled
their fingers and the actions stopped.

“How do they do that?” I said with
astonishment.

“That my friend is our powers over the
Climate. Those are the powers The Shaft give us to control our
land. We could easily use these powers to create havoc within the
mountain for the other inhabitants, but we don’t. We are a friendly
people and realize our mission within this mountain, as we also
realize the mission of our fellow inhabitants. They too could use
their powers to harm us, but they do not. Tudoor has given us these
powers and chosen us to be in control of the climate, and that we
will. Do you understand?” asked ONE.

“Yeah sure we do,” snapped Jass, as if to
squelch any doubt.

As we finished eating, we watched as many of
the other Spectacle People were running through the area, jumping
and doing somersaults in the air. They were going higher and higher
as if they were jumping off of a trampoline. As quickly as I
thought that, two of them jumped into the air opposite each other
and stopped, floating in the air.

“Wow,” I yelled as I punched Jass on the arm
and pointed at them, “they’re floating in mid air. How do they do
that?”

Just as I said that four more of them heard
me and jumped into the air beside them; then two, then six more.
Before we knew it there must have been twenty or thirty of them
just hanging in the air, still as can be.

“My people are easily entertained,” said ONE
as he laughed at them and us. “One of our many powers is the
ability to reach great heights even though we are a short small
people. In order to perform our functions as we must, we depend on
our powers of levity to reach the heights that we must conquer. But
as you can plainly see, our powers can also be a source of
playfulness and entertainment.”

As he was talking they continued to float in
mid air and spin and tumble and weave in and out of each other as
if playing a game. It almost looked like the blue hands were
against the yellow hands in a tag match. The brown hands were
weaving in and out just antagonizing the rest of them as they
wiggled their fingers and bursts of wind blew the others off
course.

I stopped watching them and started watching
Jass as I noticed his glasses were spending much more time on his
nose rather than dangling from his mouth. He had a smile on his
face from ear to ear as he watched in awe at the spectacle before
us.

Little did we ever imagine that our adventure
into that small cave would lead us to this and little did I know
that my invention of cave people would turn to a reality that would
introduce us to characters such as these?

Now they were completely going crazy as the
blue hands were squirting water at the yellow hands that were
shining light in their eyes, and the white hands were spraying snow
all over the brown hands that were blowing the snow back over
everyone.

“As you can see,” remarked ONE, “sometimes
you see the children in all of us. They seldom have time to just
play and have fun anymore, so why not let them be kids for a
while.”

“Looks like a lot of fun to me,” said
Jass.

“Me too, but we must be going soon,” I said,
as we all rose to our feet. “It’ll be getting dark soon and we have
to get home.”

“I understand,” answered ONE. “We all have
obligations to fulfill and that is one of yours. It has been a
pleasure to introduce you to our kingdom and way of life. I am sure
we will see each other again soon. Your mission will surely lead
you back our way.”

“Oh yes, our mission; hopefully we’ll find
out what that is soon,” I said as we walked back down the pathway
and out towards the Dingleberry Waterfall. We waved as we left his
area and walked back through the waterfall, down the tunnel and
back to the Grand Chamber of Echoes.

The Spectacle People had turned out to be
just great and a lot of fun. We had met two of the groups of the
mountain now, and we knew we had two more groups to go, the
Glowteenies and the Stonehuggies. We weren’t sure where they were
or how we were to go about meeting them, but we were now sure that
we would be led to them in some way. The magic of this mountain was
turning our simple adventure into one we would never soon
forget.




 


 


 


7

We Discover Our Powers

 


As we headed back up to the caves the next
day, our heads were ringing with thoughts of the day before. We
kept thinking about what ONE had said about our mission. What
exactly did Tudoor have in mind for us and why did he choose us?
Where is he and why haven’t we met him yet? It seemed as if every
day that we came to the caves, we left later that day with more
questions than when the day started. And again, what was our
mission? We had to meet Tudoor to get that question answered...but
how do we find him?

We arrived at the cave and immediately went
into the Grand Chamber of Echoes to get a new stone for our
necklace. Once we had that we decided to go back to see the
Cuddlewinkies and talk again with Fe-Fi. As always, once we placed
the new stone in the necklace, we experienced the bright lights and
the multi-colored sparkle dust fell from the ceiling. It was by far
the neatest thing to experience and we loved that part every day.
It was our entrance into the world of the little people within this
magical kingdom. One of our concerns though was that we only had
about six stones left now. We’d have to ask what we’re to do when
the stones run out.

Once the dust settled, we looked around and
this time there was no one there; no one on the ledges above us,
although we could see the openings that led to their part of the
mountain.

“Hello, is anyone there?” I yelled.

“Hello, hello...are you there Fe-Fi?” yelled
Jass.

Nothing, there was no answer so we decided to
just climb up the rocks to the ledges above and head on down the
tunnel to see if we could find any of the Cuddlewinkies. As we were
climbing, me first and Jass right behind me, I suddenly heard Jass
scream as he lost his balance. The rock he was standing on gave way
as he yelled at me.

“Ryan I’m slipping. I’m falling. Help!” Jass
yelled with panic as he began to follow the falling rock to the
cavern floor below.

I quickly reached to grab him but it happened
so fast he was out of my grasp within a second.

“Jass!” I screamed as I stood and helplessly
watched him fall backwards towards the floor of the cave.

Within a second the rock he had been standing
on hit the cave floor and shattered into a thousand pieces
scattering randomly in all directions. And then it happened. As I
stood there, frightened to death for my friend, I began to witness
a miracle; a completely unexplainable miracle. As his flailing body
was falling and his screams echoed throughout the cavern, he
started to slow down about five feet off the floor. His body
movement just went into slow motion as he gently glided to the
ground and ever so softly met the floor below, as if gently resting
on a pillow or soft cloud. I watched in astonishment. Jass looked
up at me, his eyes so wide open you could see the whites of his
entire eyeball, and tears streaming down his cheeks.

“Jass, are you alright?” I immediately yelled
to him.

“Yeah, I’m okay...I guess,” he answered in a
bewildered tone. “What just happened? Did you see that?”

“Yeah I saw it and I can’t believe it,” I
yelled back in my own bewildered tone, as I slowly climbed down the
rocks towards him. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes,” he said, as he got up to his feet and
checked all his body parts. “What made me slow down like that? It
was like I was in slow motion before I hit the ground. I thought I
was going to break my neck...or shatter like that rock when I hit
the ground.”

He began to walk around as I got to him and
was still shaking his arms and legs to make sure everything was
okay. His glasses had fallen off but seemed unbroken as he reached
down to pick them up and put them back on his head.

“Beats me Jass, but whatever happened I’m
glad it did. You could have really been hurt.”

“I know,” said Jass in a still astonished
voice. “Maybe it’s the magical powers inside this cave. Maybe I was
saved by the magic. Do you think?”

“I don’t know, but we’re not gonna try that
again to test it out,” I said commandingly. “Maybe we’ll just ask
someone else if they think that’s what happened. Maybe Fe-Fi will
know.”

“Yeah maybe, but I’m almost afraid to climb
back up there,” Jass said with a shaky voice.

“You’ll be okay,” I said. “Just follow me and
only step where I do. We’ll just take it slow this time. You can’t
let this scare you from going on.”

“Okay,” Jass answered, “just keep it
slow.”

He finished dusting himself off and we
started back up to the ledge again; taking it ever so slowly and
cautiously as I tested every rock before putting my full weight on
it. Jass was so close to me I could feel his breath on my back.

“You okay?”

“Yep...just take it slow, I’m right behind
you,” his voice was still quivering as he answered me. “I wish I
could wiggle my nose and boom, I’d be up at the top...just like
magic.”

“Did ya try it?” I laughed back at him.

“No,” he said, as he wiggled and wiggled his
nose.

We reached the top safely and both breathed a
sigh of relief. Looking down below at the busted up rock, we
glanced towards each other and shrugged our shoulders in
puzzlement. We had seen it happen, but we didn’t believe it or know
how to explain it. We were both just glad it turned out the way it
did.

We walked over to the first tunnel as Jass
continued to beat the dust off. I glanced back at him still
concerned that he was a little shaken up over the incident. As
usual, his glasses were hanging out of the side of his mouth by
now, which to me meant everything was back to normal.

We started down the tunnel, not sure that
this was the one we had taken the first time with Fe-Fi, but
confident that we would find some Cuddlewinkies at the other end.
As we got closer to the open end of the tunnel it got brighter and
brighter, almost blinding white. And the temperature got colder and
colder. Reaching the end we could see why, we walked directly into
a winter wonderland. It was snowing like crazy, a blizzard of snow.
It looked to be about five feet deep...so tall we could hardly see
over it. But amazingly there was no snow at all on the pathways
winding their way through the snow. It was as if they were blocked
off from the surrounding snowstorm with no accumulation on them at
all. It wasn’t even snowing over them, just over the mounds of
snow.

“Wow, where did this come from?” I remarked
to Jass. “And why is it not snowing on the paths…sure does look
strange.”

“Don’t know,” he answered, “but it’s too cold
to stand here and find out. I don’t see anyone around anyway, so
let’s high-tail back down the tunnel.”

Before I could even answer, Jass was turned
around and running back down the tunnel to the entrance. I wasn’t
far behind him.

When we got back to the other end we headed
down to the next opening, there were four tunnel openings that we
could see. As we got to the second entrance a voice startled us
from below on the cavern floor.

“Hello Masters Ryan and Jason,” said Fe-Fi in
his old familiar voice.

“Hello Fe-Fi,” I answered. “We have been
looking for you...or anyone. We just came back from going down that
tunnel over there and it’s like winter on the other side of it.
What’s that all about?”

“That is our Winter Room. We use it as a
backup to slowly replenish our water supply if there is no rain for
a while. About a year ago the Spectacle People, who as you know
control the climate, made it snow in that room and they have never
been back to stop it. Therefore it snows continually. It used to be
one of our rooms that we used to hold community affairs for the
entire mountain to attend, but now it’s just a cold miserable
wasted room of no use to any of us except for backup.”

“Well, I can tell you one thing,” said Ryan,
“it sure is cold in there.”

“Yes it is,” agreed Fe-Fi, “we only go in
there when we have to. So how was your visit with the Spectacle
People? I hope they were kind to you and helped you understand
their role in the mountain.”

“They were very kind and very informative to
us,” I answered. “They introduced us to their part of the mountain
and treated us to a great lunch. But before I go any further Fe-Fi,
we wanted to ask you a question. When we came back into the
mountain today we were climbing the rocks to get to one of the
upper ledges to try and find you, and Jass fell. Before he hit the
ground his body slowed down as if by magic and he gently coasted to
the floor below. How did that happen? Are there magical powers
within the mountain that do that?”

Fe-Fi smiled as he listened to our story and
motioned for us to sit down.

“The answer to your question is no, there are
no magical powers within the mountain itself, only magical powers
that come to those who are granted them. Those powers were granted
to you, by Tudoor, when he allowed you to find the necklace and
stones that give you not only the ability to see us and visit
within our kingdom here, but also the powers to perform above and
beyond your wildest dreams. Powers that few of us possess, but we
all know about, because of Tudoor’s trust in us as our Grand
Master.”

“So if either of us falls off of a high ledge
we won’t get hurt...we’ll just glide to the ground?” asked Jass as
his eyes widened with surprise. “We can’t get hurt inside the
mountain by anything or anyone? We’re invincible!”

“Slow down now,” motioned Fe-Fi, “don’t let
your imagination run away with you. Jumping to and from high places
is one of the magical powers you do have, but it is one of many,
many powers. These powers are very special and should never be
taken for granted. You should only use them when it is absolutely
necessary, not just to have fun. And no, you are not invincible and
there are things within this mountain that can hurt you, such as
The Shaft. If you get too close and are drawn into its force, you
will certainly fall into its grasp and be gone forever.”

“Well what are our other powers?” I
asked.

“You will discover them as they are needed,”
said Fe-Fi.

Ryan stood up and looked at the ledge above
them.

“So I could leap to that ledge if I wanted to
without climbing up the rocks, and not get hurt?”

“Yes you can,” answered Fe-Fi.

Ryan looked at the ledge above and then back
to Jass. He walked over to the edge of the wall that they had
climbed before and stared straight up.

“This is scary, but I’ve got to try it,” said
Ryan as he looked back at Jass and Fe-Fi watching him. “You’re sure
I won’t get hurt?”

Bending his knees and swaying his arms back
and forth, he gave a mighty spring of his legs and up he went to
the ledge above before Fe-Fi could even answer him.

“Wow, did you see that Jass, this is
unbelievable!” he exclaimed, with eyes as big as saucers and a face
so flushed and white that he looked as if he had just seen a
ghost.

Jass couldn’t get up fast enough as he ran to
the edge of another wall and with the same leg and arm motions
sprang up to a large pile of rocks way above him.

“Man this is really neat,” he yelled with
excitement as he turned and leaped down to the floor below.

Fe-Fi just sat and watched as the two of them
jumped and sprang from the ledges two and three times. He wanted to
stop them from overusing their powers, but he knew that two ten
year olds who discovered this magical delight just needed to get it
out of their system. He knew that they needed to enjoy the moment
of discovery and revel in their new-found power.

“We watched yesterday,” Jass yelled, “at the
Spectacle People floating in mid air…just floating there…can we do
that?”

“Yes you can,” said Fe-Fi with a smile of
pleasure on his face.

With that, Jass jumped off of the ledge he
was on and about halfway down he just stopped in mid air.

“How did you do that?” I yelled.

“I don’t know…I just jumped and when I wanted
to stop I just kind of threw my legs straight, motioned with my
body, and stopped.

I immediately jumped up off the floor and
before I knew it I was floating beside him. The two of us began a
mid air dance as we remembered how the Spectacle People acted
yesterday. We turned and twisted and went head over heels spinning
around. It was fabulous!

“Okay, okay,” laughed Fe-Fi, “that is quite
enough for now. Settle down over here with me again.”

The two boys drifted back down and slowly
walked over to him as the smiles of excitement were written all
over their face.

“Remember now,” remarked Fe-Fi, as he pointed
to each of them with his long index finger, “this power only exists
within this mountain when you have the necklace on. Do not be silly
enough to try this outside of the mountain and hurt yourself. And
remember, always remember, that the powers have been given to you
to use for the good of our kingdom. I let you play with your
newfound powers just to get use to them and realize what you have
to work with, but never forget, Tudoor has granted you these powers
because he trusts and believes in both of you. Do not let him down
or your welcome will be short-lived.”

“Oh don’t worry;” snapped Ryan, “we will not
abuse the powers he has trusted us with. Will we ever meet Tudoor
in person?”

“That is up to Tudoor, I cannot speak for
him. Now...tell me about your visit with the Spectacle People. Did
you speak with ONE?”

“Yes we did,” said Ryan, “and I hope you
understand, but there are many things he told us that we cannot
repeat to anyone else. He placed his trust and the trust of his
people in our hands just like you did with your people, and we are
committed to those promises of trust.”

“Oh I understand quite fully,” said Fe-Fi. “I
would not want or expect you to break your pledge of loyalty to him
or anyone else in this mountain, as I expect you to do the same for
us, the Cuddlewinkies. Trust is to be commended not misunderstood.
Trust is why you are here in our kingdom and I applaud you for
that."

“The only thing I can say at this time is
that the Spectacle People are a friendly people just as the
Cuddlewinkies are, and they want nothing but to live peacefully and
in harmony with the rest of the mountain people. They believe you
have misunderstood some of their actions only because you do not
fully understand them or their ways. I cannot tell you any more
than that,” said Ryan.

“That is fine,” said Fe-Fi, “but did they
mention Lord Winkle at all?”

“Yes they did,” Jass said, “they believe you
are blaming them for an accident that was not their fault. They
witnessed the fall into The Shaft that day, but they had nothing at
all to do with it. They were just innocent bystanders to the
tragedy.”

“But why didn’t they say something?” asked
Fe-Fi.

“I cannot answer that, but believe me, they
had no ill intentions,” answered Ryan.

“Okay, I will not press the questions any
further. That does not satisfy me as the leader of the
Cuddlewinkies and I cannot instruct my people with doubts still in
my mind. I am not blaming you for that, only The Spectacle People.
I will not ask any more questions of you, maybe someday an
explanation will be presented to me by them. I thank you for your
honesty.”

“We’re glad you understand,” said Jass, “we
wouldn’t want to lose anyone’s trust or lose our powers, or let
Tudoor down. I sure do wish we could meet Tudoor to find out why he
has chosen us. But, like you said, when he is ready he will come to
us.”

“We were just about to go down the second
cavern tunnel when you came,” said Ryan, “what is down that
tunnel?”

“That is the tunnel I took you down which
leads to the kingdom of the Cuddlewinkies. The third tunnel down is
a dead end and goes nowhere, and the fourth and last tunnel opening
is the Storm Room.”

“What’s the Storm Room?” asked Ryan.

“The Storm Room is another room invaded by
the Spectacle People several months ago and just like the Winter
Room, where it snows continually, in the Storm Room it constantly
rains and storms. Again, the Spectacle People have never come back
to stop the rain so it rains continually. It is one of our main
sources of continuous water for our supply, but no one can enter
the room because the stormy weather is too threatening. The
lightning is continuous and we fear for our lives if we enter. It
has always been a mysterious cavern that has fields and fields of
grain to filter the water as it flows over the fields and into the
streams at the base of the mountain. But many odd things always
happened in that room, so many of my people just go in there when
they are forced to do work inside. Strange, strange room! But since
the storms have come to the room we do not dare go near it; my
people are meek and harmless and are easily frightened by the
outside forces of nature.”

“Where does the Storm Room lead to,” asked
Jass “is there something on the other side?”

“We do not know. It has stormed there for the
past couple of months and when we used it for our working purposes
we never really bothered to see if it led anywhere; it was just our
room for water gathering. Only Lord Winkle could answer that
question, for he was the eldest.”

Jass and I looked at each other as we both
thought of our next question at the same time.

“Could we go into the Storm Room and not get
hurt by the lightning?”

“I cannot answer that,” said Fe-Fi as he
shook his head back and forth.

“Well, we have to try. We have to see what is
on the other side of the Storm Room and we have to see what is down
the paths of the Winter Room, they both must lead somewhere? Maybe
that is part of our mission,” said Ryan.

“I cannot instruct you on something I know
nothing about,” answered Fe-Fi, “I can only tell you to be careful
and place your trust in Tudoor and the powers he has given you. I
do not know his reasoning, only his faithfulness to his
people.”

“Tomorrow we will go and venture into the
rooms...tomorrow we will get an answer for you and the
Cuddlewinkies. We will find out where those two rooms lead, if
anywhere.”

“As you wish Master Ryan.” said Fe-Fi as he
got up, gave us a slight bow, and headed back out of the room.

We both couldn’t wait until tomorrow and
another adventure that would lead us to new territories in the Cave
of the Secret Passages.

We waved to Fe-Fi and his friends as we
marched out of the tunnel and back to the Hall of Grand Echoes. We
jumped the ledges, did a few flips in the air, and gradually landed
on the cave floor, laughing the whole time.

As we walked over to the large rock that hid
our box of stones, we were startled by a humming sound we heard in
the distance.

“What’s that noise?” Jass asked as he turned
in the direction of the hum.

“Don’t know, but it sounds like its getting
louder by the second.”

And that it was. The humming grew louder and
louder as we looked over towards the wall trying to figure out the
sound and the location. Looking at the far wall we could see that
there was a hole about ten feet up and about the size of an open
umbrella. The sound seemed to be coming from that hole in the wall,
or so it seemed.

“See that hole up there,” I said as I pointed
in the direction. “It sounds like its coming from inside that
hole.”

I no sooner said that when the humming became
a much louder buzzing sound that started to echo through the whole
cavern. Suddenly out of the hole streamed thousands of bees;
humming bees, buzzing bees, filling the cavern with their
sounds.

Before we could even think, we both crouched
down covering our ears from the enormous sound and hoping that they
weren’t going to come near us.

The swarm poured out of the hole and circled
and circled the cavern. A steady stream of them kept coming out
until there seemed to be millions of them buzzing around; but
always staying in their stream, none of them left the swarm on
their own.

They continued to circle the cavern from top
to bottom when suddenly they seemed to point down at us and the
front of the swarm was heading directly for us.

“My god they’re heading straight for us Ryan,
look out.”

“No, no,” I shouted in fear, “get away, get
away, STOP!”

I had no sooner screamed stop, when the
entire swarm of bees stopped dead in mid flight…frozen. All of
them, just stopped in the air.

We uncovered our ears and looked in
amazement.

“Wow Ryan…what did you do.”

“Well I just yelled stop and they all froze
in mid air.”

We both got up very cautiously, afraid that
the slightest movement or sound would trigger the swarm to charge
at us again. We walked over below the swarm and stood in awe as
each individual bee was just standing still in flight. Some of them
were small like honey bees, but a few of them were giant bees that
looked like they’d kill you if they stung you.

Afraid to make a sound, Jass whispered in my
ear, “The word stop made them stop, so just don’t say go or
anything like that, okay?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t,” I whispered back as I
stared at the large swarm hanging over us.

We both sat down directly under them and
crossed our legs just looking up at them and wondering what to do
next. What was their purpose?

Then it happened…from across the cavern we
saw Mildew strut into view.

“Mildew…are you behind this? Did you make the
bees stop?”

“No I did not, you did. You said the word
stop and that’s what they did…so what more do you want?”

“What do we want? We want to know how
they stopped and why they are here. Will they harm us? What purpose
do they have?”

“Okay Master Ryan, don’t get excited on me.
One of your powers is the power of voice. When you are in danger or
doubt, by saying the word stop, the source of the danger will be
frozen in time. Tudoor wants you to be not only safe but at ease.
If you have a fear of danger, you will not accomplish your
mission.”

“But how do we know what the danger is? Would
the bees have harmed us?” Jass asked.

“My master Tudoor has given me a lot of
powers, but the power to see into the future is not one of them.
What I do know is this…if the evil before you has you puzzled, you
can stop the evil and ask its intentions…it’s as simple as that.
Once you know, the word G-O…and I spell it for a reason, as you can
guess, the stopped action will continue.”

“Really?” Jass answered in a bewildered
voice.

“No I lied to you! Well of course it’s true,
why else would I appear before you and speak to you when I could be
napping.”

“But how do we ask them their purpose?” I
asked.

“Just address them and ask, it’s that simple.
Now I must go, it is time for me to eat.”

As usual, before we could even answer, Mildew
had turned and disappeared out of sight.

“Okay Jass…let’s give our new power a
try.”

We both walked over to the head of the swarm
above us and looking up at the leader bee, I simply asked,
“Bees…what is your purpose?”

Without hesitation, the lead bee began to
speak.

“We are the bees of Glowville and we have
come to transport you to the village of the Glowteenies. We will
not harm you…just let us do our assigned task. Thank you.”

“Glowville? That must be where the
Glowteenies live,” snapped Jass as he looked ever so closely at the
talking bee.

“Well again we have to trust Mildew and
Tudoor that they will bring us no harm…so let’s do it,” I said as I
pulled Jass back and we stood rigid in front of the swarm.

“Brace yourself Jass…GO!”

The swarm immediately started flying again
and began to circle and surround us. We huddled together in an
embrace as the bees were all around us enclosing us like we were
inside a tunnel.

Before we knew it we were entirely surrounded
by the swarm and we began to move off the ground flying in the
middle of them. We turned horizontally with the swarm and could
only see straight ahead out of the hole of the encircled bees. One
lead bee was in the middle of the opening and seemed to be leading
the way for the swarm. It was the bee that had talked to us because
it had a big ‘G’ on both of its sides. I had noticed that when we
were talking to it, but hadn’t said anything.

The swarm zipped up the cavern with us inside
and we could see looking through the opening that we were heading
directly for the hole in the cavern wall where the bees had emerged
from.

Jass and I looked at each other, still too
scared to laugh, but each having a slight smile as we looked
straight out the opening at where we were going; speeding towards
the cavern hole.

Into the hole we went which seemed just
barely big enough for the two of us and the surrounding swarm. We
zipped and sped through the hole as if we were ground hogs
burrowing through the earth.

Finally after what seemed like several
minutes, we could see brightness just ahead, and then we were
there. We emerged from the tunnel into a brightly lit cavern that
had three yellow stone walls and a fourth wall that had a curved
opening or entrance. Surrounding the entrance were bright red and
yellow and green neon lights which is why it was so bright in this
small cavern.

We were deposited, ever so gently, back on
our feet on the floor of the cavern and as we touched down, the
entire swarm of bees darted out in all directions. Each bee headed
for a spot on the three solid walls and landed. The buzzing stopped
and the walls were dotted with thousands of our swarmed friends
just looking at us.

“This must be the entrance to Glowville,” I
said as we waved at the bees and thanked them for an exciting
trip.

Walking seemed so slow now after our speeding
trip through the hole in the wall, but walking was what we knew
best. We ventured through the opening in the wall and into what we
hoped was the Glowteenie village.
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The Festival of the Glowteenies

 


Glowteenies are a cute bunch! They are all
about the same size and resemble Smurfs. All the girls are pink and
all the boys are blue, and all of them have bright blonde hair. The
distinctive thing about them is their glow. They each have a
glowing ring around their neck, wrists, and ankles. These glowing
circles of light are different colors and resemble neon lights with
their brightness.

They travel only in pairs, hand-in-hand,
everywhere they go; a boy and a girl. Their homes, situated in what
they call Glowville, are small framed huts outlined in of course
neon lights that blink continually day and night. Each hut has the
name written on the front of its inhabitants such as Bob &
Betty, Sam & Sally, Chad & Carla, Tom & Theresa, Frank
& Fran, Aaron & Alice, Doug & Debbie, etc. We can
definitely see a pattern here!

We approached their little village and
immediately were greeted by groups of cute little pairs. They not
only looked alike except for color and gender, held hands
continually, but also spoke in tandem.

“We are the Glowteenies and welcome to our
community of Glowville. We have heard about you Master Ryan and
Master Jason and it is out pleasure to have you here among us
today.”

“Thank you,” I answered, “who is the leader
of your people, if I may ask?”

“We have no leader,” the cute little couple
answered, “we are all equal and agree on everything amongst
ourselves. We are a leader of one; all of us. Our names are Mitch
& Megan and on behave of all the Glowteenies, welcome.”

“Again thank you, “I said, “we have come here
today by way of the bees to introduce ourselves and get to know you
and your people. We have met two of the other groups of the
mountain, the Cuddlewinkies and the Spectacle People, and wish to
learn more about you as we did them. As you probably know, Tudoor,
the Grand Master of Rocks, has chosen us to help in some way, of
which we do not know yet.”

“Yes we know, and we will be happy to spend
the day with you and introduce you to our land and the ways of our
people. Kindly follow me and we will go to the town square to talk
more.”

The two of them turned and motioned for us to
follow. By this time there were thirty or forty couples,
hand-in-hand, motioning for us to follow the group into the town.
The town itself seemed to have a glow to it, in fact, everything
did. The paths we were walking on had a yellow glow to them, the
grassy areas had a green glow to them, the sky or ceilings of the
enormous room had a blue glow to it. This was truly a Glowville
both in name and purpose.

We followed them to a circular area in what
seemed to be the center of their little village, and sat down on
chairs that were arranged in a circle with a large neon light bulb
in the middle of the circle. The large purple glowing light seemed
to be the central gathering place for their town and people. As we
sat down to talk, the remainder of the Glowteenies sat down all
around us, hand-in-hand, as usual.

“We are glad you have come to visit us and
glad to have the opportunity to show you our village and explain
our purpose in life here in the mountain.”

“That’s great,” said Jass, “we can’t wait to
hear all about your people.”

James & June continued, “As you may well
know by now, the Glowteenies are responsible for the lightness and
darkness within the mountain. It is our responsibility to maintain
the correct visibility conditions needed to survive day to day
within the mountain. Without our control of these essential
elements, the Cuddlewinkies would not be able to control the water
supply that keeps us all alive and functioning; the Spectacle
People would not be able to maintain the climate within the
mountain which is essential for our people to live and thrive. We
all need each other to maintain our existence.”

“What about the fourth group within the
mountain,” Jass interrupted, “No one has mentioned the
Stonehuggies?”

“Aaaahhhh the Stonehuggies,” exclaimed
another couple, “now there is a group of people we all would like
to hear about. No one mentions the Stonehuggies because no one
knows what they are all about anymore. They have remained a mystery
on the mountain for the past year or so, and when they are
confronted they do not explain themselves. They are just chubby
round rocks who have no purpose in this mountain and should not be
here. They ignore everyone else and have never chosen to socialize
with any of the other groups ever since Lord Twinkle and Lady
Twinkle died. They are just hard and useless! Maybe that’s what
you could help us all understand, what is the purpose of the
Stonehuggies!”

“Okay,” Ryan answered, “we will find out all
about the Stonehuggies and tell all of you about our findings. As
soon as we get to meet them, which I assume will be very soon,
since we have met all the other groups and not them yet. Do you
know how we get to their village within the mountain?”

“No,” Jack & June abruptly answered, “no
one knows how to get to them or how they come and go within the
mountain. We all have a purpose within the mountain, which is to
maintain what is under our control, for the good of the mountain
and the good of our people. They remain a mystery to all of us. We
do not know what their functions are within our kingdom and
therefore no one trusts them.”

“Well trust is one thing,” said Jass, “but I
assume they haven’t really done anything to harm your people. What
makes you suspicious of them if they have done you no harm?”

“Many, many strange things have happened
within the mountain the past year and we all believe that those who
have something to hide are the most suspicious of evil doings.”

“I can understand that,” said Jass, “but
don’t jump to conclusions until they have a chance to explain
themselves. We have talked with all the groups except them, and I’m
sure Tudoor will show us the way to meet them and find out what
they have to say.”

“We will trust in you, as I am sure all the
other groups have. And we are not sure how much information you
have received from the other two groups, but we are very troubled
lately over what has been happening within our kingdom.”

Standing up and pointing over their
shoulders, Bill & Barbara began to explain their dilemma.

“As you can clearly see over our shoulder,
the entire lower part of our village has been flooded out and our
neon lights are dark. The continuous flow of water has shorted out
all of our power in that area of our village and we therefore
cannot generate as much power for the mountain as we would normally
be able to.”

Another couple jumped in continuing the
conversation.

“This is all caused by the Cuddlewinkies.
They are flooding our land to drive us away and take control of the
land for themselves and the Spectacle People are right behind them
with their evil doings. It has been snowing in the Winter Room for
months now and we have lost use of that room forever. That cavern
was a shared room by all three groups where we could talk and share
ideas, hold social gatherings, and combine our talents for the good
of all. There were constantly blooming flowers, green grasses,
beautiful bright lit skies, ever-flowing waterfalls, and a shining
full-lit neon entrance to our land. Oh it was a grand, grand place.
A place enjoyed by all the families, the Cuddlewinkies, the
Spectacle People, and us, and even the Stonehuggies. Back then even
the Stonehuggies were welcomed by all of us and participated in our
social activities…up until last year that is. Anyway, it was a
place where we all gathered as one and enjoyed each other’s
company. But then one day the snow came, the bright sunlit day
darkened, the flowers died, and the green grass was covered in
snow. Our beautiful neon entrance shorted out and became dark and
the beautiful cavern became the Winter Room; a dreadful, dreadful
place that no one uses.”

“That’s awful,” I said, “but what caused all
this to happen?”

The cute little couple across from us jumped
in next. “That’s just it, we don’t know. We all used to be such a
friendly people. The Spectacle People were great fun and would
always bring lots of blue skies and sunshine to our mountain for
all of us to enjoy. And the Cuddlewinkies would have all of us over
to their part of the mountain to swim in their lakes and enjoy the
beauty of their waterfalls. As we have said, no one ever knew what
the Stonehuggies were responsible for. They always kept their
purpose to themselves, but at the time we always just accepted the
fact that they were part of our mountain and must secretly
contribute in some way as the rest of us do. All of the groups
really lived as one and shared everything together.”

“Sounds like the perfect mountain to live
in,” I said as I shrugged my shoulders asking again what had
happened to change all of this.

Bill & Barbara again took over the
conversation. “Yes this used to be the perfect place to live. All
of us shared the land and contributed to its beauty and understood
each of our contributions to the well being of the mountain. But a
few months ago it all changed. Each one of the three groups started
losing some of their territory, the land they called their own and
were responsible for. When the great Tudoor discovered this
mountain years and years ago, he divided it up into four sections,
one for each of the groups that inhabit it. Our own individual
powers within our group enabled us to contribute to the life of the
mountain and the survivability of each of the other groups. We were
actually dependent on each other, and thus we got along and
actually came to enjoy the comradery of the groups. Again, we never
knew the purpose of the Stonehuggies but we all knew they
contributed something to our total lifeline, so we just accepted
that and respected their privacy and beliefs. But speaking for all
the groups in the mountain, we were a friendly and fun community of
people and enjoyed our life within the mountain.”

“It certainly sounded like a great place to
live, and even though the Stonehuggies were very secretive about
their purpose in the mountain, they never really bothered you at
all, right?” I asked.

The couple next to them, Fran & Frank,
jumped in to answer.

“Right! We never had any problems with them;
they just chose not to participate with us for the past year. We
never really saw them except at The Shaft. They wouldn’t speak or
even answer when you spoke to them; they’d just run in the other
direction or plain ignore us most of the time, so we accepted the
fact of who they were and the three groups enjoyed life without
them although we all wondered what their purpose in life was. I
mean Tudoor placed each one of us here with a purpose for survival;
a purpose within the mountain. We just never knew what their
purpose was and they would never tell us. So our life was just to
accept them as they were.”

“Well as we said, we will talk to them, as we
have each of the other groups, and hopefully we will find out what
their story is,” I said as all of them intently waited for my
answer. “We have seen the Winter Room from the outside, but have
not entered yet. We have also seen the Storm Room, the dark
dead-end room, and have seen the destructive areas in other
villages. So we are well aware of the damage being done to all, and
by all. As we have said before, Tudoor has led us here to I guess
oversee the situation and help out wherever we can. So, we thank
you for your hospitality and we will be back soon to visit with
you.”

“Wait,” jumped up Victor & Vivian, “won’t
you stay with us for a while and join us for a town festival?”

“Sure, but what’s a town festival?” I
asked.

Before anyone could even answer me, they all
jumped up and hurried off, hand-in-hand down to the village and
into their respective neon houses. Jass and I looked at each other
as we laughed and wondered what kind of festival we were invited
to. As fast as they hurried off, each pair began slowly coming out
of their houses and running back towards us. This time they had
each dressed in colorful dresses and suits and were each waving
what looked to be neon batons of different colors. They raced back
up the paths to where we were and began circling the neon light
bulb in the center of the square. We remained seated in our chairs
just watching in amazement as their choreographed journey ended
back in front of us. Once they were all back and the circle around
the light bulb was complete, they all joined hands with their
respective partners beside them forming a giant chain of
Glowteenies around the purple glowing light bulb.

Suddenly in unison they all pointed their
neon batons at the purple light bulb and began dancing clockwise
around it; which just as suddenly began to change colors, flashing
every color imaginable, as their own batons became the purple glow.
As quickly as they started to dance they abruptly stopped, turned
the other way and began to dance counter-clockwise around the
colorful bulb. We both jumped back in our chairs as sparks began to
erupt from the top of the light bulb much to their delight as they
all cheered in unison. It looked like a Fourth of July celebration
as sparklers of light danced from the top of the light bulb in all
directions. The celebration of dancing light seemed to only last a
few minutes as the Glowteenies came to a stop, each raising their
purple glowing baton towards the sky. The sparkling fireworks
abruptly stopped and a thin cloud of red smoke burst out of the top
of the light bulb followed by hundreds of birds that looked like
white doves.

Jass and I loved it! It was a spectacle that
we laughed and cheered at the entire time. The birds raced in
circles around and around in the sky and as the Glowteenies lowered
their batons in unison the birds swooped down towards them as if
directed to each of the batons. As they passed ever so close to
each Glowteenie couple, the doves were turned into different
glowing colors and almost looked neon with glow as they raced back
up into the ceiling above. Neon colored blue birds, and red birds,
and yellow birds, and green birds, and purple birds, and orange
birds…every color you could imagine, swooping and circling in the
ceiling above.

They again pointed their batons at the
color-changing light bulb and this time hundreds of tiny
hummingbirds raced out of the top flying in all directions. The
cavern was now filled with the sounds of hummingbirds that seemed
to be humming a tune that echoed throughout the cavern. It was a
pleasant sound and tune that made us both look at each other and
laugh as we nodded our heads back and forth in time with the
humming music of the birds.

We looked down and could see all of their
little neon-lined houses were blinking in unison to the sounds of
the birds…off and on, on and off the neon lights went as the
musical notes rang through the air. The Glowteenie couples now
began to dance around the center in front of us as we rose from our
chairs and began to swing our arms together dancing with each other
as they were. It was all quite a celebration as we danced and
hummed to the sound of the birds.

Jass and I sat back down so as not to miss
anything else that would happen. As quickly as we sat down the
Glowteenies formed back into a circle around the light bulb and
pointed their batons straight at it. Within seconds the red cloud
puffed from the top and the groups of birds swooped down and
disappeared as quickly as they had appeared earlier. Again in
complete unison they tapped their batons twice on the ground and
pointed back at the light bulb which shot the colors back out into
their batons, turning the light bulb to a glowing purple. They each
placed their colorful neon batons down in front of them and faced
us, bowing as if to conclude the festival we had witnessed.

We both stood up and clapped our hands as
loud as we could to show our appreciation for the wonderful show
they had given us. They all laughed and giggled to each other as if
embarrassed by the applause we gave them.

“Wow that was great,” I yelled as we stopped
clapping.

“Sure was,” yelled Jason, “I’ve never seen
anything like that before. All the colors and the birds and the
sounds…all I can say is wow and thanks for letting us see your
festival, we’ll never forget it.”

“You are both quite welcome,” said Mark &
Millie as most of the Glowteenies scurried off laughing to each
other as they headed back down the path to their individual little
homes. “We all wanted to not only show you some of the good times
that we have, but also to thank you for coming to our mountain to
help our people.”

Two more of them, Victor & Valerie,
jumped in the conversation, “We are all a very happy joyful people
who love our festival and good times. It is not too often lately
that we get to hold one of our festivals for someone other than
ourselves. We used to entertain the other groups when we would all
get together for social events, but that has not been the case for
the past year…so everyone was really excited to entertain you
both.”

“Thank you. That whole thing is something
Jass and I will never forget. We’ve never seen such magic happen
before…the lights, the colors, the birds, the music…it was all
great.”

“Yes thanks,” said Jass as we both realized
it was far past our time to leave the mountain for the day. “We
really have to go now before it gets dark outside and we get in
trouble with our parents.”

We both waved and smiled as we headed back up
the path towards the cavern entrance. We hated to leave the
Glowteenie village after such a great time, but we knew we had to
get back home as soon as possible. We exited back through the
entrance to Glowville and were back in the small cavern with all
the bees on the walls. It was silent, there was no buzzing or
humming, all the bees were just clinging silently to the walls.

We both looked at the hole in the wall that
was our pathway here and shrugged our shoulders as we wondered how
to get back.

“Don’t know what to do now, but I guess we’ll
just speak up and hope they understand,” I said.

“Okay bees, we need to get back now so let’s
GO!”

I must have said the secret word because as
fast as I finished the bees were flying off the walls and starting
their circling routine around and around the room. We kind of both
huddled in the middle of the room just waiting for them to scoop us
up and take us back through the hole. And we didn’t have long to
wait as we were gathered up inside the circle of bees and out
through the hole we went. It was a much more pleasurable experience
this second time because we knew what to expect and could just look
around and enjoy the ride.

They deposited us right back where we started
our journey and off they flew back into the hole and the place was
quiet again.

It was especially dark and dreary after
leaving the brightness of the Glowteenie village, but we knew what
to expect, so it was no surprise.

We were soon on our bikes and headed home
just as the sun was beginning to dip below the horizon. We both
knew we’d have some explaining to do for being late getting home,
but we also knew it was one of our most exciting days in our
continuing adventure.
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The Mystery of the Storm Room

 


Leaving the caves was always a big letdown
for both of us because we had to return to our dismal life of being
‘just normal ten year old boys’ in our normal dull boring world. We
use to have such fun just doing the normal things in life; riding
our bikes, playing in the park, teasing the girls, and trying to
hang around with the bigger kids but now that was all too boring.
Our whole family life was boring now and going home each night was
the pits.

But that’s what we had to do...and most of
all we had to watch what we said and did so as not to let on to any
of our secrets. Mom and Dad didn’t seem the least bit suspicious of
my disappearing act every day, but then again, that was usually the
case in the summer; I was definitely away from home more than I was
around the house.

Jass and I arrived at the caves early as
usual the next day and put our magical powers right to work. We
glanced at each other, laughed, and bent our knees as we jumped
from the floor up to the ledge above.

“Wow, that is so neat...I could stay here and
just jump around this room all day,” laughed Jass as he started to
turn and lean forward to jump back down.

“No don’t,” I said as I grabbed his arm to
stop him, “remember what Fe-Fi said. We have to put our powers to
good use and not play with them. Let’s get going down to the Storm
Room. I think we should leave the Winter Room until we get
something warm to wear in there; but I brought a small jacket for
both of us so we don’t get soaked from the rain in the Storm
Room.”

“Okay!” said Jass with a disappointed look on
his face. “Let’s go.”

As we headed down the ledge we glanced in
each tunnel as we went by. We could feel the coldness and
brightness of the Winter Room as we scurried past its cold
entrance. The second entrance was bright and warm and reminded us
of the day Fe-Fi took us down to the Cuddlewinkie village....what a
great place. We both stopped as we got to the third entrance, the
one Fe-Fi said led nowhere, a dead end that was pitch-black and
dreary looking, almost scary with its darkness and total silence.
We wasted no time in passing that by and heading for the fourth and
final tunnel, the Storm Room.

We slowly walked down the dark tunnel and
weren’t three steps into it before we started hearing the rumbling
of thunder and flashes of light from lightning. As we got closer
and closer to the end of the tunnel the sound of pouring rain
became almost deafening. Reaching the end of the tunnel, the room
opened up to an enormous landscape just as all the other rooms we
had been in. The whole ceiling was filled with dark billowy storm
clouds with almost continuous thunder generating from them. Rain
was pouring down all over everything, just a complete downpour
drenching everything in sight.

The lightning was frightful. Flashes of light
were dancing out of the bolts of lightning with every strike of
thunder. Everywhere! Almost continuous!

Jass and I looked at each other and cringed
at each bolt of lightning that echoed throughout the room. We
grabbed the tops of our jackets and pulled them over our heads as
we looked at each other then stepped into the pathway and began to
walk hesitantly into the room of pouring water; which is what they
should have named it!

Again to our astonishment we weren’t getting
wet. The rain was pouring all around us but we were completely dry
and protected by some sort of clear invisible shell. We both looked
at each other, our eyes big and round, as we dropped the jackets
off of our head.

“What is this?” I shrieked, “We’re perfectly
dry and protected by something.”

Jass was just as amazed. “This is cool, but
what is keeping us dry?”

We almost simultaneously reached out trying
to touch this shell that it looked like we were inside of but
nothing was there, we couldn’t even touch the rain, we were
protected every way we turned.

“Wow, this is neat. But I’m not sure what to
make of it,” I answered back.

“Except for the sound of the pouring rain,
the loud thunder, and the bolts of lightning, this place is kind of
cool,” Jass said as he jerked from another flash of lightning.
“It’s kind of neat walking down this path and never getting wet. I
wonder if we’re protected from the lightning too?”

Jass had no sooner got the words out of his
mouth when a huge crackling sound echoed over our heads and the
lightning struck a stone in the path directly in front of us.

“Look out!” Jass shouted as we pulled each
other back and watched as the stone was demolished into
smithereens. The rock was an instant cloud of dust.

“Well, so much for that rock!” I snapped as I
watched the rock disintegrate.

“Do you think we should keep going? Do you
think we’re protected?” Jass asked as he looked back at me with
bulging eyes.

“I think we have to have faith that Tudoor
would not place us in harm’s way. I think he would let us know in
some way if we were headed for danger. Let’s move on.”

We both moved ahead in slow motion as the
rumble of thunder and clap of lightning surrounded us on every
side. The rain seemed to be just running off the rocks and land and
pouring down towards the back of the room, almost like it was
channeled to do so. It almost looked like the flow of a river.

As we got about halfway down the path our
luck ran out and a bolt of lightning flashed right before our eyes.
It struck right at us, but it seemed to hit a shell, or whatever it
was that surrounded us. The flash of light burst out to our sides
in a rainbow of colors as the shell that seemed to surround us
glowed from the intense heat of the lightning strike. We didn’t
feel a thing...the powers we possess had once again protected
us.

“Oh my God, did you feel that glow of heat?”
I said as I jumped back from fright.

“That was scary!” yelled Jass as he grabbed
my arm. “We could have been fried by that. What protected us?” he
continued as he reached out to feel the protective shell that
wasn’t there.

We both reached out in all directions trying
to feel something, trying to find out what had stopped the
lightning bolt from getting to us, but nothing. We felt nothing
around us at all but air.

The situation was scary but I think it kind
of gave us both a boost of confidence that maybe we were protected
from any harm. The lightning bolt was abruptly stopped from hitting
us by some kind of protective shell that surrounded us from its
power. We couldn’t see it, we couldn’t feel it, but like our power
to jump, it was there for us when we needed it the most.

We continued down the path feeling a little
better about our surroundings. The rain was pouring on both sides
of us and racing down the valley towards the back of the room.

Again the lightning struck right at our heads
and made us jump back even though we were gaining confidence in
this whole bubble thing. We walked deeper and deeper into the
cavern weaving down the path that we hoped would lead us to
something meaningful.

As we traveled around the third or fourth
turn we were amazed to see what was ahead of us. It occurred to us
that the farther we went down the path, the worse the weather got.
The sky was almost completely black with storm clouds and the wind
was picking up fiercely. The rain now was almost going horizontally
as the wind cast it across all around us. Even though we were
protected from all the elements, every time the lightning struck it
made us both jump off our feet. The howling wind was moving
everything in sight but wasn’t affecting us at all.

As dark as it was getting we still managed to
stay on the path as each lightning strike lit up the cavern like
bright sunlight on a spring day. As we both glanced in front of us
we could see the huge rock wall that suddenly brought our journey
to an end. The rock wall rose jagged and cold as high as we could
see; it looked like there was no top or end in sight. As we stopped
in our tracks we could see that all the water was gathering at the
base of the wall forming what seemed to be a wide moat. The rushing
and churning water was like a white water rapids as it meandered
around all sides of the stone structure separating it from the rest
of the room.

“Wow, would you look at that water!” Jass
said as he kind of leaned over the edge.

“Sure looks like this is the end of the line.
I’m not about to get caught up in that raging river or moat or
whatever it is,” I answered as I too glanced over the edge and down
in the bubbling water.

The moat seemed to be about twenty foot wide
with no way to cross over to the stone wall. Water poured into the
moat from everywhere including the land, the sky, and off the
surface of the wall. It churned and bubbled continually like the
white caps of a rough sea on a stormy day.

As we both stood gawking at the water filled
moat, I began to study the face of the mountain of stone in front
of us trying to find some purpose for its water-guarded existence.
Stepping back and following the lines of the jagged rocks I spotted
what seemed to be a tunnel opening way up about fifty feet or so. I
stepped back further on the path and tried to get a better angle to
see if it was in fact a tunnel or cave entrance.

“What are you doing?” asked Jass as he turned
to look in my direction.

“I think I see a tunnel opening way up there
on the mountain,” I answered as I pointed up to the dark hole in
the mountainside.

Jass came back to where I was and followed my
finger to where I was pointing.

“Yeah, you’re right. It sure does look like
some kind of opening doesn’t it? Let’s see if we can use our powers
and jump up to it…I’ll go first.”

“No wait,” I said as I grabbed his shoulder,
“it really seems awful high. If you don’t make it, you may fall in
the raging water…it’s too dangerous.”

“Aw come on,” Jass snapped back, “You said
yourself that Tudoor wouldn’t let any harm come to us…so what’s to
lose. We’ve gotta’ find out everything we can about this room, so
let’s do our job and jump up there and find out.”

“No Jass, I think it’s too high for us to
jump. There’s got to be a limit on how high and far we can use that
power, otherwise we could just jump to the moon and back. Let’s
just look around a little first and if we can’t figure anything
else out we’ll try it. Okay?”

Jass nodded his head but was unmistakably not
in agreement with the decision. He just wanted to jump up there and
get into that tunnel and knew his super powers would get him
there.

There was pretty tall grass on both sides of
us, I guess from all the continuous rain the grass just grew and
grew. I wandered back a little on the path to look around and see
if I could come up with any other way for us to reach the newly
discovered destination. Looking to my right I noticed what seemed
to be a separation in the tall grass, almost as if that portion of
it just couldn’t grow and keep up with the rest of it. I hesitated
walking off of the path since I wasn’t sure what the ground would
be like or if I would still be protected from the storm by my
invisible shell.

“Jass,” I yelled, so he could hear me above
the rain, “look at this.”

Jass came back and I pointed to the strange
opening in the middle of the tall grass.

“Look at this curved section of the grass.
All the grass is tall everywhere else except this one curved part.
I wonder why?”

“And look,” he said as he pointed in that
direction, “the rain seems to be stopping and not hitting the
ground in certain spots. I wonder what’s causing that.”

“I don’t know,” I answered back, “but I’m
gonna go over and see. Watch me from here in case I fall or sink
into the ground, okay?”

Jass agreed as he watched me slowly step off
the path and into the grassy area. I didn’t sink down into it far,
just as normal as walking on rain-soaked grass at home. I could
feel the water gushing up on the sides of my feet as I took a few
cautious steps, feeling more confident as I continued on. I reached
the area where the grass was lower and continued to walk straight
ahead into it. But suddenly my foot hit something in front of me
and down I went head first; while reaching forward to catch myself
my hands abruptly stopped halfway down as if hitting something
solid.

“Ryan, you okay?” Jass yelled as he started
to walk towards me.

“Yeah I’m okay…I just stumbled against
something a lot harder than grass.”

Jass got over to me and reached for my arm to
help me up. We both reached our hands out and touched what seemed
to be a solid surface…but it was obviously invisible to us. As we
both moved our hands back and forth, up and down, investigating the
invisible surface we both arrived at a decision at the same
time.

“It feels like steps!”

We looked at each other, laughing as we both
said the same thing in unison.

I stepped up on what seemed like the first
step and knelt over feeling ahead of me with my outstretched hands.
Feeling my way, I started to climb two, three, four steps up,
before turning around to Jass.

“Wow, it is an invisible stairway Jass. I
wonder where it goes. If it goes just straight up, it’ll take us
into the sky above.”

“Wait, I wanna go with you,” Jass said as he
laughed and slowly moved up on all fours to where I was. “Maybe
this is the secret staircase to where Tudoor lives.”

“Maybe!”

We both laughed as we positioned ourselves
side by side and began to move forward and upward with each
cautious step. We were about fifteen feet off the ground when we
stopped, slowly stood up straight as we held on to each other, and
looked around in amazement.

“This is wild,” Jass yelled as he looked
straight down below us. “It’s like we’re standing in mid-air with
nothing under us. I sure hope it doesn’t fall.”

Jass began to rock up and down as if testing
the strength of what we were standing on. I grabbed his shoulder to
stop him and motioned forward to continue our invisible journey
upward.

Our invisible staircase starting forcing us
to curve to the left as Jass began to hit an outside force on his
edge that made us start to move more towards my side. We realized
it was curving and before long could see that it was gradually
moving us left towards the mountainside. Once we were about
twenty-five or thirty feet off the ground we made the startling
discovery that the staircase was taking us up and over directly
towards the tunnel entrance we had spotted in the mountain.

“Ryan, we’re heading straight for the hole in
the mountain. These steps are going to take us right to the cave
entrance.”

“I know,” I said as I again began to laugh,
“Is this neat or what!”

We continued to climb and as we got closer
and closer to the mountain side we stopped every now and then and
glanced down at what was below us and how far up we were. We could
stand straight up and raise our hands as if dangling in mid-air
high above the ground below us. The rain and storm continued all
around us, but as always, we were protected from the elements by
our invisible shell as we stood on our invisible staircase.

We finally reached the edge of the mountain
and could see there was a small ledge that protruded from the cave
opening. We climbed over, stood up straight, and looked around in
amazement as to where we were. We looked at the raging water below
us that seemed to surround the mountain as far as we could see; we
could look out over the entire valley and see nothing but tall
grass covering the ground everywhere. There seemed to be ten or
twenty little streams that came in all directions through the
grass, feeding the moat continually full of water. Way down the
winding path we could see the entrance that led us to this Storm
Room.

We both turned and looked down the darkened
tunnel and to our amazement could see light only about ten feet
away, so we motioned to each other to head for the light.

As we came to the end of the short tunnel we
entered a large room that was bright with sunlight from above; it
almost hurt our eyes since we had been in the dark storm room for
so long. Squinting as we looked around, we could see that the
cavern was filled with large and small rocks and boulders all
around the edges. There were different levels of ridges and cliffs
all around the sides of the cavern filled with rocks of different
sizes, in the center inscribed on the floor was a large circle with
rays of color coming out from the center to the edge, like a giant
pinwheel of colors. As we walked over to it we could see that every
color imaginable was in the circle, light colors, dark colors,
bright colors, dull colors. It took up most of the center of the
floor, but we stopped at the edge of the circle so as not to walk
on it.

“Wow, I’ve never seen so many colors in my
life,” said Jass as he gazed at the massive circle.

“Me neither,” I answered as I knelt down to
touch it. “I wonder what it means and who put it here. It must mean
something or it wouldn’t be here in the middle of a cave. Hello,
hello...is anyone here?”

The sound of my voice echoed a little bit off
of the cave walls as we both looked around for someone, anyone. But
there was no sound, no answer.

“Do you think its okay to walk on the
circle?” asked Jass as he turned and looked back at the colorful
imprint in the ground.

“Well it’s on the ground and we usually walk
on the ground…so let’s give it a try.”

We looked at each other, looked down, and
slowly placed our foot onto the circle gently moving our weight
onto the foot.

Nothing happened.

We continued onto the circle until we both
reached the center and still nothing happened.

“Guess it’s not a magic circle,” I said as I
spun around looking at all sides of the cavern we were in. “Sure
are a lot of rocks in here. I wonder if there was an avalanche or
something that caused all these rocks to fall down from the
ceiling. It all kind of makes me wonder if this whole place is safe
or not.”

