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Prologue
 
    
 
                 Brad paced back and forth waving his hands down to his side. He stopped, in mid pace, and turned to face his periwinkle skinned friend, “Holden, I am not sure what to do here.”
 
                 Holden looked at Brad despairingly, “You have no choice. You have to leave. The Queen of Cumberland is very displeased with you.” 
 
                 “I haven’t done anything wrong!” Brad yelled. He brushed back his brown hair out of his eyes feeling betrayed. 
 
                 “You cannot help me anymore. Carolyn cursed me to this beast for all of eternity. I am now a Gargoyle.”
 
                 “She needs to make you human again. You are my best friend. We grew up together!” Brad began to get heated.
 
                 Holden placed his long-nailed fingers upon Brad’s shoulder and reassured, “Brad, I will be okay. When the time is right, I will be put back. For now, I have to just hide and make a plan.”
 
                 “She is just jealous. She needs to learn that not every heart can be controlled.”
 
                 Holden paused and said, “A heart can be controlled, but my heart was already held by another. But she will never love me looking like this.”
 
                 “She will. I promise,” Brad explained.
 
                 Holden turned away and growled, “But when? The Prophet said she has yet to even been born!”
 
                 “Love always finds a way,” Brad claimed as he patted Holden’s shoulder. 
 
                 “You have to leave. I’ll see you again, hopefully,” Holden began to hold back tears.
 
                 “I don’t think so. No matter how much I want to see you again, I am not sure how it would benefit us any.”
 
                 “I will never forget you, Bradford Kevin James.”
 
                 “And, I, you. Holden Crane Bridges.”
 
                 
 
                 Many years passed, and Brad still remembers the last moments he shared with Holden. They shared many laughs and tears. Holden and Brad grew up together since they were in pre-k. They did not know any of this would happen. They do not know what to do about their given situation. 
 
                 No one believed Brad about his adventures in Cumberland. He was not allowed to express his stories, so he kept them safe in a journal to read to his future grand kids. Then he met Holden on the street again. Holden was ecstatic, “You are alive?”
 
                 “Yeah, what do you mean?”
 
                 “You don’t know?” Holden asked.
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “You were in a coma from a fishing accident,” Holden answered.
 
                 “What are you talking about? I was pulled out of the water in time, and woke up just fine along the shore line right before I was taken and released from the hospital,” Brad managed to say.
 
                 “No, I was there. I tried to save you, but the doctors said you hit your head when you landed on the floor of the lake.”
 
                 “I was sixty feet under?” Brad exclaimed.
 
                 “Yeah. The doctors said it would be a miracle if you ever awoke from your coma.”
 
                 “They didn’t mention a coma to me. How long has it been?” Brad asked.
 
                 “Two years.”
 
                  They had never been separated since that glorious day. Many years down the road, Brad had fathered a son named, Benjamin Andrew James. Ben, as he was called, married a woman named Lillian Kay. She, in return, gave Brad a beautiful and special granddaughter. She was named Milly Kate James. Little did she know, a whole new story was about to unravel for her. A twist of fate shall prevail. Brad read to Milly his stories of Cumberland throughout her whole life growing up.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   I was five years old when my mother died. To this day, I remember the car wreck, but nothing else. My father, Benjamin Andrew James, would cry anytime I would ask him why the car wrecked. He would simply say, with a hesitation in his voice, “Milly, the mechanic explained that her break line was cut.” His freckled face would turn red when he choked back his tears. 
 
                 This would cause him to fall into deep thought. I could tell he was far off in another world when he would brush his fingers through his brown hair. Anytime my mother was on his mind, his blue eyes would swell up rainfalls of tears. He once said, “Lillian, your mother, was very special to me. I am just happy to have at least a part of her here with me.” I would hug him every day, and tell him, “I will always be here for you dad.”
 
                 “Do you think about her every day?” I had asked. But without any reply, he just nodded his head. The memory of my mother was a very small amount, but held truly heavy in my heart. 
 
                 He once asked me, “Do you remember her any?” In return, I would just nod back. 
 
                 Every night, from then on, he would tell me stories about me and my mother. Then my grandpa Brad would come in and cheer me up with stories he had wrote himself. I felt they were true, but my father explained, “Your mother loved his fairytales as well.”
 
                 I asked my father, “What else does mom like?”
 
                 He would smile and answer, “She has a big heart, and she likes almost anything. She loved helping out those in need.”
 
                 I would smile back and ask, “Just like how I help put money in those red buckets that stores have out every Christmas?”
 
                 He grinned bigger and said, “Yea!”
 
                 Surprisingly, only a couple years after my mothers’ passing, my father remarried. Betrayal hit my soul. I felt as if he was cheating on her by falling for another so fast. For a few months, I had not spoken to him. He came up to me and explained, “I am a father, and you are my daughter. Carolyn has twin daughters your age, and I feel they can give you more to relate to than me.” 
 