“Don’t know,” answered Jass as he too began
to look around at all the rocks and stones laying everywhere. “But
there has to be some meaning to this circle in the middle. Maybe
there’s some magic power we have to use while we’re in the circle.
What do you think Ryan?”

“I don’t know either. Maybe we’ll just sit
down in the middle of the circle and see what happens, if
anything!”

We both sat down next to each other just
looking around at the room full of rocks, wondering what would
happen next. It’s strange, after being in so many rooms in this
Cave of Secret Passages and something always happening, we just sat
there waiting for the inevitable. But usually something triggered
things to happen, we just didn’t know what it was or what we had to
do.

“Is anyone else in here?” I yelled as we sat
motionless, “Can anyone here us? Give us a sign or something to
help us.”

The room was again silent as I got up and
began to just walk around to see what I could find. Jass got up too
and began to just walk around and around the circle staring down at
the colors with every step he took. I walked around the cave
looking at all the rocks and occasionally glancing behind some of
the big boulders to see if I could find anything that might give me
a clue, anything that would tell me what meaning this room had or
who inhabited it. I glanced at one of the ledges above me about ten
feet high and leaped up to it in one mighty jump. It too was
littered with rocks of all sizes. I sat down on one of the big
rocks to just look over the whole scene and try to make heads or
tails of the room.

Jass stopped walking in circles and headed
over to one of the rocks against the far wall to sit down also.

“Abbra-Kadabra!” he yelled as he waved his
arms wildly. “Hocus-Pocus! Rub-A-Dub-Dub. Scooby-Doo. What other
magic words can we say?”

“I don’t think Rub-A-Dub-Dub is a magic word
Jass…or Scooby-Doo either.”

“Well something’s got to work. Maybe this
just isn’t a magic cavern, or maybe somebody used to live here and
now they don’t,” Jass said as he continued to look around. “Or
maybe this is Tudoor’s magic room and he is waiting for us to use
our brains and figure out how to communicate with him.”

I shrugged my shoulders in agreement. “Yeah
maybe he wants to see if we’re smart enough to figure it out. But
in a way I don’t think this is Tudoor’s room because I imagine him
having a real elegant cavern that is fit for a king, not a room
like this that is just full of dumb old rocks.”

“Yeah I think you’re right. This room isn’t
the Tudoor kind of room,” Jass answered as he grabbed a small rock
and threw it up at me.

It hit up on the ledge but about four feet
down from me.

“Hey, you trying to hit me in the head or
something,” I yelled back.

“No, if I was trying to hit you in the head I
would have hit you in the head,” Jass answered as he laughed and
threw another rock in my direction.

“Two can play at this game,” I said as I
picked up a small rock lying beside me and heaved it back in his
direction. It hit right in front of him and bounced to his
feet.

“Is that the best you can do?” he laughed as
he sent another stone up on the ledge that bounced off a rock and
fell back down to the floor rolling slowly into the circle of
colors.

Just as it came to rest inside the circle we
heard a thump of a sound as a small mist of steam or smoke came
rising from the edges of the circle. Jass jumped to his feet and
leaped to the nearest ledge as quickly as he could.

“Whoa, what is going on here?” he yelled as
he glanced my way, then back down to the floor below.

Suddenly as quickly as the cloud of dust was
gone, the circle of colors started to spin in a clockwise motion as
if it were a spinning top. It started real slowly but soon was
spinning so all the colors blended together like a kaleidoscope was
being spun around and around. Both of our eyes were as big as
silver dollars as we sat back and hugged the wall behind us, not
knowing what to expect next, but by now being use to the
unexpected.

Then, as quickly as the circle started, it
began to slow down as if spinning just on its own momentum, slowly
coming to a stop. As we watched intently we began to see the rocks
and boulders on all sides of the cavern below us turn different
colors as if the colors from the spinning circle had been cast out
in all directions.

One rock was turning green, another was
turning yellow; blue, orange, pink, brown…every color that was on
the circle was now slowly covering the surface of the rocks. The
colors had left the spinning circle on the floor and now the circle
was just a circle of stone, no colors at all. It was as if the
colors of the spinning circle just flung out over the surface of
the rocks.

We were frozen in our tracks. You would have
guessed we would be used to surprises and magic happening and in
fact we yelled and begged for some magic to happen, but once it
started we were as startled and afraid as we were the very first
time. You never really got used to magic, it was always scary. At
least for us it was!

As all the rocks one by one completed their
color transformation we heard a noise from the far side of the
cavern, on the other side of the once-colored circle on the floor.
Our eyes raced to the origin of the noise as we witnessed one of
the very large boulders begin to shift back and forth gently. It
was all blue in color as we watched it rock back and forth slowly
from side to side.

“Something’s gonna’ happen here real soon,”
Jass said as his voice quivered with each word. “Do you see that
rock moving?”

“Yeah I see,” I said as I continued to hug
the wall behind me. “I just hope these rocks don’t start flinging
themselves all over the place at us.”

Suddenly the rock stood up. Yes I said the
rock ‘stood up’. There was a plopping sound as two black legs and
two black arms popped out of the rocks bottom and sides. And before
you could focus in on the arms and legs, plop, another sound as two
round eyeballs surfaced on top of the rock.

“Hey guys,” sounded the voice from the rock,
“welcome to my land. You are Ryan and Jason, am I right?”

We looked at each other with a grin on our
faces as we answered simultaneously.

“Yes.”

“Well I am Big Blue and on behalf of my
fellow Stonehuggies I would like to welcome you to our land.”

We both looked at each other and said in
unison, “The Stonehuggies!” We both looked around on all sides but
didn’t see anyone else in the cavern with us.

Jason spoke first as he shrugged his
shoulders and raised his arms. “Thanks…but we don’t see your fellow
Stonehuggies anywhere. Are they all invisible?”

“Well, you might say that,” laughed Big Blue
as he raised his arms just like Jason did. “All of my colored
friends are Stonehuggies too; they just haven’t fully appeared
because they are not sure of you yet. I assure you my friends that
these two boys will not harm us, they are here to help us.”

Big Blue had no sooner finished his sentence
when there was plopping and popping all over the cavern as each of
the colored rocks and boulders began to show legs and arms and eyes
the same way he had. One by one they rocked back and forth and were
standing up, waving their arms, while their eyes were focused on
Jason and me.

“These are all my friends,” said Big Blue,
“now we can welcome you formally.”

He no sooner said that when he and all of the
colored rocks folded an arm in front of them and an arm behind them
and bowed over to us.

“Welcome to our land, the land of the
Stonehuggies. We have been patiently waiting for you to visit us.
We have seen you visit the other groups within our mountain and we
suspected that we may be next.”

“Thank you,” I said as I bowed slightly as
they did. “Yes we have visited with the other groups and we wanted
to visit with you sooner, but we didn’t know how to find you. In
fact, no one did, not even the other groups. They know that you
exist but they do not know where you are or what is your purpose on
the mountain. They say they never see any of you, even at The
Shaft.”

All the Stonehuggies chuckled as they all
began to move around.

“We are aware that none of the other groups
know much about us and that is what we intend because we are a
small group and we wish to remain by ourselves.”

“Well can you tell us about yourselves,”
asked Jason as the two of us eased out of our protective crouch and
made ourselves a little more comfortable. “We promise not to tell
any of the other groups. We have spoken to each one of them and
promised to keep all of their secrets just to ourselves. We are
here to help, not cause trouble.”

Big Blue chuckled as he answered Jass.

“Yes I know you are here for the good of the
mountain and you will cause us no harm. Tudoor has made it quite
clear to all of us that we are to welcome you and trust you
fully.

As you know we are the Stonehuggies and we
control this portion of the mountain which includes this room as
well as two other rooms. As I said, my name is Big Blue and I am
the leader of our colony. I won’t take the time to introduce you to
the rest of my colony but all of our names are easy to guess. We
are each called by our size and our color. Over there is Big Red
and beside him is Little Yellow. To my right is Little Lavender and
to his right is Little Green. Big Brown is beside him and Little
Purple is next to him. And so on.

The others in the mountain know of us by name
and know of us as you see us now. They do not know that we have the
power to immediately camouflage ourselves as simply a rock in a
single second. That is our defense mechanism and what we keep as
one of our most private secrets.”

“Wow,” interrupted Jass, “and a secret it
will remain.”

“Thank you,” said Big Blue as he continued.
“Whenever we are outside of our land and into common area in the
mountain, we move around like this, but instantly change to a rock
when someone else is in sight. They do not know we are there. When
we go to the main common area of the mountain, The Shaft, we are
always just rocks when others are visiting their portion of The
Shaft. Therefore, I suspect they have never seen any of us on our
side, just rocks and boulders. And therefore, they do not know us,
they do not know what we do, and they do not trust us. And that is
fine with us…they leave us alone and just fight amongst
themselves.”

I quickly jumped in with a question. “But
each group in the mountain has a purpose…what is yours?”

“Ah yes, I was getting to that. I don’t know
if the other groups know it, I suspect they do, but The Shaft is
the lifeline of this mountain. Without it we would not have our
powers and I suspect the others would not have whatever powers they
possess. I say this because I suspect that since we have powers and
secrets of our existence, the others do also. And this I am sure
you are probably aware of.” He held his hand up as to tell us not
to answer.

“The Shaft provides the mountain with air.
The air that we need to breathe and the air that the Cuddlewinkies,
the Spectacle People, and the Glowteenies all need to live and
function. The Shaft gets its power from a steady diet of rocks. We
are its power source. Well, not us exactly…I mean we don’t
sacrifice each other for the good of the mountain.” They all
chuckled as he continued. “We feed The Shaft with real rocks. They
are thrown and pushed into The Shaft which causes it to generate
more power. This power causes the massive winds of The Shaft to
accelerate thus providing us with a continual supply of air
throughout the mountain. Without the steady daily stream of rocks
we feed it, The Shaft would lose its power and just become a
non-functioning hole.”

“And if The Shaft loses its power then the
mountain has no air source and everyone in the mountain dies,” Jass
said as he raised his finger to make the point.

“Right!”

“I have a question though,” I said as I also
raised my hand. “Do you derive your power of camouflage from The
Shaft?”

“You are very smart,” Big Blue said as he
smiled at us, “and I suspect that much of your wisdom comes from
the fact that you have spoken to the other groups in the mountain
and they too have a dependency on The Shaft. But don’t answer me…I
don’t want to know and I’m sure you wouldn’t tell me anyway.”

“Yes we get our power from The Shaft by
simply resting beside it in the form of a rock. We absorb the
moisture of the green mist that flows through the air and that
moisture keeps us porous thus allowing our surface to change from a
rock to a color and back.”

“Wow that’s amazing,” I said as I looked
around the room at all the Stonehuggies in all their different
colors. “Is each one of you a unique color, or is there two or more
the same color?”

“We’re each a unique color,” said a small
voice from the group.

I couldn’t tell who answered me because they
had no apparent mouth that I could see moving.

“Thanks whoever you are. Do you have mouths
that I can’t see?”

Big Blue spoke up. “No we do not have mouths
like you. We speak from within. We each have unique voices so we
know who is speaking. We are use to each other’s voice, you are
not. So you don’t know that Little Violet was the one that answered
you.”

I looked around and spotted the little purple
colored rock and waved my hand. “Thanks Little Violet. Now tell me,
Big Blue, since the Stonehuggies are very much to themselves, are
you aware of the feud going on within the mountain between the
other groups?”

“Yes we are aware of the feud. You must
remember that we have the unique ability to be anywhere in the
mountain yet unnoticed. We are just rocks to them but we absorb
what is going on around us only for our own knowledge and our own
good. We do not use our camouflage powers to plot against others.
We do not venture into their lands to spy on them; we obtain our
knowledge from the common areas of the mountain.

We are aware of what happened to Lord Winkle
and Lady Twinkle because many of us were up at The Shaft when the
incident happened. But of course we were there in our camouflaged
state as rocks, so no one realized it. If we approached the
Cuddlewinkies to present them with the facts, we would have to
divulge our inner most secret and we choose not to.”

“Well can you tell us what really happened?”
Jass asked.

“Yes,” Big Blue replied, “but you have to use
the information wisely as to protect our secrets.”

“If you know Tudoor, you know that he would
not trust us to enter this mountain and give us the powers he has
without having confidence in our decisions,” I said. “Jason and I
have spent equal time speaking with Fe-Fi of the Cuddlewinkies, ONE
of the Spectacle People, and all of the Glowteenies since they have
no leader, and all of their individual secrets are safe with us, as
yours will be.”

“So be it. I am sorry for my hesitation and
seemingly nervousness to trust you, but you have to understand my
position as leader of the Stonehuggies and my concern for my people
and their safety. So…the story as we have witnessed goes like
this…

Lord Winkle was one of the most powerful
beings within the mountain, second only to Tudoor who is the Grand
Master. We suspect that over the years Tudoor trusted no one more
than he trusted Lord Winkle to do good for his people as well as
everyone and everything within the mountain. He bestowed immense
powers upon Lord Winkle which he used to help the cause of all of
us through the years. But Lord Winkle became very frustrated as
years went on, that he could not find or meet Tudoor face-to-face.
He spent an enormous amount of time at The Shaft trying to figure
out its power and trying to link The Shaft to Tudoor in some way.
He would sometimes leave Lady Twinkle for days at a time just
searching every nook and cranny of the mountain trying to find the
secret to reach Tudoor, whom he suspected lived within the
mountain. I’ll tell you now that none of us within the mountain
have ever seen Tudoor in person. We of course know of his existence
and have heard his voice address us many, many times throughout the
years, but never has he made his image visible to us.

So, after spending much of the last year
shirking his duties while on a scavenger hunt for the secret of
Tudoor’s whereabouts, he returned to his duties but seemed destined
to use each of the groups within the mountain to help him force
Tudoor out of his hiding. His lack of leadership and loyalty to all
of us has led to the distrust of each group towards the other. We
have always been a land of friendship and comradery and enjoyed our
lives within the mountain with all the other groups. But as one
group began to suspect the others of bad deeds and misgivings, the
structure of our relationships fell apart.

We do not know the reasoning or the full
story but the short of the story is that Lord Winkle and Lady
Twinkle were not pushed or forced into The Shaft, they voluntarily
jumped in of their own free will.”

“Wow, he must have really gone berserk trying
to find Tudoor; to the point of giving his own life and the life of
his Lady,” Jass said as he pondered the whole story

“Shortly after that happened, Tudoor
addressed everyone, or I should say his voice did, and assured us
that all would be well in our kingdom without Lord Winkle to lead
us, and we should all trust and believe in each other as we used
to.”

“Well what happened…why haven’t the groups
gone back to the way it used to be when everyone was friendly?” I
asked. “Or better yet, why isn’t Tudoor leading the people in Lord
Winkle’s absence?”

“Because Tudoor is our Grand
Master and has the powers to do all, but he also believes that we
should live amongst ourselves and solve our own problems. He does
not want us to depend on him, only to believe in him. I suspect
that he has watched the ongoing feud amongst the people and after
almost a year now has come to the conclusion that we cannot solve
the feud ourselves. The leaders of each of the groups are great
leaders within their own group, but they don’t have the powers and
strength that Lord Winkle had developed throughout the years. We
are all drowning in our own lack of leadership and trust. That is
why I believe Tudoor brought you two into this land of ours; to
gain our trust and to lead us back to the way our land used to
be.”

“Do you think that all of the groups can get
back to where they were before? I mean, without a general leader
like Lord Winkle to oversee everything,” Jass asked.

“Yes I believe we can…but I can only speak
for the Stonehuggies, I cannot speak for the other groups.” Big
Blue continued, “We have chosen over the past year to alienate
ourselves from the others because we did not want to be part of
their feud. We did not want to be part of their battle for
territory and their deeds of revenge. We have always been a
peaceful people and we wish to remain that way. So in retrospect,
the other groups have grown to not trust us and not understand
us…which to us, is fine. Lord Winkle tried many times to get us to
stop supplying air to some of the rooms of the other groups, but we
have always refused to use our powers to get back at others. I
believe that much of your work will be with them, not us; but that
is for you to decide. Tudoor has entrusted the two of you to
oversee our future and the future of the mountain.”

Jass and I looked at each other in amazement
as we swallowed what seemed to be the task ahead of us that
suddenly was becoming quite clear.

I had to ask the one yet unanswered
question.

“Big Blue…do you think we should try to find
Tudoor to see if that is really what he wants us to do? I mean,
will our search be a waste of time like it was for Lord
Winkle?”

“Since you have asked, I will give you my
opinion. Yes I think it is a waste of time. Tudoor will lead you in
his own way. If he feels it is necessary to meet with you
face-to-face he will do so. You will never find Tudoor…only Tudoor
will find you. He has given you access to our people, the powers to
meet obstacles, and the trust to do the job he has chosen you for
therefore you must believe in him and accept the fact that he
remains anonymous to you.”

It seemed as though our task was clear…now we
must perform!
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It ended up being two days before we could
make it back to the mountain because the weather got so bad
outside. Jass and I talked on the phone and joked that the weather
in the Storm Room had leaked out into our neighborhood; although
Jass wanted to believe that we just brought the bad weather back
with us. We didn’t really care that it was raining like cats and
dogs outside because we knew as soon as we got to the cave we’d be
fine. But our moms didn’t want anything to do with us going up to
the Rocks on stormy days, so in our boring houses we
stayed.

Jass and I, while talking on the phone, came
to the conclusion that we had all the information we needed to
straighten out the problems of the cave people. We knew the true
story of Lord Winkle and his Lady, although we didn’t know why; we
knew that each of the groups were really sabotaging each other
because of the myth of what had happened at The Shaft to the Lord
and Lady; and we knew if we gathered together all the leaders of
the groups we could solve all of their problems. It really did seem
simple to us.

So once the rain finally stopped and the sun
appeared again, we wasted no time in heading to the mountain to
solve the problems of their mountain world. As we went through our
normal routines of hiding our bikes, covering the entrance, and
heading to the main room to put a new stone in the necklace, we
laughed and carried on about how sure we were that today would be
the day we brought everyone back together as one happy community.
We knew we had to act fast because this was our ninth stone and we
only had one left. As I changed the rock and we went through our
now normal beginning of the day sprinkling of sparkle dust, which
we absolutely loved every day and never got tired of; we both were
startled by something moving on one of the ledges above. Much to
our surprise it turned out to be that same black cat, Mildew,
roaming along the ledge rubbing against the rocks and purring.

“Hey look it’s Mildew the cat,” said Jass as
he poked me in the side with his elbow, “here kitty, here
kitty-kitty.”

“My name is Mildew, not kitty-kitty,” said a
voice coming from the cat.

“Hey it’s great to see you again, you always
seem to show up when we need valuable advice,” I said turning
towards the feline voice.

“Yes it is me again and
again my name is Mildew, not the cat or kitty-kitty.”

“Are you a magical cat?” I asked.

“I am Mildew, the pet of Tudoor the Grand
Master of this mountain. He has sent me to deliver a message to
you, so listen carefully because I do not repeat myself.”

“Tudoor’s pet cat…I mean kitty…I mean sure
Mildew, we’ll listen,” stuttered Jass.

“Okay, the message I deliver from Tudoor is
this. Do not jump to unwise conclusions. Do not begin to solve a
problem until you have surveyed the entire situation and can then
make your judgments. What you now see, may not be the whole story.
It is premature on your part to think you have all the answers when
there is still unexplored territory before you. That is
it…goodbye!”

Before we could even open our mouths to
reply, the cat scurried up on top of a rock and disappeared into a
small crevice in the wall. Mildew was gone.

“Mildew,” I yelled, “come back Mildew. Can
you explain the message? I’ve got a question about our magic
stones…we’re running out.”

He was gone and we were left with only the
memory of the message he delivered. We both sat down face-to-face
to try and decipher Tudoor’s message to us.

“Okay, this must be important for Tudoor to
send his pet to give us this message,” I said as I sat looking at
the dirt floor in front of me and doodling with my finger. “We must
be making some wrong decisions because he has never stopped us or
sent us a message before. So what are we doing wrong?”

Jass shrugged his shoulders as he looked back
up to the ledge to see if maybe Mildew had returned to the
room.

“It sounds like maybe we’re moving too fast
with our decisions. Maybe he doesn’t want us to bring all the
groups together just yet because we don’t know the whole
story.”

“But who could tell us more, we’ve talked to
all the groups…there is no one else.”

Jass again shrugged his shoulders. “Well
there’s no one else that we know of but maybe we haven’t met
everyone there is to meet.”

“But there are only four groups in this
mountain and we’ve met and talked to them all. The only other group
we know about at this point is the Suitables, but they live in
another mountain. Are we supposed to meet them too?” I asked, as if
Jass had the answers for me.

“Don’t ask me,” he replied, “I don’t know any
more than you do. But it sure seems like the message is telling us
to explore more before we make a decision.”

“Okay,” I said, “let’s start here in this
mountain. We haven’t explored the whole mountain yet because we
haven’t gone down the dark dead-end tunnel and we haven’t been in
the Winter Room. So let’s finish exploring those rooms and see if
we find anything that changes our mind about everything. Okay?”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” agreed Jass. “But
I was kind of hoping we didn’t have to go into those two rooms. One
looks as dark and creepy as can be, and the other one is cold as
cold can get, makes me shiver just to think about them both.”

“I know, but we really have to. I think
that’s where Tudoor is leading us, to the unexplored caves, so
let’s do it.”

We both agreed and stood up rubbing our shoe
bottoms over the doodling area in the dirt that we had unthinkingly
created.

“Let’s do the Winter Room first,” Jass
suggested, “and leave the creepy dark tunnel for last. I hate
thinking about that tunnel.”

I agreed and we both grabbed the jackets and
gloves we had smuggled out of the house a week or so ago. We knew
we would need something to keep us warm in that cold frigid
room.

“Maybe we’ll be inside a protective shell the
way we were in the Storm Room,” Jass said as he pulled his gloves
on and zipped up his jacket.

“I sure hope so,” I said as I zipped up my
coat and jumped up to the ledge above us.

Jass followed as we marched down the ledge
towards the tunnel opening to the Winter Room. Once we started down
the tunnel it didn’t take long for the coldness to send chills
through our bodies. We got to the opening where we stopped the last
time we came in and again could see the steadily falling snow on
all sides. As before, the snow was still about five feet deep on
each side of the pathway but the path itself was clear of any snow
at all.

We both started down the pathway, side by
side, and our slow pace became faster and faster as we realized we
were not protected at all from the coldness surrounding us. The
snow was falling like a blizzard on both sides but never
accumulated on the pathway at all. As we trotted down the winding
path we could see the cavern walls in the distance that led
straight up to a totally white sky that was just pouring snow at a
continuous rate.

“Sure is cold in here,” Jass stuttered as his
hand left his pocket to move his glasses from his mouth to his
eyes.

As quickly as he said that, we arrived at a
fork in the path. About twenty steps or so down the left path was
an old wooden cart that looked like it was half falling apart, or
at least it had seen its better days. It was so big and awkward it
took up the entire pathway, so there was no way to see or get
around it without actually going over the cart itself. On the right
path, also about twenty steps away, was a solid stone wall right
across the whole path. It looked like a complete dead-end to the
path, no way over or around it.

“Looks like a dead-end down this path,” Jass
said as he pointed to the right-hand pathway, “Unless we can just
use our powers and go through the wall.”

“Well, at this point we can’t leave any stone
unturned, so let’s see how solid the wall is.”

We both headed down the right path and once
reaching the stone wall we raised our hands and slapped at the wall
to test it. It was definitely a solid stone wall.

“No way are we going through that wall,” I
said as I continued to slap at the wall from every angle.

I looked up above us to see if we could
possibly jump up and over the wall, but it seemed to rise forever,
besides we couldn’t see any top because of the blinding snow that
was falling.

I yelled, “Open Wall,” thinking that maybe a
command from me would make something happen, but nothing.

I slapped Jason on the arm and said, “It’s
too cold in here to fool around and figure out this wall, so let’s
head down the other path to the cart and see if we can move it or
climb over it.”

He couldn’t agree more as he looked at me
with a shivering acknowledgement as we headed back up to the fork
and turned down the left path.

We tried desperately to move the old cart to
one side so we could slide by and see what was on the other side,
but it was too heavy and too awkward to move.

“Let’s just climb up and over it,” I said as
we both sat exhausted on the ground.

The wooded wheels were about four foot higher
than both of us, so we each managed to put our feet in the spokes
and use them to climb up to the top edge of the wheel. Once we
helped each other to the top we jumped over into the square cart
section to see what our next step would be. We had no sooner landed
in the cart when it jolted forward and we both fell onto the cart
floor startled by the sudden movement. Before we could even begin
to realize what was happening, the cart was airborne and we lifted
off the ground completely.

“Whoa, what’s happening here,” I shouted as
Jass and I reached for the sides of the cart to hold on tight. We
braced ourselves and pulled our faces up to the top rim of the
cart, peering out at the snow covered landscape below.

“I think this old cart is flying,” Jass
screamed as he held on for dear life, “we’re in a wooden cart
flying machine and I’m not so sure I like it yet.”

We didn’t seem cold anymore as we both were
standing on opposite sides of the cart looking out over the edge.
It almost seemed like we were midgets in this gigantic wooden
structure, barely tall enough to see over the sides.

“This is like a giant sized roller coaster
ride except we’re not strapped in,” I yelled.

“And we don’t know where the ride is going,”
Jass yelled back.

It was a smooth gliding ride though, as we
drifted effortlessly over the snow covered land below, swooping up
and down to avoid rocks and walls. Glancing ahead I could see we
were headed for a gigantic wall that there was no way we were going
to get around.

“Look straight ahead,” I yelled, “looks like
we’re headed directly at that stone wall.”

As it got closer and closer we began to brace
ourselves for what looked like a collision with the mountain wall
ahead. The wall and rocks got bigger and bigger as we zipped along
heading straight for them.

I could feel my eyes bulging out of my head
as I stared at the fast approaching wall, only quickly glancing
over at Jason who had suddenly dropped down to his knees and buried
his face in his hands.

“Let me know when it’s over,” he
screamed.

Just as quickly as we had taken off, the cart
began to slow down as we approached the wall and before I could
even blink my eyes, a huge hole opened up in the wall and we sailed
right through the opening and landed softly on the ground.

“Wow Jass, did you see that!”

“Are we on the ground now, are we
stopped?”

“Yeah we’re on the ground. Man the whole side
of the wall opened up and we drifted right inside just like a space
ship in Star Wars. That was really neat.”

As we both regained our footing, we looked
around and could see we were in yet another gigantic cavern, but
this time there was one dominant thing about this cavern; at the
far end was a huge gold door.

“Boost me up to the top Jass and then I’ll
pull you up.”

“Okay, now let’s work our way back down the
spokes of the wheels to the ground,” I said as I motioned for Jass
to go first.

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Jass called
out, “why are we doing this. Let’s just use our powers and jump to
the ground.”

“You’re right,” I said, “I forgot about our
super powers. Let’s do it!”

At that, we both bent our legs and jumped out
of the cart landing softly on the ground.

“Wow that was a lot easier. We gotta’
remember these powers…it sure saves a lot of time and effort,” Jass
chuckled as we both continued to look around at our newly
discovered surroundings.

There wasn’t much to see, just regular old
stone walls, like every other cavern we had been in but then there
was the bright glowing gold door at the other end.

“Well, there’s no mistaking where we go from
here. From the flying cart to the gold door…I guess this is what
we’re supposed to investigate next,” I said as we both headed for
the gold door that was next in our strange journey.

Once we reached the door, it was about twice
as tall as both of us.

“I’m beginning to think we’re in a land of
giants here…first the big cart, now the oversized door,” Jass said
as he reached up to grab the doorknob.

“Okay,” he said as he struggled to try and
pull it open, “I can turn the knob but I can’t budge this door.
Give me a hand Ryan.”

We both pulled with all of our might, but the
door was too heavy, it just wasn’t going to budge an inch.

“Now what, oh mighty king,” laughed Jason as
he dropped to the ground.

“Don’t know…let’s think about this for a
minute and catch our breath.”

“Maybe we can just use some more magic powers
and tell the door to open,” laughed Jass as he stood back up and
motioned with his hands and arms, “open, gold door.”

He had no sooner finished his sentence when
the door slowly began to swing open…by itself.

“Wow Ryan, I did it, I made the door
open!”

“I can’t believe it Jass, you did it. You
talked the door into opening. You do have the magic powers of a
duke.”

Jass turned towards me and took a bow, as any
Duke would, as we both immediately shifted our attention to the now
wide opened door.

As we both walked in, it didn’t take us long
to realize that we were standing in the residence of Lord Winkle.
On the far wall of the massive single room was a huge Coat-of-Arms
tapestry that yielded the words Lord Wilfred J. Winkle of
Rocks. On the adjoining wall was a large painting of the happy
pair with a gold inscription which read Lord Winkle & Lady
Twinkle of Rocks.

“I can’t believe it,” shouted Jason as his
eyes darted from one wall to the next, “we’ve found the home of
Lord Winkle. I wonder if anyone has ever been here before.”

“I don’t know, but this place is
magnificent,” I answered as I too glanced around quickly taking it
everything that I could.

As I said, the room was a large one, still a
cavern with stone walls, ceiling, and floor, but a much softer
lived in cavern. All the walls were filled with paintings, and
plaques, and certificates, and mementos, most likely collected
through the years by the two of them. The room was filled with
furniture fit for a king, with rich carved wood legs and brightly
colored upholstery. It was really like a one-room palace, it was so
eloquently furnished and decorated. Torches lined the walls and
provided enough light that it almost seemed daylight on the
inside.

There were two closed doors, each on opposite
sides of the room.

We walked to the left doorway, with its
elegant carved doorway, and Jason put his hand in front of me,
stopping me in my tracks.

“I’ll get this door for us,” he shrugged,
“open, oh great wooden door.”

I laughed out loud as nothing happened this
time and I continued over to the door and turned the knob pulling
it open very effortlessly.

“After you oh mighty Dukester,” I said as I
laughed looking back at his disgusted look.

The doorway opened to yet another elegant
room which was their bedroom. Dark burgundy drapes and bedspreads
with embroidered gold lace surrounded the room and bed. Ten or
twelve gold pillows were on the bed which had the same Coat-of-Arms
in the center as the wall piece in the first room. Two chairs in
the corner, each looking like royal thrones, looked out what seemed
to be a window. Both chairs were red and blue trimmed in gold
fringe, one larger than the other and obviously being the Lord’s
throne with the smaller one for the Lady.

Walking over to the window, we both glanced
out and could see that it overlooked Rocks State Park with
tree lines and streams visible for as far as the eye could see.

“Wow I had no idea they could actually look
out of the cave and into the park below. This place is so neat, I
can’t believe it.”

“It’s kind of creepy to me,” said Jass as he
left the window and headed back to the open door, “I mean they’re
both dead now and here we are in their home, in their bedroom.”

“Well it’s not like we’re burglars or we’re
intruding,” I said, “I mean they are dead. And we didn’t just
stumble on this place. We were brought here by the magic flying
cart for some purpose…so cool it.”

Jason had already gone back out of the door
and I followed him over to the other doorway across the room.

“Any magic chants this time?”

“Ha-ha,” Jass chuckled as he grabbed the
doorknob and tried to pull it open.

“Need some help there Superman?”

“Very funny, but it’s locked, it won’t open,”
said Jass pointing to the keyhole above the doorknob.

“So where there’s a lock, there’s a key.
Let’s find it, it’s gotta be here somewhere.”

We spread out in opposite directions looking
around on all the furniture for a key or a drawer that the key may
be in. The whole place had been left fairly neat and tidy so it
wasn’t like we had to shuffle things around and look under things.
But after ten or fifteen minutes we both came up empty handed, no
key.

“Well, so much for easily finding the key,” I
said shrugging my shoulders, “now we have to start looking for a
secretly hidden key. Now if you were a Lord where would you hide a
key?”

We searched under furniture, under seat
cushions, behind pictures, under accessories sitting around on the
furniture, and just about everywhere we could think of.

I slowly walked back over to the locked door,
my eyes moving in every direction as I tried to figure out where
the key could be. As I arrived at the door I looked down at the
stone floor and could see that inlaid in the stone was what seemed
to be the shape of a key etched into the rock. I knelt down on one
knee and could see that it definitely was in the shape of a
key.

“Jass, look at this.”

Jason came running over and knelt down beside
me.

“Sure does look like a key in the rock,
doesn’t it,” said Jason as he tried to pry it out with his fingers,
“won’t budge though…it’s embedded perfectly in the rock, no way to
even get your fingers on the edges to get it up.”

“Has to be some way to get the key out,” I
said as I ran my finger around the edges of the key shape. “Maybe
it takes some more magic.”

“Okay,” Jason motioned, “it’s your turn to
perform the magic this time. I did the gold door and now it’s your
turn. Knock yourself out!”

He slapped me on the back as he turned to
walk away and still looking down at the key, I noticed that it
moved slightly up and down as he slapped me.

Standing up, I positioned my hands over top
of the embedded key and slapped my hands together as hard and as
loud as I could. The key jumped up out of the rock and straight
into my hands.

“Wow…how did you know to do that?” asked
Jason in utter amazement.

“I knew, because I am King,” I said with a
commanding tone to my voice.

“No really, how did you figure that out?”

I insisted that I, as King of Rocks, knew of
such things, and kept my secret of his back slapping as the clue
that led me to solve the mystery.

I inserted the key into the lock, turned it
clockwise, and turned the doorknob, opening the door.

To our amazement as the door opened it
revealed a bright glowing iron gate that ran across the entire
doorway. The glow from it was red hot and the heat from it made us
both back up two steps.

“That gate is red hot fire…I can feel the
heat from here without even touching it,” I said as I backed up
another step.

“Its red hot bright but I can’t see anything
but darkness on the other side,” said Jass as he too took another
step backwards.

We both were astonished by the presence of
this iron gate that seemed to be guarding the room from intruders
that found the hidden key.

“Maybe we need some more magic words to open
the gate or cool it down or something,” Jass suggested.

Jass proceeded to stand there and throw every
verbal word and sentence that he could think of at the glowing
gate, but nothing happened, except maybe the glow got a little
brighter.

We stood there at the doorway for what seemed
like an hour just chanting, waving our arms, clapping our hands,
clicking our fingers, but to no avail, nothing happened at all.

“I give up,” Jass said with a dejected tone
to his voice. “I’ve tried everything and I’ve run out of ideas. I
think this is the end of the line for our magical skills.”

As he was finishing his sentence we heard a
scratch at the gold doorway behind us and in walked Mildew.

“Mildew,” said Jason with a happy smiling
face, “have you come to save the day and open this red hot iron
gate for us?”

“I do not open gates and I do not perform
magic,” mouthed Mildew, “that I leave for you humans to do. I
simply bring you another message as I am instructed to do. The
message is this…use all your resources…when all else fails don’t be
afraid to ask for help from others. See ya’…”

Again, before we could even get a word out of
our mouth, he turned and was gone out of the door. Jass raced to
the door, but he was nowhere in sight, disappeared as always.

“Well he’s gone again, just like before. One
quick message and that’s it, puff!”

“Okay, he’s helped us every other time with
his messages, so let’s just think about what he said. Use all our
resources…and ask for help. Help from who?”

“Wait a minute,” screamed Jass as he jumped
spun around facing me, “we need to get one of the Spectacle People
up here to cool down the iron gate with some wind, rain, or
snow.”

“Hey you’re right,” I said as I put my hand
up asking for a high-five from my smart buddy, “give me five…that’s
using our resources and asking for help all at the same time. Now
how do we get word to ONE that we need his help?”

“You called for my services!” said a voice
from the doorway as we both turned and saw Mildew sitting on his
rear legs.

“Mildew, you’ve come back to help
us…thanks!”

“It wasn’t my idea believe me…but I do what
my master tells me to do. He feeds me, gives me a palace to live
in, keeps me warm in the winter, and for that I do what he tells
me. It’s the least I can do!”

“Okay, whatever you say…we need you to
quickly go tell the Spectacle People, namely their leader ONE, that
we need their help and we need four of his people…one with each of
their powers. Got it?”

“Got it!” said Mildew as he got up, turned,
and was out the door in a split second.

We started to wander around the room looking
at all the royal stuff that was hanging on the walls and sitting on
the tables, when suddenly before we knew it there was a large puff
of smoke just inside the doorway and when the smoke cleared there
stood Mildew and our five Spectacle friends.

“Wow, that was quick,” exclaimed Jason, “and
I like the new magical appearance of everyone with the cloud of
smoke, very classy.”

Mildew wandered aimlessly over to the corner
and curled up in a ball to rest his weary body as he answered, “You
said quickly, so quickly I gave you!”

ONE approached us and abruptly asked, “So how
can we help you Masters Ryan and Jason?”

“This is, or I should say was, the home of
Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle before they passed away,” I started to
explain.

“Yes we know,” ONE interrupted, “all of the
groups are aware of Lord Winkle’s territory in the mountain as he
used to have the leaders of the groups up to his home occasionally
to entertain us. But that has not happened in the past year. He had
become very much to himself and very estranged from all of us.”

“Well we were led up here, for some reason,
and after looking around at most of the rooms we found this room
here that we couldn’t get into,” I said as I pointed toward the
iron gate.

“I’ve never seen that room before,” ONE
continued, “it was always locked and we were never asked to enter,
and when we questioned him about what was behind this door he would
always just say it was his private study and office.”

“We found the key to the lock encased in this
stone at the foot of the doorway, but when we opened the lock we
were blocked, as you can see, by this red hot iron gate blocking
the way. Jass and I thought maybe you and your people could use
your powers and cool the gate down with some rain, snow, or wind.
What do ya think?”

“Sounds like a very good plan to me,” ONE
commented as he motioned for two of his people to come over to the
doorway and approach the gate, “let’s try some rain and wind and
see what that does.”

We watched as Twenty-four and Sixteen walked
towards the gate and raised their hands. Twenty-four had blue
gloves on his hands so we watched as he wiggled his fingers and
rain began to pour out of his hand and douse the gate with
continuous rainwater. The gate began to sizzle from the coldness of
the water and clouds of white smoke rose from the doorway. Sixteen
raised his brown gloved hand and began to emit small bursts of wind
that cleared the smoke out from the gate and up towards the
ceiling. It only took a minute or two before the entire gate was
soaking wet and had cooled down from its red hot color to a solid
black gate. ONE walked over to the gate and touched one of the bars
and nodded his head for the rain and wind to stop.

“It is no longer hot,” he said as he motioned
for us to come to the gate.

We both walked over and touched the gate and
as he said it was no longer hot but cool to the touch.

“That worked great,” I said as I reached out
to shake each one of their hands, “we really appreciate your help.
Now let’s see if this gate opens for us.”

I pushed on the gate and it easily swung open
into the darkness of the cold room. As I stepped in and shined my
flashlight it was as if the flashlight had no light at all. The
light just seemed to be lost in the darkness of the room.

“Wow, I can’t see a thing in this room and my
flashlight does no good at all. Maybe Forty-two’s sunlight can help
light the room up so we can see what’s inside.”

ONE immediately motioned for Forty-two to
come to the edge of the room and as he did he raised his yellow
gloved hand and as he wiggled his fingers bright sunlight began to
emit from his hand. But to our amazement, it too could not slice
through the blackness of the dark room. Just as the flashlight, the
sunlight just seemed to drown in the darkness of the room.

“I can’t believe it,” said ONE in an
astonished tone, “even the sunlight of Forty-two’s hand can’t bring
light to this room.”

“Well there’s no way I’m setting foot in that
room without some kind of light to see what’s in there, no way,”
said Jass as he backed out of the doorway.

“I agree,” I said, “but there’s got to be
some way to see into that room.”

“I have an idea,” said ONE. “How about seeing
if we can get a couple of the Glowteenies to come up and light up
the room with their magical brightness. That might work.”

“Your right, they are responsible for the
light within the mountain, so who better to light up the room but
them,” I said as I turned and looked over at Mildew in the
corner.

He was already getting up and motioning with
his paw, “Okay, okay, I know, it’s my turn again.” And before we
knew it he was gone out the door.

Again before we could even begin to look
around, we witnessed another puff of smoke and Mildew appeared with
four Glowteenies. There were two pairs of course, Frank & Fran,
Patrick & Patricia.

They immediately came over to the group of
us, hand-in-hand of course, and introduced themselves, each
speaking in tandem.

“We are Patrick & Patricia, and this is
Frank & Fran, and we have been summoned to help you with a
problem you have encountered.”

“Yes, thanks for coming. We are looking
through Lord Winkle’s home and have discovered a room that is in
total darkness. ONE and his people have helped us to get into the
room but suggested maybe that you could provide light to the room
since we can’t seem to get past the darkness,” I explained as I
pointed toward ONE and the Spectacle People off to one side.

“Hello once again,” said ONE, “I’m glad you
have agreed to help us with this problem.”

At that point the four Glowteenies marched
hand-in-hand over to the Spectacle People and began to shake their
hands. “Good to see you guys again, it’s been a long time.”

The other four Spectacle People looked at
each other, squeaked a few sounds, and immediately went over and
hugged the Glowteenies one by one. It was really a neat sight to
see them all getting reacquainted after such a long time. They
really seemed to miss each other and held no bad feelings, or so it
seemed.

“Well…let’s get started,” I said as I led
Frank & Fran to the entrance of the doorway.

They walked inside, followed by Patrick &
Patricia, and immediately they began to turn on their glow. The
rings of colors around their necks, wrists, and ankles began to
glow brilliant full colors that almost blinded our eyes to look
straight at them.

They walked fully into the room and it lit up
without a hesitation. The light from them just seemed to bounce off
the walls and cut through all the blackness; it was as if someone
turned the light switch on, we could see everything.

We all stepped into a much smaller room that
was cluttered with a large desk and chair, two adjoining tables
which were just as cluttered, and what looked to be large maps or
drawings on the walls.

“This must be Lord Winkle’s
private study or office room,” I said as I glanced around at all
the papers and folders cluttering the desk and tables.

“Look Ryan, these maps are of the mountain.
Each of the smaller four maps are the separate territories of the
four groups, and the large map is of the entire mountain.”

I glanced at the four smaller maps and could
see that each one had handwriting on it labeling it as belonging to
the Cuddlewinkies, the Spectacle People, the
Glowteenies, and the Stonehuggies. On the larger map
each area was outlined in a different color and in red was the area
we were in, Lord Winkle’s home.

“Look at this Jass, each of the rooms that
have been captured by another group is outlined in black with a big
checkmark in each one; the Winter Room, the Storm Room, the flooded
Cuddlewinkie village, and the darkened Neon Village of the
Glowteenies. Why do you think they are each checked off?”

“I don’t know, maybe he was just charting
what was happening to each of the groups so he could keep track of
what was happening in the mountain and report it, or show it to
Tudoor.”

Both the Spectacle People and the Glowteenies
were intently studying the map with us and glanced each other’s way
as we pointed out the captured territories.

“We really miss the part of our Glowteenie
village that you have caused it to rain it all the time. It has
caused all of our neon homes in that part to short out and the
light which we all love has completely disappeared,” said Frank
& Fran as they looked towards ONE and his people.

ONE took a step back and stared in amazement
at the two Glowteenie couples.

“We have not caused it to rain in your
village. Why would we do such a thing to our friends of long ago?
It is your village and your home and we would never want any harm
to come to you, especially harm caused by our powers.”

Frank & Fran looked back in puzzlement,
“But if you aren’t making it rain in our village and destroying our
light, then how is it happening? You control the rain…and it is
raining continually.”

“Yes we control the rain, but we must not be
alone in that power because we are not making it rain on your
village. Is that why you have caused our side of The Shaft to go
dark, because you think we are making it rain?”

This time Patrick & Patricia spoke up,
“No…we have had nothing to do with your side of The Shaft going
dark. We thought you just did something because you didn’t want to
be seen when you go to The Shaft, for some reason.”

“No,” answered ONE, “we figured that you had
something against us so you, who control the light in the mountain,
darkened our end of The Shaft to get to us.”

“Something strange is definitely going on
here,” I said as I turned our attention back to the maps and papers
in Lord Winkle’s room. “Well Lord Winkle certainly has it all
mapped out here as to what’s happening everywhere in the mountain.
Do you think maybe he is behind this whole thing?”

“No way,” said ONE. “Lord Winkle has always
been true to the groups of the mountain and looked out for us. He
represents Tudoor and is only interested in what is good for us and
good for the mountain. I can’t believe he would betray that
trust.”

“Well I would agree with that statement, up
until this past year,” said Patrick & Patricia. “For the past
year he has seemed sneaky and quiet, is always lurking around every
corner almost spying on us, and telling us all negative things
about the other groups. Has he been that way with you?”

The Spectacle People all shook their heads in
agreement. Small squeaky chattering began between Sixteen,
Forty-two, Twenty-four, and Nine.

“Well it does seem to be that way, now that
you mention it,” said ONE.

As they talked amongst themselves Jason and I
continued to look around the room and noticed one table that was
full of jars, flasks, glass tubes, and many bottles of
multi-colored liquids.

“Looks like a laboratory over here,” I said
as Jass and I approached.

“Yeah but what’s it for,” Jason asked as he
reached over to investigate the labeled jars. “Look, this one is
labeled Catnip and this one is labeled Pink Kitty
Water, and this one over here is labeled Mildew’s Favorite
Drink. It looks like this whole setup is geared to favorite
things for a cat…namely Mildew.”

We both looked at each other in amazement as
I yelled out, “Mildew, are you still out there?”

He walked through the doorway muttering to
himself, “What is a cat to do around here to get a little cat
nap.”

“Mildew, does any of this stuff up here look
familiar to you? Jump up here and take a look,” Jass said as he
moved aside for Mildew to have room.

“Well yes, I don’t need to jump up on that
table to see that those are some of my favorite things there. In
fact, all of those things have become favorites of mine. Why are
they here?”

“Where do you usually find these favorite
things of yours?” Jass asked.

“Well, the scent of all of them is very
strong to my sensitive nose and I can usually smell them from far,
far away. Now that you mention it, it is usually when I am with my
master in his domain, and the smell of them causes me to leave him
and investigate where the smell is coming from. I usually find
small bowls of them here and there throughout the mountain complex.
But what are they doing here?”

“I would suspect,” said Jass, “that Lord
Winkle has been brewing up these favorite smells of yours to lure
you out into the mountain for some reason. That’s what it looks
like to me.”

“I agree,” I said, “why else would these
favorite things of yours all be here?”

“I’m beginning to get very suspicious of the
late Lord Winkle,” said ONE as he nodded in agreement, “but I can’t
believe the grand Tudoor would let this happen.”

“Well, he may be the Grand Tudoor, but maybe
he just doesn’t see everything, or maybe he is very trustworthy of
his people and doesn’t check up on them.”

Frank & Fran were over at the desk
shuffling through the papers when they gasped and called us
over.

“You have got to see these…you won’t believe
it!”

They handed a stack of tablets to us and we
began to study them. Each tablet was labeled with one of the groups
names in bold red letters across the top. Inside each tablet was a
description of each group, such as the first one we were looking
at, THE CUDDLEWINKIES, and told of all of their territorial
lines, their inhabitants, their purpose in the mountain, and
lastly, their secret to their hidden powers. Everyone was
flabbergasted!

“Don’t open any more of the tablets,” I said
as I abruptly slammed the one I had shut. “These tablets tell
anything and everything there is to know about each group living in
this mountain. Now why would Lord Winkle have these tablets unless
Tudoor asked him to keep them, and I can’t imagine why he would
want all of this in writing for anyone to see?”

“But there are six tablets in the stack,”
Jass questioned, “why six when there are only four groups in the
mountain.”

I grabbed the stack of tablets and went
through them one by one, reading the cover of each one as I got to
it.

“The Cuddlewinkies, The Spectacle People,
The Glowteenies, The Stonehuggies, The Mountain War, and The Grand
Master.”

We all stared at the last two tablets as if
in a state of trance and ONE was the first to speak up, “I don’t
know about the rest of you, but I definitely want to take a look at
those last two books.”

“I really do agree with you, but don’t you
agree that maybe this is something we should all do together…and
when I say all, I mean all four groups together.”

Everyone nodded and said yes in agreement as
I summoned Mildew yet again to go get representatives from the
other two groups. This time we would all investigate our findings
together and make a decision as four united groups, I hoped!
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The Mountain Re-unites

 


Another puff of smoke brought Mildew back to
us again, this time accompanied by Fe-Fi, Bing-Bong, and Noo-Nan
from the Cuddlewinkies; and Big Blue and Little Green of the
Stonehuggies.

As Mildew retreated back to his corner of the
room to lay down and give himself a bath, which was probably much
needed after all of his power-traveling, I suggested that all of us
go into the large main room and sit down and bring the two newly
arrived groups up to speed on what had happened so far and what we
had discovered.

They all agreed, although Fe-Fi was very
reluctant to have anything to do with either of the other
groups.

“Just sit down and give us a few minutes of
your time Fe-Fi and I’m sure you’ll understand what we have in mind
here,” Jass said as he led everyone into a seated circle in the
middle of the large room.

Jass and I spent the next half hour
summarizing everything that had happened this day and what we had
discovered once arriving here at Lord Winkles’ home. I then
explained why the Spectacle People and Glowteenies were already
here and what we all had discovered in our search of the office
room.

Before I could finish the last part of the
discovery story, Fe-Fi jumped in and began addressing the other
groups.

“So you’re telling me that the loss of two of
my territorial rooms is not the fault of anyone here. The Storm
Room where is rains and thunders constantly, and the Winter Room
where it has been snowing almost a year, is not caused by the
Spectacle people who have those powers under their control. And you
are also going to tell me that one of my other rooms where half my
people live in total darkness all of time is not the fault of these
Glowteenies who also control those powers. Is that what you are
asking me to believe?”

“Yes,” said ONE.

“Yes,” said Patrick & Patricia.

“Yes,” I said. “We are asking you to believe
that and we are telling you to listen to what we are saying.”

I was interrupted by ONE.

“Listen Fe-Fi, and think before you speak
again; and you too Big Blue. We have always been a happy mountain
and had always gotten along great together for years and years, up
until last year. We lived together as one mountain family, we
socialized together, we shared with each other, and we understood
each other’s powers and limits. Now why would any of us do anything
to jeopardize that trust and comradery for the sake of expanding
our own territory? Answer me that.”

I jumped in before Fe-Fi had a chance to
speak.

“And look at what has happened realistically.
What good has it done the Spectacle People to turn your room into a
continuous Storm Room and Winter Room; and what good has it done
the Glowteenies to have taken away the light from the Spectacle
People or the fields they have lost to floods of water supposedly
caused by the Cuddlewinkies; or the flooded village lost by the
Glowteenies. Each one of you has lost control of some of your
territory yet you each deny causing any of this to happen. Doesn’t
it make more sense to put what has happened off to the side for a
minute and open your minds to what we have discovered here in this
other room? Now if you are all in agreement, let me get the last
two tablets out of the other room and we’ll see what Lord Winkle
has recorded in them…okay?”

They all agreed and Jass jumped up and went
in to retrieve the two tablets. He sat down beside me and we each
took a book and began looking through it page by page. I guess by
the astonished look on my face, it was evident that what was
written in the book was beyond imagination.

“What is it Master Ryan, what does your book
say?” asked ONE.

“I have the book titled The Mountain
War and what it says is absolutely unbelievable. It is a step
by step outline, written by Lord Winkle, of his plan to disrupt the
harmony of the mountain by causing an internal feud amongst all of
you…”

My sentence was interrupted by the gasps and
sighs of everyone as they couldn’t believe what they were
hearing.

“This is unbelievable,” yelled ONE.

“A complete betrayal,” shouted Fe-Fi.

“A plot to tear apart the unity of the
mountain and turn us all against each other,” yelled Little
Green.

“And you all fell for it,” I said. “You all
took what you knew and immediately betrayed your closest friends
without ever talking to each other and investigating what was
happening.”

“And my book The Grand Master goes
even further,” interrupted Jason.

“Go on Master Jason, go on,” yelled Frank
& Fran.

“This book is an outline also, but this is an
outline of how Lord Winkle proposed to make himself Grand Master of
our kingdom.”

There was a horrified gasp from everyone.

“This book outlines how Lord Winkle would
continue the feuding between the groups of the mountain, to the
point that Tudoor would have to intervene. His plan of luring
Mildew throughout the mountain with his potions was to try to
follow Mildew back to where Tudoor lived. This is his detailed
instruction on how he planned to find Tudoor and take over all his
powers and become the Grand Master.”

Again the room was filled with talking and
disbeliefs as to what they were all hearing.

“But listen to this,” Jass continued, “this
is how the tablet ends. It ends with the statement that after a
year I have finally discovered how to get to Tudoor and his home. I
shall write my findings in a sealed tube for my future generations
to read and envy. My secret will stay with me and Lady Twinkle
until our death…but until that time we will act on our findings and
this tube will be dropped in a shaft hidden in the dead-end
cavern…only to be retrieved by someone with the wisdom, magic, and
powers that I possess. So there you have it; the truth about
Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle and their plans to dethrone Tudoor and
capture his powers.”

“Well I know everything is there in writing,
but I can’t believe that Tudoor, with all his infinite power and
wisdom, would not know what Lord Winkle is doing and stop him along
the way. Tudoor has been Grand Master of this mountain for
centuries and has wisdom beyond any of our comprehension; his
powers are powers we all can only dream about. How could he
possibly let this happen?” asked Fe-Fi in a disturbed and befuddled
voice.

There was silence as we all pondered the
words that Fe-Fi had just spoken. Silence because we all agreed
with him and couldn’t imagine how something like this could go on
for a year right under Tudoor’s nose.

But then our silence and our thoughts were
interrupted. Mildew arose from the corner.

“There is good in the world and there is bad
in the world. Surely God did not mean to create a world full of
good, nor a world full of bad. He placed us all here to test us and
see if we could survive and live with each other. He placed hurdles
of difficulty all along the way to see how we each would handle the
situation; and so your Grand Master Tudoor has done the same thing.
He has seen the joy and family atmosphere of this mountain and its
people, and he has seen the evil that has been cast in front of
each one of us. His purpose is not to test you, but to teach
you.”

With that said, Mildew curled back up in the
corner and laid his head on his paws for another cat nap.

“I guess that says it all,” said ONE.

“Yes I agree,” answered Fe-Fi as he stood us
and came over to shake ONE’s hand.

“I too agree,” said Jass as he stood before
everyone. “It is time to take what we have learned today and share
it with all the people of the mountain. I propose we have a grand
party to celebrate this day.”

“Yes I agree and I invite everyone to our
springtime Garden Grove for a celebration of thanks to Masters Ryan
and Jason for what they have done for our people,” shouted ONE as
he walked over and stood between Jason and I and held our arms up
high.

Everyone cheered and applauded and agree to
meet the next day at the Spectacle People’s Garden Grove.

Jass and I left the caves today feeling
proud, magical, and with a total feeling of complete fulfillment.
We had accomplished something that we never dreamed we could do by
bringing back together the people in Rocks. The trip home
this day was filled with excitement and continuous boasting as we
patted each other on the back for a job well done. We were saddened
by the thought of using our last magic stone tomorrow and never
being able to see the four groups again; and also the fact that we
would probably never meet Tudoor, who led us through this mystical
adventure.

 


The next day came ever so quickly and we were
at the cave as soon as we had breakfast and broke away from our
families. It was so tough going home every night and always
watching what we said so as not to raise any suspicions about what
was going on at Rocks. The excitement every day was
obviously overflowing out of both of us and my parents would often
question what I had been up to at the park that could make me so
happy and joyous. I’d just make up a story every day about Jass and
I having such a good time and making lots of new friends to pal
around with. I even made up the story that some of our new friends
were older and attended the middle school where Jass and I would be
going to next year, so they were glad to hear we would know other
kids at the new school.

We arrived at the cave and hid our bikes and
went inside as we usually did. We were both going through the
motions real slowly on this day because we knew it would be for the
last time. I mean, we were excited about the party that was planned
for the day, but to think that the whole thing was coming to an end
was worse than thinking that summer would soon be coming to an end
and we would be going back to school soon.

We both sat inside the cave, waiting for our
eyes to adjust to the light, and started talking about what we had
been through and how it was ending.

“This is really going to be the pits, coming
back to the cave the next time and having it be like it was the
first couple of days, just an empty old cave,” Jass said as he
glanced over at me.

“I know, it’s sure not going to be very
adventuresome just being plain old kids again and sitting at these
stupid tables pretending to talk to the cave people. It’s just
gonna be a plain old cave now…nothing else.”

Oh well,” Jass answered back, “I guess we
have all the memories of what happened over the past week and what
great things we did. It’s a shame we can’t share them with anybody
but at least you and I will always remember, right King Ryan?”

“Right, Duke Jason!”

With that said, we went in to the Grand
Chamber of Echoes and immediately over to the rock that hid our
wooden box. Removing it and looking inside, we sadly removed the
tenth and last stone from the now empty box and sat the box down. I
reached over into the small pond beside us and scooped up the nine
used magical stones and put them into the box and closed the
lid.

“Let’s just hide the box back behind the rock
so maybe Tudoor can retrieve it if he wants to, okay?”

“Sounds good to me,” said Jass as he sat and
watched the lid close and the box go back to its resting place.

We both turned and faced the main part of the
cavern and leaned back against the rocks to enjoy our entrance into
the magical kingdom for the last time. We glanced at each other as
I put the stone into the necklace and snapped the metal globe shut.
As usual, we both sat with smiles from ear to ear as the star dust
fell and the lights flashed…it was a sight we always loved to
watch.

No one was waiting for us this time as we
glanced around the cavern looking up at all the empty ledges.

“I guess everyone is at the Garden Grove for
the celebration,” I said as I looked back at Jason. “Guess we’ll go
meet them.”

“Yeah but this is our last day with them and
last day with super powers. We’ve done the job that Tudoor wanted
us to do, so let’s have some fun on the way,” yelled Jass as he
hopped up and made a giant leap up to the third highest ledge above
us.

I laughed as I joined him and the two of us
just jumped and hopped all around the cavern from the floor to the
ledges and beyond. Jass even tried jumping from the ledge on one
side of the cavern to the ledge all the way on the opposite
side…and he made it with ease.

“Wow, did you see that?” he screamed as he
threw his hands up in triumph.

I immediately did the same thing. We almost
seemed to be flying across the room and nearly bumping into each
other as we laughed and laughed with every leap. On one leap I did
a somersault in mid air as I jumped from the floor to the top
ledge. Jass did the same thing and for the next fifteen minutes we
were Ryan and Jason the flying circus act of the Greatest Show
on Earth.

Before too long we were visited by Mildew at
the entrance to the cave who greeted us with, “Okay Barnum &
Bailey, time to head for the picnic, everyone is waiting!”

“Hey Mildew, we’re ready, we were just having
a little fun on our last day. We’ll head on out to the Dingleberry
Falls and meet you there, okay?”

“No,” said Mildew, “everyone is waiting, so
just come over here and both of you touch my beautiful coat of fur
and I will transport you there First Class. Come on now,
hurry!”

We both jumped down to the floor of the
cavern and ran over to him, looked at each other laughingly, and
both reached down and touched Mildew. Puff! The next thing we knew
we were on the hill overlooking the Spectacle Peoples Garden
Grove.

“Wow, I could get used to traveling like
that,” I said as we both thanked Mildew with a pat on the head. He
actually purred when we did that…something I hadn’t heard him ever
do before.

Looking down over the Grove we could see what
looked like hundreds of characters from all the groups. They were
standing and sitting, laughing and shaking hands, hugging one
another, and just plain having a good time.

As we started down the pathway that leads to
the Grove, they noticed us and everyone immediately stopped what
they were doing, stood up, faced us, and began clapping and
cheering. It was quite a sight to see as both Jason and I stopped
in our tracks just to wave and acknowledge the ovation. It was so
neat to see all the groups together in one place, like we imagined
they were before the feud started.

As we arrived at the garden we were met by
the four group leaders, or I should say the three group leaders and
Bob & Betty representing the Glowteenies who have no leader.
The five of them shook our hands and led us to the center of the
red and white checkered picnic area where the circle closed in and
we were surrounded by everyone.

Fe-Fi began to quiet the crowd and was the
first to speak.

“Today, my friends, and I do mean
friends…”

The roar of applause interrupted him as
everyone cheered and clapped.

“Today we are here to celebrate our reuniting
as one family within Rocks. Today we are here to celebrate
victory over the evil plotting of Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle. And
today, we are here to celebrate the powers of our one and only
leader, Grand Master Tudoor.”

Again cheers and chants of joy and
appreciation from everyone in the crowd.

“Our Grand Master has once again shown his
infinite wisdom and powers by defeating an evil force that intended
to do all of us and our mountain in. And to do that, he gave us
Masters Ryan and Jason.”

This time the roar was almost deafening as
everyone stood up and clapped as loud as they possibly could. Even
the Spectacle People were chirping and chanting as they clapped
their multi-colored hands together. Fe-Fi motioned with his hands
for everyone to become quiet and sit down.

“Tudoor brought us Ryan and Jason and gave
them the powers and wisdom to uncover the secrets that Lord Winkle
had planned. Fortunately for us, Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle
somehow met their untimely death and were not around to see their
plans come to realism, and for that we are all grateful. But…”

Fe-Fi was interrupted by Big Blue of the
Stonehuggies.

“Excuse me Fe-Fi. I apologize for
interrupting you but I believe it is time for me to interject some
facts into this celebration with a token gesture on my part. I have
talked this over with all of the Stonehuggie community and we are
prepared to divulge some important information to all of you on
this wonderful day.

We know there have always been rumors that
Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle were pushed into The Shaft by another
group and that is how they met there death. Well, I am here to tell
you that we, the Stonehuggies, were there at The Shaft the day of
their demise and witnessed what truly happened. They were not
pushed into The Shaft by anyone…they both freely jumped into The
Shaft hand-in-hand of their own free will.”

A gasp was heard over the then quiet audience
as everyone turned at looked at each other in disbelief.

“But why didn’t you bring this information
forward when it happened?” questioned Fe-Fi.

“The reason being, in order to tell the
truth…we would have had to divulge to the rest of the mountain the
secret of our powers. And after all these years and years in the
mountain, we have been told that we must keep the secret of our
powers safe, we must not let the other groups find out our
secret.

Well, I now believe that this is just another
myth that was fed to us by Lord Winkle in his ill attempt to
alienate us from each other. I don’t believe…or I should say that
we, the Stonehuggies, do not believe our secret needs to be kept a
secret any longer. It will not bring harm to us amongst friends; it
will only strengthen our relationship as neighbors and friends.

Therefore, I would like to inform everyone
that the Stonehuggies control the air within the mountain, or I
should say that The Shaft supplies the mountain with a constant air
supply and our job in life is to feed The Shaft a steady supply of
rocks which fuels The Shaft thus allowing it to furnish air to the
mountain. We, as Stonehuggies, have a defense mechanism that allows
us to camouflage ourselves by turning into the form of a cold hard
rock, and we derive the power to do that from The Shaft by
absorbing the green mist generated by The Shaft as we sit in front
of it in the form of a rock.

It was in this form that we were at The Shaft
when we witnessed Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle jump willingly into
The Shaft. They saw us only as plain ordinary rocks and thought
they were alone in the chamber.”

“Well that is an amazing story and I agree
with you and applaud you for volunteering your most valuable
information for the good of the mountain and its community,” said
ONE as he stood up.

“I then too, with the agreement of my people,
would like to volunteer the secrets of the Spectacle People…”

He paused as he looked around the grove and
could see his entire fellow Spectacle People giving him thumbs
up.

“I see that my people agree with me,
therefore I will tell you that we get our powers to control the
climate from The Shaft also and we retain that power through our
eyes. Our eyes are our power source and we fuel that source by
standing in front of The Shaft and staring at the green glow
generated by the fueling winds. This is why our eyes are all green
and that is why we all where spectacles, to protect our eyes, our
source of power.”

Everyone clapped as ONE sat down and Fe-Fi
stood up.

“My Cuddlewinkie community totally agrees
with what is happening here and wants to do whatever is necessary
to preserve this family atmosphere of our community within the
mountain. Therefore, as you all know, we control the flow of the
water and our power to do that is also derived from The Shaft, or I
should say from the Shaft room. The swirling winds and mist of The
Shaft as you know causes a steady stream of water to flow down the
side walls of the Shaft cavern and that is where we derive our
powers. We must stand at The Shaft and hold our hands against the
walls of the cavern while the water flowing down them rushes over
our hands. This gives us the power of water.”

Everyone clapped in unison and before anyone
else could speak Bob & Betty arose and made their way to the
center of the circle.

“As you know we represent the Glowteenies and
we speak for all of our people since we do not have a leader, we
all are our leaders. As you know the Glowteenies control the light
within the mountain and the power that our bodies generate to light
our neon rings are derived from our hands also. We must hold hands
with our partner in order to generate power and the power is given
to us by The Shaft. On our side of The Shaft there is a post
sticking out of the ground and we must hold on to that post while
staring into The Shaft. That post transfers power to our hands and
thus gives us the power of light.”

The tales were told. The secrets were out.
The community was one.

I raised my hands to silence the cheering as
Jass and I took center stage.

“I am so proud of all of you, as I’m sure
Tudoor is smiling from ear to ear also. You should be very proud of
yourselves, not only for celebrating the downfall of Lord Winkle
and his evil plot, but for remembering the way things use to be in
your communities and with your fellow inhabitants. You lived as
friends then and you will live as friends always. No secrets held
aside, no hidden powers, no story untold. It is with great pride
that I thank you for allowing me and Jass to become part of your
community and trusting in us to help solve the mysteries lying
inside your mountain.”

I stepped aside and Jass continued.

“I agree. Tudoor knew what
was happening within his mountain and he tried to give everyone
time to solve the problems amongst themselves. Little did he know
that Lord Winkle had sabotaged his plans, but being the Grand
Master that he is, he trusted Ryan and I to enter into your
kingdom, your mountain, your home…and become part of it for a short
amount of time. It has truly been the adventure of a lifetime and
we have enjoyed meeting all of you and becoming part of your world.
Thank you so very much for trusting us and believing in
us.”

Confetti and streamers were being thrown into
the air as everyone jumped to their feet yelling and screaming
their approval over everything that had happened and everything
that Jass and I had to say.

“But wait,” interrupted Jass, “there’s still
one thing I don’t understand…still one thing that is unanswered.
Why did Lord Winkle and Lady Twinkle voluntarily jump into The
Shaft?”

Everyone was in a silent state as they each
kind of looked around at each other for an explanation or
answer.

Suddenly, as he always does, from between the
crowd of people came Mildew walking lazily to the center of the
circle.

“My friends, I can answer that question for
you, on behalf of my master Tudoor. When it was discovered that
Lord Winkle was plotting against the entire mountain, my master was
furious. When he discovered that Lord Winkle had the ultimate
motive of taking over as Grand Master of Rocks, my master felt
betrayed. So he did exactly what Lord Winkle wanted…he used me to
lead Lord Winkle to where my master lives…or so he thought. Lord
Winkle lured me to different parts of the mountain with his potions
so that he could follow me to where Tudoor lived. He had to find
where Tudoor lived in order to overthrow him. So my master told
me…every time Lord Winkle lures you to a different part of the
mountain, you are to go from there to The Shaft, and before he can
follow you in to the Shaft area, use your magic powers I have given
you and transport yourself home to me…puff! That is exactly what I
did time and time again…thus Lord Winkle believed that I was
jumping into The Shaft to get home to my master Tudoor. In the end,
he believed the Shaft was the way to Tudoor.”

The laughter and joy erupted throughout the
entire grove as everyone talked about the stupidity and much
deserved fate of the Lord and his Lady.

“But wait,” yelled Mildew as he stood up on
his two hind legs to get everyone’s attention.

“My master has also sent a message that I am
to deliver to Ryan and Jason, which is…your work, is not done.
There is still an unexplored part of the mountain and I asked you
before to complete your total exploration. Leave no stones
unturned. You must complete your mission before the end of the
day.”

“The dead-end tunnel!” Jason and I said in
unison.

But as we said it, of course Mildew was gone
through the crowd and out of sight.

“That darn cat makes the quickest exits I
have ever seen,” said Jass with a chuckle.

“Can we all go and help you in your last
adventure?” asked Big Blue as he stood up speaking for everyone I’m
sure.

“Thanks, but no,” I said as Jason and I stood
up to leave. “Tudoor has sent us on all our adventures alone, and I
am sure he expects us to complete our mission the same way.
Anyway…this is something we have to do ourselves and we would
rather that you and your people continue your celebration here at
the Grove and we will come by to say our goodbyes before we leave
for the day.”

They all reluctantly agreed and we were, also
reluctantly, off for our final adventure.
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Exploring the Dead-end Cave

 


The time had finally arrived. The day we both
had dreaded and I’m not really sure why. What was so dreadfully
awful about this particular tunnel? It really couldn’t be any
scarier than our first venture into the dark cave when we first
discovered it which seemed so dark and cold at the time, but it
turned out to be a great cave and led us to all of this. So why be
scared at all, it was just another cave to explore and anyway, it
was Tudoor’s insistence that we explore this dreaded cave, so it
must not only be safe, but it must lead to something special to end
our adventure.

We both reassured ourselves as we jumped the
ledge and headed down to the dark opening. I guess it was the fact
that according to Fe-Fi no one had used this tunnel before. Whoever
tried to go down it had said it was just a dead-end tunnel that led
to nowhere. So now it’s our turn to discover the dead-end.

Just as we had explored the other parts of
the cavern, we brought along our trusty lanterns to light the way
and I also brought the glowing letters to mark the trail behind us,
just in case it became a longer journey than we bargained for. It
was obvious to us that Tudoor was maybe testing us, so we wanted to
use everything at our disposal to make sure we did a good job.

I led the way, as usual, since Jass was
apparently so scared when it came to leading in the dark. The
lantern’s reflection on all sides of the small very close tunnel
helped as I watched my step so I wouldn’t lead us into some
bottomless pothole or yet another invisible structure of
something.

I didn’t need to ask Jass if he was with me
because I could feel the heat of his breath on the back of my neck,
as usual. Neither one of us uttered a sound as we continued to walk
step-by-step down the dark tunnel; only stopping occasionally to
lay down another glowing alphabet letter.

After we had walked maybe twenty-five feet or
so we came to a junction that had three openings in it. Three
separate tunnel entrances to explore…oh boy!

I held the lantern up in front of me so we
could see all three openings clearly.

“Oh great,” said Jass, “just what I need,
three more tunnels to explore. I’m sure not going down that
one.”

He pointed at the center one which was almost
completely covered with spider webs. I couldn’t see any spiders on
it, but by the size of it I wouldn’t want to meet up with that
spider! It gave me a creepy feeling just seeing the web hanging
there waiting for something or someone to come into its grasp. I
sure was glad we had the light to show us the way; otherwise we
would have walked right into it.

“Yeah it sure looks creepy, doesn’t it?” I
said as I held the light up to the right tunnel and then the left.
“The other two look pretty clear. Which one you wanna’ take?”

“How ‘bout the one we just walked down,”
Jason replied as he pointed behind us.

“C’mon Jass, where’s all that adventure that
you used to have. You don’t really think Tudoor would let anything
happen to us now…do you?”

“I guess not,” answered Jason as he pointed
to the right hand tunnel. “Let’s take the right one since we’re
both right handed.”

“Okay by me,” I said as I held the light up
in front of the right hand tunnel and started into the dark
opening.

We walked a few steps and I laid down a glow
letter to mark our path. The tunnel seemed to be curving to the
right as our eyes were wide open searching all four sides of the
tunnel as we took each step.

“We are definitely going in a circle here,”
Jass said as he pressed closer to the back of me.

As we curved around with every step, only our
breathing broke the silence but it soon became quite clear we were
circling as I looked ahead to see one of my alphabet letters
directly a few steps in front of us.

“Yep, there’s our marker…we’ve just come in a
complete circle. This tunnel leads nowhere, just a round circle,” I
said as I reached down and picked up the glowing letter.

“Wait here while I go back around and get the
letters so we don’t lose them.”

“Okay,” Jass said, “but I’m gonna’ count to
ten and if you’re not back I’m not coming in to rescue you. Leave
me the lantern.”

“Okay, here,” I said as I handed the lantern
to him. “I’ll be right back.”

I turned and walked back around the circle
letting the glowing letters lead me back around to where Jass was
waiting.

“Okay, so much for the right hand tunnel. So
let’s give the left hand tunnel a shot and see what we can
find.”

Jass followed me as I stepped back over to
the left hand tunnel and started in. It only took us a few steps in
to realize that we this time turning to the left and again going in
a complete circle back out to where we started.

“Well that was fun, another tunnel, another
circle leading nowhere. I see why they call this the dead-end
tunnel,” I said as we arrived back at the entrance where we
started. “All that leaves is the middle tunnel.”

“No way,” snapped Jass, “you’re not getting
me to walk through that giant spider web. I don’t know what’s on
the other side of it, but I’m in no hurry to find out.”

“C’mon we have to Jass. Tudoor sent Mildew to
tell us we had to explore everything in the mountain before our
last day ends. We can’t leave one tunnel unexplored. This could be
the most important tunnel in the whole mountain. There could be
something in there that will help us save everyone.”

“I know, I know,” said Jass, “but you’re
going’ first.”

“Since when have I not gone first? You’re
always climbing up my back waiting’ to see what I lead us into.
Let’s go…”

I shined the lantern all around looking for a
rock or stick that I could use to knock the spider web down that
blocked the entrance. Off to one side were a small and medium sized
rock so I handed the lantern to Jass and picked them up. Winding up
with my best Nolan Ryan imitation I threw the small rock straight
ahead at the large web. Zip…nothing!

“I can’t believe that rock went straight
through the web missing everything,” I said with a disgusted look
on my face. “This one is a lot bigger, watch what this one
does.”

I went through my pitching windup motions
again and heaved the larger rock straight at the middle of the
giant web. Nothing again!

“Now there is no way that rock could have
missed everything and not tore some of that web down. Gimme’ the
light.”

I grabbed the lantern and walked over to the
tunnel entrance to examine the web. There on the other side of the
web lying in the tunnel entranceway were my two rocks. Looking at
the web I could see that there were no rips in the web itself and
there was also no way that the larger rock could have gotten
through without tearing the web away.

“That’s impossible Jass…how could that second
rock get through the web without ripping some of it away.”

“Couldn’t,” answered Jass, “unless it’s a
magic web that can’t be destroyed.”

“Hey, I bet you’re right,” I said as I gave
him a startled look realizing he must be right. “That’s got to be
it, a magic web protecting the tunnel. Do ya think that means we
can walk right through it too, just like the rocks went through
it?”

“If you want, I’ll hold the light and watch
while you give it a try,” Jass offered as a snickering smile came
over his face.

“Yeah I bet you will,” I laughed back at him,
“How come I always have to be the one that leads the way and tries
everything first? Answer me that!”

“Hey you discovered this whole cave and
you’re the King, remember? So you should be the one that discovers
everything first. Now go ahead King Ryan, see if the web lets you
through.”

“Okay,” I said answering his challenge, “but
if I get caught in this web and some giant spider comes out to have
me for dinner, you better be right there to pull me off. Got
it?”

“Got it King!”

I stood there for a moment just staring at
the tunnel opening covered completely by the giant web. I didn’t
know whether to try just walking through it, or to get a running
start and charge it full force. Not knowing what was on the other
side I decided the best approach was to just casually walk through,
hoping of course that I wouldn’t get caught up in the web like a
fly left dangling to be demolished by the webs creator.

“Okay, here goes!”

I closed my eyes, put my outstretched hands
in front of me, and started towards the web. Five short steps later
I opened my eyes and I was on the other side of the web, untouched,
untrapped, and free of webbing.

“Hey look at me,” I yelled to Jass as I
turned back around and looked at him through the web covered
entrance.

“Wow you just walked right through it like it
wasn’t even there,” Jass yelled back as he walked over and held the
lantern up to the web to examine it even more. “It didn’t even move
when you went through, you just seemed to pass right through
without touching it.”

“Well come on in and bring the light with
you,” I said as I laughed and motioned with my arm for him to join
me on this side.

“Suppose we get in there and can’t get back
out?” said Jass in a scared and hesitant voice.

At that point I reached back through the web,
grabbed his shirt, and yanked him through to my side. I completely
caught him by surprise as he stumbled through the web and knocked
us both to the ground. We sat there for a moment and laughed as we
both lay on the ground staring back at the web.

“You’re crazy,” Jass laughed as he smacked me
on the arm. “What if we’re both trapped in here forever, never to
return to our homes and families? We could both be in serious,
serious trouble.”

I immediately stood up, walked back through
the web, turned and walked back to his side.

“So much for that scary theory,” I said as I
reached down to pull him up by his shirt. “Now let’s get this
exploration under way before it’s time to go home.”

I looked at my watch to see that it was just
eleven-thirty, so we had plenty of time before we had to head home
for the day. Jass reached down and picked up the lantern and handed
it to me.

“Here you go King sir, lead the way.”

I gave him another punch on the arm as I took
the lantern and held it up in front of me to light the way. The
tunnel seemed much darker than the others and had a coldness to it
that sent goose bumps through my body. I don’t know why, it just
seemed creepy. I felt a cold draft of air coming from straight
ahead but holding the light further ahead of me only lit up yet
more darkness.

“There’s a definite draft coming from
straight ahead,” I said, not taking my eyes off of the blackness in
front of the lantern.

“Yeah it’s creeping right down my spine,”
Jass whispered as he huddled even closer to my back.

Just as quickly as he said that and before I
could take another step, I saw what seemed to be a glistening in
front of us, just out of reach of the lantern light. I stretched my
arm out even further to shine the light straight ahead and could
see that the glistening was yet another cave wall. It was yet
another dead-end.

“Look,” I whispered, “it’s just another
dead-end. The tunnel ends here.”

I took another two steps and held the light
up over my head so the light would shine all around us. We were
definitely at the end of the tunnel with walls on three sides of
us.

“This is really weird,” I said as I sat down
on the ground still looking all around to examine every nook and
crack of the tunnel. “Why would all of these tunnel entrances lead
us in circles and then through a web into a tunnel that goes
nowhere?” It just doesn’t make sense.”

I know,” Jass answered back, “but that’s
exactly what we have. Three tunnel entrances that lead nowhere. I
guess that’s why Fe-Fi said this was the dead-end tunnel, and he
sure was right.”

I continued to shine the light all around us
but it didn’t seem to do any good; we were definitely at the end of
the tunnel with nowhere else to go. My body suddenly shook as a
shiver of cold air went through me.

“Now if this is a dead end, then where is
that cold air coming from? It can’t be just blowing through a solid
stone wall, can it?”

“No…you’re right,” agreed Jason, “there’s got
to be an opening, or a crack, or something for the air to rush
through…but where?”

We both stood up and began holding the light
close to the cave walls to see if we could spot where the air was
entering the tunnel but there was nothing, no cracks or holes or
anything that we could see. Jason sat back down against the side
wall of the cave and leaned back to relax.

“There’s nothing there…nothing at all,” he
said as he leaned his head to rest against the cold stone
surface.

“I know but there has to be some way the cold
air is coming in. If I hold my hand up in front of this back wall
the air just seems to be coming right through it as if it isn’t
there. It’s weird, really weird!”

We stayed there for a few more minutes just
looking around and trying to figure things out, but it just didn’t
make any sense to us. We both decided to give up and just go back
out and think about it while we wandered around outside the
entrance. As we grabbed the lantern and headed back towards the
webbed entrance something startled us straight ahead in our path.
Jass jumped back as for once he had taken the lead and was directly
in front of me.

“What’s there?” he yelled as he grabbed the
light and held it up in front of himself. “I can’t see anything,
but something moved right ahead of us there.”

Jass pointed straight ahead towards the
entrance as he stepped aside and let me take my familiar position
at the lead. I took the light from him, walked a few more steps and
bent down holding the light closer to the ground. There in front of
me was something black that was moving but I wasn’t quite close
enough to make out exactly what it was. After yet another step or
two I realized it was a black cat.

“Mildew, is that you?”

“Yes, it is I.”

“You scared the daylights out of us.”

“Sorry, but since you were leaving, my master
has another message for you.”

“Oh good we have another message from
Tudoor…what’s that?” I asked as I took a few more steps closer and
held up the light to see this funny talking cat.

“Just this, things may not seem as they
appear…take a lesson from the web.”

“Okay,” I said, “just what is that suppose to
mean?”

Before I could even finish my sentence,
Mildew was scurrying off, out of the tunnel entrance, through the
web, and gone out into the darkness.

“Mildew wait…what does it mean, take a lesson
from the web?”

But my question went unanswered, the cat was
gone and we were both left with just the words to figure out. We
both continued to walk out of the tunnel, through the web, and into
the path that led to the three tunnel entrances. It wasn’t quite as
dark out there as it was inside this last dead-end tunnel. Sitting
down together, we began to try and figure out what Tudoor’s message
meant.

“This must be important or Tudoor wouldn’t
have sent Mildew,” I said as we pondered the meaning of his
message. “Things may not seem as they appear and take a lesson from
the web. Well the web was a surprise because at first we didn’t
know we could just walk through it.”

“Right, and it didn’t seem as it appeared
because we thought we would get caught up in it and maybe eaten by
a giant spider,” said Jass as he reached in his pants pocket and
pulled out a snack-size candy bar for each of us.

“Thanks,” I said as I peeled the wrapper and
bit off one end of the Snickers bar he gave me. “Yeah…the web
didn’t seem as it appeared so maybe something else is like that
too. Something inside that last tunnel we were in maybe.”

Jass continued, “Yeah, we kept felling that
cold air and couldn’t figure out where it was coming from; maybe it
was coming right through the wall and the wall is just like the
web…a place to walk through.”

“Wow I bet you’re right. Things may not seem
as they appear, which was the web and could mean the wall too.
We’ve gotta go back in and try it!”

We jumped to our feet, grabbed the lantern,
gobbled down the last of our candy bars, and headed back through
the webbed entrance ready to conquer the mystery. It only took us a
minute to get to the back of the cave since it was already explored
territory and there was nothing to be afraid of. Even Jason
casually walked a step or two behind me instead of breathing down
my neck like he always did. As we arrived at the dead-end we again
could feel the cold draft of air calmly rushing into our faces,
again making us shiver a bit.

Jass broke the silence first, “Okay here we
are…now if we read Tudoor’s message correctly, this wall should be
just like the spider web and we can walk through it, right?”

“Right!”

“So go ahead,” laughed Jason, “plow right on
through that stone wall.

“Me again, I’m always the one who plows ahead
first,” I snapped as I looked back at Jason. “Yeah I know…I’m King
Ryan of Rocks and you’re only Duke Jason, so I always get to lead
the way.”

Jass laughed as he nudged me forward toward
the stone wall.

I slowly raised the lantern and approached
the wall stopping just short of it. I looked back at Jass and
grinned, noticing that he was already grinning from ear to ear as
he watched me venture forward. He, by the way, had stayed back a
few steps to get a clear view of my new exploration attempt.

I switched the lantern to my left hand and
slowly raised my right hand to reach ahead and touch the cavern
wall with my fingertips. But…there was nothing there, my fingers
and hand just went straight through the surface of the stone wall
and disappeared as they went in. I jerked my hand back immediately
and turned to Jass.

“Did you see that?”

“Yes and I can’t believe what I saw…do it
again.”

I laughed, looked down at my hand, and then
again moved it to the wall and through it, pushing my arm through a
little further this time to about my elbow before I again jerked it
out real quick.

I laughed out loud as I continued to push it
in and out of the wall, watching it disappear each time as it sank
deeper into the wall. Finally I put my arm in and started moving it
from side to side and up and down to see how much of the stone wall
was an opening and where it stopped. I hit solid rock on both sides
and top and bottom which meant there was an opening about two foot
wide and about three feet tall to get through.

“Okay, you ready to do this?” I asked as I
looked back at Jass who was wide-eyed with his mouth hanging open
as he watched my arm appear and disappear.

“Man this is too much,” he said, “but yep,
I’m right behind you. Do you feel anything when your arm
disappears? Like does it tingle or hurt or anything?”

“Nope, feels the same as the spider web
did…nothing at all. So let’s go!”

Jason grabbed the back of my shirttail as we
walked in tandem ever so slowly towards the wall ahead of us. Still
holding out my hand in front of me, I watched it disappear as we
moved towards and then through the wall, myself, then Jason. We did
it…we were completely through the wall and on the other side. I
laughed as I looked back at Jason and laughed even louder as I saw
the dumb-founded look on his face over what we had just done. Going
through a spider web was one thing, but going through a solid stone
wall was yet something else. Suddenly I saw him jerk down to the
ground as if ducking away from something as he pulled me down too
by the shirttail.

“What are you doing?” I yelled as I hit the
ground.

“Bats!” he yelled. “There’s bats flying all
around.”

I raised the lantern up over my head and
could see there were bats flying around and clinging to the ceiling
of the cave.

“Bats won’t hurt you,” I said as I yanked my
shirt out of his fingers. “We just walk straight through a stone
wall with our bodies and you’re scared to death of bats. What are
you crazy?”

“No I’m not scared of bats,” Jason said with
a quivering voice and a sheepish white grin on his face. “I just
thought it was something else swooping in on us.”

I held the light up to the wall we had just
come through to see if it looked solid on this side also, and it
did. I stepped over Jass and pushed my hand back through again to
make sure it worked both ways, although I didn’t tell Jason that’s
what I was doing. I reached in my pocket and pulled out a handful
of glowing alphabet letters and laid four or five of them on the
ground in front of the wall so we would know which way was out.

“Okay, let’s see what we have on this side,”
I said as I moved the light in front of me and held it over my head
to see what kind of cavern we were in. The bats didn’t like the
light and went immediately for the ceiling to escape the
brightness. I only had to take two or three steps before I spotted
the outline of a staircase that went spiraling upward into the
ceiling of the cavern.

“Look Jass, a staircase…a real one this time,
not an invisible one.”

He came up beside me as we stood together and
watched as I moved the lantern from side to side and up and down
trying to survey the room.

“Looks like solid wall…well maybe solid wall,
all around with that winding stairs in the middle of the room,”
Jass commented as he watched the light moving around the cavern.
“Where do ya think that goes? Never mind…I know, we’ll find out
soon enough, right?”

“Yeah, you’re getting the hang of this
exploring thing now…we’ll find out as soon as we walk up the
stairs,” I laughed as I handed him the lantern and motioned for him
to lead the way. “Be my guest Duke Jason of Rocks…you can do the
honors.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Jason quipped as he
grabbed the lantern and headed for the middle of the room. “You
coming?”

“Yes I’m coming…and I can’t believe you’re
finally going to lead the way.”

I followed as Jason marched over to the
stairway and stopped as we both leaned over to look up and see
where it went. The light only went so far so we couldn’t see much
past fifteen or twenty steps, so up we went step by step, together.
In the center going up and up was a gold pole that looked just like
a fireman’s pole that they use to slide down when the alarm goes
off.

“This pole looks like it’ll be fun coming
down, but it doesn’t do us much good going up, so let’s get
started,” I said as Jass led the way.

As we went higher the light followed us, so
the bats began to again screech and fly all around us. As we
ascended, the number of bats flying by grew more and more and the
screeching and squeaking seemed to get louder and louder.

“Are you sure these bats are harmless?” Jass
whispered as he stopped and looked back at me, moving his head to
the side as a bat swooped by.

“Yes I’m sure…these bats could care less
about you…just shine the light up ahead and let’s see where this
thing goes,” I said as I pushed him in the back and motioned to
move ahead.

So far we could see nothing ahead of us
except more steps. We were winding around and around with stone
wall on all sides of us as we moved up and up and up, higher and
higher.

Jass continued to lead us up but continued to
grumble with every step, “I’ve never seen so many bats in my life.
I feel like I’m in the bat cave or something…maybe Batman’s hidden
cave is up here. Then we can escape in his Batmobile, I’ve always
wanted to ride in that thing.”

Jason continued to moan and grumble as he
slowed down, raised his arm, and sat down to catch his breath. We
had come up maybe fifty or sixty steps and looking up could still
see more ahead of us, more steps and more pole.

“Okay, we’ll rest here for a while,” I said
as I sat down on the step beside him.

Just as we were sitting there relaxing and
playfully shining the flashlights on each other, something whizzed
by us right up the center pole.

“Did you see that?” I said in amazement as I
slapped Jason and we both leaned over the stairway looking up the
pole into the darkness.

“Yeah I thought it was my imagination but if
you saw it too, then something’s going on here.”

Just then the whizzing sound happened again
and before we knew it, Mildew was beside us as he clung to the pole
with a smirk on his face.

“Why do you humans always take the long slow
way?” he questioned.

“Was that you that went up the pole a second
ago?” I asked.

“Yep, sure was,” Mildew wisecracked, “anyone
can go up and down the pole simply by grasping hold of it with both
hands, or paws in my case. Who would be silly enough to walk all
those stairs with a beautiful fully functional gold pole here to
use?”

We both looked at each other in amazement as
we shrugged our shoulders and stood up to take turns with the
pole.

“How does it work, Mildew?”

“Just grab hold with both hands and look in
the direction you want to go, it’s that simple.”

“Well what’s up at the top anyway?” Jass
asked inquisitively.

“That’s for you to find out,” snapped Mildew
as he zipped back out of sight and up the pole.

“Okay, look out,” I said as I headed for the
pole to take my turn.

“No wait, I started the staircase first, so
I’ll take the pole first if you don’t mind there King Ryan.”

“So be it, there Dukey,” I laughed as I
stepped back to let Jass go first.

Before I knew it he was gone out of sight as
I heard him screaming with excitement as he sped to the top. I
wasted no time in grabbing hold of the gold pole and looked upward
as I was whisked up to the very top.

Once up at the top you were magically
deposited beside the pole and in a small cavern about the size of a
walk-in closet. Only about five or six people could fit in the room
so with Jass and me and Mildew, we had a little bit of room
left.

But Jass, with all his infinite wisdom and
insight, was infatuated with the pole, so he had already grabbed
back on and was looking down and away he went. Two seconds later
there he was again standing beside me and laughing his head
off.

“This is almost as much fun as leaping
through the air,” he smirked.

“I know you’re having a ball, but let’s find
out what this is all about up here, and we’ll play later,” I said
as I looked around at our small surroundings.

The walls of the cavern were all lined in
gold, just like the pole, and glistened so brightly we didn’t even
notice that we had left our lanterns on the steps.

“Wow, look at these walls,” I said as I ran
my hand over one of them. “It looks and feels like solid gold. Not
that I know what solid gold walls would feel like, but it sure
looks real.”

“Man, we could be rich if this is solid gold.
Do ya think Tudoor would let us take some of this gold out of
here?” Jass questioned as he too rubbed the wall in amazement.

I didn’t answer Jass; I just continued to
look around in amazement at the gold walls. They were all solid
gold; top to bottom, side to side, except one wall had something on
it as I walked over to that side.

Up at the very top corner of one wall
positioned directly in the top center near the ceiling was a small
inscription carved into the wall and under it was a spigot…just
like a spigot on your sink in the bathroom at home. The ceiling was
about twelve feet high so I moved closer and tried squinting my
eyes to read the inscription. Never waste a resource, never
waste an opportunity.

“Hey look Jass; what do you suppose this
means?” I yelled as I pointed up.

He obviously had no clue either as he stood
beside me glancing up reading and re-reading the inscription.

To the right of the inscription and spigot
was a square opening or shelf-like indentation in the cavern wall
and in it were four test tubes and four gold corks. Each tube was
neatly standing up, by itself, on its rounded bottom, and in front
of each one was the gold cork. We kept moving back so we could
better see everything, but standing on our tiptoes, it was still
six or seven feet above us.

“What do you suppose each one of those test
tubes are for?” Jass asked as he struggled to stay on his toes and
see everything.

We kept looking around, but the cavern was
completely bare of anything else except what was on this one wall.
I sat down on the floor and just looked up at the inscription,
trying to figure out what it meant. Was there some hidden meaning?
Was there something we were supposed to figure out? Never waste a
resource…the only other resource we have in here is Mildew.

“Jass, there’s nothing for us to stand on to
get up to the spigot and test tubes and even if we got on each
other’s shoulders it still wouldn’t be tall enough to reach. Mildew
is the only other resource we have in here…maybe we should ask him
what to do,” before he could even answer, I continued, “Mildew…how
are we supposed to reach the spigot and are we supposed to fill one
of the test tubes at the spigot?” I asked.

Mildew looked up from his curled up position
against one wall, “I am not that kind of resource. You must use
what you have learned.” And with that his head was back down on top
of his paws and his eyes closed to continue his cat nap.

Use what we have learned. Okay, we’re being
tested again and this time I’m up for the challenge.

“Okay Jass, it’s time to become aggressive.
Stand back while I test our powers over this next obstacle.”

I stood up and before Jass could even shuffle
back away from me, I bent my knees and motioning upward with my
arms I jumped straight up towards the spigot. As I slowly traveled
up, I immediately put my hands up over my head so I wouldn’t knock
myself out banging my head into the ceiling above.

I knew we could jump and stop, but I wasn’t
sure we could just float in the air like the Glowteenies, but I
did, I just stopped when I wanted to and was floating right in
front of the spigot.

“Hey look at me,” I yelled as I looked back
down at Jass.

“You’re floating on air,” he yelled back as
he scurried to his feet to join me as quickly as he could.

Jass loved the magical part of this whole
adventure. I mean I did too, but Jass really, really loved the
powers we were given.

He motioned with his arms, bent his knees,
kicked off, and before he knew it was right beside me floating in
front of the spigot.

I was pretty motionless of course because my
mind was focused on figuring out what to do next; but Jass of
course was shaking his legs and arms and spinning around while
laughing like crazy.

“Okay Jass…what ya gonna do next, an in-place
somersault?”

“Hey that’s an idea,” he yelled as he threw
his head forward and kicked his legs behind him and began spinning
head over heels around and around.

I reached over and grabbed his arm as it spun
by and he came to an abrupt stop.

“Thanks,” he said, “I was getting pretty
dizzy there. But is this neat or what?”

“All our powers are neat…but let’s get to it
here. Grab one of those test tubes and corks and hold it under the
spigot and I’ll try to turn it on.”

Jass reached over, grabbed a cork and the
test tube behind it and brought it out of the small opening. But as
quickly as he grabbed it, he was still a little dizzy from the
spinning and it slipped right through his fingers and smashed to
the floor below.

“Jass, what are you doing?” I screamed as I
reached for the falling test tube but was far too late.

“Darn…sorry Ryan. I guess I’m still a little
dizzy and cross-eyed from all the spinning. Sorry about that.”

“Well, whatever this whole thing means, we
only have three test tubes now instead of four. I guess we’ll find
out later what that means, if anything.”

“Sorry,” Jass said again as he looked at the
smashed test tube on the ground below.

We both glanced over at Mildew who had
awakened from his cat nap and was looking at us both and just
shaking his head back and forth.

“Are you okay now Jass…can we try this again
without breaking another one?”

“Yeah, I’m okay now…let’s try again and I’ll
be careful, I promise.”

He reached over and grabbed another test tube
and held it with both hands. Lowering it down underneath the
spigot, he glanced over at me and smiled.

“Okay I’m ready this time.”

I slowly reached up to the knob on the spigot
and turned it counterclockwise very, very slowly. Jass was shaking
a little as he held the test tube right under the spigot waiting to
see what was going to come out, if anything.

I turned the knob a little more and saw a
drop or two of gold liquid begin to leave the spigot and plop into
the test tube.

“Hold it steady Jass, I’ll turn it on just a
little more.”

I turned it ever so slowly and a few more
drops came out followed by more and more drops. We both watched as
the test tube ever so slowly filled halfway up and continued
filling. As it neared the top third I began to turn the knob back
in a clockwise motion to turn the flow off. The drops slowed down
and quickly stopped as the knob was now fully turned off. The test
tube was almost full as Jason pulled it away and pushed the gold
cork in the top of it.

“Wow, everything up in this room is gold,
isn’t it?” Jass commented as he still held the tube tight with all
ten fingers.

I looked downward towards the ground and
sensed that was the way to float down to the ground. I was right as
I began to slowly descend and Jass did the same as he saw me going
down.

We both were on the ground in a matter of
seconds and immediately sat down to eyeball the gold-filled liquid
in the tube and try and figure out what it was for and what we
should do next.

By this time Mildew was up on all fours and
stretching his front and back paws after a relaxing cat nap. We
didn’t pay much attention to him because he was always stretching
and turning in different positions every time we saw him.

“Well, if we’re supposed to take this with
us, I guess we have to walk down all those steps because whoever
has the test tube can’t grab on to the pole with two hands. What do
you think?”

“I think there’s got to be a better way,”
snapped Jass.

By now Mildew had finished his stretching
exercises and had walked over and stood between the two of us as we
sat on the floor.

“Okay,” said Mildew, “now I can be your
resource.”

We both looked at each other and at the same
time we nodded and each held out a finger and touched Mildew.

Puff!

We were suddenly both standing back in the
center of the Garden Grove and were completely surrounded by
everyone just as we were the day before. They were all cheering and
clapping, and waving at us as we stood dumbfounded by it all.

“Welcome back to us Masters Ryan and Jason
welcome back to our kingdom,” yelled Fe-Fi as he approached us and
put his arms around us.

“I see you have returned from the dead-end
tunnel with a gift in your hands,” Fe-Fi continued, as he held up
his hands for the crowd to quiet down.

“We were told that you would be returning
back to us today and Tudoor informed us that you were being
rewarded for a job well done. Your final challenge of conquering
the dead-end tunnel is complete and you have successfully mastered
the challenge he gave you. In returning with this vile of gold
liquid, Tudoor is rewarding you, as well as thanking you, for
completing your journey in Rocks. Our land is now a safer,
friendlier, joyous place thanks to both of you. For that, Tudoor
has given you the ultimate reward.”

With that, Fe-Fi reached back towards ONE who
walked up and gave him the box of stones from the Chamber of
Echoes. As he passed it to Fe-Fi he patted each one of us on the
back as he returned to the floor of the Grove.

“You both surely recognize this box!” he said
as he held it out for both of us to see.

“Yeah sure,” I said, “the stones inside
allowed us to enter your kingdom.”

“Yes they did…and you were given ten stones,
just ten chances, to visit our kingdom and solve our problems. And
that you did.

“Grand Master Tudoor is very proud of the two
of you and wishes me to express his satisfaction in what you have
accomplished. He trusted in you and gave you admittance to our
kingdom because he not only wanted you to aid the communities in
their problems but he wanted to teach you two boys a few important
elements of life. When you are given an important task in life you
must learn to face that task knowing all the facts and evaluating
what you have to do to become successful. You have learned to use
everything available to you to solve a problem; at first Mildew was
always there to help you but you quickly learned to solve your
problems on your own and most of all to listen to instructions,
that is an important part of succeeding in life. Because you have
succeeded in your tasks and have proceeded to make all of us proud
of you, Tudoor would like you to visit our kingdom again and be
amongst your friends…all of us. Therefore, when you open the vile
and pour the gold liquid into the box, over the old used stones,
they will again become magical and again allow you to come amongst
us.”

Jass and I looked at each other and couldn’t
figure out whose smile was bigger, his or mine.

“Wow that is so neat. Thank you also much for
this great reward. Can we do it now?”

“Well yes, do as you wish,” motioned
Fe-Fi.

Jass took the box from him and opened it
revealing the nine stones that had allowed us to enter their Rocks
kingdom. The tenth stone of course was still in the necklace around
my neck. I popped the cork off the top of the test tube and tilted
the vile to allow the gold liquid to pour out.

The entire crowd surrounding us was so silent
you could hear a pin drop.

I poured the entire vile of gold liquid into
the box covering the stones completely. Jass closed the lid and
shook the box up and down, the smile never leaving his face.

He opened the lid back up revealing the nine
gold-covered stones as sparkle dust began to fall from the skies
above. Explosions of fireworks were going off all around us as
bursts of light popped in the sky above. Reds and blues and yellows
were all visible as the sky lit up with exploding flashes of
light.

The crowd cheered wildly as sparkle dust
covered all of us.

Jass and I were smiling and waving wildly as
he clutched the closed box in his arm, not letting go of this most
important gift and possession of ours.

We knew the end of the day must be near, so
we slowly made our way through the crowd, saying our goodbyes for
now. The thought that we probably wouldn’t be back for a while was
on both of our minds as we knew that the new school year was only a
few days away and our trips to Rocks would no longer be
possible for a while.

It was melancholy saying goodbye to everyone
and bringing to an end our most wonderful adventure; especially
saying goodbye to Fe-Fi, ONE, Big Blue, and the Glowteenies.
Everyone had been so wonderful to us and we loved thinking of them
all as friends now…friends that we could again visit next
summer.
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The Winter of 2004

 


As we waved goodbye and headed back out to
the Chamber of Echoes we both danced and used our jumping powers
for the final time. We knew once we took the necklace off our
adventure and powers would end. After a few minutes of frolicking
and bold jumping we settled down beside the large rock that had
always concealed our secret box of stones.

Looking at each other, and then looking
around at the empty cavern ledges, we knew we were alone and the
time had come to go back to our normal lives.

I slowly pulled the necklace over my head and
held it in my hands. Opening the globe I removed the tenth stone
and handed it to Jass as I closed the globe and placed the necklace
in the box beside the gold stones. Jass started to throw the stone
into the small pool of water that we had tossed all the other
stones into, but decided to keep it as a memento of the summer and
put it in his pocket.

“I’m gonna put this on my bookcase next to my
favorite things so we can see it all winter and remind ourselves
what we have to look forward to…okay?”

“Sounds good to me pal?” I said as I put the
box of stones way behind the rock and we both slowly shifted it
over a little to hide our secret treasure.

We stood up and slowly walked backwards as
Jass kind of half jumped up in the air just to make sure his powers
had really gone. He went nowhere and smiled as he looked at me
knowing how neat it was to experience what we did.

We turned and walked out of the chamber and
down the tunnel to our own little cave, the Grand Hall of
Treasures. We looked around at our initial discovery and remembered
how excited we were with such a simple beginning. The rocks that
were our tables and chairs, our hidden compartments for goodies,
the row of shelves that held most of our cave valuables…it all
seemed so exciting in the beginning. The cave that we were so
excited about when we first discovered it and proclaimed our
kingdom just didn’t mean as much as we both looked at it in front
of us.

“Oh well,” Jass said with a sigh, “this was
our beginning and look how far we have come.”

“Yeah look how far we have come,” I
repeated.

“But it will always be ours and it will
always have our signature on it.”

I looked at our signatures on the wall and
agreed with Jass that they would always be there and no one could
take that away.

We both kind of turned to each other and
started a handshake and then a big high-five.

As we walked out and began pulling over the
branches and twigs that we used to hide the entrance, my mind was
still reminiscing about our first days here. It was a long ride
home on our bikes that day and we didn’t chatter as much as we
usually do. I’m not sure whether that was because our adventure was
over for now, or because we were both thinking about going back to
school in a couple days.

I kind of moped around the house that evening
and played like I was depressed because of school starting back up.
Everyone around the house noticed, so everyone kept reminding me to
perk up, the summer isn’t over for two more days.

Later on I called Jass with an idea.

“Jass, why don’t we go back to the cave one
last time tomorrow and really cover the entrance up good because
once all the leaves fall and the woods open up, it may be real easy
for someone wandering by to find the cave entrance.”

Jass agreed and we set up to meet at 10am at
the usual place.

The next day after breakfast I told mom I was
going back up to meet Jass and she said no, that yesterday was the
last day to go up to Rocks, that enough was enough.

“But mom, Jass and I promised some of the
middle school kids that we would meet them up there one last time.
You told me never to break a promise, and besides…you don’t want me
going to this new school and having my first new friends mad at me
the first day do you?”

Wow I am good! She swallowed the whole thing
and before 9:30 rolled around I was on my bike and on my way to
meet Jass.

It was really going to be scary going to the
middle school for the first time. Even though I would know a lot of
the kids that were in the fifth grade with me, and I would know
some of the seventh graders from the bike ramp, and even though I
would know Anne and some of her friends, it was still scary
thinking about being there with all the older kids. There were even
some rumors that the eighth graders stick the sixth graders in
lockers and lock them in. Sure is a shame I can’t use some of magic
powers at school next week…I’d show them all!

I met Jass and we rode to the cave talking
continually about yesterday and the great celebration we had with
everyone. We really felt proud about solving all of their problems,
or at least helping them get to the bottom of their problems.

We also talked about next summer and being
able to visit the cave again and use the stones to visit with the
four groups and see how they are doing.

“Maybe we’ll get to use the stones to go to
another mountain and meet some more groups…like the Suitables. I
wonder what they look like.”

I agreed as we arrived at the cave entrance
and started to look around for some more secure stuff to push in
front of the cave entrance for the winter.

“Hey Jass.”

“Yeah.”

“Hey let’s go inside one more time before we
close it up for the winter.”

“Sure…let’s do it.”

We pulled the rest of the brush out of the
way and walked back in one more time.

“It’s kind of small when you look at it now,
but huge when you think of what’s beyond it all,” I said.

“Sure is. I sure hope nothing gets in here
during the winter and destroys anything…especially the box in the
Grand Chamber of Echoes!”

“Yeah, we have to figure out how to cover
this entrance up real good,” I said as I punched him in the arm and
turned to walk back out.

I jumped back as I was startled to see Mildew
sitting behind us at the entrance to the cave.

“Mildew…I didn’t expect to see you again
until we come up next summer for another adventure,” I said.

We both walked over and sat down in front of
him.

“I have come to inform you that you have
nothing to worry about as far as the cave entrance and its safety.
The cave will be sealed for the winter and no one will know of its
existence until the spring of next year.”

“Wow that’s great,” said Jass. “We came back
up today because we were worried about the entrance and we wanted
to cover it up for the winter so no one would find it.”

“Did everyone have a good time after we left
yesterday?” I asked.

“They certainly did,” Mildew responded.
“Everyone partied for a long time and then they capped the day off
by going around to each one of the rooms and correcting the damage
done. So it is no longer raining in the Storm Room, and it is no
longer snowing in the Winter Room, and the Glowteenies have power
again in their village, and so on. Everyone is quite happy.”

“Wow, thanks Mildew.” I said.

“You are both quite welcome Masters, I am
happy to report the latest information to you.”

“No Mildew,” I continued. “I mean thanks for
everything. Thanks for everything you have done to help Jass and
I…from rescuing us when we were in trouble, to showing us the way
when we were lost. We couldn’t have done any of this without
you.”

Mildew didn’t say a word. He just got up and
came over between the two of us and gave us each a rub against our
arms. We could hear him purring loudly as he jumped up on the rock
above us and…puff, he was gone.

We both got the message and smiled at each
other as we gathered together most of the treasures we had
accumulated over the past few weeks. I think we both had a little
tear in our eye as we felt close to Mildew for the very first
time.

We loaded our lanterns and batteries and all
the little accessories into a knapsack to take back with us. One of
the alphabet glow letters fell to the ground and we both looked at
each other and laughed out loud. We never really got lost and
needed the glow letters but they sure did provide a feeling of
safety for us as we explored the caverns for the first time. I
grabbed the plastic sword I had used to knight Jason with and
laughed as I thought how silly it was now, compared to all the
magic and real kingdoms we had seen.

With everything cleaned up and packed away we
got up to leave our cave kingdom for the winter, but as we turned
to leave we heard what sounded like a voice at the far end of the
other cave, the one that leads to Dingleberry Falls.

We could see an image coming out of the
tunnel that looked to be a girl about the same age as us; a real
girl, not Cuddlewinkies, or Glowteenies, or anything like that…a
real girl.

Jass and I looked at each other and then back
at the girl as she walked over to us. She was the prettiest and
most beautiful girl we had ever seen. Not like the girls at our
school that we paid no attention to; this girl made our ten year
old hearts jump and go pitter-patter, the way Anne did mine. She
had golden blonde hair that cascaded down over her big blue eyes
and had us in a trance just looking at her. On top of her head was
a gold and silver crown that was sparkling with what looked like
diamonds and rubies and emeralds. Her cute little outfit was shiny
silver with orange trim as it sparkled and glittered with every
step she took towards us. Behind her on both sides were soft
translucent wings that took on the color of a monarch butterfly as
they sat still and motionless.

She slowly walked over to us, kissed us each
on the cheek, and turned and headed back to the entrance of the
tunnel.

Jass and I rubbed our cheeks as our open
mouths formed a slight smile and we turned back to watch her.