                 I would just fold my arms and pout and say, “I don’t want a new mom.”
 
                 “I am not replacing your mother, by no means. Carolyn is a nice woman.”
 
                 “I doubt that.”
 
                 I know he was just trying to look out for my best interests, but that evil woman didn’t care for me at all. Her name was even evil sounding. She didn’t even bother replacing her previous married last name. She hyphenated it. Carolyn Porter-James was that wretched women’s name. Her two daughters, Molly and Holly, kept their fathers’ last name as well. 
 
                 How could he of ever fallen for her is beyond me. I have yet to have a non-queasy stomach when around her. Her hair was bleached with blonde strips, and she was a heavy set woman. She dressed, as if, she were a super model. My father was very rich, so I can see why she acted like a ‘trophy wife’. My mother, on the other hand, always dressed like she was doing laundry. 
 
                 When she would talk to me, she would always purse her lips and place a hand on her squishy hip. She would look down at me, as if I were garbage. My father had always told me, “She loves you as if you were one of her own. I know you resent her, but show her some respect.”
 
                 I would numbly agree to his request. 
 
                 I remember getting into a lot of trouble, which was not of my fault. At one time, Holly had broken Carolyn’s favorite shade of lipstick tube lid, and told her that I had done it. Of course, Carolyn believed Holly, and then I was grounded. My father came up to me, “Did you break her make-up?” He would simply ask. I told him, “No. Holly did. I watched her.”
 
                 My father would just look at me, and say, “Okay, I believe you.” I didn’t have a reason to lie to my father, but over time the accusations continued. He started seeing me as a liar more and more each passing day.
 
                 My grandpa came to live with us, and he turned my father straight almost instantly. He knew what all was going on throughout the day. My father worked all day, but my grandpa was retired. He began taking up for me, and laid it all out for my father to see the proof that I was being set up. All my father did was to apologize to me for doubting me. Better than nothing, I suppose. 
 
                 After that, my father started being there for me to comfort me if Carolyn ever decided to be nasty to me. Even though I had rarely been in trouble, there were still time when it was intentional. That was the only time I actually deserved to be punished. I didn’t even try to hide it. I was proud to get even with those narcissistic twins of hers. 
 
                 My grandpa had always praised me for doing so. He thought it takes a lot of courage to stand up in what you believe in. His way of praising me was to read me a chapter out of his book. He had many stories to share, and told me they are based on facts. They always seemed to be too folly to be true, but in his eyes, I could see a twinkle of remembrance. 
 
                 The only part that really sparked my interest was when he talked about Gargoyles. To any other person, the talk of trolls, wolves, unicorns, fairies, and etcetera would have me drawn into his stories. But for some reason I could feel his words in my heart when he spoke of a man, he once knew, named Holden Crane Bridges. 
 
                 As those treacherous years passed, my father had decided to take me out for my sixteenth birthday. He took me to see whatever movie I wanted, even the rated R one we did go see. After we went out to eat the day became night. We were on our way back home when he hit black ice. A semi-truck pulled out in front of us and he tried to slam his breaks on but they failed. The car spun out of control and quickly sheltered me with his whole body. I survived without a scratch. 
 
                 At the hospital I watched my father slip away. Tears ran down my face and it felt as if my whole world had just crashed down on me. I told him, “I wish you didn’t try to save me. I love you, and I am scared.” I then felt a cold pressure on my shoulder, but did not see anything except Carolyn standing there staring at me. Ice ran through my veins at her stare. 
 
                 I bluntly asked, “What?”
 
                 She pursed her lips in disapproval and folder her flabby arms across her chest. I asked again, “What?” But I said it with a more dissatisfied tone. She sighed loudly and said, “We will talk when we get home.” 
 
                 She grabbed my arm tightly and pushed me in the car. I tried to pull away but she a man-like grip. Luckily, the car ride was faster than anticipated. But it took longer to get to my room than expected. She slammed the door shut and screamed, “How could you!”
 
                 I quickly snapped back matching her tone, “How could I what?”
 
                 “You killed my husband!”
 
                 “I didn’t tell my dad to save me!” Tears began to warm my cheeks, and then Grandpa Brad walked in, “Don’t you blame my granddaughter! If anyone killed him it was you for surprising him away from his real daughter!” He was waving his finger at her at that time. She instantly dropped the conversation and walked away. 
 
                 He approached me and said, “I am sorry your birthday had to end like this, which is why I am giving you my car to drive anytime you want.”
 
                 I smiled and gave him a hug and said, “Thank you grandpa.”
 
                 “Now go to bed, I need you to get your rest.”
 
                 I nodded in agreement and then went up to my room. 
 
                 The next day, Carolyn took my room away from me. She claimed that I was not good enough to have the biggest room of all of us girls. She then gave me the attic, in which her daughters resided, and gave them my childhood room. My grandpa tried to defend the room for me, but she just brushed him away as if he is nothing. 
 
                 He said to her, “That is Milly’s room. You do not have any right to take that from her.”
 
                 “I am her legal guardian now, so I have every right over her until the day she graduates high school.”
 
                 “Good thing, because she only has a year left. I would never want to live here if I were here.”
 
                 “No one is stopping you from leaving.”
 
                 “So in your mind, Milly is a no one?”
 
                 She placed her hands on her hips and turned away with a sway. I stuck my tongue out at the back of her heard and made a silly face. He chortled, which made her turn around as we just smiled and walked away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   A year had passed since then. Agonizing, as it may have been, I still fought up the strength and drove myself to school. I imagined the harsh pounding of the rain to be my fathers’ tears shedding with me. After school, I had planned to visit my parents’ graves. The rain continued to pound hard upon the roof of my car.
 
                 I felt as if that was the pound of my fathers’ fist slamming down in frustration. It didn’t frighten me, when he had, but it did concern me. The only time he had ever done that was if he missed out on an important opportunity. I knew what that opportunity was. 
 
                 I missed his laughter; it reminded me of sunshine. The rain only reminded me of how he would cry. He didn’t cry often, but when he did, it only was because something bad happened. 
 
                 This rain is really putting me in a slump today. I had thought to myself. 
 
                 A little sprinkle hear-and-there was normal in this town, but not this. The rain didn’t even start until I was a few blocks away from school. There wasn’t even a forecast for it today. It seemed to appear rather all too quickly. Since I was not used this type of rain, I had to shelter myself using my school books as an umbrella. 
 
                 Inside, my school had glass windows peering out to the student parking lot. Water ran down the window panes like a Waterfall. I passed these windows each time I switched classes. 
 
                 My classes were that of typical classes for a senior. Yet, they flew by faster than usual. I passed the windows six times that day, and each time, the windows mimicked that of a blanket made of water. It was like waves crashing down. 
 
                 I imagined rays of sunlight bouncing off the clouds, after a rain storm, and how it would always give someone a hope to see the silver lining, and maybe an occasional rainbow. 
 
                 I waited patiently to see that glimmer of hope. It had not shown. My teachers must have known of my daydreaming, because they continuously called on me for answers to the questions on the white board. Of course I would know, but my mind was elsewhere. 
 
                 When the bell rang to signal the day was over, I glanced out the windows and seen the rain had lifted. I looked out closer and had seen my headlights were on this entire time. They glared through the streaks of rain left on the windows. The reflection of the light danced off of the sprinkle of rain. 
 
                 I ran out to my car in a rush, by the time I had noticed. On my way out of the double doors I had accidentally bumped into the new girl Olivia Hall. Using her hand she flipped back her short black curls and stared at me. Her big brown eyes blinked furiously with a pinched face. I have never known a person to be so little, yet have a huge temper. 
 
                 My words stumbled over one another as I tried to apologize, but luckily her face softened and a gold ring appeared around her pupils. I apologized much more easily, “I am very sorry.” 
 
                 “It’s okay,” she said politely. She then turned back around to continue her conversation with fellow students. I heard her say, “Yeah, that article was not compelling enough to me.” 
 
                 I assumed she was talking about the short story a different student had written about as to why teen pregnancies are not as bad as others’ may think. I did hear her add, “Teen pregnancies should not be glorified. I don’t know it is blasted all over television as well.”
 
                 She makes a good point. Babies should not be having babies, I agreed. 
 
                 I slowed to a fast pace as I fumbled in my pockets to find my car keys. I approached my car and quickly opened the driver side door. I placed my books beside me and put the key in the ignition. I turned the key and didn’t hear anything. 
 
                 I paused, and then I tried it again. Still nothing, I had thought to myself. The rain began to fall heavy once again so I closed my door abruptly. I placed my hands on the leather bound steering wheel and banged my head on the steering wheel. I yelled aloud, “Ouch!” it had hurt more than I thought it would have. I rubbed my forehead to ease the pain, and then I looked over at my books and picked up cell phone that had lay next to them. 
 
                 “I didn’t mean to leave my head lights on. Dad, please help me. I don’t want to get help from Carolyn,” I said to myself, hoping my dad would hear, while wiping away a tear.
 
                 I began to dial Carolyn’s number, and then I noticed a white pick-up truck had parked a few inches in front me. Its silver bumper about touched mine. The truck made my car look like a toy for a five-year-old. I waited patiently to see who it was in that beast. 
 
                 Not even a minute passed before I seen it was Olivia’s truck. She hopped out holding jumper cables. She stood in front of my car and signaled with her hand to pop my hood. I did and got out of my car to lift it. “Thank you,” I told her shyly. She looked at me with a smile, and said, “You’re welcome.”
 