Arriving at the entrance to the tunnel, she
paused, turned, and said, “I am Brooke, princess of the
Flutterbyes, and we need your help!”
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The Winter of 2004 Re-visited

 


Brooke? Who is Brooke? And what exactly is a
Flutterbye? Those are the questions that would hang over us all
winter as we exited our cave and headed home for the long school
season.

What had happened that last day was hard to
believe…well really the whole summer experience was hard to believe
for Jass and me, but to end it meeting this princess was
amazing....and what a beautiful princess she was!

We talked about it the entire way home and
continued our talk on the phone that night. It was always hard
talking things over with Jass on the phone because I always had to
make sure no one was around to overhear what I was saying,
especially my creepy sister Becky who was always lingering
around.

“Do you think all the other Flutterbyes look
like her?” Jass asked.

“You got me, but if they do I sure hope we
spend a lot of time with them,” I answered as we both laughed.

“I wonder what kind of help they need from
us.”

“Don’t know,” I said, “but I’m up for helping
them any way we can. I guess they must live in another mountain
otherwise the other groups would have mentioned them to us. I know
they mentioned the Suitables, but I never heard any mention of the
Flutterbyes.”

“Yeah, I guess we’ll just have to wait and
see.”

 


The long school year started two days later
and we were both eager for the year to go by quickly. Now don’t get
me wrong, this feeling was not unusual, because we always wanted
the school year to pass by as quickly as possible. Summer was what
we lived for…just sleeping in, riding our bikes, and enjoying the
usual summertime activities of each and every day.

But this school year was especially awful for
a couple of reasons. For one, we were beginning our first year in
the middle school, sixth grade, and so we were the new kids on the
block. The kids everybody else made jokes about and the bigger kids
liked to bully. The seventh graders are especially awful because
they just went through it last year and all they want to do is get
back for what happened to them.

Jass and I knew a lot of kids that were just
starting, like us; kids from the elementary school that we hung
around with there. But we also knew a lot of seventh and eighth
graders just from hanging around the neighborhood, having either
met them up at the park or knowing their younger brothers or
sisters.

Then of course there was Anne and her crowd
of girls. Wow, I sure did like her a lot. I mean, I would be eleven
years old in a few weeks and hadn’t really paid too much attention
to girls, except when I had to. Girls were mostly what we either
tried to avoid, like my sister, or they were what we always made
fun of and tried to embarrass.

But now I was starting to look at them
differently and I think Anne was the reason for that because she
was just different then the other girls in so many ways. She wasn’t
the tomboy type, she was quieter, and shy, and prettier, and paid a
lot of attention to me which I was beginning to notice more and
more. I like her a lot, but I’m not really letting on to it,
especially with the other guys. And especially now, just starting
middle school…I didn’t want to be classified as a sissy or someone
who hangs out with the girls!

Now, the second reason we were so anxious for
the school year to fly by of course was Rocks and our cave.
It was really tough going to school every day and concentrating on
stupid school work, when we had the constant memories of what
happened this past summer. It was even more difficult not talking
about it. Jass and I could certainly talk about it when we were
alone, but throughout every day at school and at home, it was hard
to watch what we said and not bring up anything related to our cave
and the friends we had uncovered.

Jass and I only lived about five blocks from
school, so we had permission to walk to school instead of riding
the school bus. It was neat riding the bus with all of your friends
each day, but it was also stupid to get on the bus for five blocks.
By the time we sat down it was time for us to get up and get back
off, so we walked.

Walking was good for us though because it
gave us alone time to talk about everything we couldn’t talk
about in school. Our first couple of days was just filled with
non-stop conversations about our last few days at the caves and
everything that happened. It was really hard to believe that it had
happened to us and many, many times we joked about it being a
dream. But we’d both snap ourselves back to reality just talking
about all of our little friends and the magical time we had.

Just about all of our talks the first few
days were of the unbelievable last day when we met Brooke, the
princess of the Flutterbyes.

“Wow, was she pretty Jass or what.”

“I know,” he replied, “I had never looked at
a girl like that before. I mean, she was…well, just not a plain old
girl, she was…

I interrupted his stuttering. “Yeah I know
what you mean. She was real neat to look at and listen to. And the
kiss on the cheek…wow!”

“Was it the first kiss you ever had from a
girl? I mean other than your mother or sister of course,” he
asked.

“Well, not really,” I answered back.

“What do you mean, not really? Who did you
kiss?”

“Well,” I said reluctantly, “you have to
promise not to tell anyone about this. Promise?”

“Well of course I promise. We’re best buddies
and we sure do have enough secrets between us to last a lifetime.
So what happened?”

“About halfway through the summer when I was
up at Rocks one day…you were at the doctors I think, anyway
I bumped into Anne and she was up there to meet her girlfriends. We
sat down by the stream and talked for a while and when we got up to
leave she leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. Just like Brooke
did.”

“Wow…Anne and Ryan…I can’t believe it!”

“Now don’t get carried away,” I said as I
punched him on the arm. “We’re just good friends, that’s all.”

“Yeah, good friends that kiss! I don’t have
any good friends that I kiss. How did you react? I mean, do you
really like her?”

I hesitated telling Jason how I felt about
Anne because I was still struggling with that myself. I mean I
really, really like her a lot, but I’m not too sure at this point
what to make of it. I mean I am ten, almost eleven!

“Yeah I guess I kind of like her. I mean I
like her different than the other girls we know. Most of them are
stupid and giggly and whiny…but Anne just seems different…older or
something.”

“Well she is older than you by a year,”
snapped Jason.

“I know, but I mean just older in the way she
acts and the way she looks. She just doesn’t look like the other
girls; she looks…well, older.”

I certainly didn’t know how to explain it to
him; I didn’t even know how to explain it to myself. Anne was just
a real neat person…for a girl.

Jass kind of mentioned it here and there over
the next couple of days, but just in a teasing kind of way. I think
he was just a little jealous thinking I liked a girl and he hadn’t
even given it a thought yet. Whenever we ran into Anne and her
girlfriends in the hallway, Jass would just kind of look at me and
smile as I waved at her or said hello. We never really talked about
it too much after that.

 


Middle school turned out to be pretty okay.
The other kids weren’t really that bad to us and no one stuffed us
in our lockers and locked the door like all the rumors predicted.
Once the first few days of laughing and making fun of us wore off,
they kind of left us alone and just hung out with their own
friends. I guess the joking around was just ‘the thing to do’ at
the beginning of the year and I’m sure Jass and I will do it next
year when we are seventh graders and the new kids come in.

Jass and I made a lot of new friends that we
hadn’t known in elementary school and we kind of had our own crowd
that we hung around with. There were a lot of times when the
subject of last summer came up and everyone was talking about what
they did and where they went. We always kind of sloughed it off as
a non-eventful summer that we just spent riding around…nothing too
exciting. The hardest part was the looks that we gave each other as
we told our little white lie, and also the boring details we had to
listen to from all the other kids about their adventures. I
thought, if they only knew what I knew, they’d know what a real
adventure is!

The fall season went by pretty fast because
we had so much more homework to do than in elementary school. The
teachers really treated us like we were much older and sure did
expect a lot of things out of us. It was awful! We’d lug loads and
loads of books home every night and just sit after dinner and work,
work, work. We hardly even had time to talk on the phone to each
other, let alone see each other. But on the good side, even though
the work was long and hard, it sure did make the time fly by.

Before we knew it the leaves had fallen off
the trees, the temperature was getting colder, and everyone was
talking about Thanksgiving and Christmas vacations.

It was during our holiday vacation that Jass
and I had the first chance to bike up to Rocks and snoop
around at our cave. It was a pretty nice day; just cool enough for
a little jacket and jeans, but not cold enough yet for a hat or
gloves. The trip to the park was sure different because everything
looked so open and big compared to the last time we were up there
when all the trees and bushes were covered with leaves; leaves that
would hide all the emptiness and make every turn a new venture. Now
you could see for what seemed like miles…miles of just empty trees
and open area.

We rode off of the main path and headed
towards our usual area. It really was a little harder to find
because the normal path that we had worn into the ground had all
but disappeared beneath the mounds of dead leaves covering the
ground everywhere. But we found our way, after a wrong turn or two,
and arrived at the stone mountain.

“Where the heck is the entrance to the cave?”
I asked as I looked around where I thought it should be.

“Here’s the rock we always climbed up on…and
the entrance should be right here,” Jason answered, just as puzzled
as I was.

Jumping up on the huge rock and going over to
the larger rock ahead of us, we brushed aside some twigs and
branches to expose where we thought our entrance was. But it was
solid stone!

“This is weird,” I said. “I know this is it.
I know this is where the entrance always was. We can’t both be
wrong. Look, there is the tree where we usually lay our bikes to
hide them and there is the overhead branch where I tried to follow
Mildew the first day and slid down to discover the cave
entrance.”

We both kept rubbing our hands over the solid
rock just reassuring ourselves that this was the right place and
this rock wasn’t supposed to be here.

“Wait a minute,” I said as I slapped Jason on
the arm, “remember the last time we saw Mildew?”

“Yeah what about it?”

“Well we were trying to cover the entrance so
nobody would find it and Mildew said not to worry, he would take
care of it for us. Well, this is what he did…he closed the entrance
into solid stone. That’s got to be it!”

“I bet you’re right…Mildew did this to
protect our cave.”

We came to an agreement that day that Mildew
took care of everything and we were in the right place and had
nothing to worry about. We moved the few branches back over in
front of the stone wall as they were when we got there and mounted
our bikes to head back down the trail. We left, knowing our cave
was safe for the remainder of the winter and no one would stumble
upon the entrance and into our world of discovery.
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The Reunion

 


 


It was hard to believe that summer was
finally here and school was over for another year. Jass and I had
survived another year and were now officially seventh graders…no
longer the new kids on the block. We were seasoned middle-school
kids now and ready to forget it for the summer and have nothing but
fun. No more getting up early before the sun rises; no more
dressing up in tidy clothes for school; no more hauling all those
books home and doing loads of homework. Just summer and fun!

The only bad part would be not seeing Anne
every day in the hallways. I looked forward to seeing her three
times a day; twice in the hallways when I was going to math and
science class; and in the middle of the day when I was going into
the cafeteria for lunch, she was just leaving. A couple of times we
stopped and said hi and talked about school stuff, but nothing
else…I never really knew what to say. Twice she gave me a note when
we passed in the cafeteria that said for me to call her and it had
her name and phone number on it, but I never did because I just
didn’t know what I would say. Both times at school the next day I
just said I got busy with homework and didn’t have time. I wanted
to say something to her because I didn’t want her to think I wasn’t
calling her on purpose or I didn’t want to.

Once I wrote her a note and told her I really
liked her and would like to meet her one Saturday up at the stream
where we kissed. I mean, I didn’t write that on the note that we
kissed, just that I wanted to meet her by the stream. But I was
always too shy to give it to her. I’d plan all morning how I was
going to sneak it into her hand as we were passing each other in
the lunchroom…but then I would always chicken out. I guess I didn’t
want to embarrass myself in case she didn’t like me as much, but I
kept telling myself she wouldn’t have kissed me or passed me those
notes if she didn’t really like me. Anyway, the whole school year
went by without anything happening between us.

 


Jass and I had been tempted on spring
vacation to ride up to the cave and see if the entrance was still
solid rock, but we decided it probably was and it would just be a
waste of time. With the leaves just starting to come back on the
trees and the weather starting to get warmer, we didn’t want to
chance someone following us, so we decided just to wait for
summer…the official summer, when school lets out.

We finished school on a Wednesday, June
9th, and didn’t really get a chance to get together
until Monday rolled around. Both of our parents had things planned
the couple days after school let out like dentist appointments,
summer clothes shopping, and grown-up type stuff; but Jass and I
talked on the phone and decided not to complain, just to let our
parents get all that stuff out of their system and our day would
come in plenty of time. Sunday night we talked on the phone and
Monday was our day!

 


We met at our usual place that morning and I
was getting reacquainted with the horses when Jass rode up on his
bike.

“Well I never thought this day would get
here,” he said as he dropped his bike and came over to the fence
beside me.

He climbed up on the bottom fence rail and
patted the horses, rubbing both of their heads with both hands.

“Hey fella’s, how ya’ been this winter…did
ya’ miss us?”

“Did you have any trouble getting out of the
house this morning,” I asked.

“Nope…just told everyone last night that
today was the first real day of my summer vacation and I was
heading out bright and early to have some fun.”

“Yeah me too. My mom wanted me to go with her
and Becky this morning to the mall to get some more summer clothes,
but I just said no, I had plans and my shopping days were over for
the summer.”

“Yeah leave the shopping to the females…it’s
time to explore!” Jass said as he laughed and jumped down off the
fence.

“Let’s do it!” I yelled as I jumped down and
we headed for our bikes.

We talked the whole way about what we would
do if the entrance to the cave wasn’t open yet and how we would get
it to open. We were in such a hurry to get today started that
neither one of us brought anything with us, no supplies, no
lunches, nothing! The excitement of getting our summer started and
getting back to Rocks was just too much for us to remember
such trivial things.

We arrived at our pathway and before long
were at our familiar tree and jumping off our bikes. We were in
such a hurry to see the cave entrance that neither one of us took
the time to try and hide our bikes or anything, just dropping them
and heading towards the face of the mountain.

It only took a split second for us both to
jump up on the rocks and see that our beloved entranceway still
wasn’t there, or so it looked. Instead of the few branches and
twigs piled up in front of the stone mountain there was now the
once bare-faced stone, covered with what looked like green ivy. The
whole surface of the huge boulder was covered with runners of ivy
shooting off in every direction while the cold brown stone of the
mountain now had the plush green look of a large thick bush that
covered the entire face of the stone completely.

“Where the heck did all this come from?” Jass
asked.

“I don’t know, but this is our entrance and
we’ve got to figure out what this all means. How we gonna’ get into
our cave with all this ivy junk in the way?”

I reached over and moved some of the ivy
aside and much to my delight could see that the entrance was
completely opened up behind it.

“Jass…all this stuff is just covering the
entrance. Let’s go in.”

I pushed an armful of ivy to the side and
squeezed through to the other side which put me smack dab inside
the cave. Jass followed me.

“Wow, I see. That’s a great cover-up for the
entranceway. We don’t have to cover it with branches and brush
every time we leave now…it’s always hidden from view. I wonder if
that is Mildew doing his magic.”

“I’m sure it is. He said he’d take care of
everything and so far he’s lived up to his word.”

We both stopped talking and turned around
into the darkness of the cave we were standing in. It was so much
darker than we had remembered and especially now that the little
bit of light that came in from the cave entrance was now blocked
off by the ivy.

“Whoa, this is really dark. I mean real dark.
And cold,” Jass said in a quivering voice.

“That’s for sure. Let’s give our eyes a
chance to adjust and see if we can see anything.”

We waited a minute or two and after that time
the only thing I could see in the darkness was our two names
written on the cavern wall in white chalk.

Jass broke the silence seeing the same thing.
“Well I see our names on the wall and that’s about it. Can you see
anything else?”

“Nothing,” I said.

I pulled open the ivy to allow some light to
come in and we could see that our cave was as we left it. Our
makeshift table and chairs were pushed off to one side and our
rocks were still lined up as empty shelves. Even the small amount
of light that entered had a hard time breaking through the total
darkness of the empty cave.

“There’s no way we can maneuver through
without some kind of light,” Jass said as he continued to stare
into the darkness.

“Yeah you’re right. I can barely see the two
tunnels in the back of the room. There’s no way we can make it
through them and into the Grand Chamber of Echoes without
light.”

“Guess we’ll have to get some lights and come
back tomorrow,” he said in a dejected voice.

“Yeah guess you’re right. We’re stupid for
heading up here without all of our supplies for the summer. Let’s
just head out.”

We both reluctantly turned and exited back
out of the cave into the filtered sunlight of the still morning. We
jumped down off the rock and both looked back at the ivy covered
entrance once again.

“That’s awesome,” said Jass as with both
smiled at the great camouflage job that covered our cave.

“Well, it’s still early. Ya’ wanna head over
to the stream and see if anyone else is up here today?” I
suggested.

“Sure why not. No use wasting a perfectly
good day.”

We hopped on our bikes and headed back down
our path that led directly to the stream. Looking up the stream
into the park we couldn’t see anyone in sight except for some park
rangers, so we headed back down the path alongside the stream
following it out to the main road.

Just as we got to the road we ran into a
bunch of guys and girls walking up the road and turning into the
park entrance. Anne was with them.

“Hey, what’s up!” they yelled as we slowly
rolled up to them.

“Hey nothing, what’s up with you guys?” Jass
answered.

My eyes, of course, went right to Anne who
was huddled in with three of her girlfriends behind the two guys.
For some reason she always looked so different in the summertime
outside of school. I couldn’t place what it was, but she just
seemed to be even more beautiful in the light of day. Our eyes
locked on each other as Jass continued to talk for us.

“Just getting out for the first time this
summer; cruising up here to see if anyone came up for the day. What
are all you doing up here?”

“Just taking a walk and seeing if we see
anything interesting,” said Anne as she smiled at me and then
looked away.

It seemed as if her girlfriends were glancing
at her the way that Jass always glanced at me when I was with her,
having these smirky smiles on their faces and acting like they were
just waiting for something to happen.

After another minute all of them started
continuing their walk into the park and Jass and I headed out down
the road towards home.

I glanced back over my shoulder as we pedaled
down the road, only to see her glance back at me also and wave
goodbye.

I sure do like her.

 


The next day we hit our daily summer routine
and were back with the horses bright and early. We each had our
backpacks on and it looked like they were loaded down as they both
sagged down over our belts.

As we headed towards the cave a slight mist
cast a chill in the air as a slight fog lingered over the trees,
the sun was still behind the morning clouds and the morning dew had
not yet burned off the forest floor. Steam rose high into the sky
off the ever-moving stream as it recovered from the chill of the
night before. The neat thing about the morning in Rocks was
that if you got up here early before anyone else arrived, all you
could hear was the sound of the rushing water over their stony bed
of rocks and the birds in the trees waking to the new day. It was
so peaceful and serene.

We interrupted the silence as we peddled up
our path and our bike tires rolled over the mounds of brittle
leaves crackling under the weight. Arriving at our destination we
jumped off our bikes and now took the time to hide our bikes to
safeguard our secrets.

Throwing dead leaves all over them, we tugged
our knapsacks further up on our shoulders and headed for our cave.
Moving the ivy aside and stepping through, we were confident this
day that our new journey would begin shortly.

We lit some lanterns and even though our
enthusiasm was tugging at our shirttails, we took the time to empty
our knapsacks and set up the Grand Hall of Treasures just like we
had it before. We shuffled around the makeshift chairs and table
and arranged everything as we had remembered it from last summer.
While Jass stacked all our necessities on our wall shelves, I made
my way down to Dingleberry Falls to fill some canteens and drop
some cans of soda in the ice cold water. It only took us about a
half hour but we had the entire place back in order and ready for
our occupancy all summer.

“I’ve had enough of this straightening up
stuff, let’s head on down to the Grand Chamber of Echoes and get
our box of stones,” said Jass as he threw his empty knapsack on top
of the stone table.

“Okay, I agree, let’s get this show on the
road.”

I went over to the Tupperware container and
got out a handful of alphabet letters and shoved them into my
pocket.

“Never know where our new adventures may lead
us, so I’ll take some of these just to be safe so we don’t lose our
way.”

Jason nodded in agreement as he headed down
the dark tunnel ahead of me; yes he headed down the tunnel first.
It was hard to believe but I was sure his bravery would only show
itself in the tunnels we had already conquered. At any point, I
followed.

The chamber was as we left it but we were
still in awe of its size and magnitude. It was by far the biggest
cavern we had been in to this point. We set our two lanterns on
opposite ends of the floor and immediately trotted over to the rock
that hid our secret weapon, the box of stones.

The large boulder shifted aside much easier
this time; either we were a little stronger than last year or we
had dislodged it the first time from its stationery spot, whichever
the case, with it off to the side we glanced down at the wonderful
brown box that contained our lifeline to the magical kingdom.

Jass grabbed the box, opened it, reached in,
and pulled out the tarnished gold necklace and handed it to me.

“Here you go, King Ryan, your majesty, hold
this while I get a magic stone for you.”

“Thank you Duke Jason of Forest Hill,” I
answered as I opened the little globe and waited for the stone that
would make our dream come true once again.

Jass handed the stone to me and I immediately
put it inside the globe and snapped shut the little locket. Putting
it over my head, my eyes were on Jason as we both had this real
serious looks on our face. I think we were both anticipating this
moment so much and somewhat afraid that our fantasy wouldn’t come
true again. Suppose nothing happened, suppose no star dust falls,
suppose there is no magic and the little people don’t appear…what
would we do!

But our fears were put to rest as the
necklace fell down over my neck and the locket rested against my
chest and the room lit up as always. We had remembered this moment
all winter and smiled at each other every time we talked about it.
The magic of the moment was here again.

We watched intently as the room filled with
falling star dust that glittered and sparkled as it floated down
from the ceiling. We were both so joyous and mystified watching the
magical scene that we didn’t even notice someone standing on a
large boulder high above us.

“Welcome back my friends!”

We both almost jumped out of our shoes as we
jerked around to the sound of the familiar voice.

“Fe-Fi, great to see you again,” I
yelled.

“Great to be back,” said Jason. “It was a
long winter season and we couldn’t wait to get back to the cave and
visit your kingdom again.”

“Well it’s great to have you both back. We
have all, and I mean all the groups, missed seeing you very much
and all of my people would like to have you join us back at the
Garden Grove for a welcoming picnic.”

“That sounds great Fe-Fi, just lead the
way.”

Jass and I looked at each other, smiled that
familiar smile of ours, reared back and took a leap to the ledge
above us. It was so great to have our powers back and do what we
had dreamed about all winter long. Of course Jass got carried away
as he usually does and started leaping from ledge to ledge, back
and forth, taking the very longest path to reach Fe-Fi that he
possibly could. Fe-Fi just smiled and shook his head as he stood
with me and waited for Jass to finally arrive.

“Are we quite ready Master Jason?” Fe-Fi
asked.

“Sure I’m ready,” answered Jass as he
shrugged his shoulders and motioned for us to lead the way.

We arrived at the ledge overlooking the
Garden Grove and remembered this same sight the day we left. All of
the groups were gathered together and everyone was mingling and
laughing and playing all sorts of games. It was so neat to see
everyone interacting as if they were all one happy family.

No one spotted us as we came to the edge of
the ledge, but it only took a minute before someone pointed up and
everyone stopped what they were doing and turned towards us. An
immediate ovation sounded throughout the cavern as all the groups
clapped and cheered as they had done for our departure.

We both began to wave our arms over our heads
in response to the ovation. The three of us jumped down ledge by
ledge to the cavern floor and were immediately engulfed by the
crowd as they joyously welcomed our return.

We were led to the center of the grove as
they surrounded us with food and drink. Each one of the group
leaders came over and gave their own special welcome as we talked
and ate and greeted everyone.

As we talked with Fe-Fi we told him about our
last day in the cave and our strange encounter with the new
girl.

“Who exactly is she Fe-Fi and where does she
live?” Jass asked.

“As she said in her introduction to you, she
is Brooke, the princess of the Flutterbye group. They live in one
of the two mountains next to us and are always a welcome sight when
they visit us.”

“How do you get to their mountain?” I
asked.

“That I do not know. She has visited us on
several occasions in the past but we have never gone to their
mountain for any reason. As I said many times, we are a quiet,
respectful community and we do not venture far from our own
surroundings. We have no cause to…we have everything here we need.
But I am sure if you wanted to find Princess Brooke, Mildew could
show you the way with no problem at all.”

“Mildew, that’s who we haven’t seen since
we’ve been back, where is that great cat anyway?” I said as I
looked around the area.
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The Search for Brooke

 


As usual, we had no sooner uttered the words
and out of the corner of my eye I spotted Mildew walking on a ledge
high above us.

“Mildew, there you are,” I shouted, “where
have you been?”

“Well if you must know, I have been relaxing
with my master and it has been a very uneventful winter season. I
must say, I hope you two do not ruin that peacefulness with a lot
of meaningless requests for my services.”

“Now Mildew, old friend, is that any way to
greet your two buddies,” said Jass as he put his arm around my
shoulder.

“No I guess not…so on behalf of my master,
welcome back,” said Mildew as he continued to jump down ledges
until he was at our level.

“Mildew, you know we make your otherwise dull
life very exciting…don’t we?” I asked.

“I guess so Master Ryan. What can I do for
you today?”

“Well Mildew…at the end of last season before
we left the cave we briefly met Brooke, the princess of the
Flutterbyes, and we’d like to know how to get to her mountain.”

“I bet you would Master Ryan, she’s a real
looker!”

“Okay there Mildew,” said Jason, “enough with
the wise cracks, this is for business only. She asked for our help
and we want to find out what she needs us for. Can you help us find
her?”

“No problem, you just stand on each side of
me like you did before and touch my beautiful coat of fur.”

We looked at each other and smiled because we
knew that we were about to be transported to somewhere just by
touching Mildew. We had done it several times last year and it was
really a blast. It’s like we touch Mildew and boom, we’re somewhere
else. It happens so fast you don’t even know what has happened or
remember anything about the trip. It’s not like the trip to visit
with the Glowteenies where we were surrounded and escorted by the
swarm of bees swirling us through the wall. This is both immediate
and without visual remembrance.

Without hesitation, we waved goodbye to our
friends, lined up with Mildew between us, and reached down and
touched him with our forefingers. Before we could even blink, we
were standing in the old Storm Room at the edge of the moat of
water. We didn’t even realize we were in the Storm Room at first
because there was no storm. What was once thunder and lightning and
hoards of water and rain, was now calm and peaceful and sunny. The
tall grass was now neatly mowed and trimmed and there were rows and
rows of flowers and shrubs. All the bushes were trimmed in the
shapes of different animals and there was even one directly behind
us that looked just like Mildew.

“Wow, I can’t believe this is the Storm Room.
If I didn’t recognize the moat of water surrounding the huge stone
wall, I would have never known,” I said as I glanced all around.
“Hey Mildew, that bush looks just like you.”

We both laughed as we turned to Mildew who
was positioned just at the water’s edge.

“Ha-ha very funny. Just what I need is a bush
that looks like me; although it is the best looking bush in the
whole cavern. Anyway, you wanted to know how to get to the
princess…both of you come over here.”

We walked over beside him but stayed well
back from the edge. The water below us was rushing and churning
just as rapidly and out of control as before even though there was
no storm to fury it. It looked just like the white water rapids I
had seen in my dad’s home movies.

Mildew directed our attention to the edge of
the moat where a group of gray rocks were poised overlooking the
water.

“Here is what you must do. You must each
stand on those rocks with one foot on each rock so you are standing
side-by-side on all four rocks. Once you each have a foot on all
the rocks at the same time you will wait fourteen seconds and at
that time a bridge will appear. You cannot remove your feet during
that time or the time cycle will be broken and the bridge will not
become visible. If that happens you have lost your chance for that
day; the cycle only works once a day.”

Jass interrupted. “Even if we pick our foot
up a little bit?”

“Please let me continue. Your weight must not
leave the rocks or the cycle will not be complete. Once the bridge
appears you can both move forward and cross the bridge to the stone
wall. At that time a door will appear and ask you for the password
to the kingdom, the password is Grand Master Tudoor. The
door will open and you will be able to enter the land of the
Flutterbyes. You must remember your word of silence and never
repeat this sequence of events to anyone. The security of the
Flutterbye kingdom will be in your hands. This is their only means
of security and telling the secret of the bridge or the password
would surely jeopardize all of them.”

“Oh we understand…no problem,” I said as I
reassured Mildew of our solemn continuing word from last year to
keep all secrets to ourselves. “Okay Jass, you ready to go meet
Princess Brooke once again?”

Jass agreed as we walked over to the four
gray rocks and stood in front of them. I turned to ask Mildew to
wish us luck but as usual he was long gone. We looked at each other
with a slight smile on our faces and stepped over on the rocks. As
soon as we were in place, Jass began to count out loud from one to
fourteen. We were both staring intently towards the stone wall that
was about thirty feet in front of us, but continually glancing down
at the rushing water below us. As Jass reached fourteen and started
to say fifteen, we saw a glistening object start to appear and
within seconds we were staring at a white wooden bridge. It was
about six feet wide and the sides looked just like a white picket
fence that led all the way over to the stone mountain. Of course
Jass motioned for me to go first, so I stepped off the rocks and
onto the white boards of the bridge. I kind of tested the strength
of the bridge as I stepped on it, not really trusting what was
before me simply because the water below was so violent there was
no way I wanted to fall into it.

“Seems pretty solid,” I said as I motioned
for Jass to safely follow me.

We slowly walked ahead as we both intently
looked over the picket fence sides at the turbulent water below. As
we got halfway we gained what little confidence we had and began to
trust that this structure was in fact going to lead us safely to
the other side. Approaching the stone wall we both stared straight
ahead waiting patiently for the door to appear as Mildew said it
would. We were about two steps away when the coldness of the stone
in front of us turned to a white glistening door that matched the
bridge exactly. We stood and waited for our next question. But
nothing happened.

“Hello, hello, is anyone there?” Jass asked.
“Isn’t it supposed to talk to us now?”

“Yeah that’s what Mildew said. Let’s just
wait a minute, maybe it has to check us out or something.”

We waited a couple of minutes and nothing
happened so I reached over and grabbed the large gold knocker and
banged it three times against the door.

As I stood back from knocking, the door
suddenly greeted us.

“Good day gentlemen and welcome to the land
of the Flutterbyes. May I ask you what the password for entry
is?”

“Grand Master Tudoor,” we both said
together.

“Very well,” said the door as it slowly swung
open, “on behalf of Princess Brooke I welcome you to our
kingdom.”

“Thank you door,” Jass said as I laughed.
“Well what else can I say…there’s no one around except the
door.”

We walked through the entranceway and gazed
at the vast fields in front of us. It didn’t even seem like we were
in a cave or cavern anymore but looking out over a landscape of
tall grass and hills. Off in the distance we could see a large
castle that looked like it was straight out of Disneyland or better
yet, the Wizard of Oz.

“I’ll bet that’s where the princess lives and
that’s where we have to go to find her,” Jass said as he pointed
towards the castle.

“Yep, bet you’re right, looks like this path
leads directly there.”

It didn’t take us too long to wind our way
down the path towards the castle but all the way we could see that
all the golden fields were dotted with holes in the ground. We
could also hear this weird grunting sound every time we took a few
steps. Jass just laughed every time he heard it and would whip
around real quick towards the noise but never really spotted
anything.

“What do you suppose all those holes are all
about and that grunting sound…sounds like some kind of animal or
something,” Jass said.

“I don’t know but there sure are a lot of
holes in the ground…and that grunting is all around us. Sure hope
it’s friendly whatever it is.”

We were just about to the entrance of the
castle when the front door opened and out walked Princess Brooke.
She was as beautiful as we had remembered her. She was wearing the
same silver and red multi-colored outfit that sparkled and
glittered with her every move. Her long blonde hair fell down over
one eye and looked as smooth and silky as you ever did see. On top
of her hair was the silver and gold crown as before and this time
we noticed a matching necklace with jewels of red and green and
blue. Her wings jutted out from her back and rose over her head
with glowing colors like that of a rainbow. She was absolutely
gorgeous from head to toe.

“Welcome to my land Masters Ryan and Jason, I
am glad you came to visit and meet my people. Please come in,” she
said as she motioned for us to follow her inside.

“Before we go inside your majesty…or your
princess…or…what should we call you?” said Jass stuttering the
question.

“Please just call me Brooke. I am the
princess of this land here but I want you both to please call me
Brooke, and I will call you Ryan and Jason if that is okay with
you.”

“You can call me Jass like all my other
friends,” said Jason with a grin.

“Very well Jass. Now what did you want to ask
me?”

“Well, on our trip over here we noticed that
all of these fields are potted with holes in the ground and we kept
hearing these funny grunts coming from them as we walked down the
whole path. Does something live in those holes?”

She laughed and answered with a continuous
grin. “Yes, that is where the Pudgies live. They are harmless
little creatures that look just like hedgehogs but live in the
ground. They have tunnels all through these fields and are in and
out of their holes all day long.”

“Pudgies?” repeated Jason.

“Yes Pudgies,” she continued. “The grunting
noise you heard is their way of communicating with each other. I
don’t know what they’re saying, but they certainly seem to have
their own language. They are our lifeline for food here in our
kingdom.”

“You eat them?” questioned Jass in a
disturbing voice.

“No, no,” she laughed, “we don’t eat them.
They provide us with food from the underground. The fields that you
see here are loaded with nourishing food that is naturally grown
underground within this cave system. We do not have any way to
harvest that food, so the Pudgies harvest it for us. They have
always been here to provide for us and in return we provide them
with food and water. They are not interested in eating the
underground food that we like and they have no means to retrieve
their own food, so it all works out very good. They will cause you
no harm when you see them.”

“What do they eat?” I asked as I just kept
staring into her beautiful eyes.

“They eat moss and fish and drink
rainwater.”

“Moss, like from the side of a tree?” I
asked.

“Yes. Moss grows abundantly on the side of
the mountain and on the upper sides of my castle. We have it set up
so that portions of the castle collect the rainwater as it falls
and the dampness of the collecting rainwater causes moss to grow
continually. The collected rainwater is filtered throughout the
castle and into small pools of water where we grow goldfish. We
feed both of these elements to the Pudgies and they provide food
for us. It’s that simple.”

“Wow, that’s neat. Has it always been that
way?” Jass asked.

“Yes, follow me and I’ll show you
around.”

She led us into a grand open foyer that was
lined with stone just like the inside of the caves. On both sides
water spouted out of a hole in the wall forming a falling waterfall
that ended in a small pond. Looking into the ponds we could see
hundreds of small and medium size goldfish swimming around.

“There’s some of the Pudgies food right
there,” Jass said as he pointed at the ponds on both sides.

“Right,” she responded. “Those are just two
of the fifty ponds we have within the castle to collect rainwater
and grow goldfish. Unfortunately the Pudgies are large eaters and
require a lot of food and there are a lot of them to feed so we
must continually be able to provide them food otherwise our food
supply would diminish.”

“What about you? Can we meet your people and
learn a little about you,” I said.

“Certainly, just keep following me and we’ll
join the rest of my people in our chamber room.”

We followed her up a winding stairway with
lanterns on the walls lighting our way. The shimmering glow of the
flickering light danced off of her every move as our eyes were
following her swaying walk. She was even beautiful from behind. It
made me wonder if the rest of her people looked like her. Jass and
I looked at each other as we silently walked behind her and he
mouthed the word wow to me as he looked back at me.

We reached the top of the stairway and headed
down a long hallway that was lined with the same lanterns as the
staircase. The continuous sound of falling water could be heard in
the distance, which I figured was probably one of the many pools of
fish that she told us about.

Halfway down the hallway she turned left into
a doorway and opened it to a brightly lit room. As the door opened
we could hear the sound of voices from what seemed like a dozen
people. As we entered, the room became silent and before us was a
long rectangular table with girls sitting on all sides except the
side closest to us. Unlike the dark cold stone walls of the castle
hallways, this room was bright and cheery and dressed in rainbows
of pastel colors which fit the room of females perfectly. They all
stood up as we entered and we could immediately see that they were
not like the princess at all. They were all beautiful like she was,
but each was draped in a unique color that dominated her from head
to toe. Each had a different hair color that surrounded and
accentuated their face, yet none was as beautiful as the golden
blonde locks that surrounded their princess. As I slowly circled
the room with my eyes I could see a girl with dark auburn hair
whose outfit was pink from head to toe and the wings on her back
glowed with a bright pink radiance that accentuated her hair. My
eyes continued down the line to see each girl with various hair
colors that brilliantly shined to match her outfit and wings. Each
of them were pretty and had all human features just like Brooke,
but it was so weird seeing the dominate colors totally from head to
toe. Brooke definitely stood out as the unique princess with her
golden blonde hair and multi-colored outfit and wings. They didn’t
utter a sound but just stood until the princess motioned for all of
them to be seated.

“My people,” the princess started, “I would
like you to welcome our two guests Ryan and Jason. They are here
visiting us at my request and are here today to meet us and listen
to our problem. Ryan and Jason, these are my people, the
Flutterbyes.”

Jason and I waved as he spoke our welcome to
them. “Thank you for having us into your land and welcoming us in
this way. We have visited with groups in the other mountain at
Grand Master Tudoor’s request and have had some success in helping
them with problems that were troubling them.”

“Yes,” she continued, “we have heard about
your successful venture into their mountain which is why I
approached you to help us before you left last season. Tudoor
instructed me to come to you before you left last year and ask for
your help upon your return this season. He obviously trusts you
both very much and we of course do also.”

“You can absolutely without a doubt trust
both of us to keep your secrets from anyone else we become involved
with. The secrets of all the other groups we met, the
Cuddlewinkies, the Spectacle People, the Glowteenies, and the
Stonehuggies, were all safe with us as yours will be. That is our
promise to you,” I said as I looked around the room at each of
them.

A small voice came from the other side of the
table. “Did you work with all of the people that you met in the
other mountain, or just the leaders?”

“We worked mostly with the leaders of each
group but we had a lot of interaction with everyone,” I answered as
I searched the table to see who asked me the question. “We would
hope that as we need help during our visit you would all help us at
any time.”

The princess jumped in. “You can count on all
of us to help you in any way that we can. The problem that is
before us is devastating and we all want it taken care of as soon
as possible. So you don’t have to worry about our help…you have
it.”

“I’m not sure who asked me that question…do
you all have names?” I asked.

“Yes, of course…I apologize for not
introducing everyone to you. All of our names are Brooke…all
twenty-five of us.”

“Well that makes it a lot easier,” said Jass
as he raised his hand and waved to everyone at the table. “Hi
Brooke!”

They all erupted in laughter as they each
waved back at him.

Princess Brooke helped us out. “I’ll make it
a little easier for you. Each of us is addressed by our color
trait…except for I, who am Princess because of the crown on my head
and my multi-color features. To my left here is Pink Brooke, then
Red Brooke, then Blue Brooke, Orange Brooke, Brown Brooke, Yellow
Brooke, Black Brooke, and so on, I’m sure you can guess the
rest.

“Sure,” Jass said as he pointed to the next
one in line. “Green Brooke, Purple Brooke, Tan Brooke, White
Brooke…”

“Okay Jass, we get the idea…you know all your
colors,” I said laughing.

They all joined in laughing as he sat back
down, lowering his head in embarrassment.

Teal Brooke, who was sitting directly to his
right, leaned over and put her hand on his arm saying, “That’s okay
Jason, you did great.”

His face kind of flushed red and he looked
over at her and smiled a big smile while moving his glasses from
his eyes to their usual spot, dangling from the corner of his
mouth.
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The Problem

 


As soon as everything had settled down and
our eyes had taken in all the girls in all of their bright vibrant
colors, Princess Brooke motioned for everyone to quiet down and
everyone’s attention focused on her.

“Have a seat at the head of the table with
me,” motioned the princess as the three of us sat down at the empty
side of the rectangular table.

“I have summoned you here to our kingdom,
Masters Ryan and Jason, to help us as you have helped the other
families in our sister mountain. We have a huge problem that is
facing our community that could possibly lead us to total
extinction in the distant future.”

“Total extinction?” snapped Jass as he looked
at the princess in surprise.

“Yes, total extinction,” she continued with
her story. “As I said to you before, our only food source is buried
in the land beneath our kingdom. It is the only food that we know
and the only food we desire. The Pudgies have harvested that food
for us for centuries and we in turn make sure that their food
source we provide is always available to them. It is really a match
made in heaven and we have co-existed together with no problems to
speak of.”

“As you have heard, the Pudgies do not speak,
but simply make a grunting sound which is their way of
communicating with each other; so we have not been aware of any
problems or dangers existing within their colony. But recently we
have noticed that the food supply that they bring to us has been
dwindling, getting smaller and smaller, to the point that we have
begun to think about rationing our food intake for fear we will not
have enough.”

“Well could it be that the underground food
supply that they harvest for you is slowly running out?” I
asked.

“That is what we suspected at first,” she
answered, “but the rains and nourishment that these fields get,
have supplied our people with continuous food for centuries now and
we have no reason to believe that suddenly the fields would stop
producing. So anyway, we decided to do our own investigation as to
the cause of the problem and I’ll let Blue Brooke, who led the
investigation, tell you all about it.”

 

Our eyes immediately shifted down the table
to a beautiful brunette girl with an outfit and jewels of all blue.
Her glowing blue wings fluttered as she stood up to address us.

“Yes, I am Blue Brooke and with the help of
many of my sisters we investigated the fields and found them to be
quite fertile and yielding more food than ever before, so we turned
our attention to the Pudgies to see if maybe there was a problem
with them that we hadn’t addressed before. By positioning ourselves
throughout different points in our community we observed that the
Pudgies, which are by far characteristically slow and lazy, are now
moving faster to keep up their vigilant task of harvesting our
food. Our observations led us to the fact that the number of
Pudgies in their pack had dwindled in size from forty to about
thirty. They were in fact harvesting less food for us because there
were less of them.”

I interrupted her to clarify some points.
“Well do they normally die of old age and then new ones are born,
like the rest of us?”

The Princess answered me. “No…that may be so
in your human world, but it is not so here within the mountains.
Our life cycle is permanent and we do not age. We, the Flutterbyes,
are a kingdom of twenty-five girls that live and exist the way we
are as long as harm does not come to us in one fashion or another.
It is the same with the Pudgies. There have always been forty of
them supplying the twenty-five of us and it has been that way
forever. This is why I say to you that the problem of the dwindling
Pudgie community will have a catastrophic effect on our community
and our existence because if our food supply stops, then we will
die and the Flutterbyes will be no more.”

“So what you are saying is that the
population of the Pudgie community is dwindling and you do not know
why and that is why you need our help?” Jass asked.

We both looked around the table and could see
that all the girls were shaking their heads no in answer to my
question and each of them had a long solemn glum look on their
face.

“No,” answered Blue Brooke. “I wish it were
that easy. It was during our observation one day that we witnessed
the cause of our enormous problem. The Pudgies themselves have
become a food source.”

Jass and I looked at each other and then back
at the princess. “Something is eating the Pudgies!” I snapped.

The princess shook her head in agreement.
“Yes, we have discovered that a small flock of huge birds, the
Flagoons, have been swooping down and plucking a Pudgie from the
fields about once a week for the past two months. We don’t know for
sure, but we suspect that they are using the Pudgies as a food
source for their flock.”

“Well have the Flagoons just appeared or have
they always been around the mountain?” I asked.

“They have always existed in our mountain
system. For as long as we can remember we have observed the
Flagoons flying in our skies but they have never harmed us or the
Pudgies in any way. Here is what we know and what our history has
told us. On the other side of our mountain there exists an
elder-wizard named Connor…he is known as Connor, Keeper of the
Birds. His kingdom consists of a large rickety old house that is
structured on the side of the mountain overlooking the raging
river. He is known as the Keeper of the Birds because his kingdom
is filled with flocks and flocks of birds; small birds, large
birds, singing birds, speaking birds…birds, birds, birds. One of
the flocks of birds that he has is the Flagoons; a small group of
about ten birds that are huge in size and wingspan.”

“Have you talked to this wizard Connor about
the Flagoons and what you have observed them doing?” asked Jass as
he moved his glasses from his mouth to his eyes again.

The answer to his question came from the girl
directly to his right, Green Brooke.

“The answer to your question is yes. We have
ventured to his side of the mountain…”

She was interrupted by the girl beside her,
Orange Brooke.

“This was in itself devastating to us to
start with! We do not venture outside of our immediate kingdom as I
am sure you have witnessed visiting the other groups on our sister
mountain. We are a quiet close-knit group of people who do not
leave our kingdom very easily.”

“That is right,” continued Green Brooke. “It
is very much against our natural instincts but a few of us ventured
around the mountain by following the banks of the raging river.
Once on the other side we could see that there was no possible way
we could make contact with the elder Connor, it was just too scary
for us. We really feared for our lives!”

“Why is that?” I asked.

Yellow Brooke jumped into the
conversation.

“I was there too and it was scary. Besides
all the birds flying all over the place and swooping down at you,
there’s the house.”

“Yeah, that house,” added Orange Brooke. “You
look up at it just sitting on the very edge of the cliff and wonder
how in the world it stays there and don’t fall over into the water
below. I swear it just sits there in mid air with nothing
supporting it. I know I wouldn’t set foot in it even if I did know
how to cross the raging river and climb up the mountain cliffs to
get to it.”

Jass and I looked at each other. We didn’t
need to say anything because we both knew what each other was
thinking. We had another challenge before us that was going to test
our strength, our knowledge, and hopefully our magic powers.
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The House of Horrors

 


After talking to the rest of the girls, we
decided to leave their kingdom and get a firsthand look at the
Pudgies and their harvesting job. The princess led us out of the
castle and onto a small hill overlooking the vast fields
surrounding the castle.

The golden fields were a beautiful sight
covered with patches of tall grasses that swayed back and forth in
the gentle breezes. Flowers surrounding the grasses added a
multitude of colors to the peaceful setting as our eyes drifted
back and forth taking it all in.

Suddenly our eyes shifted to the right as we
heard a grunting sound and out of one of the holes popped a green
head. Before we could say anything its head dropped back down into
the hole and just as fast popped back up and out of the hole. In
its mouth this time were stalks of what looked like carrots and
green beans and other vegetables.

“There goes one!” I yelled as I pointed in
its direction.

It was green in color and about the size of a
small piglet. It grunted as it swattled along at a fast pace,
vegetables hanging out of its mouth and dragging the ground. It
never bothered looking up at us, but headed straight for the base
of the castle disappearing through an opening in the wall.

“Looks just like a little green pig except it
grunts instead of squeals,” Jass said as he laughed just watching
the animal head back to the hole in the ground.

The princess just smiled at his remark but
clearly wasn’t amused in light of the situation.

“They are a harmless bunch of workers that
spend every waking moment harvesting these fields for us in return
for the fish we supply to them. It has always been a perfect match
through time and we have always co-inhabited this mountain with no
incidents at all. They are usually quite silent in their work but
lately their grunting has increased dramatically. We suspect it’s
because of the birds and their fear for their safety.”

“Have you actually seen the birds, the
Flagoons, yourself?” I asked.

“Yes, sure, quite often,” she answered. “The
skies are frequently full of birds from the other side of the
mountain and many times there’s a Flagoon among them, but they have
never bothered us before or even seemed to pay any attention to us.
My only guess is that something has changed over on their side of
the mountain that has affected their food supply and they have
turned to the Pudgies to fill that shortfall.”

“Well the only way to find that out is to
take a trip to their side of the mountain and see what the story
is,” Jass said as he watched yet another Pudgie race by with a
mouthful of vegetables.

“You’re right Jass. First thing in the
morning we’ll head over and see if we can talk to this wizard named
Connor and find out what’s going on.” I said as I looked back at
the Princess. “Any suggestions you can give us from your trip over
there?”

“No Master Ryan, just follow the river around
to the other side of the mountain and it will lead you directly to
the cliffs where Connor’s house sits. That is all I know to tell
you.”

The princess led us out as we headed home
continually discussing what we would do the next day. We hoped that
we would have no problems finding the cliffs and that our powers
would help us conquer them and get to his house. We hoped.

 


The next day we were there at the same spot
bright and early with a new stone in our necklace and ready to
start yet another adventure to help our new friends, the
Flutterbyes.

I led the way, as usual, as we followed the
meandering river around the mountain. The river itself was about
forty or fifty feet wide and had a nice gentle flow moving with a
slow upstream current. It flowed right against the mountain base on
the far side and came right up to the edge of the land on our side,
only a few feet from the path we were on. It was a beautiful walk
through the meadows of flowers and tall grasses as the path
followed the river left and right around the mountain.

At one point the grasses and brush became so
thick the path forced us into a shaded forest and slightly away
from the side of the river.

“Looks like we’re heading further inland and
away from the mountain,” I said as I looked back at Jason who was
kicking a stone ahead of him as he walked down the path behind me.
I could see I broke his concentration as he swung his foot and
missed his rock.

“Ya’ think so?” he said.

“Well you can definitely see that the
mountain is getting further away from us and the sound of the river
is fading quickly. Earth to Jason, are you with me today?”

“Yea, sorry…I was just thinking about the
birds and kicking a rock.”

I just laughed as he swung his glasses back
up from his mouth to his eyes and gave me a sheepish grin and
shrugged his shoulders.

We followed the path as it led us through the
dark woods that was thick with brush and heavily populated with
large giant oak trees; or at least they looked like oak trees to
me.

I stopped in my tracks as Jason just about
ran up into the back of me.

“What’s the matter?” he asked hunching down
and looking high into the sky.

“I just keep hearing what sounds like things
jumping in the trees. I thought I saw what looked like a squirrel
or something jump from that branch over there to that one,” I said
as I pointed up and over to my right.

“So this woods is probably full of squirrels
and every other kind of forest critter, what’s so amazing about
that?” he snipped as he took his glasses back off and put them in
his mouth as usual.

“I don’t know, it just didn’t seem like a
squirrel, it just looked kind of funny and different, that’s
all.”

We both lowered our heads from the treetops
above and continued following the path as we finally started
heading back towards the mountain. The sound of the river was
getting louder and louder as we could finally see some bright
daylight ahead in a clearing.

By the time we at the river the roar of the
was so loud we could hardly hear ourselves talk. We pushed our way
through the blades of high thick grass which took just about all
the energy we had.

“I’ve never seen such thick high grass as
this around here before. What do suppose it is?” asked Jass as he
pushed yet another clump of it aside.

“I don’t know. It’s like the kind of thick
stalks you see at a marsh or swamp; thick stalks with a cattail on
top. There sure is a lot of it, I know that.”

We pushed the last of it aside and moved
towards the river bank to witness the once gentle stream that now
was a surging fast-moving out-of-control river. The waves and surf
were kicking up against the mountain causing foam and spurts of
water to raise high into the sky.

“Wow Jass, it looks just like white-water
rapids that we’ve seen in the movies. You know the kind that
Indiana Jones would ride down on his way to finding one of his
treasures.”

“Sure does,” Jass shouted back. “I sure hope
we don’t have to swim across that thing or something stupid like
that.”

We continued to follow the path as it rounded
a bend and suddenly looked up to see the wizard’s house that Brooke
had told us about.

Rising what seemed to be 200 feet above the
water, there it was, a house perched on the very edge of the
cliff.

Jass and I just froze in our tracks and stood
gawking at this ridiculous looking structure.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I exclaimed as
my eyes bulged out at the sight above us.

The sight of this place was unbelievable. It
looked to be about a two hundred year old house made out of wood
and seemed to be just about falling apart. In fact it looked just
like a haunted house like you see in the movies. But the amazing
part of the whole two-story structure was the fact that it hung out
over the cliff with nothing holding it up. There seemed to be only
about three feet of the house on or attached to the mountain, while
the other thirty-five feet of the house was hanging in the air over
the cliff of rocks.

“There’s absolutely no way I’m ever walking
out to the end of that house,” Jass exclaimed as he cleaned off his
glasses with his shirt tail and positioned them back on his head.
“I can’t believe it stays up in the air without falling into the
river. It has to be magic or something…”

“Magic?” I said.

“Yeah magic…you know like a real wizard does.
He’s supposed to be a wizard, right? Well maybe he just waved his
magic wand and froze his house right in this spot hanging on the
cliff.”

“Now why would he do that?” I questioned.

“Well if you saw that house, would you want
to walk in it?” Jass snapped back.

“No, I guess you could be right. Maybe he did
that just to keep people from coming near it or bothering him.”

We both looked around and could see that
there was no bridge over the river or tunnel under it.

“Great…now how do we get to the other side of
this river to even talk to this wizard guy?” Jass asked as looked
ahead of us at the churning river going by us at full speed.

I stood up on a large bolder that was just at
the edge of the riverbank and perched up on my tiptoes looking out
over the water towards the other side. I could see that there were
two giant boulders like the one I was standing on, positioned like
stepping stones, each dividing the river into thirds. I motioned
for Jason to come up on the rock with me.

“See those two rocks in the water; we have to
jump over to them one at a time to get to the other side. It’s the
only way I can see for us to get there.”

“Are you crazy Ryan; even if we could jump
that far, if we miss we’ll be swept down the river in a matter of
seconds? We’ll drown for sure.”

“Come on Jass, we have magic powers,
remember? All we have to do is use our powers to reach each rock in
one leap.”

Jass looked at me with a terrified look on
his face. “But we haven’t used our powers since last year. What if
they don’t work? Or what if they work, but our aim is bad and we
land in the water?”

“Jass, your problem is that you have no
confidence in the powers or your ability; but I agree with you, we
may be a little rusty on this super-power stuff, so let’s just
practice first to get our confidence back. See that other rock
about twenty feet down the bank, we’ll practice jumping from here
to there and see how we do before we attempt to jump over the
water…okay?”

“Yeah okay,” Jass said as he smiled and shook
his head in agreement. “But you go first.”

I smugly glanced over at him as if to say ‘so
what’s new, I go first in everything we do’.

Anyway, I gently nudged Jass off the bolder
and prepared myself for my first super-power jump of the year. If I
remember right, the secret is to stare intently at where you want
to land and that guides you into a successful leap. I reared back,
gave a big yell, and off I went.

I landed squarely on the destination rock
perfectly.

“See, nothing to it Jass…just concentrate on
what you’re doing and away you go. Give it a try.”

I jumped down off the rock and looked down at
Jass climbing up on the boulder. He repositioned his glasses on his
nose, pumped up and down on his knees a few times and away he went
in a giant leap.

His feet landed flat against the front of the
large rock and he fell backward into the brush surrounding it.

“Ouch, that didn’t feel real good,” he said
as he got up and brushed the dust off of himself. “I guess I didn’t
jump far enough.”

“You have to look with your eyes to the exact
point you want to land. You probably just looked at the side of the
rock and that’s where you landed. You have to look at the top of
the rock, where you want to land,” I answered back in a determining
voice. “Let’s try it back to the first rock again.”

I jumped up on the rock, looked at my target,
and gave a giant leap right to the top of the rock.

“Now you try again…and this time, concentrate
on where you want to land.”

Jass climbed back up to the top of the rock,
gave me a quick look and intently focused on the rock beside me. He
let out another yell as he flew through the air landing squarely in
the center of the rock. He raised his arms in triumph as he jumped
up and down in the center of the boulder.

“Good job,” I said. “Now we should have no
trouble jumping to those river rocks if you just concentrate on
what you’re doing and look exactly where you want to land.
Okay?”

Jass had finished his celebration and was now
intently looking over the raging waters towards the lone closest
rock, surrounded by water.

I could see he was still hesitant as he
jumped down and motioned for me to climb up and go first.

I jumped up on the rock and looked down at
him. “Now there’s not a lot of room on these rocks, so I’m going to
just keep jumping to each rock and then to the other side,
okay?”

“If you say so,” Jass answered as he chewed
on the end of his glasses.

I turned to my destination, gave a hard look,
and away I went through the air landing squarely in the center of
the first rock. I glanced back quickly and saw Jass up on top of
his rock watching my every move. I looked ahead, studied the second
rock and with a giant leap landed flat-footed right on top. The
river was roaring by at incredible speed and although it was really
rough waters, the boulders were large enough that the top of them
were well out of the water and therefore pretty dry.

I looked over at the shoreline on the other
side and focused in on a small patch of grass that was much greener
than the rest of the area. That would be my landing spot. Rearing
back I pushed off with my feet and a second later landed right in
the center of the green area.

I looked back across the river at Jass and
waved my arms to show I successfully made it to the other side. I
knew it wouldn’t do any good to yell over to him because the roar
of the river was just too loud; so I motioned with my hands for him
to start across. I could see that he had just jumped back and forth
on the practice rocks again and I think that gave him back the
confidence that he needed.

He looked over at me, waved his arms in
response, and began his first giant leap.

He landed right in the middle of the first
rock, the second rock, and in a matter of two seconds was standing
right beside me.

“Wow…the river was scary looking, but the
jumping was fun. Wanna’ go back and do it again?”

I laughed as I slapped him on the back and
turned to see what was ahead of us on this side of the river. We
both looked up and now the sight of the house on the cliff was even
scarier looking. From where we were, all you could see was the
bottom of the house jutting out from the side of the mountain with
no support under it whatsoever. It looked like a disaster waiting
to happen.

“I just can’t believe that thing stays there
without falling…it’s remarkable,” I said as I stared up at the
structure.

“Just plain crazy if you ask me. Like I said
before, I’m not walking in there, no way!” Jass insisted as he
stood and looked up.

It was definitely clear to us why Brooke and
the girls didn’t want to visit the wizard.


 


 


 


19

So this is Connor?

 


We looked up the side of the cliff at the
task ahead of us and knew right away that we’d mostly use our
leaping abilities to conquer the challenge. Within three leaps we
were half way up the cliff and started noticing that the higher we
got, the more birds we saw hovering in the sky. By the time we made
one more leap and were only about twenty feet below the house, the
sky was full of small and medium sized birds just circling around,
above, and below us.

“Sure is an awful lot of birds,” Jass said as
he looked intently at the creatures all around us.

“Well they look friendly,” I answered as I
too watched the circling birds. “I think they would have attacked
us by now if they were afraid of us.”

The words had no sooner left my lips when out
of the sky came a giant bird about fifty times as big as the other
birds.

“Look Ryan,” Jass said as he pointed towards
the bird. “That must be a Flagoon. I’ve never seen a bird that big
before.”

We watched intently as it gracefully glided
through the sky with a wingspan that must have been fifteen feet.
It slowly turned and headed towards us on the side of the cliff. We
backed against the jagged rocks as its giant claws came out and it
drifted down to perch on the rock just above us.

“Nice birdie, nice birdie,” Jass said as he
grasped the wall from behind.

“I don’t really think he’s here to hurt us,
but I’m wondering if his landing there is a signal to us not to go
any further?” I said as I leaned out a little from the wall to
fully see this giant bird.

He looked like a cross between a hawk and a
buzzard, but seemed to have the size of a prehistoric bird of some
kind. He looked down at us as if he knew he was keeping us from
going any further.

“Do you talk, Mister Bird?” Jass yelled as he
looked up at it. “I’ll bet if Mildew was here he could talk to this
bird for us.”

Just as before…the words had no sooner left
my lips when I felt something rubbing up against my legs and sure
enough it was our old friend Mildew.

“Mildew ole buddy, how ya’ doing,” I said as
I poked Jass in the side and knelt down to welcome our trusty
friend.

Jass smiled with delight as his eyes left the
bird hovering above us and he bent down to welcome Mildew with a
pat on the head, but immediately redirected his attention back to
the bird.

“What predicament have you two gotten
yourselves into this time?” asked Mildew as he enjoyed me
continuous stroking of his back.

I had to laugh as I answered him. “Very funny
Mildew, but we are making our way to visit with Wizard Connor and
ask him about the Flagoons and now this bird, which I assume is a
Flagoon, has blocked our way. Can you talk to it and tell it to let
us pass by?”

“The Flagoons guard and protect the Wizard
and his property, so they are just doing their job…but I will see
what I can do,” said Mildew as he hopped up on the rock above us
and approached the bird.

After a second or two of watching Mildew
whisper in the bird’s ear and the bird squawking something back,
Mildew jumped back down to where we were.

“As you can see there are no more rocks or
landings for you to continue your climb to the Wizard’s house, this
is the last level there is. The only way to get from here to the
house is for one of the Flagoons to take you there. And they have
agreed to safely do that.”

“You mean that Flagoon has to pick us up and
fly us to the Wizard?” asked Jass with a quivering in his
voice.

“You got it Master Jason,” snapped
Mildew.

“But why can’t we just touch your back like
we used to do and you can transport us there…you know, magically?”
I asked.

“Because I just can’t! There are rules for
this stuff you know and I just can’t break the rules whenever you
two want me to. The only way to visit the Wizard is to have a
Flagoon transport you to him. Those are his rules, he only trusts
the Flagoons.”

“Well…okay,” I said as I looked back up at
the Flagoon. “But just so he knows we’re friendly and we’re not
dinner to him like one of the Pudgies.”

Mildew gave us his stern look like he does
when he is completely serious. “The Flagoon will do his job and
transport you safely to the house, just as he has done for many
centuries. You two will not be his next meal, I promise. You know
you can always trust what I say, your adventure to the house will
be safe.”

“Yeah, we know that you always look out for
us,” I said reassuringly.

“Yeah, but it’s not too keen thinking about
being carried through the air by a giant bird…especially one that
eats animals,” snapped Jass as he continued to stare at the
Flagoon.

There was no response as we both glanced down
to see that Mildew had pulled his usual disappearing act once his
job was done.

“Mildew hasn’t changed a bit…puff and he’s
gone, leaving us here with this bird,” I said as I looked back at
Jass. “Well, let’s get this over with…and yes I’ll go first as
usual.”

I looked up at the Flagoon and motioned that
I was ready to go with him. We both jumped back as it pushed itself
off of the cliff and swooped out into the sky. Soaring around in a
circular motion it made its way back towards us. I didn’t know what
to do so I just held my arms straight out to each side. In one
gentle motion it snapped me up, one claw grabbing each arm, and
away I went yelling ‘see ya Jass’ as I was transported
through the air and up towards the house on the cliff.

It really was a rather gentle and fun ride
and I was softly dropped to the ground as I hovered only inches
above it. Before I could say anything it was off again and headed
back down to pluck Jass off the cliff and seconds later deposited
him beside me in the same way.

“Wow, that wasn’t bad at all was it?” he said
as he took his glasses from his mouth and positioned them on his
head.

“Nope, not bad at all, in fact, it was rather
fun. I guess we have to learn to be more trusting of Mildew and his
directions. I’m sure he wouldn’t let any harm come to us. He never
has.”

As the Flagoon flew away and joined two other
Flagoons hovering and circling above us, we glanced over towards
the house. It really did look like some ghostly mansion with rotten
boards hanging off the sides and busted windows. It definitely was
in need of a complete renovation top to bottom.

The cobblestone pathway that led up to the
white picket fence surrounding the house was riddled with weeds and
half-dead grass. The fence looked as if it hadn’t seen a lick of
paint in ten years and half of the pickets were either laying on
the ground, missing, or crooked from neglect.

We slowly walked up to the already open gate
and stepped inside the yard that surrounded this atrocity of a
house. It also hadn’t seen paint or repair in many decades with
shutters hanging crooked beside the windows and more roofing
shingles laying in the yard than on top of the roof.

As we were studying the rickety structure,
the inside suddenly had a red glow to it. Shining from all the
windows and doors was this red hue that got brighter and brighter
as we watched in awe. Then, just as quickly, the glow in the house
stopped and a huge red ball appeared at the front door of the house
with streaks of red and yellow swirling all through it.

We both gently took a step backward as we
watched the glowing ball drift down the front steps and stop as it
reached the bottom. Within seconds there was a giant puff of white
smoke that sent us diving to the ground and hugging each other in
fear.

When the smoke cleared, there stood an
elderly man with a long silver gray beard that reached two thirds
of the way down the front of his body. A large pointed hat was on
his head with a big “C” emblazoned in red. He had on a shiny blue
robe with yellow lightning bolts all over it and high buckled boots
on his feet, one brown and one black. He definitely looked the part
of an elderly wizard.

“Do not be afraid my friends, I am Connor,
the Keeper of the Birds. I will not harm you, my magical entrance
has ended. Wasn’t that something to see?”

He took two steps towards us and tripped on
his robe that was dragging the ground and looked to be about three
sizes too big for him.

He caught himself with his pointed cane but
it broke in two from the strain of supporting his weight as he
stumbled to the ground and lay sprawled in a cloud of dust.

This was our Wizard? This was Connor, The
Keeper of the Birds?
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Connor the Wizard ?

 


We both scurried over to him and helped him
back up to a standing position. He immediately began to dust
himself off and straighten out his robe and long beard as he
re-positioned his pointed hat in the middle of his head.

“Whew, I’m not as young as I used to be.
Those grand entrances sure do get the better of me now-a-days,” he
remarked as he looked a little bewildered and frustrated.

“That’s okay sir, we’ll help you,” I said as
I picked up the two pieces of his cane and handed them back to
him.

“Thank you but no, no…don’t need help. I’m a
Wizard ya’ know and I have the powers to do it all,” he boldly said
as he cleared his throat and regained his composure. “Welcome to my
land boys, I am Connor, Grand Wizard and Keeper of the Birds. You
may both call me Your Highness.”

We both looked at each and held in our
giggles as we respectfully granted his wish.

“Well thank you Your Highness. I am Ryan and
this is my friend Jason and we have come to visit with you and talk
over a problem. We want to thank you for allowing us to visit with
you and we promise not to take too much of your valuable time.”

“Now, now,” he said as he motioned for us to
come up on his porch and have a seat. “I am very happy to have you
as visitors to my kingdom and you may both stay as long as you
wish. I do not have many visitors anymore as I did in centuries
past, so do not feel like you are using up my valuable time. Ever
since the Queen died five decades ago I have been keeping myself
busy tending to the birds and tending to my property. I must say
the Palace isn’t what it used to be, but its home and I’m proud of
it.”

“Oh it’s a very great place,” I said as I sat
down on one of the steps and Jass sat down on the other. “It must
be really tough for you living all alone up here on the cliffs.
Don’t you have anyone to help you Your Highness?”

“Oh no, don’t need no help. I’m a Wizard ya’
know and I can magically make anything happen that I want to.”

He slowly backed up to the swing that hung by
two chains from his porch roof. Moving his robe to one side he
lowered himself to the seat and leaned back. His weight caused the
swing to continue backwards as he slipped to the ground, the swing
coming back forward knocked his hat and glasses off as he lay
motionless underneath the swing.

We both jumped up and moved the swing to the
side as he knelt on all fours and slowly rose to his feet. He was
flabbergasted by the whole incident and didn’t quite know where he
was or what had happened.

“Now, where was I,” he said as he poked
through the air trying to find his glasses and get his
bearings.

Jass picked up his glasses and chased his
hands around trying to put them in his hand. “Here Your Highness,
here’s your glasses.”

“Thank you son, don’t know how that happened,
the wind must have blown that swing right out from under me, and
darndest thing I ever did see. If I could just find my magic wand I
wouldn’t have things like this happen all the time.”

“What happened to your magic wand Your
Highness…did you misplace it?” Jass asked as we both helped him to
the closest chair.

“Can’t remember where I had it last,” he said
as he brushed himself off and put his glasses back on his nose. “I
used to use it all the time to help fix things up and keep things
straight. I used to help the birds out a lot too, but they pretty
much fend for themselves now.”

We both looked at each other.

“What about the birds Your Highness, what did
you do for them when you had your magic wand?” I asked.

“Oh the birds and I used to have great fun,”
he said as he leaned forward and stood up. “Come into my palace
with me and I’ll show you my back porch. Come on now, follow
me.”

He slowly hobbled towards the doorway as Jass
looked over at me and whispered, “We’re not going in that house are
we? Remember there’s nothing underneath to hold it up.”

“We’ve got to trust it Jass, remember Mildew
said to trust what he says and he said our adventure to the house
would be safe. So let’s just trust him and follow the Wizard.
Okay?”

“Lead the way!” Jass snapped as he swayed his
hand in the direction of the Wizard.

We both watched as Connor walked through the
doorway and into the house, knocking his pointed hat backwards off
his head and to the ground. He continued on as if nothing
happened.

We snickered as I picked it up and followed
him, oh so carefully into the house.

It was a pretty nice house inside, not really
fit for a Wizard, but you could see by looking around that the
furniture was magnificent and the decorations were very elegant in
their day. It was obvious that the place had not been kept up as it
was back in the days when the Queen was alive I’m sure. Dust
covered just about everything and there was an occasional chair or
small table overturned, I’m sure from Connor knocking it over in
his travels.

We both seemed to feel a little more
comfortable as we got into the first room and everything seemed
solid under us, but as we followed him back further into the house
we tread just a little softer with every step.

The next room seemed to be a large dining
room with an enormous table with about thirty chairs all around it.
Dishes and place settings were set at every seat with gold trimmed
plates and gold silverware with burgundy dust covered napkins. The
chair seats and window curtains were matching burgundy colors as
was the carpet on the floor.

He hustled rapidly through this room and past
a small library reaching the back door and pulling it open.

“This is it boys, my grand back porch. Come,
you’ll love it.”

We followed him out the door and onto what
was really exactly what he said, a grand back porch. It was
enormously long, running the full length of the house. It too, was
supported by what looked to be rotten posts with flooring that had
seen the better part of the weather.

He leaned against the outer railing and said,
“Look here boys, isn’t this the grandest of sights or what?”

We both kind of watched cautiously as he
leaned against the railing, but it seemed to hold him fine. Seeing
that he wasn’t going to fall over the side, we began to really look
around at what he was talking about.

The view was astonishing. You could see out
over the mountains for miles and miles and see Deer Creek winding
in and out against the curves of the mountainside. We looked back
and could see the large metal trestle bridge that crossed from
Rocks Road to Cherry Hill Road at one end and seemed like we could
almost see all the way up the road to Pylesville.

“And look at my beautiful waterway,” he said
as he motioned us closer to him and the railing.

We walked over and both immediately grabbed
hold of the wooden railing as we looked straight down at the raging
river hundreds of feet below us. This was the first perspective we
had of the house hanging out of the mountain and sitting out over
the river below.

I took a giant gulp of air as I looked at us
hovering over the river.

“Your Highness, aren’t you afraid this house
will eventually fall down from the cliff into the river below? I
mean, there seems to be nothing holding it in place here.”

“No, no, of course not,” he said as he
snickered at my comment. “I built this house many centuries ago and
I built it to stay. I wanted to be able to see my entire kingdom of
Rocks from my porch and that is what I accomplished. My plan
was to build a palace that everyone would envy but no one would
want to visit for fear it would fall. I did a good job huh?”

“You sure did sir, but why doesn’t it fall?”
I asked.

“Aahh now that’s my secret isn’t it,” he
laughed at the thought of his success. “I wanted the people of my
kingdom to look up and be proud of the palace their leader had
built. And I also wanted visitors to my kingdom to look in fear and
never want to take the chance of setting foot in my palace. Let’s
just say it’s held up purely by my belief, my willpower, and the
strength of my powers as a Wizard. Now we’ll leave it at that.”

Jass and I looked at each other and suddenly
we weren’t quite as comfortable knowing that this structure was
being held up by the will of his powers.
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A little Help from our Friend

 


We settled in on some rickety chairs he had
on the porch and led his thought process back to the birds.

“Your Highness…you mentioned that before you
lost, or I should say misplaced, your magic wand, you said that you
used to help the birds out. Just how did you help them?”

“Aw yes, that’s why we came out here in the
first place isn’t it? Well, if you look down the river you will see
a very calm Deer Creek winding its way through the valley following
the mountainside all the way. But as you get to the point in the
cliffs over there you will see that there was a landslide many,
many years ago that dumped tons of rock into the water. See, right
down there,” he said as he pointed back up the river.

We both shook our heads and looked to where
he was pointing.

“Now all of my pet birds that I have had and
raised through these many, many years, have always fed off of the
river below the palace. They live in the crevices of my mountain
and they feed off of the fish provided by the river below. But once
the rock slide occurred, they could no longer feed off of the calm
waters because now as you can see it is a raging river. Those
danged rocks caused the river to become a raging rapid and suddenly
all my birds couldn’t dive for fish like they used to and started
going hungry. So, with the help of my magic wand and the powers
that I possess, I would simply with one small wave of the wand
cause the fish in the river to leap out of the water whenever it
was time to eat. My birds would swoop down and feast on the flying
fish and everyone was happy.”

“Wow, you really do have a lot of magic
powers Your Highness,” Jass said as he glanced back down to the
river below.

“So when did you misplace your magic wand
sir,” I asked.

“Oh I don’t know, maybe a few months ago.
It’s easy to lose track of time when you’ve lived for centuries.
I’ve looked and looked but I just can’t seem to find that danged
wand. I’ve got to look again though; I’ll bet my birds are getting
real hungry.”

“Well Your Highness, that’s why Jason and I
are here visiting you today.”

“Really,” he said as he reached for a jug of
water sitting on the railing and knocked it off watching it slowly
fall to the river below. “Ooopps didn’t mean to do that.” He paused
until he saw the splash of the jug in the raging river. “One of my
favorite jugs, that was! Anyway, you said you came all the way here
to help me search for my missing wand?”

“No sir, we came here to try and solve a
problem that another community on the other side of the mountain is
having. They are the Flutterbyes and they have lived there for many
centuries also. Do you know of them?”

“Nope, don’t know of any other communities.
I’ve never ventured off of this mountain at any time for anything.
I rule my kingdom directly from my palace and everyone below
respects me as their Wizard. So, I guess these Flutterbyes are a
part of my kingdom. Do they know of me?”

“Yes sir they do,” Jass answered.

“Then that proves it. They are a part of my
kingdom and must look up to me as their leader. I am happy to hear
that they are concerned about me and have sent you to help me find
my missing wand.”

“Your Highness, the reason we have come is
because your birds, the Flagoons, have been venturing over to where
the Flutterbyes live and have been taking their animals one by one
as food. Their animals, called Pudgies, are essential to their
well-being as a community because they supply the food source that
keeps the Flutterbyes alive and well.”

Jass jumped in. “So we are here to see why
all of sudden in the past few months your Flagoons have been
feeding on their Pudgies.”

The Wizard had a puzzled look on his face as
he pondered the situation and was perplexed by our story. He
reached his hand up to his head to scratch it and suddenly
discovered that his hat was missing.

“It fell off when you came into the house,”
Jass said with a snicker.

“Oh.”

He scratched his head, moved the few strands
of gray hair that was blowing in the breeze from one side of his
head to the other, and stared out over the water below.

“So let’s see…these Flutterbyes eat these
animals called Pudgies and my birds are stealing their food and
…”

“No, no Your Highness,” I said as I
interrupted him. “The Flutterbyes do not eat the Pudgies; the
Pudgies supply food to the Flutterbyes by harvesting their crops
out in the fields. In return for harvesting their food for them,
the Flutterbyes provide food for the Pudgies to eat also. So they
are both dependant on each other. But over the past few months your
birds have been plucking Pudgies out of the field for food and we
are here to find out why.”

“Could be because my birds haven’t had their
favorite fish to eat in a good while and they have gotten real
hungry. Could be the reason, don’t ya’ think?”

Jass and I looked at each other and
smiled.

“Yes sir I think that’s what has happened and
it can all be remedied if we can just find your magic wand. Can we
help you look for it?”

“Well that would be wonderful, but I really
don’t know where to start. I’ve looked everywhere there is to look
and it has just disappeared,” he said as he began to laugh. “My
magic wand made itself disappear.”

Out of respect we laughed with him and made
light of the situation until Jass tapped me on the arm and pointed
up in the sky. I looked up to see a giant Flagoon flying towards
the cliffs with a Pudgie dangling from its claws. Another reason
for us to move as quickly as possible in finding the Wizard’s
missing wand.

“So can we help you look for it Your
Highness?” I asked.

“Sure, let’s just look around and see if we
can find the danged thing.”

“What exactly does it look like?” Jass
asked.

“Well, let’s see…it’s about this long, about
this big around, and it turns all sorts of colors depending on what
I use it for.”

“What color is it when you’re not using
it?”

He thought for a moment. “Black, I think…or
maybe it’s brown like a stick. No, black like my cane…where is my
cane?” He began to look all around the porch for his cane.

“You broke it out front when you tripped Your
Highness,” I said as I took his arm and led him to the doorway and
back into the house.

He walked into the house as Jass and I
conferred on the porch.

“This is crazy Ryan. He probably dropped the
wand over the porch into the river months ago. He’s so
absent-minded he doesn’t remember anything.”

“I know Jass, but we have to try and see if
that wand is here somewhere. We’ll look all around the house and if
we don’t find it then we’ll decide what to do. Let’s get started
before it gets too late.”

So, we both set out with the tedious chore of
searching high and low through the Wizard’s house looking for what
seemed like a needle in a haystack. Our first problem was we didn’t
know what it really looked like, and second the Wizard’s house was
enormous; plus on top of that, it looked like it hadn’t been
cleaned since the Queen died fifty years ago.

We spent about three hours looking high and
low through every conceivable corner of the house with no luck at
all.

“This is crazy Ryan, I tell you he dropped
the wand off the back porch and it floated somewhere down the river
and he wouldn’t remember whether he did or not. We’ve got to come
up with some other idea.”

“Yeah Jass, I agree, this is crazy. We could
be here for a week and not come up with the wand, but I don’t know
what else we can do but look around for it.”

We both sat down on the floor and tried to
think of some way to meet this challenge.

“Wait…maybe our old friend and companion
Mildew can come to the rescue again,” I said as jumped up and
looked around.

“What are you looking for?” Jass asked.

“I’m looking for Mildew. Every time I say
something like that, boom, he comes walking around the corner.
Mildew…where are you?” I shouted.

“Stop shouting Master Ryan…please, stop
shouting,” said Mildew as he came out from under the sofa on the
other side of the room.

“Sorry Mildew, I was just surprised when you
didn’t show up immediately like you always do.”

“Well I do have my nap times you know and I
do get time to nibble on some food, so give me a break, okay?”

“Sure, sorry. We have a real predicament here
Mildew. The Wizard has…”

“I know, I know, the Wizard has lost his
magic wand and you need me to help you find it,” Mildew
interrupted.

“Yeah…how did you know?” Jass asked in
amazement.

“Please dear Jason, please don’t question my
intelligence. The Grand Tudoor expects me to know everything and he
feeds me royally to know it all.”

“Great,” I said, “but if you know it all then
why didn’t you just solve the whole dilemma without us?”

“Now my dear Masters, what fun would that be;
and how much of a challenge would that be for my superior mind. And
besides, aren’t you two learning and having fun with this whole
adventure?”

“Sure we are and thanks for reminding us. We
love these adventures that the Grand Tudoor sends us on and can’t
imagine how stupid it would be if we were just home riding our
bikes around town like every other kid.”

“Good, then let’s get to it. You are expected
at this time to use another of your secret powers to find the
missing wand. This is the power of mental determination. The two of
you need to face each other and press your fingertips together. As
you do this you must both concentrate very hard on the subject you
are searching for, in this instance, the wand. Once you both have
done this for several seconds you’ll begin to feel a tingling in
your fingers and that means your concentration powers have taken
effect. At that point you can release your fingers and begin your
search for your subject. Walk around each room with your fingers
pointed out in front of you and when the subject piece is found the
tips of your fingers will turn the color red.”

“Wow that sounds fantastic. Can we use those
powers to find anything?” Jass asked as he curled his fingers
together and bent them backwards cracking his knuckles with a
snapping sound.

“Yes,” answered Mildew as he went into a long
slow yawn. “You can use this power to find anything, but as with
all your powers, you cannot abuse them for mundane things that you
could really do on your own. Only use your powers when all else
fails, otherwise the Grand Master will take them away from you.
This is a learning experience, not a day of fun and games.
Understood gentlemen?”

“Sure Mildew,” we said in unison as we shook
our heads in agreement.

Suddenly Connor came stumbling into the room
shouting.

“Is there a cat in here…do I detect a cat in
my house,” he yelled as he began to scratch and sneeze repeatedly.
“Ah-choo…Ah, Ah, Ah-choo. There must be a cat in here.”

We both swung around fast and looked down at
the floor where Mildew was, but he was gone. Apparently he
performed his immediate disappearing act like he always does once
he has concluded his chore.

“Nope,” Jass shouted as he looked back up at
the Wizard. “No cat in here, must be something in the wind.”

“Something in the wind, huh. There is a
little breeze blowing today…maybe my head is cold,” Connor said as
he reached up to the top of his nearly bald head. “That’s it, my
head is cold. Where in the devil is my hat…I always wear my wizard
hat?”

“I’ll get it for you Your Highness, its right
out the front door here,” I said as I looked at Jason giggling and
headed for the front door to retrieve Connor’s hat.

I brought it back in and handed it to him.
Placing it on his head he said, “Now see, that’s it, I’ve stopped
sneezing. Thanks young fellows.”

“You’re welcome sir. Now if you don’t mind
we’ll get back to finding your magic wand.”

“Ah yes, my magic wand. Thanks boys…I’ll wait
for you on the back porch so I can feed my birds as soon as you
find it.”

He slowly turned and walked towards the back
door as he let out with another giant sneeze which immediately
knocked his hat right off his head and onto the floor behind him.
Unsuspecting…he kept right on walking out to the porch.

We both just shook our heads and laughed.
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The Unlikeliest of Places

 


We continued laughing as Jass went over and
picked up the hat and put it on the table so the Wizard could see
it as soon as he came back in.

“I swear, I don’t know how he hasn’t fallen
off the porch or off the cliff in the past few years, he’s so
absent-minded and unaware.”

“I know,” I said as I went over and knelt
down by the sofa to see if Mildew was still with us or had vanished
back to his home. “But you have to admit, he’s a cute ole man.
Nope, no Mildew, guess he went back for another nap like he always
does. Anyway, let’s get started, I’m excited to try this new power
of ours.”

“Yeah me too.”

We walked over to the center of the room and
faced each other with our hands held out in front of us. Our
fingertips met as we both got a serious look on our faces and began
to stare intently at our joining fingers. We stared, pressed our
fingers harder together and waited.

“You thinking hard?” Jass asked.

“Yep. Don’t talk, just think hard.”

We stood there for what seemed like minutes
just pressing our fingertips together with nothing at all
happening. Jason suddenly dropped his hands to his side.

“This is tough…why isn’t it working?”

I relaxed my arms too. “I think it’s because
we’re both just too tense and we’re not concentrating on the power.
Remember, Mildew said we have to concentrate hard on the task
before us.”

“Okay,” Jass said as he shook his arms to
limber up his hands.

We placed our fingertips together again, not
pressing so hard this time, and stared intently at them while
concentrating on what we wanted to do. Within a few seconds we both
looked up at each other as our fingers began to tingle at the same
time. We separated and both gently moved our fingers out to the
front of us as if any sudden movement would knock our fingers
off.

“I don’t think we have to walk around like
two zombies,” I said as I lowered my fingers and let them relax.
“Let’s just start back upstairs and go from room to room and see
what happens.”

We ran back up the winding stairway taking
the steps two at a time as we eagerly went down the hallway and
into the first room. Moving our hands in front of us, we proceeded
from room to room with nothing happening as we pointed our fingers
in all directions. We were able to go in each room except for two
that had locked doors.

“Nothing,” I said as we went back out to the
staircase. “Nothing happened at all. I guess that means the wand is
not up here unless it’s in that one locked room. Are your fingers
still tingling?”

“Yep they sure are. Sure would like to see
them turn red though.”

We headed downstairs, moving our hands all
around as we walked along. We covered the dining room, kitchen,
sitting room, library, pantry, wash room, den, and finally the
bathrooms and foyer. Nothing!

“You think this power really works?” Jass
said as he sat down with a disgusted look on his face.

“Well, our fingers are tingling, so I would
think it does. I guess that just means that the magic wand is not
anywhere in the house.”

“Yeah, like I said, he probably dropped it
off the porch and it’s halfway down the river by now.”

Jass got up as we both headed towards the
back porch to let the Wizard know that our search was unsuccessful
and to find out about the locked room. We walked through the
doorway and could see Connor leaning out over the railing looking
up at his birds flying in the sky. They would swoop down one at a
time almost as if acknowledging his presence then fly back up
overhead and continue their circling motion. The sky was full of
smaller and medium size birds, no Flagoons.

“That’s my birds,” he was saying as they took
turns flying down to him and back up.

He turned as he heard the door slam behind
us.

“Your Highness we have searched the whole
house except for two rooms which had locked doors,” I said as I
watched the birds swoop down out of the sky above to greet him.
“They really do know who you are, don’t they?” I said as I pointed
towards the birds.

Suddenly as my hand came back down I could
see my fingertips with a bright red glow. Jass immediately saw what
was happening and pointed his finger straight at the Wizard and his
fingers also began to glow a bright red.

“What in the world are you two doing?”
remarked Connor as he turned to face us with a puzzled look on his
face. “Are the two of you full of magic just like me?”

“Well yes Your Highness, we do have magic
powers,” I said as Jass and I smiled looking at each other.

“Well where did you get magic powers?” he
asked. “You’re both just two little boys, you’re not wizards.”

“No sir we’re not wizards like you, but our
powers were given to us by Tudoor, the Grand Master.”

“The Grand Master Tudoor…now there’s a name I
haven’t heard in centuries. He is the only person with more powers
than I…and you two know him. How is that so?”

“Well…we don’t know him…I mean we’ve never
met him,” I continued explaining. “We have just been asked by the
Grand Master to help solve some of the problems that people in his
kingdom are experiencing. To do this problem solving he has
bestowed certain powers on us that enable us to perform these
tasks…powers that kids our age wouldn’t normally have.”

Jason jumped in the conversation. “We’d
really hope to meet Tudoor someday and thank him for the
opportunities he has given us, but up until now we only deal with
him through other people. Have you ever met him?”

“Oh no…I don’t know of anyone in the kingdom
who has met the Grand Master…well, except maybe one person named…oh
what is that name. I know it from many, many years ago when the
Queen was alive. She met this person on a few occasions when she
ventured out around the land. Uumm, Lord Something…Lord Binkle or
something like that.”

“Oh you mean Lord Winkle and his wife Lady
Twinkle?” I asked.

“Yes that’s it, Lord Winkle. I believe he
worked directly for the Grand Master and had seen him quite
frequently.”

“Yes you’re right and we helped solve a
mystery for the Grand Master last year when Lord Winkle and Lady
Twinkle died mysteriously.”

“Oh my, they died?” asked Connor.

“Yes sir they died mysteriously and Ryan and
I were asked to investigate the case and ended up solving the
mystery.”

“That’s wonderful…I mean not wonderful that
Lord Winkle died, but wonderful that the Grand Master Tudoor has
such faith and confidence in you to trust you with such great
powers. Now tell me, why are all your fingers glowing red? I must
say it is rather strange looking and I am quite baffled as to the
meaning.”

“Well, one of the powers he has given us is
the power of mental determination; in other words the ability…”

“I know what mental determination is young
man, you don’t have to explain it to me. I am a wizard you know and
have quite a knowledge of powers.”

“Sorry Your Highness, I didn’t mean to insult
you.” Jass said as he hid his glowing fingers behind his back. “But
sir, in this case it allows us to work together to find something
simply by concentrating on the subject. When our fingers glow red
it means we have found the subject matter, in this case, your magic
wand.”

“Oh that’s great boys…but, but, where is it?
Show it to me.”

“Well,” said Jason in a befuddled voice, “we
don’t really have it yet. Our fingers indicate that we are near the
magic wand but we haven’t found it yet. That means the wand is
somewhere out here on the back porch I guess.”

The three of us started fumbling around the
porch looking around and under everything we could to find the
wand, but nothing, no wand at all. We raised our fingers and the
glow continued brighter than ever, especially when we were near
Connor.

I looked over at Jason the same time he
looked at me and both of our mouths dropped open in disbelief. I
turned and walked over to Connor.

“Aahh sir, Your Highness…is there any way
that the magic wand could be on you somewhere?”

“On me, dear God how could it possibly be on
me; I haven’t had it or used it for months now.”

“May we look sir?” I asked.

“Look if you must satisfy your boyish whims,
but I assure you I do not have such wand.”

I walked over to the Wizard and began to open
his robe and look underneath of it. As I opened the robe Jason came
over and pointed down at the inside pocket that seemed to be
swaying open rather stiffly. I reached inside the pocket and pulled
out the magic wand.

“Well I do declare,” remarked the Wizard as
his face turned as red as our fingertips, “now how could that have
gotten in there. As a matter of fact, I didn’t even realize I had a
pocket inside there. Well I’ve been carrying around the dang magic
wand the whole time…isn’t that just a hoot?”

It didn’t take long for the Wizard to take
hold of the magic wand, motion for us to come over to the edge of
the railing, and wave its magic before us. Within seconds hundreds
of fish started jumping wildly out of the water as if sprung from
the river by a trampoline. Almost instantly all the birds in the
sky, plus a few Flagoons off the cliff, dove wildly down to the
river top to scoop up fish as they floundered in the air. We all
laughed and laughed in excitement as we watched the feast of the
birds, although Jason and I were mostly laughing at the
absentmindedness of our world-famous Wizard.
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We continued to talk and watch the birds
devour the fish until Connor waved his wand and the fish
immediately dropped back into the water.

“Can’t let the birds get too much to eat,
they’ll be too lazy and too heavy to fly,” Connor said as he
chuckled at the thought. “I don’t need lazy fat birds around here
that can’t do their duties.”

“What duties do the birds do?” Jass
asked.

“What duties do the birds do? Oh the birds
have one of the most important jobs in Rocks State Park,
they make sure everyone is safe and no harm comes to any of us.
That’s pretty important huh?”

“Sure is,” said Jass as he sat cross-legged
on the floor of the porch just smiling at the wizard’s mannerisms
and charm. “But exactly how do your birds do that? Seems like an
awful big job for birds to do.”

“Well that goes back to one of the locked
rooms upstairs that you two couldn’t get into. That is The
Wizard Room and only wizards are allowed inside. And since I’m
the only wizard around here, it’s my room and mine alone.”

He shook his head downward to add exclamation
to his sentence and his already crooked glasses sitting on his nose
fell to the ground.

“Oh my goodness,” he said, “now where did my
eyes go?”

Jass reached over, picked them up, and handed
them to Connor.

“So what’s in this special Wizard room of
yours?” Jass asked.

Connor moved his hands up to his face as he
attempted to adjust the spectacles on his nose and the ends of them
behind each ear. After getting them in place he moved his hand up
and patted the top of his bare head.

“Now where on earth did my hat go this time?”
he said and he looked around on all sides of himself.

“It’s right inside the door Your Highness,
I’ll get it for you,” I said as I scurried through the doorway
grabbing his pointed hat.

“Here’s your hat, Your Highness.”

“Thank you…aahh, what’s your name again?”

“Ryan, Your Highness, I’m Ryan and that’s
Jason.”

“Aahh yes, Ryan. Well thank you Ryan…now what
were we talking about?”

“The wizard room, we were talking about the
wizard room, is that the locked room at the top of the stairs” said
Jass with a disgusted tone to his voice.

“Aahh yes, the wizard room, well come along
if you want and I’ll show you my room. It’s a room no one has ever
been allowed to see except for myself and the Queen of course when
she was alive. Come along now.”

Thankfully he held his hat in his hand as he
led us through the doorway and placed it on his head once he got
inside. He slowly waddled over to the stairway and before starting
up reached over and grabbed another cane out of a stand that sat
alongside the steps.

It was a winding stairway of about
twenty-five steps and Jason and I looked at each other as Connor
struggled with each individual step. It took a while but we finally
reached the top and proceeded down the hallway passing the locked
door at the top of the stairs and continuing to the second
door.

“What about this door,” I asked as we passed
by.

“The queen and I have never been able to get
into that room, don’t know what’s in there,” he answered as we
arrived at the second door.

The funny thing was that neither door had
door handles or locks on it at all; so we were eager to see how
Connor was going to get us inside.

Reaching the door, Connor reached inside his
robe and pulled his magic wand out of the pocket we had
re-introduced him to and tapped on the door in a rhythm of
successions.

The door sprung open.

“Wow, that was neat,” said Jass. “How many
times did you tap on the door?”

“That’s for me to know and no one else,”
answered Connor as he led us through the open doorway and into the
dark room.

As we got into the room, unable to really see
anything for the darkness, Connor seemed to know exactly where he
was going as we followed closely behind. He reached a certain point
inside the room and again used his wand to tap out another sequence
of taps and with that the entire room came alive with light. It was
almost as if someone pulled the window shade open and all the light
of the bright sunlit day came pouring into the room.

As our eyes adjusted to the light we looked
around and could see that three of the four walls were a continuous
map, but this was no ordinary map, it was what seemed to be a map
alive with action.

Jason and I looked at each other as we walked
closer to one of the walls and tried to figure out exactly what we
were looking at. As we realized what was in front of us we couldn’t
believe what we were looking at. The map on all the walls seemed to
be alive with movement just like we were looking at a television
screen or something. We could see things moving around all over the
place as I didn’t really know where to focus my eyes first.

“Connor…I mean… Your Highness, what are we
looking at here?”

“What you are looking at is an active map of
my kingdom; a map of Rocks State Park.”

“But it’s moving,” I said still puzzled.

“You are looking at every detail of what is
happening in my park, live, in-person,” said Connor as a smile came
to his face. “This is my kingdom and I can watch every detail of
every moment as it is taking place. I can see it all.”

As I moved closer I could see all the details
of everything, just as he said. I could see the cars moving through
the park on Rock Spring Road. I could see people picnicking at the
various pavilion sites. I could see cattle grazing in the meadow at
the north end. I could see it all.

Jason and I just walked around all the walls
with our mouths open at what we were seeing. How is this whole
thing possible?

“Your Highness, how is this possible?” I
asked.

Connor, with a continuous smile on his face,
leaned over and sat down in what looked to be a throne chair that
was a step up and overlooked the entire map area.

“It is possible because I am Connor, the
Wizard of Rocks State Park, and these walls are the eyes to my
kingdom. It is possible because this is my kingdom and I am
responsible for it and my people and it is my way of watching over
them and making sure they are safe. I look over my map daily and
when I see or hear of something that is not right or is suspicious
I summon my birds to go out and patrol the skies overhead. When
they let me know of something or someone that has entered the woods
as an intruder, I send them to alert the Blipies. At that…”

“Wait Your Highness, did you say the
Blipies?” I interrupted.

“Yes I did. The Blipies are a community of
tree dwellers that live in my kingdom and help protect the wooded
areas in Rocks.”

“Do they live in the trees?” I asked.

“Yes, they live and dwell amongst the trees
of the woods. They are tiny little creatures that move from tree
branch to tree branch and rarely use the ground.”

I turned to Jass. “I’ll bet that’s what I saw
in the trees when we were coming over here. Remember I kept looking
up and saying I kept seeing something?”

“Yeah I remember…those were Blipies huh? Well
I didn’t really see them.”

“Oh rarely will you see them. They are quick
as they move amongst the trees that hardly anyone ever sees them
but they are my link to the forest and they are under my command.
When there is an intruder in the woods, as you two were on your way
over here, my birds alerted me and the Blipies were asked to follow
and observe what you were doing. I of course knew you two were
coming so I knew you meant no harm to the woods, but I wanted to be
sure your journey was safe, so they followed you in the
treetops.”

“They kept track of every move we made?”
asked Jass.

“Yes they did. So many times intruders come
into Rocks and are careless or destructive. It only takes
one careless campfire or match to burn down my kingdom and destroy
all my critter friends within.”

“You sound like Smokey the Bear,” Jass said
with a laughing voice.

“Smokey the what?” asked Connor with a
twisted look on his face.

“Oh never mind,” laughed Jason as he
continued looking over the surface of the map.

“Can we meet these Blipies and get to know
them?” I asked as I turned from the map and looked toward the
wizard. “We’ve really enjoyed meeting all of the communities within
the mountain system and I’d really like to meet them. Can you make
that happen for us Your Highness?”

“Well, uh, let’s see…” stumbled the wizard as
he scratched his head almost knocking off his hat yet again. “Now I
know I can summon the birds to let the Blipies know that you are
coming, but I’m not sure I quite remember how to actually
communicate with them.”

At that the wizard started waving his wand
all over the place and tapping it on the arm of the chair. All of a
sudden the lights went out.

“Oh my, what did I do there,” he snapped as
he tapped at the arm of the chair again bringing the lights back
on. “I know I probably have some way of doing that...uh, let’s
see…”

“Wait Your Highness. Don’t go waving your
magic wand all over the place if you’re not sure what you’re doing.
This whole house might fall off the cliff.” said Jass with panic in
his voice.

“Yeah Your Highness, you just get the word to
the Blipies that we’re coming and we’ll find a way to communicate
with them. Okay?” I said as I too wasn’t sure what Connor was up
to.

“Well okay…that suits me fine too. When
you’re ready to leave I’ll send word to the Blipies.”

“Okay Your Highness, I guess we’ll need to
get your birds to transport us down the mountain, if you don’t
mind.”

“Oh nonsense,” Connor said with a stern but
proud look on his face. “Just tell me where you want to go and I’ll
magically have you transported there with a wave of my magic. Just
tell me where you want to go.”

Jass and I looked at each other not really
knowing whether to trust the wizard or not, his actions seemed so
bumbling. But, realizing that he is a wizard and he has survived
for hundreds of years and he does manage to get along well on his
own, we decided to go ahead with his idea.

“Well sir, we’d like to make our way over to
the forest where the Blipies are so that we can meet with them. Is
it possible to transport us there?”

With that said, he asked us to go out front
with him so he could properly position us and his magic would take
it from there.

“Thank you very much for coming up to meet me
and help me find my missing wand. I appreciate it and so do my
birds and the rest of my massive kingdom,” Connor said as he walked
out of his front door behind us and motioned for us to move to the
path. “We are all very appreciative to you both. Now you boys just
stand over there and relax and enjoy the ride. This is just so
exciting; I haven’t had a chance to do this in such a long
time.”

At that point we both just stood in the
pathway facing him on his front porch as we secretly whispered to
each other.

“I’m just not sure about this Ryan,” said
Jass with a nervous shiver of his body.

“Me neither, but we have to trust him.”

We watched as Connor fumbled in his robe to
find his magic wand, finally pulling it out with a giant smile on
his face.

“Now you boys come back and see me real soon,
you hear me?” Connor yelled, as if we were already being
transported somewhere far away.

“Yes Your Highness, we will.”

He closed his eyes, waved his arms
frantically up, down, and from side to side as he huffed and puffed
words that neither of us could understand. He did this for so long
that Jass and I almost sat down on the path just waiting for
something to happen.

At that point before we knew it there was a
sudden puff of red smoke in front of us and Connor was gone. He had
made himself disappear.

We waited patiently as the cloud of red smoke
dissipated into the air to reveal only his pointed wizard hat that
lay motionless on the ground where Connor once stood.

Jass and I looked at each other and broke out
in wild laughter as we looked up at the porch with only the wizard
cap lying on its side.

“I can’t believe this…he’s gone. He’s
transported himself somewhere instead of us,” I said as I started
to walk back up the path to the front porch.

“Connor,” Jass yelled as he walked back to
the porch with me and stuck his head inside the door. “Your
Highness, are you in there? Come out, come out, wherever you
are.”

But he was nowhere to be found. We decided to
look the entire house over, just in case he transported himself to
another room, but no luck, he was gone.

At this point we didn’t know what to do. We
decided to wait it out for a while and see if maybe he discovered
what he did and brought himself back, but after minutes rolled by
we came to the conclusion that it wasn’t going to happen.

“I bet he doesn’t know how to get back,” said
Jason as he shook his head in disbelief.

“Either that or he’s transporting himself all
over the place and can’t find the right magic spell to get himself
here,” I answered with another laugh shrugging my shoulders.

“Okay,” I said as I sat down on the front
porch steps. “Now we have to figure out a way to get out of here on
our own. Connor’s gone and I don’t think his birds will listen to
us and just lift us down the mountain, do you?”

“No I don’t think so. Maybe our super powers
will let us just jump down the mountain in one big leap. What do
you think?”

I looked over at Jass with a serious look on
my face.

“Yeah okay…you go first and I’ll follow once
you’re at the bottom.”

“Why do I always have to go first,” he
snapped back with a sheepish grin on his face.

Just then we both noticed a giant Flagoon
soaring overhead as we stood up and jumped off the porch.

“Hey Flagoon…hey bird…come down here and help
us,” Jass yelled as he waved his arms wildly up over his head.

The bird paid no attention to us as it glided
by overhead and off into the distance.

We walked back into the house and out to the
back porch overlooking the river below. We knew we had a definite
problem and there was no way we could think to resolve the
situation without the help of our dear old friend Mildew.
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This time we were a little scared because
Mildew didn’t make his immediate appearance as usual.

“Okay Mildew…Mildew, we need you…where are
you?” Jass quietly shouted as we both looked around wondering where
our faithful friend was.

Moments crept along before we both glanced up
over the porch to the roof above as we heard the reassuring meow of
our cat friend.

“There you are Mildew,” Jass shouted with a
sigh of relief, “we were beginning to think you had forgotten about
us.”

Mildew remained silent as he meandered down
from the roof jumping effortlessly to the porch below. He stayed
silent as he walked over to the wizard hat and poked his nose
inside as if looking for the missing wizard.

“My, my, what do we have here?” he curiously
asked.

“Mildew, you had us real scared there,” Jass
said as we both made our way from the pathway to the porch steps.
“We’ve been calling and calling you…where have you been?”

Mildew pulled his head ever so slowly out of
the hat as he jumped up onto the porch swing.

“I have told you both, on numerous occasions,
that I have other duties and commitments other than baby-sitting
both of you. Now I am here and that is all that matters, so what is
it that you need my help with this time?”

Mildew settled down on the swaying swing as
he tucked his paws up under himself and perked his ears while
waiting for an explanation.

We both looked at each other and shrugged our
shoulders.

“Well…we were visiting with the Wizard Connor
and solving some of his problems when he volunteered to wave his
magic wand and transport us to the forest so we could meet with the
Blipies, when instead he made himself disappear,” I said in answer
to Mildew.

“Yep…in a cloud of red smoke, puff, he was
gone, leaving behind only his wizard hat. We have no idea where he
sent himself,” Jass added.

“Amazing…absolutely amazing,” said Mildew as
he shook his head back and forth in disbelief. “You can understand
now why the Grand Master Tudoor has banished his Highness Connor
many years ago to this isolated mountain.”

“Really,” I said as I looked over at Jason.
“The Wizard Connor is under the impression that he is the majesty
of the land and the kingdom is under his leadership.”

“Yes, I know,” said Mildew with a smirky kind
of smile on his little face. “My master sent the Wizard Connor to
his retirement a long, long time ago, which was best for the wizard
and best for the kingdom. Tudoor just lets Connor believe what he
wants to as he keeps control of his so-called kingdom from high
above the cliffs overlooking the river. He is a harmless old man
who has served his kingdom well through the centuries, but there
comes a time when Tudoor must do what is best for his people. So,
he is harmless, or at least we hope he is…but now we are confronted
with quite a predicament, I must say.”

“Well you can just use your magic powers and
find out where the wizard is, right?” I asked.

“No, I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. When it
comes to magical powers and instant transportation, I have no
control over foreseeing the results of a wizard.”

“Well what about your boss, Tudoor, can’t you
just ask him where Connor is?” Jason asked.

“Nope,” Mildew immediately answered. “That is
the beauty of magic and the power of being a wizard; you control
your own destiny and control your own powers. One wizard cannot
override the powers of another wizard.”

“But we’re not asking for his powers to be
overridden, just to find where he put himself. We’re just afraid he
may be lost and not be able to bring himself back to his own
house,” pleaded Jass.

“I fully understand your concern,” said
Mildew, “but there’s nothing at all I can do to help. Other than
helping you off the mountain, that is.”

“Wow, I can’t believe you can’t help us find
the wizard,” remarked Jass.

“Well I can help you during your adventure to
find him, but you’ll just have to consider this another challenge
to test your abilities. Sorry, but you’re on your own.”

Jass and I glanced at each other as we
shrugged our shoulders and accepted the fact that we would have to
find Connor on our own. This was really no different than any of
the other challenges Tudoor had placed before us, but this time a
lot depended on our own skills, which is what really scared us the
most.

We asked Mildew to get us to the bottom of
the mountain and we would take it from there. We both snickered as
we placed our hands on his furry back and instantly we were at the
bottom of the cliffs.

“Wow…I’ll never get over that instant
transfer thing,” laughed Jason as he turned to address Mildew and
thank him for the ride. But, as usual, Mildew had done his job and
he was gone from the scene.

“That cat sure doesn’t hang around very long,
does he Ryan?” Jason remarked.

“Nope, never has, never will. I’m not sure
whether he’s really busy, really lazy, or just unsociable…but he
sure does appear and disappear fast. Oh well, it’s probably for the
best. We have a lot of thinking and planning to do if we want to
find Connor as quickly as we can. Ya’ know a lot rides on how fast
we can get him back to his house because now the Flagoons are
without his fish food again.”

“You’re right,” Jason said in exasperation.
“If he doesn’t wave that magic wand of his and get the Flagoons
something to eat, then they’ll fly over and snatch another Pudgie
to eat.”

“Right,” I answered as we both sat down and
leaned against a large rock to plan our next move. “Rocks is
really a big park and there’s no telling where Connor could
be.”

“And suppose Connor keeps waving his wand and
transporting himself all over the place. We’ll never catch up with
him. This could turn out to be an impossible task.”

I picked up a twig and started bending and
breaking it as I thought of what our next move should be.

“Well we have to start someplace, and I think
we should start with the Blipies. That is where Connor was trying
to transport us, so maybe he just transported himself there. How
about let’s start there and work our way back to the Flutterbye
castle, okay?”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Jass answered as
he jumped to his feet and motioned for me to follow.

I jumped up and followed his lead as we
headed back towards the river in hopes of meeting up with the
Blipies and really hoping that they could lead us to the missing
wizard.
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“It’s my turn to go first across the river,”
Jason snapped as he jumped up on the rock and started his rocking
motion. I just snickered wondering when we started taking turns
with any of this; he always waited for me to go first with
everything.

Anyway, he jumped across both rocks to the
other side and I followed shortly behind him. We strolled back up
the path that we had taken to find the Wizard and enjoyed the
scenery much more this time since we weren’t quite as jittery as
before.

I looked back to catch Jass kicking his old
familiar stone along the pathway, with his glasses hanging out of
the corner of his mouth, as usual. As I glanced forward I thought I
caught something out of the corner of my eye jumping in the trees
above us. I stopped abruptly and looked up, only to have Jason run
into the back of me.

“Ooopps, sorry…what are you stopping for, and
what are you looking at?” he snapped as he looked around for his
missing rock.

“I thought I saw something above us jumping
from tree to tree, but I don’t see anything now. I wonder if it was
a Blipie.”

There was a nice breeze blowing off the river
as the sound of the raging water slowly quieted down as we again
approached the calmer section ahead, the real Deer Creek that we
both knew.

I started walking back down the path just
enjoying the breeze on this hot day and enjoying the sound of the
chirping birds rather than the roar of the river. Jason had located
his stone and again was kicking it in front of him as he laughed to
himself.

“What’s so funny?” I asked as I turned to
watch him.

“Oh nothing, I was just thinking about Connor
and wondering how in the world he manages all alone.”

As I looked back at him I again was
distracted by something above us that went from one tree to
another.

“There it is again,” I said as I pointed
toward the top of a group of tall oak trees off to our left.

We both walked directly beneath the trees and
stared straight up trying to see something in the tree that didn’t
belong there, but the tree branches and leaves were too thick.

“I can’t see anything, can you?” Jass asked
as we moved around for a different view.

Just then we both turned as something leaped
from the tree above us to another tree about ten feet away.

“There is goes,” I yelled as we both took off
running for the next group of trees.

“Did you see what it was?” Jass asked.

“No I just saw something red in color as it
jumped to these trees over here,” I answered as we continued to
look up to find the jumper.

We could see the branches rattling and leaves
falling as it was obvious something was hiding from us.

“Hello…hello, Mr. Blipie it’s us, Ryan and
Jason. Did the wizard tell you we were coming?” I yelled in the
direction of the treetops.

“I’ve had enough of this mystery,” I said as
I took a few steps back and began to bounce up and down getting
higher each time.

Jass got a big smile on his face as he
stepped back with me and moving around to the other side of the
trees began to mimic my jumping actions. With each leap we got
higher and higher until we were finally jumping almost as high as
the trees themselves.

“I just can’t seem to get a bead on what’s in
the trees,” Jass yelled as he bounced yet higher each time. “Can
you see anything over there?”

“No, not like this,” I yelled back as I
bounced off the ground yet again and this time when I reached the
top section of the tree I waved my arms in a downward motion which
caused me to stop my movement and pause in mid-air. I had
remembered doing this last year when we found the gold stones high
on the shelf and thought I’d try it again to see if I could float
in mid-air.

“Wow,” yelled Jason, “I forgot we could float
in the air like that.” He too motioned with his arms as we were
both then hovering on the outside of the treetops. “Can you see
anything now?”

I waved my arms a little as if I were
swimming in the water which moved me horizontally around the
treetop.

“There it is,” I yelled as I pointed straight
in towards the middle of the tree. “It looks like a small red
puppet or something clinging on to one of the branches. Hello Mr.
Blipie, it’s me Ryan.”

Jason tried moving around to my side to see
what I saw, but he was going up and down more than he was moving
from side to side.

“I can’t get there,” he said as he continued
to bob up and down as he slowly swung around to my side.

“Just hover and then move your arms and hands
like you’re swimming,” I said. “It’s moved a little bit and I can’t
quite see it as well.” I said as I moved my hands to move closer
inside the tree.

Just as I did that I noticed some movement
down on another branch and saw what looked like another puppet or
character hugging that branch.

“Look, there’s another one. Hello Blipie…can
we talk? Can you talk?”

Jass had moved around to my side and we were
both intently studying the branches of the trees trying desperately
to get a look at one of these Blipies, if in fact that’s what we
had found.

We motioned up and down and moved around the
tree on all sides but it just didn’t work, there was no way we were
going to catch a glimpse at these fellows, no less even talk to
them. We needed help.

“Okay Jass, let’s go back down to the ground
and try Plan B,” I said as I motioned with my arms and floated down
to the ground.

“So what’s Plan B?” Jass asked as he floated
down beside me and shrugged his shoulders in question.

“Well it’s obvious to me that if those things
in the trees are the Blipies then the wizard wasn’t able to contact
them to let them know we wanted to talk and the wizard’s probably
not here. So…Plan B is our old standby plan…”

“I know, I know,” Jass yelled, “Plan B is
Mildew.”

“Yep, you’re exactly right,” I said as we
both sat down against the side of one of the huge trees. “Mildew,
old pal, we sure could use your help again.”

And within seconds, who should come
meandering through the dead leaves on the ground but our trusted
friend Mildew.

“Hello, hello my curious companions, I must
say I was rather impressed with the two of you hovering in the air
beside the treetops there. Very well done if I must say so myself,”
said Mildew as he sat down in front of us.

“Well thank you feline friend, we appreciate
your positive comments. Yes we are getting rather good at this
secret powers stuff if I do say so myself. But I’m surprised you
even saw us,” I said as I patted him on the head.

“You must remember that I see it all, even if
I’m not within sight. Remember, I’m just an extension of the Grand
Master Tudoor who sees and knows all.”

“Aahh yes…well hopefully the Grand Master is
in better shape than the Wizard Connor is,” laughed Jason and he
too reached over to pet Mildew.

“Now, now, Master Jason, let’s not make fun
of our elders,” said Mildew as he rubbed his side against Jason’s
hand. “The Wizard Connor is a trusted old friend of Grand Master
Tudoor and has been faithful to him for centuries past. Granted, he
is at a stage where he’s stumbling a little bit through his daily
life, but none the less he performs the duties that the Grand
Master expects of him.”

“Oh I know,” answered Jason in an apologetic
voice. “I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful or anything. It’s just
that the wizard has become so absentminded nowadays that he sure
needs a lot of help just to find his way sometimes.”

“And the Grand Master is quite aware of that
and keeps a very close eye on Wizard Connor and the duties he
performs even though he is in a predicament now and nowhere to be
found. So…how can I help you today?”

“We’d like to find a way to talk to the
Blipies and find out a little bit about them,” I said as I leaned
back against the tree. “Connor was going to talk to them and tell
them about us, but apparently couldn’t remember how to do it or
even how to get us here, so we thought maybe you could help
us.”

“And what is the purpose of this?” Mildew
asked.

“There’s nothing wrong or no mysteries to
solve, it’s just that the Grand Master asked us to become totally
familiar with his kingdom and we feel since the Blipies are part of
that kingdom, we’d like to meet them. And besides, they may know
something about the missing wizard. Maybe he stopped by here on his
way to wherever he is now.”

“Very well…I will make that happen for you.
Wait right here.”

With that, Mildew scurried off to our left
and up one of the large tree trunks. We lost sight of him up in the
branches high above us.

It seemed like the longest time but
eventually Mildew came sliding down the tree trunk and sat down in
front of us.

“Thought maybe you got lost Mildew,” Jass
commented with a smile on his face.

“Now, now,” answered Mildew, “patience is a
lesson we all need to practice. All good deeds come with a price
tag and we must always have patience especially when waiting for
the results of a favor asked.”

“So what’s the verdict?” I asked.

“The verdict is no, they do not feel it
necessary at this time to converse with you. They see no benefit to
the outcome of simply talking and getting to know one another.”

“You’re kidding, right?” said Jason as he
laughed at Mildew’s response.

“No you’re serious aren’t you Mildew?” I
said.

“Yes I’m very serious. The Blipies do not
want to talk to you or anyone else. They have a job to do and see
no reason to alter their daily duties by stopping to talk with you
two and besides, they say they know nothing about the Wizard Connor
and have not seen him in years. With that said, I’m off, it’s my
naptime shortly.”

We both just looked at each other and
shrugged our shoulders in disbelief as we got to our feet and
started back down the trail.

“Oh well, we tried,” I said as I led the way
back towards the mountain. “I guess maybe we’ll talk to them at
some other point in time. Who knows?”

I found myself continuously looking up and
over my shoulder at the treetops above every few minutes. I
pictured all of these little creatures jumping from treetop to
treetop and following us from above. I never really saw or heard
any more from them, but I just knew they were there, and knew they
were following us to make sure we brought no harm to the forest
around us, after all that is their job.
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The King and Queen Seat

 


We headed back up to the Flutterbye community
just in time to catch Princess Brooke looking out over the fields.
The Pudgies were hard at work scurrying back and forth as they
harvested their crops in reward for yet another great dinner of
goldfish and bright moist green moss.

Hearing us coming up the trail, she walked
over to us with a concerned yet hopeful look on her face.

“Any luck seeing the Wizard?” she asked.

“Well Princess, we not only saw Wizard Connor
but we uncovered the problem and kind of cleared it up,” I said as
Jason and I looked at each other with a concerned half-smile.

“What do you mean, you kind of cleared it
up?” she asked.

Jass and I hated to tell her what happened,
but knew we had to be honest with her.

“We found the Wizard and solved the problem
with the Flagoons. They have been feasting on your Pudgies because
their usual food source, provided by the wizard had disappeared.
But we solved that problem and the wizard is again providing them
with the food they need. So your Pudgies are no longer in
danger.”

“Well that sounds wonderful,” exclaimed the
princess with a smile on her face. “But is there more?”

“I’m afraid so,” Jass said as he told her
about the missing wizard.

“Oh my,” she replied as a concerned look
again came to her face. “What do we do now? I’m sure in a day or
two the Flagoons will again become hungry and head back over here
to feast on my dear, dear Pudgies. Do you have any ideas where the
Wizard might be?”

“No Princess, I’m sorry but we don’t,” I
answered. “If I may ask…do you know of anyone who might help us in
our search for the Wizard? I mean, who would you trust to have the
most knowledge about Rocks?”

The princess thought for a moment before she
answered.

“I would have to say that the most
knowledgeable one that I know, besides the Grand Tudoor and his
little sidekick Mildew, would have to be either Fe-Fi or One. Both
of them have an immense knowledge of this Park and what goes on
inside of it. I’d start off by asking one of them.”

“Thanks, Princess Brooke, that’s what we’ll
do,” I said as we both waved goodbye and headed off towards the
bridge.

We had about half a day left before we had to
head home, so we knew we’d have to hustle to get to the caves where
our Cuddlewinkie friends lived.

We had hardly crossed the bridge and left the
Flutterbye kingdom when we looked in the distance and could see a
couple of Cuddlewinkies heading straight for us with Fe-Fi in the
lead.

“Hey Fe-Fi,” Jass yelled as he waved both his
arms over his head to attract their attention.

They spotted us immediately as three of the
tiny teddy-bear creatures sprung out of the group and came running
towards us. They waved their little arms in the air just as Jason
had, as they giggled with every tiny step.

They ran straight at us and didn’t slow down,
as if they were going to run straight through us. Wrapping their
arms around our legs, they just about knocked both of us over as
they giggled and hugged us.

“Hi there little guys,” Jass said as he
laughed while trying not to fall to the ground.

“Hello there,” said Fe-Fi as he approached us
seconds later. “We were just out walking around the kingdom when we
spotted you both coming across the bridge. Were you visiting with
the Flutterbye community?”

“Yes we were,” I answered. “We promised to
visit them and help solve a big problem they have been having.”

“Were you successful?” he asked.

Jass and I glanced at each other shrugging
our shoulders.

“Yes,” I answered, “we were kind of
successful. Do you know of the Wizard Connor?”

“Of course I do. He was once our trusted
leader and second in command to the Grand Wizard, although I’m sure
Lord Winkle would disagree with that. But the Grand Master moved
the Wizard Connor across the river to lead another kingdom a few
decades ago because of his, shall we say, dwindling memory. The
Wizard is a gentle, kind, old man, but very set in his ways and a
hard man to change, so it was best for him in the long run. I
haven’t seen him for years and years, how is he?”

We both laughed at his perfect description of
the wizard.

We told him of our adventure with the wizard
and what had ultimately happened.

“Oh my,” he gasped. “I wonder where the old
man sent himself to. That could be a real problem, not only for
him, but for the Flutterbyes again.”

“Well Princess Brooke suggested we talk to
you to see if maybe you had any ideas for us that would help in our
search for him. We’ve already consulted with Mildew and he either
doesn’t know, or the Grand Wizard is sending us on yet another
challenge to test our skills.”

“There are many places to hide in Rocks
State Park and a lot of ground to cover if you’re looking for
something. If Mildew can’t or won’t help you, then my next
suggestion would be the Blipies who live in all the woods. They are
the eyes and ears of the park and report everything to the Wizard
so no harm comes to our communities.”

“Well, I left that part out,” I said. “We
tried to meet with the Blipies and persuaded Mildew to talk to them
for us, but they wouldn’t have anything to do with us. They saw no
need for it. Can you talk to them for us?”

Fe-Fi laughed at our suggestion.

“No boys, I can’t talk to them. I have no
control over them; they listen only to their authoritative figures,
which are the Wizard Connor and the Grand Master, that’s it.”

“Great,” said Jass as he shrugged his
shoulders and got a defeated look on his face, “without Mildew
helping us or the Blipies not talking to us, we have no clue
whatsoever as to how to try and find the wizard.”

“Now wait just a minute,” Fe-Fi interrupted,
“I said the Blipies were my next suggestion, not my last
suggestion. If I were looking for someone or something in Rocks
State Park and I knew nothing about the place, I’d head up to
the Rock Ridge area and give the King and Queens seat a try. That’s
what I’d do.”

“So what is this King and Queen seat?” I
asked.

“This park is about 855 acres in size and
historically the Susquehannock Indians roamed this land. The seat
is a rock formation that soars about 190 feet above Deer Creek and
was once a ceremonial gathering place for these Indians. Now the
Indians have long ago left, but legend has it that the two seats
have magical powers to those that sit in them. If I remember
correctly, two people are to sit in the seats together, hold hands
with their fingers interlocking, and concentrate on their wish.
After concentrating real hard, and thinking of nothing else, if
they stare together into the water of the Deer Creek below them,
they will see a vision of their wish. I think that’s how it
goes...if it doesn’t work you can always ask Mildew what the
sequence of events is, I’m sure he knows.”

We both figured that was our next best idea
to try, so we bid goodbye to our Cuddlewinkie friends and scurried
off to the Rock Ridge part of the park to give the seats a try. We
knew we’d only have time enough to try the wish sequence once today
since it was getting late and we both had to be home for dinner. If
it’s one thing our mom’s hate, it’s either one of us being late to
the dinner table.

We figured the fastest way to get there was
on our bikes so we headed back out to where we started the day,
uncovered our bikes, and rode off heading north following Deer
Creek.

The ride was long and tough because it was
all uphill, which explained why the King and Queen formation was so
high on the cliffs. About three-fourths of the way we were so out
of breath we both got off our bikes and started walking beside
them.

“This is really a tough hill.” Jass said as
he took deep breaths in and out.

“Sure is,” I said, “I guess that’s why you
can see so much of the park from up here. Keep pushing, it
shouldn’t be too much further.”

We both finally reached the top of the trail
and just collapsed in the shade of giant oak tree.

“Well I’ll say one thing for sure,” I said as
I struggled saying the words, “It sure will be a great ride down
the trail. We’ll get to the bottom in no time.”

The trail then led us up to a large covered
pavilion full of picnic tables with a huge stone fireplace on one
end. A sign on the other side pointed down another trail to our
destination.

We slowly moved through the woods as the
trail led us to a huge rock formation with a view of the park that
was unbelievable. It was almost as good as the view from Connor’s
back porch overlooking the whole park, but not quite as
breathtaking.

We knew we didn’t have much time left in the
day so we immediately laid our bikes down and climbed up on the
rocks.

I climbed up first, of course, and moved over
to the right hand seat while Jason followed and sat in the seat
next to me. Our small bodies looked liked midgets in these gigantic
seats as we looked at each other and laughed.

“Well, let’s give this a try.” I said as I
reached for his hand.

“I sure hope no one can see us up here
together,” Jass said with a serious look on his face as he looked
around to make sure we were alone.

We grasped each other’s hand, intertwining
our fingers as instructed by Fe-Fi.

“Okay let’s do this.” I said as I turned and
looked straight out over the trees. “Now concentrate on the wizard
and think about nothing but him. Think about finding him.”

So we began our concentration process to find
Connor squeezing our hands tightly we both looked out over the
valley, thinking only of Connor. After only a few seconds, Jason
interrupted the silence.

“I really can’t seem to think about anything
except dinner at home tonight.”

“I know. I’m having a hard time too. Why
don’t we just call it a day and head up here first thing in the
morning when we’re rested and not hungry.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” said Jass as he
let go of my hand and jumped down off the rocks heading over to his
bike.

We both had put in a full day and knew it
would be better starting off first thing in the morning with this
new adventure. We both agreed that Connor would have to wait
another day to be rescued but we were sure that his wizardry powers
would keep him safe.

We jumped on our bikes and headed past the
pavilion, and down the trail at about a hundred miles an hour. It
was a cooling trip that had us both laughing the whole way
home.
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X Marks the Spot

 


After an uneventful night at home, which
unfortunately is always the case, Jass and I met bright and early
and headed back up to Rocks. As we talked most of the way,
we had a great deal of confidence that today would be the day we
located our missing wizard and brought him back home to his flock
of birds.

After stopping in the Cave of Secret Passages
to put the necklace on, we started our journey up the creek. It
didn’t take us as long to reach the top of Rock Ridge as it had
yesterday since our stomachs were full and we had a great nights
rest.

“Okay,” I said to Jass, “let’s really
concentrate and do this right the very first time. Just think about
the wizard and taking him back home to his birds.”

We climbed back into the seats as we had
yesterday and held out my hand towards him. Jass still hesitated as
he looked around to make sure no one was watching us hold
hands.

“What is the matter with you?” I asked as I
held out my hand.

“This just feels goofy, holding hands with my
best friend.” Jass answered as he finally was satisfied we were
alone and moved his hand over to mine.

We were finally in the position that we were
when we left yesterday.

“Okay Jass, here goes…just concentrate with
all your might. Use all the special powers that Tudoor gave us and
think, think, think.”

We both sat silently as we strained with all
our might to think of nothing except Connor and where he might be.
It seemed like we sat there for ten minutes just looking down over
the creek hoping that something would appear.

Suddenly my feet started to tingle ever so
slightly and I kind of wiggled them thinking they were just falling
asleep from sitting so long but then I noticed Jass doing the same
thing as we kind of quickly glanced at each other than back
straight ahead.

The tingling went up my ankles, my legs, and
finally into my hand that was holding Jass’s hand. Both of our
hands quivered as I sensed that he too felt the same sensation.

As we looked down at the creek we suddenly
noticed the water starting to churn up as if a whirlpool was
forming. It circled silently in a clockwise motion as it got bigger
and bigger until it was almost touching the edges of the banks. Our
eyes bulged with anticipation as we strained to see if we could see
anything besides the churning circling water.

Suddenly an image began to appear. We
couldn’t take our eyes off the water as it became clearer and
clearer that the image was that of a cave entrance. I couldn’t help
but think how familiar it looked to me but still watched intently
as the vision began to take us down into the entrance of the cave.
After only a few seconds there was an image of three tunnel
entrances and then it was gone. The whirlpool ceased as the creek
water again continued its never-ending journey downstream.

We both immediately looked at each other as
our hands dropped apart.

“It’s the Dead-end Cave.” Jass yelled as he
stood up on the seat. “That image was the Dead-end Cave where we
saw three openings last year.”

“I know Jass…remember we tried the right and
left side and they just circled and went nowhere and the center
opening was the one covered with the giant spider web. That’s where
we retrieved the vile of gold liquid that allowed us to return this
year.”

“Does this mean that Connor is in the
Dead-end cave?”

“Well I would say yes,” I answered, “that’s
where we have to start our search.”

We were both filled with anticipation jumping
down off the rocks, grabbing our bikes, and beginning our trip back
to the Cave of Secret Passages where we started the day. We hardly
talked at all as we sped silently down the mountain path and
followed the creek to our cutoff path, making a quick turn we were
inside the dark cool woods as we pulled our bikes up to the
entrance and slid them under the brush as we had every day.

We still hardly said a word as we got inside,
paused momentarily for our eyes to adjust, and grabbed a lantern.
Jass turned it on as we headed straight down the tunnel for the
Grand Chamber of Echoes.

“Hello is anyone in here?” I yelled as we
plopped the lantern down on a large rock and looked around.

“Looks like we’re here alone today,” Jass
remarked. “I guess everyone is in their territories.”

“Well, if my memory is right, it’s the last
tunnel down,” I said as I gave a mighty leap from the floor to the
ledge above us.

Jass got an instant smile on his face as he
was reminded of the powers we possess, but of course he couldn’t
just jump up to the ledge the way I did, he had to jump from large
boulder to large boulder to finally reach my destination.

“Are you having fun yet?” I asked while
looking at his smiling face.

“I always have fun.”

“I know. Now put your glasses on and let’s
see if we can solve this mystery.”

Jason took his glasses out of the corner of
his smiling mouth and put them on his head. The smile never left
his face as he started down the pathway following his buddy.

We passed the other tunnel entrances that
were now bright with life as we knew they led to the Cuddlewinkie
kingdom. The Dead-end cave was the opposite with its cold dark
black entrance devoid of all signs of life.

“Hopefully nothing’s changed since we were
here last,” I said as I approached the entrance. “Let’s just go in
and follow the path to the three openings.”

We slowly walked into the tunnel and down the
corridor that led to the triple caves. Jason had his hand on my
shoulder as he followed and kept in stride with my every move.

As we arrived at the end of the tunnel we
could see the three cave entrances coming into view. Our eyes
immediately focused on the center entrance that was still covered
with a huge web.

Suddenly we both stopped in our tracks as we
stood in front of all three openings. The web now was guarded by a
huge hairy spider about as big around as a basketball.

“Do you see that?” Jass asked as his hand
never left my shoulder from his position behind me.

“I sure do. Maybe it’s a friendly spider and
it’s just guarding the entrance waiting for us to get here,” I said
with some hesitation. “First let’s see if it’s alive and let’s see
if the web is still passable.”

I picked up a small rock and slowly tossed it
underhand at the giant web. It hit the web ever so gently and stuck
right where it landed. The spider immediately scurried down to the
rock and examined it with two of its eight legs. It then made a
hissing sound as it plucked the rock off of its web and tossed it
back out into the floor of the cave. It almost seemed as if it
looked directly at us as it watched the rock hit the floor then
scurried back up the web to its previous position.

“Well that answers both of those questions,”
Jass remarked. “The spiders alive, the web is real, and it looks
real mad at us for throwing it into his web.”

“Okay, okay…now we have to figure out a
second plan of attack,” I said as I took a step back to survey the
situation. “Let’s make sure the other two tunnels are dead ends
like they were last year. You go in the left one and I’ll go check
out the right one.”

“Are you kidding me?” Jass snapped back. “And
leave that spider to pounce on one of us while the other one isn’t
looking, there is no way I’m going to be lunch to any spider
today.”

“All right, you watch the spider while I
check out the two tunnels. I’ll be right back.”

Jass leaned back against the wall as he
watched me move over to the right-hand tunnel entrance and
disappear for a second before coming back out. I did the same with
the left-hand tunnel before joining Jass by the back wall. We sat
down to figure out our next plan of attack.

“I’m stumped,” I said as I glared at the
three tunnel entrances. “Two dead-end tunnels and one covered and
guarded by a spider web. Now how are we supposed to proceed with
those circumstances?”

We sat there just staring at the spider as we
both pulled out a candy bar snack and nibbled away.

Just as we finished our snack we heard a
small noise that seemed to come from the middle cave.

“Did you hear that?” Jass asked.

“Yeah!”

We stared intently at the spider and its web
as we again heard a small noise in the darkness. Then, appearing on
the other side of the web was a familiar sight, our friend
Mildew.

“Mildew old friend, are we glad to see you.
What brings you up here today?” I asked.

“You two bring me up here, of course,” the
cat replied as it sat on the other side of the web and licked its
paws. “It seems both of you are again stumped as to what to do here
today so my Master has sent me with a message for you.”

“Great,” said Jass, “we can use all the help
we can get.”

“Well, that may be true, but that is not the
purpose of these exercises. You are supposed to figure these
situations out for yourself. Apparently you both have magic powers
in your body but certainly not in your heads. Anyway…the message
is…share and you will be rewarded. Goodbye.”

As usual Mildew turned and was gone before we
could even get a response out of our mouths. I knew there wasn’t
any use in calling him or asking for an explanation because as in
the past, we get a clue and then have to figure it out for
ourselves.

“Okay…share and you will be rewarded.” I
pondered the clue. “What can we possibly share and with who. I mean
there’s no one up here but us and the hairy spider. We’ve searched
the whole tunnel system.”

“Wait,” said Jass. “Maybe we have to share
something with the spider and it’ll let us through the web. But we
don’t have anything to share. Maybe we have to find some food for
it.”

“I bet you’re right, let’s search
around.”

We looked all around the cave and even went
back up the tunnel to the ledge to see if there were any bugs or
dead things we could feed to the spider. But nothing!

We dejectedly sat back down and stared at the
spider.

“So…Mr. Spider, what would you like us to
share with you?” I asked.

We sat in silence for a few minutes before I
looked down at the candy bar wrappers we had tossed on the floor
from our snack.

“Hey, maybe it would like a candy bar,” I
said.

“I thought spiders just ate dead flies and
bugs and that kind of stuff.”

“Well, maybe this spider is different.”

I reached for the backpack and pulled out
another candy bar quickly unwrapping it.

“Here goes,” I said as I got to my knees and
tossed it towards the web.

It stuck in the webbing just as the stone I
threw had.

Immediately the spider scurried down the web
as it had done before, but this time it grabbed the candy bar with
its legs and carried it back up to where it had been
positioned.

We watched intently as it seemed to be
nibbling at the chocolate bar ever so cautiously.

Within a moment of verifying that we had
indeed thrown it food and not another rock, it seemed to tie the
candy bar to the webbing and move up the web towards the ceiling.
It jumped off the web onto the ceiling above and scurried out a
foot or so then delicately began to dangle down from a new piece of
web that it was making. We watched intently as the spider worked
feverishly spinning and spinning silk strands as it moved across
the top of the cave.

“Hey, it’s spelling out words,” Jass said as
he stared up. “There’s an X followed by m-a-r-k-s-t-h-e-s-p-o-t
another x and a 2.”

“You’re right.”

Before long the spider had worked his way
across the top of the ceiling, stopped, and scurried back over to
the top of its web and back to the candy bar.

“X marks the spot x 2,” I said. “It spelled
out X marks the spot times 2.”
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We Find the Wizard, but...

 


After searching the cavern for what seemed
like an hour, we couldn’t find anything that even resembled an X;
nothing on the walls, nothing on the floor, nothing on the
ceiling…we were getting real frustrated. We couldn’t find one X let
alone 2 X’s.

Our fear of the spider had dissipated as we
walked around not even paying much attention to it anymore. I
decided to walk back through the right-hand circle since we had
examined every inch of the main cavern room which is when I spotted
it…on the inside center wall of the circular cave was an X
inscribed in the rock.

“Jass, come here, I think I found it!”

Jass came running as I pointed to the
inscription in the side of the wall.

“I never noticed it before because I was just
looking at the outside walls for an opening. This must be the X
that the spider meant. This must mark the spot.”

“But what does that mean. So the wall has an
X on it…what do we do now, rub it or something? And where’s the
other X?”

“I don’t know but put your backpack on so
we’re all ready in case we get transported somewhere.”

Jass scooted over, grabbed his backpack, and
slid back behind me as we intently stared at the X inscribed in the
stone wall. We looked all over to see if we could spot another X
but didn’t see any sign of it.

“Maybe the other X is in the left-hand
tunnel,” Jass suggested.

“I bet you’re right,” I answered as we turned
and went to the left-hand opening to see.

But to our surprise there was nothing on the
walls at all. No X to be found anywhere in the left side.

“I don’t see anything here Jass, let’s go
back to the other side and see if we can figure out what to
do.”

We hurried back to the other side and again
stood there in front of the single X trying to find a second X or
figure out a way to make something happen.

“There is definitely not a second X anywhere
on this wall, floor, ceiling, or anywhere,” Jass said as I could
hear the frustration in his voice.

“Okay, let’s just calm down and use our heads
and figure this out,” I said as I sat down on the cold cave floor
facing the single X. Jass of course did the same, right behind me
with his hand still on my shoulder as he reached up and took his
glasses off and put them back in the corner of his mouth.

“Maybe it doesn’t mean two X’s…maybe it means
twice,” I said as I tried to think of every possible conclusion to
the message. “Maybe we have to do something twice, like hit it
twice or rub it twice. Let’s try.”

We got back up and both stood firm as I hit
the X twice with my hand, but nothing. I patted the x twice with my
fingers, but nothing. I rubbed the X twice with one hand, the other
hand, then both hands, but nothing.

“Wow, this is tricky,” I said as I reached up
to scratch my head and almost knocked Jason’s glasses out of his
mouth, he was that close to me.

“Sorry,” I said as I looked back at him.

“That’s okay…but I’ve got an idea,” Jass
suggested. “Maybe the times 2 means we both have to do something
together.”

“Hey, we haven’t tried that. Good idea. Let’s
stand back-to-back and both touch the X at the same time.”

“Why not, we’ve tried everything else,” Jass
agreed as he positioned himself with his back against mine.

We both looked over facing the wall as we
stretched our opposite arms out towards the X.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Ready,” answered Jass as we both
simultaneously touched the X.

With that we quickly pulled our hands back to
our sides as we felt and heard a rumbling beneath us. Faster than
we could process what was happening, the floor beneath us opened up
and we both went plummeting straight down.

“Oh my God what is happening here,” Jass
yelled as we tried to grab each other but couldn’t since we had
been back-to-back. Our arms flailed and swung wildly as we went
straight down through the darkness faster and faster.

“Jass…start waving your arms and see if we
can use our powers to slow ourselves down,” I yelled.

Remarkably within seconds we both slowed to a
gentle speed just as we exited a giant hole and into a large
cavern. We slowly descended to the floor and quickly spun around to
face each other and catch our breath as our eyes darted in every
direction to see where we were.

“Wow, that was a quick trip straight down,”
Jass panted as he slowly caught his breath.

“Sure was,” I said. “I wonder how deep we are
in the mountain and what this place is.”

“It looks a little like the Grand Chamber of
Echoes. I mean look how big it is.”

We looked around the huge room and it was
very similar to our Grand Chamber room except instead of there
being cave entrances up high on the ledges there were two cave
entrances right across from where we landed; both were just dark
holes in the wall, not very inviting at all.

“Wizard Connor, can you hear us?” shouted
Jass as he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Are you anywhere in
here Your Highness?”

There was no immediate answer to his call so
the obvious thing for us to do was to light a lantern and
investigate where we were.

The lantern lit up the entire cavern
revealing even more the similarities of this underground cavern and
our old familiar Chamber. Jass took a giant leap and landed
straight up on a large bolder the size of a small house.

“Look at the size of this rock will you,” he
said as he opened both of his arms to the enormous size of the
place. “Hello, hello, can anyone hear me?”

A second later the echo of his voice came
back at us ‘Hello, hello, can anyone hear me’.

We both laughed as he jumped back down and
started walking towards the two dark openings, but as we walked we
got this strange eerie feeling like someone or something was
watching us.

“There’s something creepy about this place,”
I said as I stopped and held the lantern high to look around.

“Yeah you’re right, the walls and ceiling are
a lot blacker than the Grand Chamber that has yellowish color
walls. Ya’ know, this place is a little creepy to me too,” Jass
said as he looked all around us. “It almost seems like the walls
and ceilings are moving.”

“I kind of get that feeling too. It’s not
real dark in here but grab our lantern out of your backpack and
let’s shed a little more light on this place.”

It only took a minute of us both staring at
the dark walls to realize what the lantern was showing us.

“Oh my God I can’t believe this,” Jass yelled
as he held the lantern up in front of us. “The walls and ceilings
are moving, they’re covered completely with spiders.”

Everywhere we looked there were spiders
clinging to the sides of the huge cavern. There were so many of
them it made all the walls seem black to us, but as they continued
to move we could see the yellow-colored rock underneath them.

“I have never seen this many spiders in one
place in my entire life, “I said as I continued to look around in
amazement. “They don’t seem to be afraid of us or attacking in any
way, so I guess we’re safe.”

“You might feel safe, but there is no way I
feel safe surrounded by millions of creepy spiders,” Jass said as
he cuddled in closer to me.

“I wonder if we can communicate with them,” I
said as I glanced around the cavern. “Hello spiders, can any of you
talk?”

There was silence for a minute and then we
were terrified by a deep echoing voice that filled the cavern with
an almost thundering sound.

“And hello to you Masters Ryan and Jason.
Welcome to my kingdom.”

We both spun around in the direction of the
voice which seemed to be coming from a large opening at the far
side of the cavern. Neither one of us said a word as we huddled
together just waiting to see what was greeting us.

Within a few seconds we heard the shuffling
of feet and suddenly appearing out of the cavern hole was a giant,
and I mean giant spider. Its legs, all eight of them, shuffled
along kicking up dust from the cave floor as it finally came fully
into view.

“I said hello there young gentleman…don’t the
two of you speak?”

We both shivered in fear at the sight of this
giant hairy thing that was speaking to us. The fear of the
thousands or millions of spiders on the cave walls was enough to
send shivers down our spine, but now we were faced with a spider
the size of a horse.

“Hello Mr. Spider,” I answered with a raspy
faint voice.

“Speak up there young man, I can hardly hear
you. Do not be afraid of me, I will not harm you. I know you have
probably never seen a spider the size of me, but I am not here to
harm you in any way. Think of me as just a gentle giant.”

“You sure are a giant spider…and I sure do
hope a friendly gentle one,” said Jass as he pushed his glasses up
closer to his eyes.

The spider was huge. It had eight legs of
course, with tiny red shoes on each foot. It was brown in color
with faint red dots all over its body, and hair protruding from
everywhere. I think that’s what made it so scary looking, was all
the hair, kind of like a tarantula.

“Are you a tarantula spider?” I asked.

“Yes I am. My name is Spinner and I am the
leader of this kingdom that you have so gracefully dropped in to.
The mass of spiders you see on the walls are the spiders of my
kingdom and there are many more throughout this cave and the
surrounding woods of the park.”

“You’re in charge of all the spiders in
Rocks State Park?” Jass asked.

“Yes sir I am. There are thousands of my
spiders throughout the woods and our purpose is to control the bug
population within the Rocks Park. We weave our beautiful webs
catching as many bugs as we can, otherwise the whole park would be
inundated with bugs everywhere. Without the fantastic job that we
do, the visitors to the Park would be overcome with mosquitoes,
flies, and all kinds of irritating bugs. So don’t you appreciate us
now?”

“We sure do Spinner and I’m sorry we were so
shy with you, but you must admit, you are a sight we have never
seen before,” I responded as Jass and I finally separated and
relaxed a little bit. “I’ve seen tarantula spiders before in the
pet shops but never one as big as you…and I’ve definitely never
seen one with shoes on its feet.”

“Ah yes, my shoes. Well, as you can imagine I
never leave my shelter here within the mountain,” Spinner said as
he chuckled with the thought of it. “I can see all the people in
the Park running wildly as I strolled down by the creek. No, no, I
always stay in my caverns and simply leave the above ground
visiting to my herd. But, living within the confines of the cavern
with all its hard rock and dirt has been hard on my legs throughout
the years, so I found me eight shoes to wear. Now my feet are
comfortable…even though it’s probably silly looking, a spider with
shoes on.” He chuckled again.

“How do you know our names?” I asked.

“I know you because of Tudoor, the Grand
Master. I’m sure he has made everyone in the mountains know of your
existence and that possibly you would be visiting our kingdom for
some purpose. I am so glad to see you on this day for we do have a
gigantic problem that we just do not know how to rectify. Can you
help us?”

“Absolutely,” I answered as I moved just a
little bit closer to him. “If we help you today, maybe you can
assist us also.”

“Well I assure you that I and my eight-legged
friends will do anything that may help you in your endeavors. What
exactly do you need help with today?”

“Well,” Jass said as he slowly walked over
beside me with a much more relaxed look on his face, “we are here
today looking for a friend of ours. You may know him, he is Connor
the Wizard.”

The words had no sooner left Jass’s lips when
Spinner began to chuckle wildly in his low-bassy voice.

“What’s so funny,” Jass asked.

“I’m sorry to laugh so abruptly at what you
said, but it seems you are here for the same purpose as us needing
you…the Wizard Connor.”
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Kasey

 


“The problem that we are confronted with,”
said Spinner as he led us over to the cavern wall with the two cave
openings, “is that our fatso friend the Wizard Connor is stuck in a
hole in the wall. It seems Mr. Wizard suddenly decided to visit our
kingdom a few days ago and when he plopped in, he landed butt-first
right in our main entrance-exit hole. This is usually the way my
herd of friends exit and enter the cave, but we have been unable to
use our entrance due to the fat man plugging the hole. My friends
have massed together and tried desperately to free the wizard but
they are so small and he is so big. I myself cannot fit down the
tunnel to get to him, thereby making my size and power useless in
this situation. And as far as helping himself…well you will see he
has not budged an inch, even with all his so-called magical
wizardry.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about the Wizard
Connor that way,” said Jass as he pleaded his case. “He is an old
man who has served his kingdom nobly through the years and it is
just not right to belittle him with false labels and insulting
criticisms.”

“I am sorry if I offended you but I just say
it like it is, he is a hopeless old man who is overweight and has
caused us nothing but grief the past few days,” answered
Spinner.

“Which tunnel is the wizard in?” I asked as
Jass held up the lantern to focus on the two openings.

“He is down the left tunnel but I am not so
sure you will be able to get to him due to the smallness of the
tunnel opening as you get closer to him. It becomes a very small
hole which is perfect for all my eight-legged friends to use, but
no so perfect for the two of you and the wizard.”

“Well we’ll just have to investigate to see
what we can come up with Spinner,” I answered back.

“Okay, I’m ready to explore these cave
openings,” Jass said with a determined sound to his voice.

“Sounds good to me,” I answered back to him,
“just grab the lantern and lead the way.”

I was curious to see if his bravery had
surfaced for some strange reason, but was brought back to reality
as he stopped short of the cave entrance and swung his arms inward
for me to lead the way.

“Well, you’re just so good as our leader, I
don’t want to take your job away from you,” Jass said as he moved
his glasses from his mouth to his head. “I’m ready, oh great
leader, so let’s find the wizard.”

I smiled and laughed to myself as I shook my
head and grabbed the lantern from him. We waved goodbye to Spinner
and headed into the left-hand opening as our next exploration was
under way.

The tunnel seemed much darker to me than
tunnels usually were but as I fanned the light from side to side I
didn’t see anything unusual. It was certainly tall and wide enough
for both of us to walk down and seemed strikingly similar to many
of the cave tunnels we had traveled down before.

We were only about a minute into the cave
when we started feeling a cool breeze hitting us in the face that
got noticeably stronger and stronger as we moved inward.

“I don’t know where that wind is coming from
but it sure feels good. It’s kind of hot in this creepy tunnel,” I
said as I held the lantern up in front of me to cast light even
further down the shaft.

Jass didn’t say a word as he stopped every
few seconds and seemed to cuddle closer and closer to me with every
step.

We were about three minutes into the tunnel
by now and the cool wind was getting even stronger as it was now
joined by the sound of the moving air. Within the next few steps
the sound got even louder as the sides of the tunnel steadily
closed in on us moving us closer and closer together. We were both
huddled down, bent over to our knees as we eventually were forced
down on all fours. Crawling became difficult as I tried pulling
myself with one hand and holding the lantern with the other. Jass
was forced to move his hand from my shoulder, which he could no
longer reach, to my ankle as we moved slowly closer to the sound of
the wind. It wasn’t a deafening sound that we had to shout over,
but just loud enough that we knew the air was moving fast around
us. I could see what looked to be a brightened area straight ahead
as the top of the cave dropped us down even more so that we were
both on our stomachs. We turned slightly around a bend in the
tunnel as I struggled to hold the lantern.

“Looks like there’s something coming up
Jass,” I said as I held the light even further out in front of me
to extend its brightness.

“Maybe that’s where this air is coming from,”
Jass answered back, “must be an opening or something ahead.”

The lighted area got even brighter as we were
approaching it and I gently stopped in my tracks as our lantern
revealed what was ahead. Running crossways was another tunnel and
the wind was just whipping down this tunnel at what seemed to be a
thunderous pace. I cautiously moved forward.

“Jass, there’s a cross tunnel ahead and the
wind is moving through it at about a hundred miles an hour,” I said
as I held the light up in front of me. “It’s like a gale force
wind...there’s no way we can get across to the other side without
blowing away.”

I stuck my hand straight out into the wind
and it immediately blew my hand back with enormous force.

“Wow, that’s strong,” said Jass as he
maneuvered to one side to see what I was talking about. “Can you
see across to the other side of our tunnel?”

I shimmied back a little and held the lantern
up. The light danced across the windy tunnel and lit up our
continuing tunnel for a couple of feet.

“Yeah I can see across to the other side but
I don’t see anything over there except more tunnel.”

“Well, what do we do now?” Jass asked.

“Hello, is anyone out there?” I shouted
towards the wind.

“Did you hear something Jass?”

“Yes, I heard something real faint in the
distance.”

“Hello, can you hear us?” I shouted again,
even louder.

“Yes I can hear you. Help me, help me
please!”

Jass and I looked at each other and
immediately recognized the voice in the distance, it was the
wizard.

“Wizard Connor, Your Highness, is that
you?”

“Uh yes, I am Connor the Wizard of Rocks and
Keeper of the Birds. I need help, I’m stuck in a deep hole and I
can’t move.”

“We’ll be there Your Highness. It’s Ryan and
Jason, we’ll be there shortly, just hang on, okay?”

“Well I can’t go anywhere!” he shouted
back.

I held the light back up in front of me and
got as close to the wind-tunnel as I could without letting the
lantern touch the wind.

“There it is,” I said as I pointed so Jass
could look around me and see. “There’s a large hole in the ground
just on the other side of this wind tunnel. That must be where he
is.”

“I see, I see,” he answered. “But how do we
get over there. There’s no way we can get through this wind without
being blown down the tunnel to who knows where. Plus this tunnel
opening is just getting too small for us to do anything.”

“I know...it’s like the wizard is so close,
yet so far away. Okay, maybe there’s another way to get to the
wizard,” I said as I thought out loud. “Maybe there’s a way to get
to him from the other side, you know, behind him.”

“Well, that sounds good in theory, but how do
we do that?”

“I don’t think the wizard is in any immediate
danger, I mean he’s probably been in that hole since he transported
himself, plus he certainly has plenty of air with all this wind
blowing; so let’s take a few minutes and go back out and see if the
right-hand tunnel leads us anywhere closer.”

With that, I wiggled the lantern back to Jass
as we began to slide backwards out the same way we had come.

We didn’t waste any time once we reached the
cavern, I just grabbed the lantern back from Jass and in we
went.

This tunnel was about the same size as the
other one and seemed, so far, to lead us straight back in the same
direction. We moved a little faster knowing now the situation with
the wizard, but still cautious as we traveled unchartered
territory.

Our journey took us around a few twists and
turns before it led us to a small wooden bridge that gently curved
over a small stream. I quickly tested the bridge as I went across
first as Jass followed after. A quick right turn around the next
corner led us smack into a dead end, a solid stone wall.

“Oh great...so much for this side of the
tunnel,” snapped Jass as he slapped the stone wall with his
hand.

“Darn, I thought for sure this tunnel would
lead us back behind the wizard.” I said in disgust. “Ya’ know this
whole thing is another test that Tudoor is throwing at us. We have
to buckle down and use our heads and our powers.”

“Okay,” Jass answered back with some
authority to his voice. “Let’s not give up on this tunnel. There
has to be some reason this tunnel is here. It’s not just a dead
end.”

We both looked around but saw nothing. No
clue as to where we were.

“Let’s go back to the bridge. I think the
bridge might be a clue,” said Jass as he turned and led the way
back around the turn to the wooden bridge.

“Now this is really a strange place to see a
wooden bridge, especially over a little teeny stream like
this.”

“Ryan, remember when we were searching for
Lord Winkle’s room and ran into that wooden cart on the path?”

“Sure, the one that we climbed in and it took
us on a trip right to the mountain?”

“Well, maybe the bridge is the same. Let’s
both get on the bridge at the same time and see if anything
happens,” Jass suggested as he ran over to the bridge first.

“Okay Jass, I like the way you’re thinking,
even if it doesn’t work.”

The words had no sooner left my mouth and I
had no sooner stepped on to the bridge and grabbed the railing that
it started to move upward.

Jass began to laugh out loud. “See, what did
I tell you, this is a magic bridge.”

I gave him thumbs up as I held on tight to
the railing as the bridge rose gently halfway to the ceiling of the
cave and started moving forward ever so slowly. It started heading
directly down the tunnel we had just explored...the dead-end
tunnel.

“Okay,” I yelled, “just like the stone
mountain we’re about to go straight into a cave wall. Hang on
Jass!”

We crouched down so we were below the railing
but holding on with both our hands. The bridge began to pick up
speed as it made the sharp turn and headed directly for the
dead-end wall. Just as we had with the wooden cart we both closed
our eyes and prepared ourselves for the sudden crash.

But again, just as before, an opening
appeared at the last minute and our speeding bridge soared right
through it.

It continued to pick up speed as it followed
the tunnel left, then right, then a long straightaway. A couple of
sharp turns and it entered a huge cavern and slowly descended in
the middle directly over a large crevice in the floor of the
chamber. It came to rest with one end of the bridge on one side of
the crevice and one on the other.

We waited a second to be sure our trip was
over, then slowly stood up to look around.

“Oh Jason, look straight down under the
bridge,” I said as my eyes bulged out at the sight.

The crevice we were standing over looked
bottomless. Just bare stone walls on each side and it went down and
down and down.

“I don’t think I like this,” said Jason as he
slowly followed the railing to the end of the bridge and walked
off.

I immediately followed him to the same
side.

The crevice was a little narrower than the
bridge, about six feet wide. You couldn’t see anything when you
looked down, just dark blackness.

We heard a noise behind us as our attention
immediately shifted from the huge crevice to the cavern we were
standing in.

“Hello, is anyone there?” Jass asked.

No sound.

“Hello, we heard you out there...who are
you?” he asked again.

Nothing.

“Maybe it was just a rock falling or
something,” I said.

“Yeah, but I’ll go with the ‘something’. That
was no rock.”

We turned back to the bridge and the crevice
it was resting over.

“That is some huge hole in the ground. I
can’t see any bottom, can you?” Jass asked.

“No, but let’s see if we hear the bottom,” I
answered as I picked up a good size rock and let it drop in the
crevice.

After a momentary pause we heard a faint
splash as the rock seemed to find water below.

Just then there was another sound from behind
us. We both jerked around but couldn’t see anything. There were
hundreds of rocks and boulders sitting at all angles throughout the
entire cavern, so there were easily a lot of hiding places.

“Who is out there?” Jass asked again.

“Who are you?” asked a squeaky little voice
from the somewhere in the room.

“We are Jason and Ryan. We were sent out here
into Rocks by the Grand Master Tudoor to meet and help the
communities within the mountains. We are friendly, we will not harm
you. Come out, please!” Jass said as we turned facing the direction
of the voice.

We turned our heads slightly as a noise just
to the right of the voice shuffled and we could see some motion
behind two large rocks.

“Please come out and meet us, we are
friends,” I repeated.

A moment after I said that we could hear what
sounded like whispering coming from behind the rocks. Just then a
small puppy walked out.

“A puppy!” said Jass.

And then another puppy, and another...then
two kittens, a couple of rabbits, a ground hog, and about half a
dozen squirrels. All poised on the rocks around the first
puppy.

“I assume you all can speak?” asked Jass as
we both knelt down low to the ground to reach their level and make
them more at ease.

The first puppy spoke up. He was a tiny white
fluffy little dog with a tiny voice.

“Hello Ryan and Jason, we are happy to meet
you. Scared, but happy.”

“Please don’t be scared,” begged Jason.

“I am Kasey and all these are my friends. We
are the animals of Rocks.”

“Is this all of you?” I asked.

“Oh no,” said Kasey, “there are actually
hundreds of us throughout Rocks State Park, but we’re really
never all together at once. There are more dogs and cats, more
bunnies and squirrels, deer, ground hogs and beaver, as well as a
few snakes or two.”

“And you are their leader?” Jass asked.

“Yes, I am the smallest, but I am the leader.
This is our home you are visiting. This is where we take shelter
from bad weather or when someone or something is trying to bring
harm to us. We have heard about you both from other communities and
the good deeds you have done for them. What brings you to our home
today?”

“Well we’re really here trying to find, or I
should say get to, a friend of ours, the Wizard Connor. Have you
heard of him?”

Our attention was diverted to the left side
of the cavern as a deer and two beaver poked their heads from
behind a large boulder.

“Yes certainly we have heard of the Wizard
Connor. He used to visit us all the time many years ago when the
kingdom was younger. He and the Queen would come to our home and
with a wave of his wand we’d all be feasting on every kind of food
you could imagine. It was a great time that we have all missed over
the years. You say you’re looking for him?”

“Yes, we were visiting him to solve a problem
that another community in the mountains was having, and he tried to
wave his magic wand and transport us somewhere and transported
himself instead.” I said as I tried to keep a straight face.

“Oh that’s funny...or maybe that’s sad. I
know the wizard has gotten up there in years and I heard that the
Queen passed away many, many years ago. Rumor was that the Grand
Master moved Connor to another location in the Park to command the
birds. We haven’t seen him since.”

Jass and I glanced each other’s way and
smiled at the question.

“You’re right he is the Keeper of the Birds
now. We located him in another cave, down deep in a hole that he
couldn’t get out of. But we were unable to get to him because the
tunnel became too small for us to fit down and a cross-tunnel of
wind that was in front of us. We decided to see if this tunnel
system also would lead us to him and here we are...lost, I guess.”
I explained.

“You’re not lost,” answered Kasey, “you’re
with us and we know exactly where you are. We know just about every
inch of this side of the Park and we’d be happy to help you rescue
the wizard.”

“Great,” said Jass, “and by the way Kasey,
what’s with the big crevice over here?”
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Plop in the Hole

 


“We will deal with the crevice at another
time, for now let’s get started rescuing the wizard, okay?” said
Kasey as he gathered around his animal friends.

“Sure,” I answered, “whatever you say. I
shrugged my shoulders at Jass as he shrugged his shoulders back at
me.

“Okay, normally we could all travel to the
wizard by way of the cross shaft, but from what you are telling me
there is a wind in that shaft which may prevent us from using it. I
suspect the wind is being caused by the wizard stopping up the exit
hole to the outside thereby causing a gigantic suction of air that
is not being released. So what we will have to do is show you the
animal kingdom way.”

“The animal kingdom way?” I asked.

“Sure, I and a few of my friends here will
lead the way and you two just follow close behind. Now keep up with
us and don’t wander in another direction or we’ll be spending time
looking for you two in the maze of tunnels.”

“Lead the way!” snapped Jass.

In front of us went Kasey, another pup, a
kitten, two rabbits, a squirrel and a groundhog.

Jass and I looked at each other and smiled as
we got on the end of the line.

“Not the usual line of people I’d follow,”
remarked Jason as he moved his glasses from his mouth to his
eyes.

I shrugged my shoulders as I brought up the
rear.

We traveled in and out of several large
caverns and through a giant maze of tunnels and narrow openings,
all mostly dark and creepy. We came to a rather small crevice in
the floor that was about four feet wide, small enough for each of
us to jump to the other side. I wondered if it was part of the
crevice that we questioned Kasey about.

We came to a large opening and entered a
well-lit smaller cavern. As Kasey entered first and stepped aside
we looked at the startling figure in front of us, the Wizard
Connor. His bottom was stuck in a hole in the wall as his arms and
legs were flailing wildly upon seeing us.

“Ryan. Jason. Am I glad to see you two lads.
Look at me. Look at me will you, I am unmercifully stuck in this
god-forsaken wall. I can’t get out and no one can seem to help me,”
screamed Connor.

“Calm down now Wizard Connor,” said Kasey as
he moved over closer to the wizard. “We are all here to help you
since you obviously can’t help yourself right now even with all
your magical wizardry.”

“I’ll show you magic and wizardry,” yelled
Connor as he waved his arms mumbling word after word which we
couldn’t understand.

“Calm down there Wizard Connor,” yelled
Jason. “Your magic is obviously not doing you any good, you’re butt
is as stuck in that wall as molasses is to pancakes. Let Ryan and I
think for a minute and we’ll help you out of this situation.”

“Well I’m a wizard ya’ know…I don’t really
need that much help. Ah, all I have to do is wave my magic wand and
things will…where is that magic wand of mine anyway?”

“I see you’ve lost your wand again sir. Do
you know where you had it last?” I asked. “Let’s see if it’s in
your robe pocket like before.”

We didn’t see his magic wand anywhere around
the area so I went over and fumbled through his pockets to see if
he had put it there.

“No nothing in your pockets. Where did you
have it last sir?”

“Have it…have what? Oh, my magic wand. Let’s
see…I had it on my back porch, and then I had it on my front porch
when I waved it…and then I had it here when I landed in this stupid
hole. I can’t figure out how that happened. I said all the right
words and should have transported you two in the forest with the
Blipies…how in the world did I get here, stuck in this danged hole.
Oh, the wand, well I had it here and I remember waving it for a
while and then since it wasn’t doing any good I put it someplace
where it wouldn’t get lost. That’s it…a place where it wouldn’t get
lost. Now where could that be?”

Jass and I just looked at each other and
smiled as we listened to the wizard ramble on and on. He had lost
his wand again.

“Well, we’ll find you wand in just a little
while,” I said. “Let’s just concentrate on getting you out of this
hole. Now listen Your Highness, Jason and I will get on each side
of you and each grab one of your hands. We’ll brace ourselves with
our foot against the wall and pull as hard as we can. Hopefully
that will pull you out. Okay? While we’re tugging, you try to
wiggle yourself free okay?”

“Yeah free…okay, I can do that,” Connor
responded as he took each hand and rolled his robe sleeves up past
his elbows. “Okay let’s get me out of here.”

Jass and I positioned ourselves with our foot
against the rock wall and each grabbed one of the wizard’s
hands.

“Get a good grip now Jass, we want this to
work the first time, okay?”

“Okay.”

“All right, on three. One, two, three!”

We both gave a mighty tug with all our might
and with a large pop that echoed through the cavern, Connor popped
out of the hole.

The three of us fell to the floor of the
cavern as Spinner and the other animals stomped their feet on the
ground in celebration.

We got up and dusted ourselves off as we
looked back towards the hole and could already see streams of
spiders going in and out of the newly unplugged hole. We could see
Spinner on the other side.

“There you go Spinner, your friends are now
back to work,” I said as I reached over and held out my hand to
help Connor get to his feet.

“Oh thank you boys, thank you boys…that is a
giant relief to be out of that hole. My rear end was beginning to
get sore stuck in that hole like that. I just can’t figure out how
I got there though.”

“Don’t worry about it sir, at least you’re
safe and now all you have to do is get back to your home. Do you
know how to do that?” Jass asked.

“Well let’s see…now what is the code for
home? I just wave my wand four times…oh wait, I need my magic wand.
Now where did I put that thing?”

“If you were stuck in the
hole and waving your wand when you got here, then it must be
somewhere on your body,” said Kasey as he moved closer to the
wizard and began to nip at the wizard all over.

“Now that tickles,” laughed Connor and he
waved his arms from side to side.

“Here it is,” snapped Kasey as he pulled the
missing wand out from inside Connors sock. “You must have hidden it
down inside your sock.”

“O yes, I knew that,” Connor said with a
smile. “I put it down my sock and stuck it into my shoe so I
wouldn’t lose it again.”

Jass and I looked at each other as we dusted
off Connor and started thinking about how we were going to get the
three of us back.

“Okay Connor, are you sure you know how to
get us back to your home from here? I mean you overshot the woods
last time and ended up in this cave.”

“Yes, Master Ryan I am sure I can do this
correctly. I am a wizard ya’ know and I can travel anywhere I
want.”

“Yes we know Your Highness, you’re a wizard,
we know that,” I repeated back as I looked over at Jass who was
holding back so as not to laugh out loud.

Jass and I agreed that we would have to trust
Connor to get it right this time. We thanked Spinner, Kasey, and
all their friends for all their help in watching over Connor the
last few days and bid our farewell to their kingdom. We promised to
be back to visit with them and find out from Kasey about the bridge
and the crevice.

Jass and I both grabbed on to the back of
Connor’s robe.

“Okay Your Highness, we’re ready for your
magic. Now don’t forget, we’re all going to go to your back porch,
okay? Nowhere else but your back porch. Can you do that?”

“Certainly…do not underestimate the powers of
a wizard.”

With that, Connor raised his arms and began
waving his wand while mumbling words out loud. Jass and I looked
over at each other as we shrugged our shoulders and held our breath
that he would get it right this time.

After a minute or two nothing was
happening.

“Wizard Connor are you sure…” Jass said as he
was interrupted.

“Quiet now,” said the wizard as he continued
his waving, flicking, and mumbling.

Suddenly we were gone from the cave.
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Home at Last

 


It seemed like only a puff of smoke and a
moment later and we were all three standing in the forest.

“Your Highness, this is not the back porch of
your home. Where are we now sir?” Jass asked as he looked over at
me shaking my head.

“Oh, not my porch…you’re right…this is not my
back porch. Now what could have gone wrong this time? I swear this
darned wand is acting up again.”

We both let go of his robe as we looked
around to see if we knew where we were.

I ran over and jumped up on a rock.

“Hey, we’re in the woods right along the
river. This is the woods that the Blipies live in. This is where
you were supposed to take us last time Your Highness.”

“Oh…well better late than never,” snapped
Connor as he gave us both a crooked smile and shrugged his
shoulders. “Now you can meet the Blipies.”

We both agreed that we didn’t have time today
to meet with them but maybe the wizard could just let them know
that we would be back another day and introduce ourselves.

He agreed and off he went to talk with
them.

“We’ve got to get going, it’s getting late
and we’re gonna’ be late for dinner if we don’t hurry,” I said.

Before I could even answer, Connor was back
and informed us that the Blipies would talk with us another day and
also he had instructed them to signal a Flagoon to come and
transport us back to his house.

“Sounds great and thanks for talking with the
Blipies for us,” Jass said.

The next thing we knew there were three
Flagoons hovering over us and within the wink of an eye we were
heading for the wizard’s home on the cliff.

It was a great sight to see, that rickety old
house. We were all deposited on the ground in front of the house as
the wizard plopped to the ground.

“I’ll never get use to these landings,” he
said as he struggled to get to his feet.

“Well sir, we have to go for today. We don’t
want to be late getting home or we’ll be in big trouble. It’ll
probably take us half an hour just to get back to our bikes,” I
said as we watched the wizard put his magic wand inside his robe
pocket.

“Oh, okay,” he said as he pulled his robe
shut and reached up for his hat. “Now where did my hat go? Have you
seen my hat?”

“Your hat is in the house Your Highness,”
Jass said.

“Oh it is…okay…I really do like that hat, but
it just won’t stay on my head, seems to just have a mind of its
own. Well, since you boys are in such a hurry, how about I get one
of my birds to take you back to your bikes?”

“That’s great,” I said. “That’ll save us a
lot of time.”

With that said, the wizard motioned with his
arms as Jass and I took a step back not knowing what could possibly
happen next.

We immediately heard a sound and looked up to
see a giant Flagoon swooping down towards us. He grabbed us both by
the collars, one of us in each claw, and headed up into the
air.

“Give them a tour of the Park,” Connor yelled
as the Flagoon motioned with his head.

“Thanks Your Highness…and don’t forget you
put your wand inside your robe pocket. Don’t forget to feed the
birds,” I yelled as we flew off into the sky.

We both felt relaxed, since we now trusted
the birds that had transported us a few times. We flew about
twenty-five feet over the treetops as the giant bird took us on a
grand journey overlooking the entire park.

We flew north a little bit until we could see
Pylesville in the distance and both motioned with a smile as we
pointed towards our school, North Harford Middle School. The bird
then turned southward and we followed Deer Creek and Route 24 all
the way down to Forest Hill. We passed right over our old school,
Forest Hill Elementary as the bird made another turn over towards
Jarrettsville and then back over top of the Park. We passed right
over top the King and Queens Seat where we had started our
adventure to find him and slowly descended by the cave entrance,
right where our bikes were.

“Thanks Mr. Flagoon,” we both yelled as the
giant bird drifted up into the wind and out of sight.

“Wow that was a fantastic view of the whole
park,” Jass said as we uncovered our bikes and started to head back
down the trail.

We were motoring along at a pretty good clip
when we turned off of our trail and headed to the path alongside
Deer Creek that led home. We both slammed on our brakes as we
almost hit a group of girls coming out of the water onto the
pathway. It was Anne and two of her friends.

Our bikes came to an abrupt sideways stop as
a cloud of dust rose into the sky. The girls turned their heads as
the cloud of dust rolled by them.

“Hey girls, what’s up?” Jass said as he
looked back towards me and flicked his eyebrows up.

Anne walked over to me and put her hand on my
arm. She really looked great with a white halter top and a pair of
white short shorts. Her summer tan was beautifully brown as her
blue eyes looked up at me.

“Hi Ryan, haven’t seen you much this summer.
Is that on purpose?” she said as she squeezed my arm.

I could feel my face flush red as I quickly
glanced over at Jass then back to her beautiful eyes.

“No Anne, I’ve wanted to run into you, but
it’s just that Jass and I have been real busy so far this summer,
that’s all.”

“Busy doing what?” she asked.

I looked over at Jass again and then at the
other girls who were all listening for an answer.

“Oh just hangin’ in the woods. Stayin’ out of
the heat and just stayin’ cool in the woods, that’s all,” I
answered as I could feel a lump form in my throat.

“Well maybe you could show me your
woods before the summer is over, okay?”

“Yeah, sounds great Anne, I’d like that.”

The rest of the girls giggled as they started
walking down alongside the creek.

“Wait up,” Anne yelled as she leaned over
real close to me. “Maybe you could show me your secret cave
sometime, just the two of us. I’ll be up here by myself Saturday if
you want to meet me. I’ll be at the old creek house.”

She gave me a wink and then ran to catch up
with her friends.

I watched as she walked down the road with
them and thought to myself, now how does she know about my
cave?
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Me and Anne

 


As it worked out Jass had to spend a few days
with his family and that left me alone to venture into the park and
keep the excitement going. I didn’t want to spend any time this
summer just goofing off and not taking advantage of my special
powers and the thrill of helping these fantastic creatures living
within the boundaries of Rocks.

I went back up to the park the next day,
renewed my necklace, and headed over the bridge to visit the
Flutterbye community. I wanted to tell Princess Brooke that we had
found the wizard and thereby solved all her problems. I found her
on one of the castle verandas overlooking the fields below.

“Good morning princess,” I said as I
approached from the steps behind her.

“Good morning Master Ryan, I heard you were
coming. Are you alone today?”

“Yes, Jason has gone on a two-week vacation
with his family so I’m on my own for a while.”

“Oh that’s nice. We don’t go on vacations
here because every day feels like a vacation anyway.”

“I can see that,” I answered as we both
looked out over the fields at the Pudgies busily harvesting a new
day’s food. “They are sure are busily at work.”

“Yes they are quite the workers. As I said
before we’d certainly be a lost cause without them.”

“Well, the reason I stopped by today was to
let you know that we found the Wizard Connor and he has returned
safely to his home on the cliff and should be feeding his birds
regularly again. So hopefully you will not have any more Flagoons
sailing over stealing your precious Pudgies.”

“Oh that’s wonderful Ryan,” she shouted as
she turned and pulled me to her for a great big hug and kiss on the
cheek. It was wonderful. I don’t think I’ve enjoyed a hug and a
kiss more in my young life. She is just so beautiful…wow!

“Thank you so much,” I said as I felt my face
flush with embarrassment. “That’s the best thank you I’ve ever
gotten. Please tell the other Flutterbyes I said hello and
hopefully I’ll see you all again in the near future…to visit, not
that I want anything to happen that you need my help with, although
if you do need my help please feel free to contact me in some way.”
I knew I was rambling on and on so I turned waving goodbye as I
headed back out of her kingdom.

‘Whew…I sure did like that,’ I thought
to myself as I crossed back over the bridge and headed for the
caves. I wonder if I would feel that excited if it were Anne that
hugged and kissed me. Uumm, maybe that’s something I can pursue
this week. I thought how great it would be to be able to bring her
into the kingdom and visit the Glowteenie community for one of
their grand picnics. She would just love that and never ever forget
it. I certainly would get a hug out of that. Maybe I’ll see what
Mildew thinks.

I arrived back at the Cave of Secret Passages
and immediately called out for Mildew hoping he would appear even
though there was no emergency. I called again and waited.

Hearing a noise behind me I turned to see him
slowly walking into the cave from the outside entrance.

“Mildew old pal, there you are. I didn’t know
you wandered around outside the caves too.”

He seemed to be moving in slow motion as he
walked past me and plopped down beside a rock.

“I travel whenever and wherever I want to,”
he said with his usual stern abrupt voice. “Now what is it I can do
for you today?”

I was really kind of nervous about asking him
since it had nothing to do with helping anyone in Rocks.
“Well Mildew…you know I’ve tried to be real helpful during this
past year and I’ve done everything that the Grand Master has asked
me to do. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve enjoyed every minute of the
adventures and wouldn’t have traded it for anything in the world.
So, I’d like to know if you’ll ask the Grand Master for a
favor.”

“A favor?” he asked as his little head
spun around towards me. “The Grand Master doesn’t do favors
for people. What kind of favor are you asking for if I may
so boldly ask?”

“Well it’s like this. There’s this girl I
know named Anne and I really like her a lot, so I’d like to see if
I could bring her here into the caves and let her go through the
magic spell with me so I can take her over to a Cuddlewinkies
picnic.”

“You want to bring your little girlfriend
into our kingdom and have a picnic with the Cuddlewinkies? Surely
you can’t be serious?”

“But I am serious Mildew and I wouldn’t ask
if it didn’t mean a lot to me. I really do like her and I want to
impress her with something grand, something out of this world that
will blow her away. You know I wouldn’t ask unless it was something
really special. Could you ask for me please? I mean I’ll understand
if he says no, but I’ve got to at least try. Please?”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Mildew yelled to shut me
up. “I’ll let you know tomorrow.” And, as usual, off he abruptly
went.

I was excited to think that maybe there was a
possibility that the Grand Master would allow me to bring her into
the caves, but I really wasn’t sure. He trusted Jass and me to keep
all this a secret and I’m not so sure he would allow an ‘outsider’
to just come in and see it all for fear that they would tell
others. I’d have to wait and see.

In the mean time I knew that Anne was going
to be in the park today and wanted to meet me at the old creek
house.

It made me nervous just thinking about
meeting Anne alone, just her and I. I don’t know why I’m so scared
of meeting this girl; I mean I’m the one who searches all these
strange caves and tunnels for out of this world adventures and just
being alone with a girl was freaking me out.

I headed out of the cave and down to Deer
Creek and followed the stream towards the park entrance. As I
rounded the bend I could see the dark black trestle bridge ahead
leading the road across the stream to a small group of hidden
houses on the other side. Just beyond that was the creek house.

It was a weird looking little structure that
had about ten wooden steps leading up to a small porch attached to
a wooden structure. The house looked to be about six by six feet
around and about eight to ten foot high with a small angled roof.
It almost looked like a small guard house or something that you see
at railroad yards. As far as I knew it wasn’t used for anything
except to decorate the side of the Deer Creek stream. The door was
always padlocked so I never knew what was inside.

As I passed the trestle bridge I could see a
figure sitting on the top step of the creek house and knew right
away it was Anne. I could see her golden blonde hair blowing in the
gentle midday breeze and the bright smile on her face as she
watched me approach.

“Hey I wasn’t sure you were going to come,”
she yelled as she waved her hand at me.

I walked closer waving back at her. I didn’t
yell anything back but waited until I was approaching the
steps.

“Are you kidding me, I wouldn’t miss this for
the world.” I couldn’t believe I had said that but they say just
say what you think and let it go at that.

I could see her face blush slightly red as
she laughed at my comment. “So it sounds like you were as anxious
to meet me here as I was to meet you.”

“I sure am Anne,” I said as I sat down one
step below her. “I’ve wanted to talk to you or meet you so many
times during school and just didn’t have the nerve with everyone
always around. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah I do. My girlfriends are always around
me too and it’s always so packed in the hallways. Sometimes they
just make me so mad with their giggling and teasing, it’s really
embarrassing.”

“Yeah me too. Jass and I are kind of joined
at the hip so he’s usually wherever I am and he hasn’t really found
a girl he really, really likes yet, at least he hasn’t said
anything to me.”

I glanced up at her eyes quickly and then
away as I realized what I had implied.

“So does that mean you like me?” she asked as
her eyes stared directly into her lap.

I knew this was the moment I had to seize. We
were alone with no other kids around and she was asking me how I
felt about her. I had to go for it, it was now or never.

“I really do Anne. I’ve liked you since the
first day I saw you in elementary school and every day since.”

“Gee and I thought I was the only one that
felt that way. I mean when I passed you notes at school you never
answered me or called me so I thought you just wanted to be friends
and that’s it.”

“I know, I was a jerk! I was so afraid that
my friends would see me or worse yet that I’d call you on the phone
and not know what to say. I kind of thought it would even be more
difficult today being face-to-face and all, but it’s really a lot
easier. I guess maybe because we’re alone and not surrounded by a
hundred kids.”

“Will you sit up here beside me?” she boldly
asked.

She moved slightly over against the railing
and I moved up to sit beside her. It was crowded, but nice. She
smelled so good and the closer I got to her the closer I wanted to
get. I kept thinking about the hug and kiss I got from Princess
Brooke and wanted so much for the same thing to happen now.

“So tell me about your cave.”

“So tell me how you know about my cave,” I
asked back.

“Well I mostly heard about it through hearing
the older guys at school talk about it. They just said they were up
here last year and saw your bikes parked outside what looked like a
cave but some animal or something scared them away. They said when
they went up later in the year when all the brush and weeds were
gone they couldn’t find a cave opening or anything but they knew
you two were up there somewhere. So, I just figured since you’re
both up here so much, it must be true. Is it?”

“Yes.”

“Oh how exciting, a real cave…can I see it,
or is it a secret that girls aren’t allowed to see?”

“No I can show it to you, but let’s wait
until tomorrow, okay? I’d just like to sit here and talk today, if
that’s okay with you.”

“Sure, I can come back up here tomorrow but
aren’t you scared going into a cave with it being all dark and
cold? Isn’t it full of animals and bugs and bats?” she asked as she
shrugged her shoulders and shivered her body.

“No, it’s not full of all that stuff. I mean
yeah it’s dark and cool, but we’ve fixed it up nice and it’s been a
great place to go and get out of the hot sun and have some
fun.”

We talked for about another hour about
everything, school, our friends, the upcoming year, and each
other’s family, then she said she had to head home so she wouldn’t
be late for an appointment with her mother. We said our goodbyes
until tomorrow and then it happened.

We both walked down the steps and as she was
about to walk away she threw her arms around my neck, gave me a big
hug and kissed me on the cheek before trotting along down the
pathway.

“See ya’ tomorrow, about noon?” she asked
with this gorgeous smile on her face.

“Sounds good to me.” I turned to head back up
the road towards where I left my bike that morning, also with a
smile on my face that stretched from my right ear to my left ear.
It had happened, exactly what I had thought about, the same thing
that the princess did.

What a day this has been, two hugs and two
kisses by pretty girls on the same day. I could only hope that
tomorrow would be an even greater day when I would take Anne to the
cave. I knew I’d have problems sleeping tonight just thinking about
tomorrow.
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A Startling Experience

 


As it was, I slept very well that night and
eagerly awoke and gobbled down breakfast.

“See ya’ Mom, I’m heading up to the park,” I
said as I grabbed my backpack and headed to the door.

“Ryan it’s raining out, you’re going to the
park in the rain?”

I looked outside to see it was a dreary day,
dark sky, and a slight drizzle coming down fairly hard. I knew I
had no way of getting hold of Anne and there was no way I wasn’t
going to show up for our rendezvous today.

“Yeah it’s okay Mom, doesn’t look like it’s
going to storm or anything, just a little sprinkle, I’ll be
okay.”

“Well if it storms you head home; I don’t
want you up there by that stream with thunder and lightning…hear
me?”

“Sure Mom, no problem.”

I bolted out of the door, grabbed my bike off
the porch and headed up north so I could get to the cave in plenty
of time to meet Mildew. I wasn’t sure what Tudoor’s decision would
be but either way I was going to show Anne the cave; whether we
would go any further inside would depend on Tudoor’s answer.

The rain had just about stopped when I got
there, hid my bike in the brush, and ran inside the cave. I didn’t
even wait this time for my eyes to adjust because it wasn’t really
that bright outside. I used my memory and walked over to the cave
shelf, took a candle jar, and lit it placing it on our makeshift
table. I looked around to make sure everything looked okay for Anne
and to make sure there were no clues to any of our adventures that
may prompt a question that I couldn’t answer. I was just sitting
down on a rock when I heard a thud from Mildew jumping off a rock
to the floor of the cave.

“Mildew my friend, how are you today?”

“Quite well Master Ryan. And how are you and
your girl friend doing?” he asked with his usual snide voice.

“We’re quite well too. Did you get to talk
with the Grand Master?”

“Well of course I did, I live with him you
know.”

“I know, I know…well what did he say?”

“Well…we are rather anxious for an
answer aren’t we? Well I won’t keep you wondering. Grand Master
Tudoor says it is fine.”

“Fine? He said I can bring Anne to the cave
and take her in to meet the Glowteenies for a picnic? Really?”

“Yes really, but there is a message he has
for you. He is allowing this because he trusts you as he always has
trusted you. He will not allow this to be a common practice but he
understands this is a special request for a special friend of
yours. You must promise to stay with her the entire time you are
within the kingdom and you must also promise to meet me back in the
Grand Chamber of Echoes before the two of you leave the cave. That
must be a promise!”

“Sure no problem, that’s a promise, but why
do we have to meet you before we leave?”

“You just do, that’s the stipulation,
okay?”

“Sure, okay!”

I was so excited to think that I could do
this…Anne will be so excited she won’t believe it. This will
really, really be a feather in my cap, she’ll love me for this.

Mildew was gone before I could even get my
thank you out so I raced down to the Grand Chamber of Echoes,
renewed my necklace, laid out my plan with the Glowteenies, and
raced out of the cave to the stream where Anne and I were to meet.
As I turned the bend I could see she was seated on the ground
looking out over the meandering stream.

“Hey Anne,” I yelled as I ran up beside
her.

“Hi Ryan, I was beginning to think you
weren’t going to make it today because of the rain.”

“No way, I wouldn’t miss meeting you
Anne.”

She smiled that beautiful bright smile of
hers as she got up and brushed herself off.

“So where’s this cave of yours?”

“Follow me,” I said as I held out my hand and
she grabbed hold of it.”

We talked more about school and some of our
friends as we made our way through the woods and up to the rock
formation that formed the entrance to the cave.

“Well here we are,” I said as I pointed at
the huge rock that stood in front of us.

“Where?” she asked as she looked around
seeing nothing but rocks and brush in front of her.

“Oh I forgot,” I said as I jumped up on a
large rock and held out my hand to pull her up, “the cave entrance
is blocked by this ivy that covers the entrance. We planned it that
way so no one could find our secret cave.”

I moved the ivy aside revealing the large
black opening that led inside.

“It sure looks dark in there,” she remarked
as she shivered feeling the cold air rush out of the dark hole.

“Wait here while I go in first and light a
candle for you, okay?”

She shook her head in agreement and watched
me disappear into the darkness as she held the ivy aside to let in
some light. A spark from the match startled her as began to see the
inside of the cave come into view.

“Okay, come on in Anne.”

She walked inside as her comfort level was
put at ease by the light in the room. She was silent as she walked
towards me continually looking around at the surroundings inside
the cave.

“Wow, this is really quite nice,” she said as
she bumped into me. “Oops, sorry. I was so busy looking at how
you’ve fixed up the inside of this cave that I wasn’t watching
where I was walking.”

“That’s okay, have a seat,” I said as I
pointed at a rock beside the makeshift table.

“This is really, really neat. I had no idea
it would be this nice. I thought it would be dark and cold and have
bugs running on the ground and bats flying at the ceiling. There
aren’t any bats are there?”

“No not in this part of the caves,” I said
with a giggle. “Anne I have a big surprise for you today but you
have to promise me that you will not tell anyone at all about this
cave or what I’m going to show you. Promise?”

“Sure, I promise…what is it Ryan…what’s the
surprise?

“Okay, now listen to everything I’m going to
tell you before I take you inside these magic caves. You’re going
to think I’m crazy at first but you have to believe everything I
say, okay?

“Okay, but you’re kind of scaring me a little
bit. What do mean magic caves?” she questioned as she again began
to look around the caves slowly surveying every inch of the stone
walls.

So, I began my explanation.

“This is the Cave of Secret Passages and it
runs through all of the hills and mountains of Rocks State
Park. Inside these caves are magical people that live inside
these walls and have control over the whole Park and everything in
it.”

“Magical people?” she asked. “Like real
people?”

“There are all kinds of different little
communities of people who each have a purpose inside these
mountains and Jason and I have been lucky enough to be chosen to
meet these people and help them solve some of their problems last
summer and this summer.”

She had a dumbfounded look on her face as she
stared directly at me as I told her this unbelievable story.

“Bear with me Anne because I know this is
hard to believe but they have given me permission to show you one
of their communities. In fact, they are throwing a huge picnic for
us today in their little town of Glowville.”

“Glowville?” she asked. “Ryan are you making
up this story just to impress me?”

“If you’re ready I’ll show you,” I said as I
stood up and held out my hand for her.

She didn’t say a word but stood up beside me
and took my hand.

“Now stay right with me Anne and please don’t
be scared, just trust me okay?”

We started walking through the large opening
on the backside of the room heading for the Grand Chamber of
Echoes. She clung closer to me than Jason, if you can believe
that.

As we left the dark tunnel and entered the
large chamber she relaxed her grip on my arm and looked around in
amazement at the size of the cavern we were in.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a cave this big
inside. You could fit half of our school inside this room. Ryan
this place is beautiful. Is it safe for us to be in here, I’m a
little scared.”

“Just trust me.”

I just watched her eyes as she took in every
inch of the vast room not wanting to miss a single thing. She was
so beautiful with the glow of the candles flickering off of her
face; I just stared at her as she stared at the room.

I led her over to the rock that hid my small
treasure of magical rocks and asked her to sit down beside me and
prepare herself for an experience she would dream about for days to
come. She watched intently as I took out a new gold rock, opened my
necklace, and placed the rock inside.

“Okay Anne, here we go,” I said as I took her
hand in mine and snapped shut the golden necklace.

As the room burst open with blinding light
she jumped closer to me. The room filled with glittering sparkles
gliding down from the ceiling and covering us in red, blue, green,
silver, and gold dust. I had witnessed this magical scene so many
times that I simply stared at her face as she smiled and laughed at
the scene in front of her.

“Ryan what is this, what’s going on?” she
said still laughing and waving her arm at the falling sparkles of
dust.

“It’s how we enter their kingdom,” I
answered. “We are now part of their magical world and can now see
and communicate with them. Isn’t it a fabulous sight?”

“Wow it sure is, I love it, but I still can’t
believe what you say is true. How did all this stuff fall from the
ceiling and who is doing it, I don’t see anyone?”

“I know, it’s unbelievable isn’t it...now we
have to hurry so we’re not late for the picnic and celebration
they’ve planned for us. You’ll just love them Annie, they’re called
the Glowteenies and they all look just like little Smurf
characters; all the girl Glowteenies are pink and all the boys are
blue and they all have golden blonde hair. What’s really neat and
unique about them is they all have glowing rings around their neck,
wrists, and ankles that look just like different color neon lights.
They’ll introduce themselves as soon as we get there but you’ll
notice right away that they travel hand-in-hand together in pairs
wherever they go, always a boy and girl together. You’ll just love
them.”

I got up and pulled her up beside me when we
suddenly heard a thunderous roar and a crack of lightning from the
outside that echoed through the inside of the cavern. I could feel
the floor suddenly vibrate as the rumbling sound reverberated
through the room. She jumped closer to me and wrapped her arms
around me as the echoing sound continued.

“Ryan what is that horrible noise?”

“It sounds like the weather outside has
gotten worse and there’s a storm brewing. That’s the thunder and
lightning echoing through the caves.”

The thunder again echoed throughout the cave
as the whole cavern seemed to shimmy with every rumble.

Suddenly I looked up to see a huge boulder
dislodging from its position high above us and rolling over the
edge. Everything just happened so fast as the boulder left its
position and came hurdling down right over our heads.

“Anne, look out,” I yelled as I put my arms
over her head to protect her. But, I knew it was too late.
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A Startling Experience

 


I cuddled her tightly as I braced for the
impact of the boulder but in that instant it bounced off of what
seemed to be a protective shield surrounding us. The shower of
rocks that followed was over as fast as it started as I loosened my
arms looking down at her scared face.

“Are you okay Anne?”

She hesitated for a moment as she focused on
our surroundings and the rocks that lay off to our side.

“Yes I’m okay…but I don’t understand how
those rocks didn’t just crush us. How did they all miss us like
that?”

“It’s me,” I answered as a smirky grin came
over me as I felt my face turning red. “It’s one of the many powers
that I have once I’m in the cave. Whenever I seem to be in danger,
a protective shield surrounds me preventing anything bad from
happening to me, Isn’t it great?”

I could tell that she was still in shock and
she slowly stood up still gazing at all the rocks surrounding where
we were standing.

“Well thank you so much for protecting me,”
she said as she threw her arms around my neck and gave me a big
kiss on the cheek. “Again, you’re my hero.”

Now if you thought my face was red before, I
could really feel the blood rushing to my face this time.

“It’s usually so safe in here, there must be
a bad storm outside that caused those rocks to dislodge. Do you
want to leave?”

“No I’m fine, let’s just see some more of
your cave but stay close to me.”

“Okay, let’s go,” I said as I reached for her
hand and led her towards the side of the Grand Chamber of
Echoes.

One thing I wasn’t sure of was if maybe she
would also possess some of the magical powers that I had been
given, or if she would in fact be able to see the cavepeople as I
always did. It would be a real strange experience if I could see
them but she couldn’t; she’d really think I was crazy. I hoped that
since the Grand Master Tudoor had granted me permission to bring
Anne into the cave, that he would also grant her the powers that I
have. I guess that’s something we’ll find out real soon.

We stood off to the side of the chamber as I
gazed at the ledges above us hoping to see some sign of my friends
so I could introduce her to, if in fact she also saw them, but
there was nothing, no one there to even test my curiosity. I only
knew of one way to get to the top of the ledges and that was to use
my powers to jump.

“I don’t see any of my cave friends so we’ll
have to go looking for them. Now you’ll have to trust me and follow
my directions, okay?”

She nodded her head in agreement.

“Okay, stand back and watch carefully at what
I do,” I said as I let go of her hand and walked a few steps away
from her. “Just watch what I do.”

I moved my arms behind me and with one giant
thrust I jumped to the lowest ledge just directly above us.

I looked back only to see her standing there
with her mouth wide open in astonishment, not saying a word.

“Anne, are you okay?”

“Yes I think so,” she muttered as she
continued to look up at me with eyeballs as big as silver
dollars.

I moved my arms back again and jumped down
off the ledge to her side again.

Her eyes were still fixed on the ledge above
as she said, “How in the world did you do that without getting
hurt?”

“Anne, that’s another of those secret powers
that I have been telling you about. Now…I really do think that you
have those powers also and I’d like you to follow me and do the
same thing I do, okay?”

“Are you saying you want me to jump up to
that ledge the way you just did?”

“Yes, and believe me you’ll be perfectly
safe, I promise.”

I didn’t give her a clue that I was worried
to death whether she would be able to do it or not. Of course I
knew that if she didn’t have the powers she wouldn’t leave the cave
floor, she’d just jump a few feet in front of where she was so she
wouldn’t get hurt, but I didn’t want her to know that.

“Now watch me again and do just like I do.
Stare at the point that you want to jump to and that’s where you’ll
land. Now watch me.”

I moved my arms back, looked at the ledge
above and in one giant leap was there.

“Okay Anne, now you do it.”

She looked up at me with a little bit of fear
in her eyes and a quiver in her voice.

“I’m not sure of this Ryan. I’m a little
scared to try this.”

“Anne believe me you’ll be fine. Just look at
the spot next to me here, put your arms back, bend your knees, and
do a giant leap.”

She scuffed her feet on the floor of the
cave, bent her knees, put her arms behind her, looked at me, and
froze.

“Ryan I just can’t do it, I’m too
scared.”

“You can do it Anne; you’re in the right
position, now just jump.”

With the last word out of my mouth she bent
her legs further down and pushed off in a huge leap landing right
beside me on the ledge.

She landed on the ledge and grabbed my arm
squeezing it tight.

“Oh my god I did it. I jumped all the way up
on the ledge just like you said. I can’t believe it.”

She reached over and gave me another kiss on
the cheek.

I’m really beginning to like this, I thought
as I again felt the redness rush to face.
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The Challenge

 


As we walked down the ledge towards one of
the cave entrances we could hear the frolicking sounds of little
voices getting louder and louder as we took each step. Before we
knew it, out of the entrance ran five Cuddlewinkies stopping
suddenly and bouncing into each other as they spotted us.

Anne was flabbergasted as she looked at the
small creatures still at this point not believing my story of
little cave people was true. She just stood there with her mouth
open hugging onto my arm tightly.

“Oh Master Ryan, we’re so happy to see you
again. We were beginning to think maybe you had forgotten about
your Cuddlewinkie friends here in the mountain,” shouted Bing-Bong
as he brushed himself off from Dusty-Dust running into the back of
him.

I could see by their outfits that
accompanying Bing-Bong and Dusty-Dust were Tiny-Tot and
Heavy-Hal.

“Hey it’s great to see you guys again, and I
would never stay away from you guys on purpose. I just had my usual
duties at school and at home, and then of course there’s the whole
winter thing when the cave is closed up. But, hey, I want you guys
to meet my friend Annie. She’s a real special friend that Grand
Master Tudoor has allowed me to bring into the caves.”

“I just can’t believe this,” Anne said as she
squeezed my arm, “I just can’t believe I’m standing here in front
of live little cartoon characters that are talking to me.”

Each one of them seemed to giggle their own
little giggle as they each blushed red and shyly looked at the
ground in front of them.

“Anne these are my friends the
Cuddlewinkies.”

I could feel her releasing some of the
pressure off my arm as she began to believe what stood before
her.

“Now don’t be bashful,” Annie said with her
reassuring soft voice. “I want to shake each one of your hands and
thank you for welcoming me here into your kingdom.”

They were excited as they each reached for
her hand at the same time, giggling constantly as they did so.

“We are also very excited to meet you Miss
Annie, but it was no surprise to us. Grand Master Tudoor made us
well aware that you would be coming back to visit with us Master
Ryan and that you would be bringing a special friend with you. We
all wondered why he would tell us again about Master Jass, but I
can see this is no Master Jass, she is much prettier,” Tiny-Tot
said as his face and ears turned a beet red.

“Oh, I am surprised to hear that, I didn’t
know that the Grand Master had told you about my visit.”

“Yes he did, and he did that for a reason…of
course. The Grand Master always has a plan for everything, so we
expected a chore was at hand for us.”

“We were not made aware of the details but we
were told to meet you here today and to tell you to go to the
Flutterbye Bridge where Mildew will meet you with instructions.
That’s all we know.”

“What’s a Flutterbye bridge?” Annie
asked.

“I’ll explain as we go,” Ryan answered as he
turned to each of the Cuddlewinkies and shook their hand. “Thanks
guys, I appreciate you meeting us and maybe we can all get together
for one of your fantastic picnics this season. I’d love Annie to be
part of one of your grand celebrations.”

“That’s for sure Master Ryan, we’ll make some
plans with the rest of our community and let you know of the grand
day,” said Tiny-Tot as he looked at the others and they all nodded
in agreement.

With that said Annie and I were off to the
Flutterbye Bridge to meet Mildew. We headed further down the ledge
to the entrance of the Storm Room. I explained the history of the
Storm Room to Annie telling her of the wicked weather and
treacherous conditions that confronted Jass and I the first time we
went into the room and how much it had been transformed and changed
since then.

We reached the entrance, walked down a short
dark tunnel and into the light of a beautiful Storm Room day.

“Oh wow this is beautiful,” said Annie as she
looked around at the colorful rows of flowers lining both sides of
the pathway. “And look at all the bushes; they’re shaped like all
different kinds of animals, how neat. Who does all this work?”

“All the rooms in the mountain are maintained
by members of the communities that surround and use them. So this
room is either kept up by the Cuddlewinkies, the Spectacle People,
the Glowteenies, or the Stonehuggies. Now I guess I could include
the Flutterbyes too, but I’m not so sure they come over to this
side of the mountain.”

“Wow, there are a lot of little people in
this mountain and it sounds like you’ve met them all. Are they all
as nice as the Cuddlewinkies?”

I shook my head yes as we wound our way down
the pathway and I could see the moat of water directly in front of
us.

“Now, before we get there let me tell you
about Mildew,” I said as I stopped walking and we faced each other.
“Mildew is the Grand Master Tudoor’s cat and he is the one that has
guided and helped Jass and I through all our adventures in the
caves of Rocks in the past. Mildew will help you and be
there whenever you ask for him but you can be sure you’ll get a
short smart answer because he definitely has an attitude.”

“A mean attitude?” Annie asked.

“No not mean, just short, to the point, but
wise. He is definitely the Master’s cat, that’s for sure.”

“Have you ever met the Grand Master?”

I shook my head in answer. “No, we haven’t
had the privilege of meeting him yet, but I sure hope to some day.
He has allowed us into his mountain many times now and each year he
seems to test our strengths and weaknesses in some way. He lays out
a plan for us to help someone in the community who is in trouble or
lacks the knowledge or strength to figure out a problem and he
gives us gold stones to enter the mountain ten times to solve each
mystery. The challenge for us is both rewarding and instructional
because his objective seems to be for us to learn by experience so
I’m sure Mildew will have yet another challenge for us to conquer
this time around; I’m just anxious to see how he has included
you.”

We started walking again and in a few minutes
were at the edge of the moat of water.

“I don’t see a
bridge,” she asked.

“See those four gray rocks over there, well
we have to stand on those rocks so that we each have one foot on
each rock and then we wait fourteen seconds and the bridge will
appear for us.”

“Are you kidding me?” she said with a
giggle.

“Yes I’m serious, and if you even pick your
foot up one teeny tiny little bit off the rock before the fourteen
seconds are up you must wait another day for it to work again.”

“I just can’t believe this whole place, I
just love it Ryan. You and Jass must have had a ball the past year
in here. Thanks so much for bringing me in here and letting me be a
part of it,” Annie said as she threw both her arms around my neck
and kissed me on the cheek…again.

And as appropriate as the timing could be, we
jumped back as a voice came from the other side of the rocks.

“Oh my goodness, pardon me for intruding on
your snuggle-session,” snapped Mildew with a sly grin on his
face.

“We weren’t snuggling Mildew,” I snapped back
as Annie smiled in embarrassment. “Good to see you again. Mildew
this is my friend Annie whom I’m sure you have heard about from
your master.”

“Good afternoon Miss Annie,” Mildew said as
he came over to her and rubbed against her leg. “It is a pleasure
to meet you and on behalf of the Grand Master Tudoor let me welcome
you to Rocks, our community in the mountains.”

“Well thank you very much Mildew, I
appreciate the welcome and hope you tell your master that I love
his kingdom and am eager to see more of it,” Annie answered back as
she reached down to pet Mildew on the back.

Of course at this point Mildew was already
over on the gray rocks and nowhere within reach of her.

“Oh, where did he go?”

“He’s over there Annie. Mildew doesn’t stay
in one place too long. And he has this thing of disappearing and
re-appearing in places rather than just walking there like other
cats. You’ll get used to him.”

“With that said Master Ryan, I would like to
convey to you the challenge that the Grand Master has asked me to
deliver to you this day; now listen carefully for I will only
repeat the challenge one time and then I am gone, my lunch awaits
me.”

I shook my head in agreement as Annie and I
sat down in front of the rocks to listen intently to Mildew’s
instructions.

“You must enter the Flutterbye kingdom by
crossing over the bridge as you did last year; the password is
still the same. Once into the kingdom you must find Princess Brooke
and she will tell you where your next destination is. As you travel
to each destination and meet each person there will be a hidden
clue in something they say or something around them that you will
see. As you go from place to place, adventure to adventure, you
must accumulate these important clues, for at the end of the
adventure you will be tested to use these clues to obtain permanent
entry into our kingdom and maybe even meet the Grand Master. If you
forget the clues, cannot figure out the clues, or miss a clue, then
you will fail at the end and your time in our kingdom will be
done.”

“Done,” I snapped as I jumped to my feet.
“You mean if I fail this challenge in any way I won’t be allowed to
enter the Rocks kingdom ever again?”

“That is correct Master Ryan.”

“But Mildew, don’t you think that is a little
harsh? For me to solve a mystery puzzle by looking for clues that I
know nothing about, and then to be shut out if I fail, just
once.”

“That is correct and it is not too harsh if I
must say so myself. You have developed many skills and powers over
the past year and the Grand Master has allowed you to fail many
times and in those times he has sent someone to the rescue. Namely
me! That will not change. I will be there for you as I have in the
past, but I must warn you, you are expected to do much more on your
own this year than you have in past year. If you are to grow as a
king within our kingdom, you must learn from your experiences and
put that knowledge to work for yourself. So I will be there, but
only when I feel you have not exhausted all your powers to solve
the problem. Is that understood?”

“Yes,” I said as I sat back down beside Annie
who hadn’t said a word during this whole speech of Mildew’s, but
decided to ask a question.

“Mildew…how will we know what kind of clue to
look for or if we have the right clue?”

“All I can say is, the clue will be obvious
at first, but will become increasingly harder as you continue on
your adventure. And, I will briefly appear as you complete each
meeting and give you a nod if the clue is correct. And I stress the
word briefly, so pay attention. This is the Tudoor’s
ultimate challenge of you to test both your abilities and learning
power so you must find the code within your ten visits or you will
fail. If your gold entry stones run out and you have not completed
the task you will have failed. I must go to eat now so goodbye and
good luck.”

With that, as usual, before we could even get
another word in he was gone.

“Wow, does he always disappear that fast?
Annie asked.

“Yes, Mildew wastes no time on explanations
when it’s time for his meal or nap, so I guess the rest is up to
us. Let’s go meet Princess Brooke.”
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Our First Test

 


We walked over to the gray rocks and I helped
her up so that she was balanced with a foot on each rock. I climbed
to the side and did the same as we faced each other with grins on
our faces.

“Okay let’s stand here for fourteen seconds
and we should see the bridge appear,” I said as I looked at her and
smiled.

The seconds ticked by as she shrugged her
shoulders and giggled in excitement, eager that she was taking part
in this adventure with me.

Without fail as we both counted to ourselves
and reached the number fourteen, the sight of the glistening white
bridge began to materialize in front of us. It was just as I
remembered it, white shiny wood, about six feet wide with pickets
all along the sides leading to the end.

“Can we get down now?” Annie giggled as she
looked at the beautiful bridge materializing from nowhere. “This
whole thing is just so unbelievable!”

“Sure,” I said as I jumped off the rock and
held out my hand helping her down but she jumped down without my
help just to show me she was up to the task.

“But it leads us into the side of a stone
mountain. Where do we go from there?”

“Just follow me and you’ll see.”

We walked over the bridge and as we
approached the side of the mountain a shiny white door appeared as
it had for Jass and I before. I reached up and banged the knocker
three times against the door.

“Good day gentlemen and welcome to the land
of the Flutterbyes. May I ask you what the password for entry
is?”

“Grand Master Tudoor,” I said.

“Very well,” said the voice as the door
slowly opened. “On behalf of Princess Brooke I welcome you to our
kingdom.”

“Thanks door,” I said as Annie burst out
laughter the same way Jass and I reacted.

I pointed straight ahead over the fields at
the castle in the distance, took her hand and we headed straight
down the windy path. All along the way I could hear those faint
grunting sounds through the fields but I didn’t say a word to
Annie, I wanted her to be surprised.

We turned one bend in the pathway when in
front of us ran a Pudgie from one side to the other.

“Oh my god what was that?” she shrieked as
she immediately stopped and squeezed my hand.

“That was a Pudgie,” I said with a smirk on
my face. “They are small animals that live in the Flutterbye
kingdom and prepare their fields of food for the princess and her
people to eat. They, in return, provide fish and moss for the
Pudgies to eat. It’s the perfect balance and everyone is
happy.”

“Well that’s great but I wish you had warned
me about them. I bet you did that on purpose didn’t you?”

I laughed and shook my head yes but could see
she wasn’t real amused.

“I’m sorry I promise I won’t do that again.
It was just too tempting to pass up. They’re really cute harmless
little furry animals and only have one purpose in mind, to harvest
the fields for the princess.”

I had no sooner said that when we saw the
princess coming out of the castle and walking towards us.

“Wow is she beautiful, she looks just like
Cinderella,” Annie commented as I saw her eyes fixed on the
princess.

“Welcome to my land again Master Ryan and
this must be our new friend Annie that I have heard so much about.
Welcome Annie to the land of the Flutterbyes. If you’ll both follow
me I’ll take you inside.”

The princess turned and led us through the
large wooden door and down a narrow hallway towards a room at the
end. Annie looked at me and mouthed the words ‘wow she is
beautiful’ as we followed in silence.

Princess Brooke opened the door to a small
dark room and as we entered behind her she snapped her fingers and
there was instantly light within the room. The most noticeable
characteristic of the room was that it was round, not square like
every other room we’d ever been in; even the weird rooms at the
Wizard Connor’s house were all square. All the walls were colorful
stone blocks from floor to ceiling with nothing on them at all.

“I have been instructed to leave you both in
this room and greet you again once you exit. Do not come out of the
room until you have achieved your purpose. The only thing I can say
to you is look not at where you are but what you can do.”

With that she turned and walked out shutting
the door behind her which immediately disappeared into the wall
surface.

“The doors gone, she walked out and the door
disappeared behind her,” I said as I went over and felt where the
door used to be.

Annie and I looked at each other shrugging
our shoulders and wondering what to do next. So we began to slowly
walk around.

“Okay,” I said as I went over to the stone
walls and felt them with my hands. “Let’s just look around and see
what we come up with. I think the best thing we can do in all of
this is to talk to each other and communicate what we see and what
we’re thinking, okay?”

“Sure, I agree.”

She walked to the opposite side of the
circular room and did the same thing, ran her hand along the
wall.

“It’s just a round room with walls completely
made of hard cold stone, colorful but cold. But hey, look at the
ceiling and floor.”

I looked above and below us and could see
that both the ceiling and floor had a pattern painted in them that
looked to me like one of those things you put to your eye and spin
to get different patterns and colors.

“Yeah, it looks to me like one of those
eyeglass things, what are they called? Those things you put to one
eye and turn.”

“A kaleidoscope,” she answered.

“Yeah, a kaleidoscope, that’s it. Doesn’t it
remind you of a kaleidoscope?”

“Yeah I guess you’re right; all different
colors and shapes and patterns running together. What do you
suppose it means?” she asked as she knelt down and ran her hand
along the colorful floor.

“I don’t have a clue.”

“Let’s see…she said look not at where you
are but what you can do, so we don’t really look at the room
we’re in but what we can do in the room.”

“Right, what can we do in the
room?”

We both circled the round room again and
again looking for any little clue or something that would help us
figure out what to do in this very round room.

“Both the ceiling and floor seemed to have
the same colors and a similar pattern, like one is a mirror image
of the other.”

“Yeah I see that,” said Annie as she moved
her head from top to bottom to match the two patterns. She finally
sat down along the outer wall just trying to get a good perspective
on the whole room. “Do you think that could be the clue,
kaleidoscope?”

“No, that is just a thing; I think we need to
do something. Not just look and identify what we see, but do
something and maybe that something will cause the door to reappear
so we can leave.”

“Hey, good job Ryan, that’s got to be it.
We’ve got to do something that will make the door reappear so we
can greet the princess again. Now what can we do to make that
happen?”

I went over and sat down beside her as we
silently studied the walls, the ceiling, and the floor to see
something that was different or something that would make something
happen. And then I saw it.

“Wait a minute. Annie, look at the pattern on
the floor and the pattern in the ceiling. Everything is the same
except in the very center of the ceiling is a small black circle.
There’s no black circle on the floor in the center.”

“You’re right Ryan,” she agreed as we both
got up and walked to the center of the room. She pointed up to the
circle as she stood on her tiptoes. “I can’t reach it but it looks
like just a black circle about the size of a quarter.”

“I know, I can’t reach it either,” I said as
I too stood on my tiptoes and couldn’t come near it. “Wait, I’ll
lift you up on my shoulders and you can see if it does or feels
like anything.”

I knelt down as Annie came behind me and put
one leg over my right shoulder and the other over my left shoulder.
As she placed her hands on my head for balance I slowly got to my
feet and stood in the center of the room. She reached up and slowly
ran her fingers over the black circle.

“Ryan, it feels like a button. It feels like
I could push on it like a button.”

“Well Annie, I don’t know what else to do but
try and push it and we’ll see what happens. Let me brace
myself…okay, go ahead and push it.”

She reached up and slowly pushed in on the
circle and it went all the in just like a button releasing what
sounded like a clicking sound. I quickly knelt over to let her off
my shoulders so we could prepare for whatever happened but there
was nothing but the clicking.

“The clicking’s getting quicker,” she
said.

Just as she said that the clicking stopped
and the room began to spin around us. Startled, we held each other
tight and braced ourselves for the spinning room but the floor
didn’t spin, only the ceiling. We sat down gazing up, never taking
our eyes off the ceiling and its revolving colors. Faster and
faster it went around until we could hardly see the separate colors
any more.

“This is beautiful,” she said as we huddled
in the center of the room looking up. It really is like a
kaleidoscope now; spinning just like we had a kaleidoscope to our
eyes turning the single colors into one magical pattern. We
continued to watch in awe as the ceiling turned and turned forming
colorful pattern after pattern. At one point while we were looking
up the colored pattern seemed to form the letter S.

“Did you notice that last pattern,” I asked.
“It seemed to form a letter.”

“I know, an S, I saw it. Do you think that’s
the clue?

“It could be!”

As quickly as the swirling ceiling started,
it began to slow down until we were staring up at the once still
ceiling again. I looked over to the wall on the side of us and the
door that was not there before had suddenly appeared again.

“Anne look, the door is back.”

“Then that must be it Ryan, the clue is the
letter S. Let’s go out and see the princess and see if Mildew shows
up.” She got to her feet and started for the door.

“Wait Annie, don’t open it yet. I don’t think
that’s it. Remember she said it’s not what you see but what you do.
We saw the S, so it’s not something we did. If you go out the door
and we’re wrong it will all be over, so let’s think this out.”

“You’re right…it’s not the S, but what caused
us to see the S, the spinning ceiling. Or maybe it was finding the
button and pushing it to cause the ceiling to spin?”

“I think it’s spinning,” I said as I leaned
back against the wall and looked at her. “The final act to cause
the door to reappear was the spinning of the ceiling and she said
it’s not what you see but what you do. I say the spinning did that
and spin is the clue.”

“I agree. Let’s go with that, it’s got to be
right.”

We walked to the door, opened it, and
standing outside in the hallway was Brooke. We looked around and
didn’t see Mildew which immediately made me think we were
wrong.

“Mildew was just here before you opened the
door and said to tell you he was in a hurry, it’s his siesta time,
but you are correct. I have been instructed to tell you to proceed
from here to the woods on the north side and visit with the
Blipies. They will have instructions for you.”

We jumped up and down hugging each other as
our first success overwhelmed us. It was great knowing we had
tackled the first challenge and after communicating and thinking
things out we had figured out the first puzzle.
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The Little Red Puppets

 


As we walked away from the Flutterbye
community waving to the princess, my thoughts went back to my first
encounter with the Blipies in their woods.

“The first time Jass and I went to these
woods we were on our way to and from the Wizard Connor’s house. We
didn’t really have any success in meeting or talking to them so
this may be a real challenge for us.”

“Why is that, are they hard to talk to?” she
asked as we walked along the path that followed the river.

“Yes. They live in the trees in the woods and
Jass and I had to use a few of our powers to try and speak with
them but we could never catch up with them, they just moved too
fast in the trees. We finally asked Mildew to get them to talk to
us but they refused. They said they wouldn’t just talk to us for
any reason, that a better reason would come later. So I guess this
is it, a better reason.”

“What do these little guys look like?”

“I’m really not sure. We think we saw them a
few times in the trees and they looked like little red puppets but
we just couldn’t get close enough to tell.”

I could tell as our walk continued that the
sound of the river was getting fainter and knew we were reaching
the deepest part of the woods. It was a bright sunshiny day but the
canopy of the trees shaded the entire path and led us into a
shadowy woods.

“This is it; this is the woods that I
remember the Blipies living in. Yes, right there by that tree is
where Jass and I sat and waited for Mildew to come back after
talking to the Blipies for us.”

“Looks like a nice place,” Annie said as she
sat down by the tree exactly where I was pointing. “I can hear a
rustling in the trees above us; maybe they’re watching us
already.”

“Oh I’m sure they know we’re here and
hopefully why we’re here. Hello, hello, is anyone up there?
It’s Ryan and Annie and we’re here to visit with you on orders from
the Grand Master. Please let us see you.”

We sat in silence as no response came from
above.

“Please oh please, come out come out wherever
you are,” Annie shouted.

Every time I looked down at Annie I could
hear the rustling of leaves above us.

Suddenly we heard a voice.

“If you want to talk you must meet us at our
own level on our own terms, and as before, you know how to do
that.”

“I guess that means we have to use one of our
powers.”

“And what power is that? Do I have to do some
jumping again, I liked that.”

‘No, this time you have to float and
hover.”

“Float and hover? And just how do I do
that?”

“Okay, remember how you reared back and
jumped into the air to the ledge in the cave, well you do the same
thing except you begin bouncing higher and higher from the ground
to the treetops. Then, once you get enough height built up to reach
the treetops, you wave your arms in a downward motion to stop and
you will hover in that spot. Once you’re hovering, you can move
around by just using a swimming motion with your arms. To get back
down just wave your arms in an upward pushing motion. It’s that
easy.”

“Oh it’s that easy huh? Well let me see you
do it first.”

I stood up and walked from underneath the
tree to the side and jumped up beginning my hopping motion. I got
higher and higher with each bounce until after only three bounces I
was half as tall as the trees so I waved my arms and stopped in mid
air.

“There, I’m hovering.”

“Oh my god I can’t believe that. That is so
cool…and I can do that?”

“Sure, just do like I did. You won’t get
hurt, I promise.”

I think she had gained a lot of
self-confidence from learning to jump up to the ledges in the cave
and she had also built up a lot of trust and belief in what I had
been telling her, so she was more willing to try things knowing she
wouldn’t get hurt.

Annie came out from under the tree and
started following exactly what I had done and before I knew it she
was hovering beside me and giggling her head off. She was so pretty
with her tan face and gleaming white teeth. I just loved seeing her
smile and laugh.

“This is totally awesome,” she said as she
moved her arms to glide from side to side around the outside of the
tree. “I just can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s like we’re defying
gravity.”

She had no sooner said that when all of a
sudden this tree and the surrounding trees seemed to turn bright
red with color. It almost seemed like every leaf on the tree
immediately turned red like it was fall; but in looking closer we
could see that they were small puppet-like figures clinging to all
the branches.

“Oh my,” Annie said, surprised by their
immediate appearance.

“We are the Blipies and are here to welcome
you to our treetops,” said one of the red figures on the branch
slightly above us. Annie waved her hands slightly to move over
closer to me and the speaking puppet.

“Well hello Mr. Blipie and your fellow
Blipies, do you all have names?” I asked as I tried to focus in on
the one speaking.

“Yes we all have names but that is of no
importance to you at this time. It would be far too time consuming
to introduce ourselves individually to you when as always time is
of the essence. We are a busy community of people who have
important duties to perform for our wizard and we do not have the
time to idly converse and get acquainted.”

“Well okay,” I said as Annie and I looked at
each other and snickered.

“We have been instructed by our Grand Master
to lead you to the Tree of Eternity and show you how to enter.”

“Show us how to enter a tree?” Annie asked
with a puzzled look on her face.

“Yes how to enter the Tree of Eternity. Once
inside you will be given a task and are not to exit from the tree
until that task is done. Is that clear?”

“Yes I think we both understand,” I said as I
shrugged my shoulders at Annie. “Lead the way Mr. Blipie.”

“My name is Doodle, not Mr. Blipie, that’s
all you need to know. Now follow us to the tree Master Ryan.”

Almost instantly it seemed as if all the
colorful red Blipies converged into one and darted out of the
branches and through the sky between the trees. We both immediately
waved our arms and followed the streak of red that was leading us.
We weaved in and out, around, and between trees at a slow but
steady speed that had us both continually laughing and enjoying our
airborne ride. It seemed to last for minutes but before we knew it
our laughter turned to seriousness as we stopped in front of an
enormously large tree that seemed to make all the others seem like
seedlings.

The red Blipie stopped on a single branch and
almost immediately all the branches surrounding him and us were
again full of red dots that I assume were all the Blipies
again.

“Wow, you guys must all travel as one, is
that right Doodle?”

“That is correct Master Ryan. Our mode of
transportation is of a singular mode that permits us to maneuver as
one. You are very observant. Now, if you both would just drop to
the ground below.”

Annie hesitated to watch me as I waved my
arms upward which pushed me downward, gliding me to the ground
beside the tree. Again she giggled, but followed and did the
same.

We both looked up at Doodle who was just as I
had described, a red hand-puppet type character with two little
arms sticking straight out to the side with no fingers. His face
was like a cat, with whiskers sticking straight out to each side
and a pink little nose right in the middle. I could see no legs or
feet.

“My instructions are this. You will both
stand side by side next to the tree trunk where you will be
absorbed into the trunk of the Eternity Tree.”

“Yuk, that sounds awful,” snapped Annie.

I poked her in the side and shook my head
no.

“I am giving you instructions and do not wish
to be interrupted. I will not repeat these again. You will both
stand side by side next to the tree trunk where you will be
absorbed into the trunk of the Eternity Tree. Once inside you will
have a challenge waiting for you that you must perform within one
hour. At the end of that hour you will be released from the tree
and cannot reenter. If your task has not been completed then you
fail the challenge. I will be here to greet you once you reappear.
Goodbye for now and remember, only believe what you can touch.”

With that the red figures again became one
and they, or Doodle, streaked away and we were left alone.
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The Eternity Tree

 


We looked at each other as if to say ‘I
can’t believe we’re supposed to be absorbed by a tree’, but per
the instructions we stood side by side next to the tree waiting to
be absorbed, whatever that meant.

We were facing each other with a silly
sheepish grin on our faces yet with a little bit of fear of the
unknown going through us.

“Nothing’s happening,” she said as her bright
smile reminded me just how happy I was to be here with her.

“Let’s give it a minute or two, maybe it
takes a little time just like the bridge that takes fourteen
seconds,” I guessed.

As we stood hugging the tree facing each
other I looked at her and how happy she seemed to be here with me.
She really looked at this point like she was enjoying being here
and our adventure together.

Suddenly in just a split second the two of us
looked and we were inside the tree hugging the wall around us.

“Wow, that was a quick transformation,” I
laughed.

“Sure was,” she said as we took our arms down
and turned looking around at what we guessed was the inside of the
tree.

It was a circular space that was surrounded
on all sides by branches within the walls.

“This actually looks like the inside of a
tree,” Anne said.

“You’re right, there are branches everywhere
you look, the sides, the top, the floor, everywhere is
branches.”

We stood in one spot together looking all
around us at what seemed to be plainly the inside of a tree,
nothing more. Anne was the first to take a step to the side
reaching out to run her hand along one of the branches protruding
from the side.

“Look Ryan, my hand goes right through it as
if it doesn’t exist. I can’t grab or touch it. I can’t grab or
touch any of them,” she repeated as she waved her hand through a
bunch of the branch images.

I turned and did the same as we both walked
around the sides running our hands through what looked like tree
branches.

“That supports what Doodle said, only believe
what you can touch,” I pointed out to her.

“You’re right; only believe what you can
touch. So there must be something in here that is real that we can
touch.”

She walked around the edges of the sides and
within seconds her hand was stopped by a real branch intermixed
with the fake ones.

“Ryan, here’s a real one.”

I walked over and could see a branch that
looked to be a funny odd shape.

“This is shaped kind of like a T,” I commented as I outlined the branch with my
hand.

“No look,” she said, “it’s in the shape of a
two.”

“Maybe we’re looking for some numbers to form
some code or something,” she guessed.

We continued probing the branch images while
each of us started bumping into strangely shaped branches.

“Here’s one shaped like a six,” she
yelled.

“I’ve got one over here like an eight,” I
called back.

Before long we had just about every number
from zero to nine accounted for.

We sat in the middle of the floor and tried
to figure out what we had.

“Okay, we have all the numbers from zero to
nine in branches, so what can that mean. I don’t think it’s a code
because we’d need to find some order to put them in.”

“Maybe we add them all together.”

“That adds up to...forty-five,” I
concluded.

We thought for a minute but couldn’t come up
with a meaning for that.

“Only believe what you can touch, was the
clue,” she repeated.

“It’s got to be numbers. We have found all
numbers that we can touch while we couldn’t touch the other
branches. It must be numbers,” I suggested.

We sat silently and looked around the space
some more but couldn’t see anything else that was significant.

“Let’s go with numbers,” she said.

“Okay. But wait, how do we get back out of
here?”

We had run our hands over the entire wall and
never came across a door.

“Maybe we leave the same way we came it,” I
said.

With that we walked over to the spot we had
entered the room and both pressed our bodies against the wall
hugging it as before. Waiting just a few seconds we were rewarded
with our sudden appearance on the outside of the tree where we
started.

Turning around we could see Mildew sitting by
a bush waiting for us.

“You are correct,” he said as he scurried off
into the woods.

We both smiled and threw our arms around each
other in a celebratory dance that lasted about ten seconds before
we were interrupted by a voice.

“Master Ryan it is not time to dance and
play. The Grand Master now wants you both to proceed to the other
side of the water in search of the giant Flagoon.”

“Thank you Mildew but we must head out for
today and continue our adventure tomorrow, it’s almost supper
time,” I said as we stopped our dance and listened to his
instructions.

He understood and said to just proceed
towards Connor’s castle tomorrow so we headed out of the forest
reaching the original trail where we had started the day.

“What the heck is a Flagoon,” Annie
asked.

I looked at her and started laughing knowing
she was in for a treat.

“A Flagoon is the biggest bird you’ve ever
seen in your life, but don’t be scared when you see it tomorrow,
they are really friendly and won’t hurt you, I promise. The first
time Jass and I saw the huge birds we were scared to death and come
to find out we had to let the bird swoop down and grab us in its
claws to transport us to the top of a mountain. If you don’t think
that’s scary than nothing is.”

“I hope we don’t have to do that,” she
remarked, making a yucky face at me.

“Well, if we do, believe me, you have nothing
to worry about, they are very gentle, and besides, I would never
let anything happen to you,” I answered with a sheepish grin on my
red flushed face.

We left the cave and headed out of the park
for the day saying our goodbyes as she squeezed my hand
tightly.

“I sure had a great time today Ryan, I want
to thank you for sharing your cave and special friends with me, I
just can’t believe all that is real and I got to experience it with
you.”

“You’re welcome, I had a great time too and
I’m really glad you had a good time and didn’t freak out with the
whole thing. Can you come back up with me tomorrow to continue our
journey?”

She said yes as we parted ways and I watched
her walk away as I always did, continually looking back at me with
that beautiful bright smile.

Wow!
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Soaring High

 


I called Jass that evening and found out that
he had finished his commitments with the family and would be
meeting me at the usual spot in the morning. I spent about an hour
on the phone bringing him up to date on Annie and what had happened
to us. At first he didn’t seem real thrilled that I had shared our
secret place with anyone, especially a girl, but he was sympathetic
to the fact that I had been eager to get to know Annie better, so
he relinquished and agreed to accept the fact that she was now part
of our select group.

“So where’s Annie,” Jass asked as he rolled
up on his bike beside me the next morning.

“I always meet her by the stream so we’ll
meet her up there,” I answered as we started pedaling towards the
park.

As we rode up I still wanted to make sure
Jass was okay with the fact that Annie would be joining us, but
after some buddy to buddy conversation I was satisfied that he knew
Anne was important to me and he had no problems at all. I think he
also knew that if he got to know her better it would make things
easier for him to meet girls once school started back.

She was all smiles when we met her and Jass
made her feel real comfortable as he continually talked to her
about her adventure the day before and proceeded to comfort her at
what lied ahead today with the Flagoons.

We arrived at the cave, hid our bikes, used
another stone to enter the kingdom, and headed right over to the
woods and stream where we had left off the day before. As we headed
downstream it wasn’t long before Connor’s house came into view high
on the cliff across the river.

“Don’t tell me that’s where we have to go,”
Anne questioned as she stopped in her tracks staring at the rickety
building.

“That is it,” I said as Jass and I stopped
with her laughing at her comment. “That’s exactly what we said when
we first saw it...how in the world can that old house sit there
without falling over the cliff.”

We spent a good amount of time showing her
how to jump the rocks to get across the raging river and it took us
both doing it a few times to convince her she could. Jass went
across first while I waited to go last in case I needed to rescue
Annie if she fell in the water, but she jumped across with no
problem as I knew she would.

As we walked up the streambed it didn’t take
long before Connor’s birds started showing up in the sky.

“I assume that is a Flagoon,” she said as she
pointed to a group of birds coming into view.

“Oh no, those are small birds, that over
there flying past the house is a Flagoon,” Jass snickered.

“Oh my god you’ve got to be kidding me! And
that thing is going to pick me up and take me up to the house?”

“Yep,” Jass answered, again snickering.

Two Flagoons headed our way, circling above
us as we got in position. Jass let Anne and me go first so we could
experience the ride together. After the initial fear of the big
bird picking her up by the claws, her face was full of constant
laughter as she took in the view and enjoyed the ride to the top.
She never stopped talking about it as the birds flew away and one
returned shortly with Jass.

It didn’t take but a few minutes for us to
walk towards the old house before a puff of red smoke appeared and
instantly Connor appeared. Annie jumped back taken by surprise.

“Hello again my friends, I am Connor, Keeper
of the Birds and Wizard of the Mountain. And who is this pretty
young lady that you have brought to me?”

“Hello Mr. Wizard, I am Annie, a friend of
Ryan and Jason, it’s a pleasure to meet you, said Annie as she held
out her hand to shake his.

“I’m sorry little lady but a Wizard doesn’t
shake hands, you must just curtsey before me and I will accept or
reject you, that is the proper protocol.”

Jason and I snickered as we listened to him
instruct her on the ways of his world. She did as he asked.

“Thank you my dear and I graciously welcome
you to my humble castle as I have welcomed your two friends in the
past. They are both always welcome to my mountain and have so
heroically rescued me on several occasions which I am in gratitude
for. It is very rare for common folk such as you to be welcomed to
my kingdom but your visit is special as the Grand Tudoor has
informed me.”

“Has Tudoor given you our next challenge, “I
asked.

“Yes he has. Follow me to the porch and I
will try and remember what it is I’m supposed to tell you,”
answered Connor and he turned and motioned for us to follow
along.

Jass and I looked at each other shaking our
head and wondering if he would remember anything or get the
instructions correct if he did remember.

We followed him through the house with Annie
smiling and pointing to different things while mouthing to us
this is a castle? We just laughed.

Arriving at the porch Connor invited us to
sit down while he recklessly leaned against the railing facing us.
The old structure was wobbly enough but with his unsteady nature we
were all on the edge of our seats watching him. Anne was awestruck
by the view yet hesitant to even be on the porch knowing how the
house teetered on the edge of the mountain, as Jass and I had
also.

“Okay now, let me see,” Connor started as he
rubbed his beard and searched his pockets for his wand. “Now where
is that danged thing, it is always hiding from me like it has a
mind of its own.”

Finding it he continued his thoughts.

“Now the Grand Master has two chores for you
to accomplish, one is right here is my castle while the other is in
the other mountain which is the home of the Suitables.”

“Oh good, we’ve never been there and met
them, we’ve been waiting to finally get to their part of the park,
commented Jass. “So what is our challenge here at your place?”

“Your challenge is to get inside the locked
door that no one has ever been in, remember the door we passed on
the way to my Wizard room?”

“Yes we remember,” I said, “it’s the room you
and the queen have tried to get in but have never been able
to.”

“Correct. Your challenge is to get inside and
see what’s in there. Tudoor said Mildew will meet you inside.”

“Good, maybe Mildew will transport us in
there and we can just figure out how to open it from the inside,”
suggested Jass.

“Now do you really think Tudoor and Mildew
would make it that easy for you,” said Connor.
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The Locked Room

 


The three of us proceed to the stairway to go
up and meet our next challenge as Connor settled down in one of the
porch chairs talking to his birds.

Arriving at the top we went to the locked
door and stood starring at it.

“So let’s just sit down here in the hallway
and figure this thing out,” suggested Annie.

We sat silently, each looking at the door and
the surrounding area to see if we could spot a clue to get in. Time
passed with no comments.

“Okay,” Annie said as she broke the silence,
“maybe if we talk out loud it will give us a clue. First there is
no doorknob or handle so there must be something that causes the
door to open by itself.”

“Yeah like a word or something,” suggested
Jass.

“Just like Connor did on the other door by
tapping his wand on the door,” I added.

“Well we know it has nothing to do with his
wand because I’m sure he’s tried that many, many times over the
years,” Said Jass as he got up and began tapping on the door in
different rhythms.

Nothing happened as Annie and I watched.

“Let me try something,” I said getting up and
walking over to the door. “Mildew, are you in there, can you give
us a clue?”

“I am in here waiting for you Master Ryan but
you must figure it out for yourself. Remember what you have
learned; use all your experience and resources.”

We huddled in a group sitting back down on
the floor while continuing to think out loud.

“Doesn’t do us any good to hover in the air
around the door and we’ve pressed against the door, the frame, and
all the walls alongside the door, so that’s no good. What else can
we do,” Jass asked.

“Hey maybe we can do the finger thing and see
if anything causes our fingers to glow,” I suggested.

“What’s the finger thing,” Annie
asked.

“When we were looking for Connor’s magic wand
that he had lost we learned of a power we have that causes our
fingers to tingle and then glow when we find something we’re
looking for. Let’s try that Jass.”

Annie watched as Jason and I stood up, faced
each other, and pressed our fingertips together as we closed our
eyes and concentrated on the locked door. Within a few minutes we
both opened our eyes and smiled as our fingertips began to tingle
which we knew meant we now had the power.

“Okay we’re ready to search,” I said as we
separated and went to each side of the door.

Running our fingers over the wall and door
revealed nothing so we expanded out in opposite directions in the
hallway as Annie just sat and watched. Jason was running his
fingers all around the two paintings that were on one side the
hallway while I tested the wall down to the other locked door and
then back up the other side but neither of us were successful. As
Jason walked back towards Annie and began to sit down his fingers
began to slowly turn a reddish glow.

“Ryan look,” he said as he held his hands
up.

I went over near him and my hands did the
same.

“It’s got to be something close by here where
she is sitting. Annie, get up and move away so we know it’s not
you,” I said.

She moved to the locked door and both our
hands continued to glow. He ran his hands along the floor while I
ran my fingers down the railing leading to the banister at the top
of the steps. That’s when my fingers turned bright red.

“Jass, it’s over here.”

Both of our hands turned red as we waved them
over the banister which had a large round ball on top. I reached
down and tapped the wooden ball but nothing happened. Then I
grabbed the ball in both hands and tried to turn it to the left but
it didn’t move so I turned it to the right and it turned a quarter
turn. The door popped open behind us.

“You did it,” Annie yelled as all three of us
walked into the unlocked room.

We shook our hands and within seconds the
tingling stopped as we concentrated on what was in this empty room
that probably hadn’t seen anyone in many years. A meow off to the
side alerted us that Mildew was indeed there.

“I knew you could do it,” he said as he came
over and rubbed up against Annie’s leg.

“You were right as always Mildew, we just had
to think it out and use the powers we have been taught,” Jass
said.

“Okay, enough praise, let’s get down to the
job at hand, your next challenge. Somewhere in this room is your
next clue, you are to find it before you exit the room and I will
be sitting outside the closed door when you have arrived at a
decision on what it is. If you are right, I will direct you on how
to get to the next mountain. If you are wrong, you will have failed
and your adventure will be over. Goodbye!”

With that Mildew disappeared and the door
gently shut behind us. Again it was a door with no handles so we
knew we had to discover something that would open it.

The room was bright and well lit but
completely empty except for pictures around all four walls. They
were all the same size, framed the same, and each one had a letter
of the alphabet pictured on them.

“Well I count twenty-six picture frames, so I
guess that’s one for each letter of the alphabet,” said Annie.

“Yes and they start at A and go to Z, one
picture for each letter,” Jass added.

We walked slowly around studying each picture
which even though they had a letter of the alphabet on them they
were unique drawings, each different in their own way. Suddenly as
I stared at one I noticed that the previous one had changed from an
S to a B.

“Jass they’re changing. The letters are
changing; I just saw that one go from S to B.”

“Yes mine just changed too,” said Annie.

We stepped back to the center of the room and
watched as each picture seemed to come alive and the letters were
changing and moving within the picture, they also were continually
changing colors. We just sat silently each trying to see a pattern
or figure out exactly what was happening yet smiling and laughing
at the spectacle we were looking at.

“I don’t see any pattern or anything
happening here; they are all just spinning and spinning. Do you see
anything else happening that might be a clue?”

“Nope, each letter is just spinning and then
moving around within the picture and then spinning again...I
haven’t seen anything else yet. Maybe we need to do something;
that’s what happened the other times; we needed to trigger
something for it to happen.”

“Maybe I’ll try hovering and moving around
the room while in the air,” I said as I got up and jumped into the
air being careful not to go too high and hi the ceiling.

I went about halfway up and just started
waving my arms moving myself around and in front of all the
pictures but nothing happened. It was when I dropped myself back
down to the floor with a thump that I heard a noise behind me.

“A letter dropped out of that picture and hit
the floor, it’s the letter R,” Jass said as he went over and picked
up the plastic letter.

“Wow, great, I’ll hover again and see if the
same thing happens.”

I jumped back into the air, scooted around
the room a little and then slowly lowered myself to the floor, but
this time nothing happened.

“Darn, didn’t happen that time,” I said as I
slapped the floor with my hand. With that another letter
dropped.

“It’s hitting the floor,” Jass said, “it
happens when you smack the floor. He went over and picked up the D
that had fallen.

I smacked the floor again with my hand and
the N fell from a picture. We took turns smacking the floor until
the falling stopped which gave us eight letters.

“Okay I think that’s it,” Annie said. “We
have R, D, N, A, G, E, another A, and another R. Let’s try to make
a word out of them.”

We sat in the middle of the room and tried
moving the letters around on the floor to come with a word. It took
us about fifteen minutes but we came up with the ARRANGED.

“That makes sense, so far our clue words
would be Spinning Numbers Arranged,” I said. “I think that’s
it, what do you think?”

“I agree, let’s take the letters over to the
door and put them on the floor in that order and see if the door
opens,” Anne answered.

We walked them over and spelled out the word
on the floor but nothing happened.

“The word is arranged,” Jass said
looking at the door. It popped open.
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Connor Again !

 


We walked out with a smile on our face as
Mildew sat by the steps waiting for us. “The clue is
arranged,” I said to him as he sat licking his paws.

“You are correct, that is the third word in
the five word puzzle. So far you have the words spinning,
numbers, and arranged...very good, I congratulate all
three of you, you now have two more clues to get and I believe you
have five more stones to enter the kingdom and accomplish that, am
I correct?”

“Yes,” I answered, “those are the words and
yes we have five more stones. Will you give us our next challenge
now or tomorrow when we return because I think we have to get home
for the day.”

“Meet me on Connor’s front porch tomorrow
morning and I will give you your next set of instructions.”

Bam, he was gone.

We left the caves that day so proud of what
we had accomplished so far and I was more than excited knowing that
we had five more chances to get the two clues which would get us
into the caves from now on.

 


We used our sixth stone, traveled over to the
castle, and stood at Connor’s mailbox waiting for Mildew to appear
on the porch. In just a matter of minutes down the steps Mildew
came greeting the three of us for another adventure.

“Good morning my friends, nice to see you on
this fine morning. Your next challenge will be to travel to the
next mountain and meet with the Suitables who will ask you to help
them in some way. During that process you will be presented with a
puzzle which you must solve to get your fourth and next to last
clue. Get the clue and you will continue on with your final
challenge, fail to do that and you will end your visits to the
kingdom.”

“I still think that’s pretty harsh, not
letting us back in the mountain to even visit,” I repeated.

“Master Ryan I am not the one who sets the
rules in the kingdom, I am only the messenger so complaining to me
will do you no good whatsoever.”

“Okay, sorry. So how do we get to the other
mountain?”

“Go to the back porch and Connor will have
his birds transport you there and instruct you what to do when you
get there. Goodbye, good luck, and I’ll see you on the other
mountain.”

Gone as usual!

“Okay, well so much for questioning Mildew,
he’s gone as usual so let’s head out to the porch and find Connor,”
Jass said.

We went up the steps and opening the door
walked into the house calling out Connor’s name as we went through.
We didn’t get an answer as we arrived at the back porch where we
decided to just have a seat and wait on His Highness to make his
appearance. It wasn’t too long before we heard a commotion inside
the house and Jass went to see what Connor was up to; shortly after
Connor appeared at the porch doorway.

“Just don’t know what happened there,” Connor
was mumbling to himself and he walked out and took a chair in one
corner of the porch.

“What’s the matter Your Highness and where is
Jason, he went to look for you,” I asked.

“Well I just don’t know what happened in
there,” Connor answered as he continued to look befuddled. “I heard
your voices and came down the steps to see what all the noise was
about and suddenly as I reached the last step I couldn’t go
anymore, couldn’t figure out what happened I just couldn’t move. I
got my trusty magic wand out to free myself when Jason came into
the room and told me my cape was caught on the banister keeping me
from moving forward. When I waved my wand to free myself it worked
but Jason disappeared in a puff of smoke. Don’t know what happened,
he was just gone.”

Anne ran into the room to see if she could
find Jass but came back out right away saying he wasn’t in the room
or on the steps.

“Connor, where did you send Jason when you
waved your magic wand,” I asked.

“Don’t know,” mumbled Connor as he continued
to have a puzzled look on his face, “I just said some magic words
that I thought would free me and it did but it also made the boy
vanish.”

“Well what did you say, are there magic words
that send someone someplace versus another place,” asked Anne.

Connor stuttered for a minute or two and it
was clear to us that he was baffled and had no idea what he said,
what he did, or where he might have sent Jason. We decided to just
cool it for a few minutes and let him calm down and then hopefully
he would remember something, in the mean time Anne and I got up and
searched the house in the hopes that maybe he just sent him to
another room, but no such luck.

We came back out to the porch where Connor
had fallen asleep in his chair. We sat on the other side and talked
about what we should do, we had to find Jason before it was time to
go home for the day.

“Let’s just take a deep breath and first
think if there is anything we can do to find him on our own. Do we
have any powers or knowledge from the past that could help us?”

Anne agreed with me as we sat and thought the
situation over.

“Let’s go up to his wizard room and look at
the active map, maybe we can spot something that will give us a
clue,” she suggested.

“That’s a great idea Anne!”

We tiptoed off the porch and scurried up to
the wizard room which to our good fortune he had left open. The map
was bustling with activity as she started searching on the left
side and I started on the right, hoping by the time we got to the
middle we would have found something that would lead us to Jason’s
whereabouts. Unfortunately after studying every moment on the map
for almost half an hour we gave up and returned to the porch.

We woke up the still snoozing wizard and
started once again questioning him. He still could not remember any
spell that he had used so our only alternative was to try and find
Jass on our own, a task that was immense just thinking about. We
knew we couldn’t do this on our own so we decided to head back to
all the communities that we had visited to see if anyone could come
up with an idea on where we could search for our friend.

The Cuddlewinkies, Spectacle People,
Glowteenies, and Stonehuggies all said they would spread their
people out and do a search of their communities to see if he was in
any of their caves or rooms. While they were doing that we went
over to visit Princess Brooke to see if the Flutterbyes could do
the same which she of course agreed to. While all that was
happening we decided to go over to the King and Queen Seat so that
we could use our powers to see if we could narrow down the search
to a specific location within the park.

Anne wanted to be the one to seat in the
Queen seat obviously so I explained to her what she needed to do.
We each sat in a seat, interlocked our fingers and began starring
intently at the Deer Creek waters below us. Our minds were
concentrating on Jass as we sat silently watching the water and
hoping a vision would appear; after but a few minutes we could the
image of a character in the water, a character that we didn’t
recognize but could easily describe to someone who may know.

“Did you see that Anne,” I asked as we
dropped out grip and I helped her out of the seat.

“Yes it looked like the picture of a playing
card with legs and arms, but I’ve never seen anyone in the caves
that looks like that, did you recognize it,” she answered.

“No, I’ll ask one of the community leaders
and see if they know.”

We went back into the caves and first ran
into Fe-Fi who was also looking for us.

“Masters Ryan and Miss Anne, we have all
searched high and low and covered every inch of our caverns and
cannot find your friend Jason anywhere,” he said with an
exasperated out of breath voice.

“Okay thank you Fe-Fi, I have a question for
you. We went to the King and Queen seat and using our powers we saw
an image of a character that we’ve never seen in the mountain
before. It had a square body with arms and legs and on its body
looked like the picture of a playing card; it looked like the King
of Hearts.”

“Ah yes, that is the Suitables community,
they live on the other mountain, you probably have never been there
and met them yet.”

“The Suitables, yes we’ve heard of them
several times, we were supposed to meet them next and be presented
with our next challenge but we’ve never made it over there yet
because of Connor’s little trick. Are they a friendly group?”

“Yes they are very friendly but I do not know
what goes on in their mountain or what their responsibility is
within the park, you’ll have to visit and ask them those
questions.”

“How do we get there,” asked Anne.

“I do not know the answer to that, my people
have never ventured over there, we have no reason to.”

“Anne, remember Mildew told us that Connor
was going to instruct his birds to take us over there? I guess we
have to head back up to his castle and deal with him again, oh
boy!”
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The Suitables

 


We knew the day was pretty much gone so we
decided to return tomorrow and continue our search. We had pretty
much exhausted all our resources in the mountains we knew and our
powers had only helped us in finding out we needed to go to the
other mountain.

Bright and early we met as usual and
proceeded into the caves.

“This is our eighth stone so we’ve only got
two left after today,” I said with a worried concern in my
voice.

“Don’t worry Ryan, we’ll find him,” Anne said
as she rubbed my arm in reassurance.

“I sure hope so. It just takes so long to get
through the caves and up to Connor’s castle; we waste a quarter of
our day just travelling there, that’s what worries me the
most.”

“Maybe Mildew can help. Didn’t you say he
could whisk us there in a flash?”

“You’re right. Mildew, are you anywhere
around,” I shouted as we both looked around the cave.

“You must know I am always around, thanks to
my Master who has instructed me to be at your beckon call
throughout the day. Your safety is of the utmost importance to us,
although you do have a knack of interrupting my nap time.”

“Thanks Mildew,” I said, not really paying
much attention to what he was saying, besides I had heard the same
thing from him many, many times. “For the sake of time management
we need to get to Connor’s castle and was hoping you would
transport us there and save us valuable time.”

“Please, please, please,” Annie pleaded.
“I’ve never been transported before.”

I could tell Mildew had a spot in his heart
for her because he immediately was alongside her rubbing up against
her as usual.

He immediately told us to grab hold and
before we knew it we were standing by Connor’s mailbox right
outside his front porch.

“Wow that is amazing,” said Anne as she
smiled and laughed.

We ran up to the front door and before we
could knock Connor had appeared on the porch questioning us.

“What brings the two of you back to visit
me?”

“Your Highness, we are supposed to get you to
tell your birds to transport us to the other mountain so we can
meet with the Suitables community. Did Tudoor tell you about
that?”

“Ah yes, I do remember that. So where is your
other person, Jason I believe it is?”

“You don’t remember yesterday when you waved
your wand and sent him somewhere,” Anne asked.

“Don’t recall that. Now why would I do
something like that, I am a Wizard and my powers are special. If I
did that it must have been for a reason.”

“Whatever,” I answered. I just wanted to get
moving and get to the other mountain, time was wasting away. “Can
you call your birds for us?”

Connor shook his head yes and after fumbling
in his robe pulled out his magic wand and started waving it. Anne
and I both immediately backed off the porch; we didn’t want to be
part of another piece of Connor’s so-called magic like Jass
was.

In a matter of seconds we heard two Flagoons
flying overhead as we ran into the yard and held out our arms to be
picked up.

“I’ve gotten to like this part,” laughed
Annie.

We were picked up and began our short but
exciting journey towards the other mountain.

“Look there’s the King and Queen seat beside
Deer Creek,” Annie shouted as she pointed downward. “And there’s
our school, North Harford Middle,” she added.

We then were hovering over the north end of
the park and starting our descent into a forest. It almost
immediately got pitch black as the trees blocked the sunlight and
branches flew by both of us as we sheltered our faces with our
hands. The Flagoons slowly dropped us on a dirt path that I
immediately noticed led to a cave entrance.

“This has to be the place, there’s an opening
to the mountain right over there,” I said pointing towards the
rocks.

We entered the cave and as always stood
motionless for a minute as our eyes adjusted to the darkness of the
cave.

“I’m used to caves by now but this is a
little scarier going into a cave for the first time. I’m a little
frightened Ryan.”

Without hesitation I put my arm around her
shoulder and pulled her close to me. “We’ll do this together, don’t
worry, Tudoor wouldn’t let anything happen to us.”

“I hope you’re right,” she answered as she
snuggled in close to me...which I loved.

I could see that the cave tunnel led straight
ahead so we slowly walked following the only pathway we could. It
wasn’t too long before we entered a huge cavern that looked pretty
similar to the Grand Chamber of Echoes back in our mountain. It had
huge stone walls surrounding the room with a small pond in the
center but no ledges surrounding the top that I could see; that
seemed to be the only difference.

Just then a voice startled us from the other
side of the cavern.

“Welcome my friends.”

Walking out into the open area was what
seemed to be a walking playing card, and yes it was the King of
Hearts.

“Hello, we are Ryan and Anne from the other
mountain. Has the Grand Master Tudoor told you of us and our
journey,” I asked.

“Yes he has, I am quite familiar with you
both and your travels throughout the communities of the other
mountain. They all seem quite pleased with the tasks you have
performed to help them.”

Anne and I looked at each other and kind of
smiled to ourselves as we talked with him. It seemed so funny
seeing a walking talking King of Hearts card. What was really funny
too was that there was no head on the card just the two heads on
the picture of the card with the bottom one being upside down, yet
both mouths moved as he talked to us.

“Yes we have helped them solve a few of their
problems and were glad to help in any way we could. I assume you
are part of the Suitables community, are you their leader?”

“Yes I am King Heart the leader of the
community. As you may guess my community consists of 51 others who
each portray a playing card and their names like mine are pictured
on their body.”

“Do they all talk,” Annie asked.

“No, only the face cards speak, the others
are silent. The face cards are the leaders of their suit and
command the others what is to be done. The four groups are somewhat
linked together and always travel in a straight-line group within
their suits. Each new day they internally shuffle so that they are
in various orders; it just everyone a chance to see a change of
scenery.”

“Wow that’s interesting, are there other
communities within your mountain,” I asked.

“No we live alone and therefore take care of
everything within our mountain and of course the area of the park
surrounding our mountain.”

“If I may ask, you say you take care of your
mountain and the surrounding area, what exactly do you do?”

“As you may know from your observations this
area of the park is mainly for recreation and that is what we
control, the recreation areas such as the picnic areas, playground
areas, the rapid streams used for tubing and swimming, and the main
clearing where most people play and fly kites. We make sure the
area is safe, the streams run rapidly, and there is wind for the
kites.”

“Wow, I always thought Mother Nature
controlled that,” said Anne as I laughed, having said that same
thing myself on the other mountain.

“Now, Tudoor has instructed me to give you a
task which will challenge you and help you figure out the next clue
in your evolving puzzle,” said King Heart.

“Yes that is true but we have an urgent
problem that we must deal with first. Our other friend Jason who
usually accompanies us on our adventures has disappeared. When we
visited with the Wizard Connor to get him to have his birds
transport us here to your mountain he waved his magic wand and made
Jason disappear and he doesn’t know where he sent him, so we’re
desperately searching for him.”

“Now that doesn’t surprise me, knowing Connor
and his magic nowadays,” commented the King shaking his head side
to side. “As far as I know no one in the community has seen your
friend Jason, or at least no one has said anything. Let me gather
my people together and we will find out.”

Within a few minutes we had a whole deck of
cards in front of us standing in four groups...Hearts, Spades,
Diamonds, and Clubs.

“I have all my people here and have asked
them about Jason and no one has seen him in the mountain,” said
King of Hearts.

“Well how did you do that, we were right here
with you the whole time and didn’t hear you ask them,” questioned
Anne.

“We speak to each other mainly through mental
telepathy. Since most of the people do not have faces on their
cards therefore do not have mouths, we speak to each other via
telepathy. So I immediately made them aware of your dilemma and
they responded.”

“Oh, okay,” she said with an embarrassing
look on her face.

“So what makes you think your friend is
within our mountain,” King asked.

“Well, we don’t know for sure but for one
thing Connor knew we were headed to your mountain to meet you so we
thought that is what he may have been thinking; and second we sat
on the King and Queen seat and with our powers of concentration saw
an image of you in the water, which led us here.”

“Well I must say that is a pretty good
deduction. I guess what we can do now is to divide up into our four
groups and really do a thorough search of the mountain to see if we
spot anything. Is that okay with you two?”

“That would be great, if it’s okay Anne and I
will follow you and your group of hearts,” I replied.

Just then there was a puff of smoke off to
the side the cavern and who should appear but Mildew.

“Master Jason and Miss Annie, must I remind
you that you have a challenge to fulfill and you only have the
remainder of today and two other days to complete it before your
stones run out.”

“Mildew, are aware of what has happened to
Jass,” asked Anne.

“Miss Annie I am aware of everything and
thoroughly understand your dilemma, but I must remind you that
Grand Master Tudoor has given you the authority to be here and has
given you a challenge and I need not repeat what the consequences
are if you fail.”

“I’m sorry Mildew but right now our friend
Jason is more important than the challenge. We’re going to have to
find him first before we can continue on with the clues.
That is unless you want to tell us or show us where he is, I’m sure
you know since you know it all,” I remarked.

“You are correct, I know where your friend is
and I assure you he is safe but I will not tell you or show you
where he is. The decision to forgo the challenge is yours to make,
we all have our priorities and I guess you have set yours. Just
remember my warning.”

With that he was gone.

“Okay, we only have a little time left for
today and then Anne and I have to go, so if it’s okay with you
let’s get started.”

With that the cards gathered together in
their four separate groups and scurried off in different
directions. We followed the thirteen Heart cards back through the
cave opening they had appeared to originally come from.
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A Surprise for Us All

 


This mountain was apparently huge. We walked
through so many twists and turns, down cold dark hallways, through
mammoth rooms, and in and around forest and lakes, but nothing. We
searched for so long we almost forgot about the time and had to
call Mildew to come transport us to the cave entrance of the first
mountain or we would have never gotten home on time.

The next day, using our next to last stone,
we again summoned Mildew to take us to the second mountain so we
would not waste time in our travels. He took us straight to the
same cavern we had met the Suitables in.

“Now remember what I warned you about
yesterday,” Mildew said as he left us, not waiting around for any
conversation on the subject.

We were immediately greeted by the King of
Diamonds who told us that the whole group of Hearts was still
searching and would join us shortly, which they did.

“I’m sorry to say we have had no luck in
finding your friend. Even after the two of you departed yesterday
the four groups kept searching and then continued again this
morning. I feel at this time that we have covered every inch of the
mountain as we know it and I’m completely stumped as to what to
tell you. My guess is that he is not here with us in this
mountain,” explained the King of Hearts.

“I just can’t believe both of our theories
were wrong, I think I’m going to ask Mildew straight out and see
what he says. Mildew, can you help me,” I shouted.

“I have asked you time and time again to not
shout at me, you know I am here for you, just ask for me a pleasant
voice...please,” said Mildew as he quickly walked over to run
against Anne.

“Sorry, I promise I’ll never do that again.
Mildew we really do need your help because Anne and I only have one
stone left to enter the kingdom and we still haven’t found Jass.
All indications that I had steered me to this mountain and now none
of us can find him. Can you help, please?”

“Of course I can help you but before I do you
must listen one more time to my pleading. You have just one stone
left and you have not even begun the latest challenge that the
Grand Master has required of you. You need two more clues solved to
become successful, so if you do not listen to me you will lose your
privileges in the mountains forever. Again, do you understand
that?”

“Yes I understand. Now can you tell me if
Jass is hidden in this mountain?”

“Yes he is,” answered Mildew.

At that point all of the Suitables started
fidgeting as if they were telepathically talking amongst
themselves, apparently bewildered by Mildew’s answer.

“I cannot and will not tell you where he is,
I will just say to you, as I have said many times during your
adventures, step back and look at your surroundings, take note of
what is within your reach to solve a problem.”

Mildew of course immediately vanished as all
of us in the cave stood silently thinking about his words.

“Anne we have to sit down, clear our heads,
and think about what Mildew said to us. He has always steered Jass
and I correctly and right to the result whenever we did exactly as
he instructed, so let’s think about it.”

“Step back and look at your surroundings, and
take note of what is within your reach,” repeated Anne.

We both sat silently just looking around us
while all of the Suitables were simply frozen in place watching
us.

“Do you need our help,” asked King of Hearts,
“or should we leave you alone?”

“No is you would, I’d rather you all stay for
now since you are in fact part of the surroundings and that may
enter into what Mildew was saying.”

“As you wish,” he replied.

Anne and I continued our silence as our eyes
continually circled the cavern looking high and low at every inch
of nature’s structure. I walked over to the small pond in the
center and asked the King if the pond had any significance or if it
was simply a puddle of shallow water. He told me it was meaningless
to them and they always did nothing but walk around it. I bent down
and ran my fingers through the water which was cold to the touch
but nothing happened. I walked back over and sat beside Anne
again.

“I think I’ve searched this cave with my eyes
fifty times and I just don’t see anything that would lead me to
finding Jass. Do you see anything at all Anne?”

“Not a thing, I think I’ll walk around for a
while and see if I can spot something that’s part of the
surroundings but is just being overlooked by us.”

I agreed as we both spent quite a while
walking throughout the cave room just looking and searching and
touching everything we could before we settled back down in our
same spot. The Suitables just stood silently and watched us, or at
least they were silent to us.

We must have sat in place for hours
determined to find the clue that would lead us to Jass and hoped we
would not have to give in and call Mildew again. Unfortunately as
time wasted we had no choice as I pleasantly asked for his
help.

“Mildew I believe we need your assistance
again.”

“I am so disappointed, if fact I am
disappointed in two ways. Number one that you are exhausting your
time in the mountain and have not executed your next challenge, and
number two that you have not figured out what to do in finding your
companion.”

“Sorry Mildew but we just can’t figure it
out. Obviously you’ve watched us sitting here for hours and it just
isn’t happening so what can we do to help find Jason?”

“On orders from the Grand Master Tudoor I am
forbidden from giving you the exact location of your friend, the
only thing I can do is to reiterate my last clue that you must be
observant of your surroundings. He is here with you, just look for
him,” Mildew said as he walked away and disappeared from view.

“Anne we’ve got to solve this puzzle. I’ve
met every challenge that has been handed to me in these mountains
and I will not let this one go unsolved. Let’s both take some more
time and just study every single thing within these stone walls and
find the answer, okay?”

She agreed as the room again went silent with
both of us looking in opposite directions and scanning every nook
and cranny. It was about twenty minutes later that Annie finally
said something.

“Wait a minute...Ryan look at the Suitables,
do you see something out of place with them?”

“No what,” I asked as I looked at the four
groups but couldn’t pick out anything different. “There are
different cards at the front of each group but King told us that
they shuffle each day so that’s nothing really different.”

“How many cards are in each suit,” she
asked.

“Thirteen,” I answered. “There are ten number
cards including the ace and then three face cards which total
thirteen.”

“So why is there fourteen cards in the spade
line,” she responded.

We both got us at the same time and moved
over in front of the cards and I started counting. “Your right
Anne, there’s fourteen spades, but why.”

We started walking down the line of cards
looking at each card as we passed until we got to the final card in
line which was the Joker. Reaching over and tilting the face of the
card towards us I could see that the face on the card was that of
Jason.

“Your right, it’s Jason as the Joker,” I
yelled. “Jason we’ve found you, can you change back from a card to
a boy now,” I asked.

I could see that Jason’s mouth was moving on
the card but we couldn’t hear anything, he was silent just like the
other cards.

“King of Hearts, we’ve found out friend here
in your card deck, can you hear him like you can hear the
others?”

“No I’m sorry I can’t hear anything and I
don’t know how he got there or how to change him back. We’ve never
had a Joker in our deck.”
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The End is Near

 


We were all baffled what to do. I could see
Jass frantically moving his mouth and seemed to be saying please
rescue me but we just couldn’t figure out to get him from
card-form to human-form.

“The only thing I can think of is that Connor
put him there so maybe he has to release his spell or something to
get him back to us. I’ll see if Mildew will transport me back to
Connor’s mountain or if maybe he can bring Connor here,” I
said.

“You don’t have to ask; I am of course here,
heard your request and will go and get Connor for you. Be back in a
flash,” responded Mildew.

With a puff of smoke he was gone and seconds
later back with Connor alongside of him.

“Thanks Mildew. Connor Your Highness, good to
see you again,” I said hoping I could immediately relax him and
make him feel welcome in the cave. “You’ll be happy to know we’ve
located our friend Jason that you vanished a few days ago.”

“Well that is good...I guess...I don’t really
remember too much anymore but if you say it is a grand occasion
then I guess it is,” mumbled a confused Connor.

“Do you think maybe you could wave your magic
wand for us and bring Jason back, he’s over there as one of the
Suitables, he’s a card now, a Joker,” asked Anne.

Connor walked over to the rows of cards
standing at the other end of the cave looking puzzled by their
existence.

“I have never seen anything like this before,
rows of playing cards. And you say they are the Suitables, what a
strange yet appropriate name. I’ve never set foot in this mountain
so I guess that’s why I haven’t seen you before,” he continued as
he walked back and forth looking over the cards.

“Jason is the last one in the row of spades,”
Anne said.

Connor walked down the spades and stood
staring at the joker.

“I can see his mouth moving but I don’t hear
anything, why don’t I hear anything, is my hearing failing me
now?”

“No you’re okay,” I said as I walked over
beside him. “None of us can hear him. The Suitables can’t speak
even though Jason is trying to. He’s asking or should I say
pleading with you to cast your spell and bring him back to life
again.”

“Well I can do that but which spell did I
enchant him with, I just can’t remember?”

“Think hard Your Highness. Remember you are
the Grand Wizard and you have the powers to do anything you want if
you put your mind to it. We were talking about going to the other
mountain and you getting your birds to take us to meet the
Suitables, maybe that will refresh your memory,” Anne said as she
tried to give Connor’s ego a boost in hopes he would concentrate
more on what he was doing.

“Ah yes, let me try and see what I can do,”
he responded with a smile as he reached in his robe and brought out
his magic wand.

Anne and I immediately backed away as he
raised it in the air; we were not about to have him send us
somewhere and complicate the problem even more.

Connor started waving his wand in the air and
mumbling something to himself in a very low tone of voice as he
also began what looked like a dance in-place. Anne jabbed me in the
side as she smiled at Connor’s antics.

Nothing happened for the first minute or so
and then a huge puff of red smoke burst into the air on the
opposite side of the cave. It was a Flagoon. Connor had made one of
his birds appear inside the cavern. He turned and looked over at it
with yet another puzzled look on his face; it was obvious he had
confused himself.

“I guess we don’t need a bird right now do
we,” he asked.

“No Connor. Maybe you were thinking too hard
about getting your birds to fly us to the other mountain. Try again
and this time think of the other mountain when you do your little
dance,” I said with a snicker in my voice and a smile on my face.
Anne poked me in the side again.

Connor again began to rant and dance around
as a puff of smoke made the bird vanish from sight.

“I wonder where he sent that bird,” Anne
said.

He continued his dance waving his wand
feverishly in the air and this time the puff of smoke came from the
cards as we watched as the smoke cleared and there sat Jass on the
ground where the joker used to be.

“Yea, Connor you did it,” Anne and I almost
said simultaneously. We both went running over to Jass and helped
him up off the floor.

“Wow I am so glad to be back with you guys,”
he said as he dusted himself off. He quickly moved away from the
other cards and away from Connor who he honestly did not trust
anymore. Again we laughed but with happiness this time because the
three of us were now back together.

We left the cave together and decided to just
walk through the forest to our bikes over by the first mountain. It
was a nice day and we had plenty of time to talk and ask Jason a
bunch of questions.

“Were you a playing card the whole time you
were gone,” Annie asked.

“Yep, once the puff of smoke cleared a found
myself contained in that card attached to the rest of the
Suitables, it was really weird.”

“You looked like you were constantly talking
or yelling or something, I could see your mouth moving from the
moment you saw us,” I said as Annie grabbed hold of my hand as we
walked.

“I was! I was yelling and screaming at the
top of my lungs but no one could hear me. In fact I couldn’t hear
anything at all, not you guys, not Connor, not even the other
Suitables. It was awful.”

We laughed and laughed as we walked back to
the first mountain where we found our bikes and headed home for the
day.

“We’ve got one more magic stone left, how
about we meet up here tomorrow for our last trip into the
mountain,” Jass asked.

We all agreed.
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The End of Our Cave Journey

 


Jass and I met at the same time we always did
in the morning and sat talking to the horses as we waited for
Anne.

“So what do you think of Anne now that you’ve
spent some time getting to know her,” I asked.

“I think she’s a really neat girl,” Jass
answered.

“Yea so do I, I mean I really liked her last
year in school but I was really shy about talking to her especially
with her friends around. But now I’ve gotten to know her up close
and I really do like her a lot,” I added.

“Like a girlfriend?”

“Yea I guess. I mean I’m really looking at
girls differently now that we’re in middle school and they’re kind
of neat...I mean...”

“Yea I know what you mean,” Jass interrupted.
“I have too but I was just too shy to say anything, I didn’t want
my buddy to think I was a wimp or something.”

We just stared at the horses in silence for a
minute.

“Do you think she likes you,” Jass asked.

“I think so. I mean she keeps kissing me on
the cheek and wanting to hold my hand, so I guess so. I sure hope
so, I sure would be super embarrassed if I liked her and she didn’t
like me.”

“Well I don’t think she would have done all
this stuff with us the past few weeks if she didn’t like you or
want to be with you. I see that gleam in her eye when she looks at
you.”

“Anyone at school that you like,” I asked
Jass.

“Promise you won’t say anything to Anne or
any of our friends?”

“Hey come on Jass, this is me King Ryan
you’re talking to. I’d no more say something about that than I
would about our cave adventures.”

He hesitated a few seconds.

“Well I kind of like April.”

“April Cody,” I asked.

“Yep. She’s really neat and we kind of make
eyes at each other every time we pass in the hallway or eat lunch
at the same time.”

“Have you talked to her?”

“Well we say hello and we’ve talked on the
phone a few times but man, I just don’t know what to say to
her.”

“Hey I know what you mean. I get near Anne
and I just go blank in the head.”

We both burst out laughing just as Anne came
up behind us.

“What’s so funny,” she asked.

“Oh nothing, just joking about some of the
adventures we had this summer...ready to go?”

Jass and I glanced at each other smiling as
we headed up the road to the caves.

 


We didn’t exactly have anything mapped out
for the day, we just wanted to say goodbye to all the communities
and thank everyone for allowing us to spend the summer with
them.

We spent a little time in the cave entrance
gathering together all of our belongings off the shelves and in the
hidden areas since we knew this would probably be our last time in
the cave. Putting everything in our knapsacks we left them by the
entrance and proceeded into the Grand Chamber to fetch our last
stone. We sat in a circle as Jass got the box and took out the gold
stone.

“Well here is the final adventure right here
in my hands. Here you go King Ryan take us on this journey one
final time,” Jass said as he handed me the stone.

I took the old one out and threw it in the
pool of water with the others as we shifted our positions so that
we could each enjoy the fireworks display to its fullest. Anne, who
had only witnessed this three times seemed the most excited as she
wiggled over beside me and cuddled up close smiling the whole
time.

“This is so amazing,” she said. “I can’t
believe this is real and I’m here taking part in it.”

I thought to myself, yes, and having you
wiggle up beside me is exciting also! I watched her face more than
what was happening as her wide eyes took in the entire gala and the
smile on her face grew bigger as the spectacle drew to an end.

“Wow I don’t think I could ever get tired of
watching that,” Jass remarked.

Anne and I agreed with him as we each stood
up brushing the sparkles off of us. Just then a voice came from
behind us.

“Greetings to all,” said Mildew as he quickly
came over to Anne and began his usual rubbing against her.

“Mildew old friend,” I said greeting him. “I
can’t believe this is the last time we will be seeing you; is there
any chance Tudoor would still allow us into his kingdom even though
we didn’t complete our tasks and come up with the hidden
clues?”

“Well that is a decision that I cannot make
myself so I will have to go and ask the Grand Master myself. Are
you saying that you aren’t going to spend today trying g to solve
the mystery?”

“I just don’t believe we have enough time to
get the two other clues because of the time we spent trying to find
Jass. I think we would rather spend our last day saying goodbye to
our friends in the communities, I wouldn’t want to finish the day
without saying goodbye to them.”

“Me neither,” agreed Jass.

“Very well, I will go and inform my master of
your decision and come back shortly with his response.”

We again sat down in the middle of the cave
andf just looked around at what had become our home away from home
for the past two summers.

“I’m really going to miss this place,” said
Jass.

“Yea me too, it’s just been such a neat
adventure meeting all the communities within these mountains. The
Cuddlewinkies, the Spectacle People, the Stonehuggies, the
Glowteenies, the Flutterbyes, the Blipies, and lately the
Suitables...wow, each unique in their own way and each very
friendly.”

“And each one cuter than the next,” added
Anne.

“Yea and don’t forget good old Connor, the
wizard we learned to love and hate,” Jass said as we all
laughed.

“And then there’s Princess Brooke, didn’t you
just love her,” I said as Jass and I looked at each other patting
our heart.

Anne gave us a funny look as she added, “I
kind of liked the Flagoons, now they were exciting. I’ll never
forget flying in the air over the entire park seeing the whole town
below me. What a view!”

We sat silently all smiling as we reminisced
about our adventures the past summer or two. Then with a puff a
smoke Mildew reappeared.

“That was quick,” Anne remarked.

“I pride myself on using all of my time to
its fullest capacity, I do not believe in wasting that precious
commodity,” Mildew replied.

“So did you tell Tudoor we wouldn’t be
completing the tasks he gave us,” Jass asked.

“Now what else would I have been doing my
dear Duke Jason.”

Jass always smiled when he heard himself
addressed in that manner.

“The Grand Master is somewhat disappointed
that you did not complete the tasks he asked of you. His
disappointment stems from the fact that he has seen both of you
excel over the past two years in every challenge he has put before
you and now you have failed him.”

Jass and I looked at each other as our smiles
turned to frowns.

“Does he know why we failed,” asked
Annie.

“My lovely Miss Annie the Grand Master knows
everything that happens within his kingdom so he is well aware of
what the three of you have been up to the past few days.”

“Wow I’m really bummed out,” I answered with
a disgusted tone to my voice. “I hate letting down Tudoor and
having him be disappointed in us. Can you tell us what the secret
code was that we were gathering, so far we had spinning numbers
arranged, do you know what the rest is?”

“Of course I do, the final clue was
numerically.”

“So the code was spinning numbers arranged
numerically, I wonder what that means?”

“Another puzzle to figure out another time,”
answered Mildew.

“Anyway I hate the fact that Tudoor is
disappointed in us.”

“He’s not disappointed in you three, he’s
just disappointed that the last task didn’t get completed, but he
is a resilient king and will complete the task in due time.”

He’s not disappointed in us,” Jass questioned
again.

“No he is not and he asked me to convey this
message to you so listen intently as I will not repeat it. The
Grand Master wishes to thank you for the tasks you have completed
the past two summers and for your unwavering devotion to help the
people within his kingdom. You may not realize that the tasks he
requested of you were not only meant to help others but also to
teach you valuable lessons in life, lessons you will hopefully
carry with you for years to come.”

“And what might those be,” Anne asked.

“Don’t interrupt him, he hates that,” I
said.

“To continue...the Grand Master has purposely
given you tasks that not only test your skills but test your mind.
To be successful in life you must study the tasks you are facing
and wisely use the resources that have been given to you. Always
think outside the box. Understand what you have to work with, what
your constraints are, and what is expected of you. You must be
courteous and understanding of the people you come into contact
with each day and judge them not on their appearance or their
shortcomings but judge them on their desire to be your friend.
Don’t ridicule or scold someone for making a mistake or choosing
the wrong path in life, help them understand their misguided ways
and support them in their desire to correct their decisions and
mend their ways. You have done all of that and done it well.

“You were confronted by each community and
overlooked their appearance and immediately offered your hand in
solving their problem while being aware of their privacy issues.
You made sure that each community understood their role in the
mountain and how it affected others even though there was misguided
information from two other people standing in the way giving false
information. All three of you slowly learned to tackle each
obstacle that got in your way and you gradually turned to solving
the problems yourself rather than always relying on my services
even though you know I would always know what you should do. These
are all things that Tudoor set out to instill in you during these
summer months and skills that he feels you have learned well.”

“But its tough getting over the
disappointment he has for us in not solving the final task,” I
confessed.

“Disappointment is not the term he uses,”
Mildew continued. “It would have been disappointing if you had
never attempted your tasks and walked away because of their
difficulty. It would have been disappointing if you had made fun of
the people you encountered and had no sympathy for their situation.
You were confronted by Connor, a man who is wise beyond his years
yet forgets more than he remembers; yet you didn’t laugh in his
face or shy away from the situation, you treated him with respect
and helped an old man regain his self esteem by encouraging him to
correct a wrong and applauding him when he was finally
successful.

“Your last task wasn’t completed but your
last lesson in life was. You could have very easily put the wizard
and your friend Jason aside while you completed the task at hand so
that your gain would be permanent admittance to the mountain,
something you dearly wanted. But you put aside your own desires and
came to the immediate aid of your friend who had disappeared. Your
friend was more important to you than returning to the
mountain...that is what Tudoor saw in the last few days. That is
your final lesson and you all three passed with flying colors.”

We looked at each other and our frowns turned
to smiles as we really did feel good about what we had
accomplished.

“It is now time for me to go and I want you
to know that I have been thrilled to have worked with all three of
you and appreciate your devotion to me and also to everyone within
the mountain. You do not have time to say goodbye to all of them,
your time here in the mountain is drawing to an end, but they all
have wished you well and want to thank you for all you have done to
make this mountain, their home, a better place. All of us ask that
you keep your adventures to yourself and not destroy the secrets of
our mountain, a place we all love and cherish; but take what you
have learned here and apply it in your daily life and know that we
will be watching your life and your progress as your journeys
continue outside the caves.”

“There are more journeys for us,” Jass asked
enthusiastically.

“You will encounter many journeys through the
coming years, maybe they won’t be in a cave and maybe they won’t be
quite so obvious but you must remember all that you have learned
and treat each obstacle in your life with full attention and
respect. Nothing is so important that you should cast aside your
values and the respect of others.”

“And I guess we won’t always have a friend
like you to remind us right from wrong,” admitted Anne.”

“That is correct, but remember you have the
mind and ability to tackle any problem that may come your way,
don’t make hasty decisions in your life, make wise decisions with
the respect of yourself and others in mind.”

“I think what I’ll miss most are those
special powers that Tudoor gave us to help us tackle problems,
that’s what I’ll miss,” said Jason shaking his head.

“Special powers are nice because they make
solving a problem much easier, but you have learned to work with
what you have and that is what’s most important. When you were
locked in a room with no way to get out you didn’t need special
powers to figure out a solution, you did it by studying what was
around you and logically figuring out how to open that door. As you
approach other doors in your life remember what you have learned
here. I will tell you though that even though Tudoor is closing his
kingdom to you he has rewarded you with a few special powers that
you will learn along the way as your journey in life continues. I
will be closely watching you and reporting back to my master on the
decisions to make, so use your powers wisely and remember not to
abuse them for abuse will cause you to lose them. Remember the
saying one good deed deserves another...or as Tudoor says
one good deed may lead to yet another power.

“As you return to school this year you will
meet many interesting people, some who befriend you and some who
are out to take advantage of you; make wise decisions and do things
for the betterment of everyone, not just yourself. People can
sometimes be cruel but you must look beyond that and see the
good.

“Go my friends and start your next
adventure.”

A puff of smoke and our mentor was gone.

Mildew was our guiding light through this
whole adventure and our voice from the Grand Master; we couldn’t
have completed our adventures or been quite so bold without his
guidance.

We left the cave that day knowing we were
better people and with a new respect for our friends, those we knew
and those we would meet this coming year.

We were excited to have experienced the
mountains and now looked forward to our journey at the middle
school together.
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