                 She connected our vehicles’ batteries together with the cords and looked at me, “Just let it set for a minute. Your car should start right up after that.”
 
                 I smiled and asked, “Why do you want to help me?” She looked at me and sighed with a whimsical tone, “It just feels right.”
 
                 “Well thank-you, again.”
 
                 She laughed, and said, “This rain is crazy, right?”
 
                  I looked up at the sky and nodded my head. I felt the cold landings of each drop on my face. “It is different,” I agreed.
 
                 “Try starting your car again.”
 
                 I hopped in the car and turned the key for the last time. The blast of heat and the roar of the engine awakened my sour mood. I asked Olivia, “What can I do to show you my gratefulness?” 
 
                 She hummed with a sigh and answered, with a giggle, “I could eat. Let’s go to your place.”
 
                 “Sounds good, just follow me.”
 
                 We were about to leave and she pointed in my car, “You took Karate?” 
 
                 I looked back in my car and seen my black belt, and smiled, “Yeah. How about you?”
 
                 “Ha-ha, no. I took Tae Kwon Do. My parents said it is a necessity in life for a woman to know how to defend herself in this day-and-age.”
 
                 “My grandfather says the same thing.”
 
                 We giggled for a bit and I noticed a guy our age walk over to the vehicle next to mine. He stared at me with his perfect emerald eyes as his brown wavy hair became soaked from the rain. His porcelain colored skin seemed to defy the wetness of the rain. He made my heart pound with the rain as he continued to eye me. 
 
                 I didn’t want to break his gaze, but I couldn’t help but ask Olivia, “Who is that?” But I had to turn away so he knew I was not talking about him. She looked over my shoulder and said, “That is Mason Bridges. He started school here today.”
 
                 “I don’t remember seeing him,” I shook my head. 
 
                 “He is in the same classes we are both in. Are you okay? I had seen you hit your head on the steering wheel, did you hit it that hard?” She laughed. I just shook my head as I turned back to face him, but his car was already gone.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Olivia had arrived at my house with me. I invited her in nervously, and she graciously walked in. She stopped and sniffed the air, “What is for dinner?”
 
                  I looked down at my folded hands and stammered shyly, “I am not sure. I have to cook dinner still.”
 
                 “Why don’t your parents cook instead?” she asked bluntly.
 
                 A pain of sadness stabbed me through my gut as I peered over to my parents’ wake invitations hanging up in two heart shaped frames that scribed, ‘We Will Forever Love You’. Olivia followed my gaze and immediately apologized, “Oh my gosh! I am so sorry. I didn’t… I mean, I…” 
 
                 Stopping her from any more embarrassment, and while forcing a smile, I said, “It is fine. You didn’t know.” 
 
                 I walked in the kitchen and quickly whipped up an Italian style dinner. Olivia must have been starving, because every five minutes she would ask, “Is dinner done yet?” Then I would answer back, each time, “Almost.”
 
                 Right as I finished prepping the dinner table, Carolyn and her twin daughters strolled in looking at Olivia as if she were a ‘commoner’. Carolyn quickly snapped at me, “Did I say you could have visitors?”
 
                 My grandpa walked into the dining room and matched her tone of condescendence, “I did. She needs to have friends at this age. They are the best you can find, when this young.” 
 
                 Carolyn tilted her head back to chortle, “Friends? Ha.” She, and her daughters took their seats and Carolyn held out her hand towards Olivia, “Please, take a seat while Milly serves us our dinner.” 
 
                 Olivia looked at me concerning and sat down with what seemed to be with hesitation. I nodded and said, “Thanks for joining us, Olivia. Dinner will be served shortly.”
 
                 I walked back into the kitchen and brought out the dinner. I walked around the table and served Carolyn first, then Holly and Molly, my grandpa, Olivia, and then myself. I took the seat next to Olivia and watched my grandpa look at her curiously. 
 
                 He asked, “Olivia, right?” She nodded. “Do you like stories?” He grinned as she nodded again, but with excitement. 
 
                 Carolyn, had then, rudely interrupted him, “No one here wants to listen to your folly tales, old man.”
 
                 “Hey!” I said aloud.
 
                 Carolyn grimaced at me and then Olivia exclaimed, “I like folly tales!” 
 
                 My grandpa turned to Carolyn, “My stories are not fake you old bat!”
 
                 “Our mom is not old!” Holly and Molly yelled together. 
 
                 My grandpa snickered at their response, and Carolyn turned to him and demanded, “Shut up!”
 
                 I leaned towards Olivia and whispered, “I am so sorry.”  She whispered back, “It is fine. This is better than television.” We quietly sat there to listen. 
 
                 They continued to argue back and forth. My grandpa had to defend himself every time he had a chance to speak. Carolyn continually called him names. The room felt like it was spinning so I finally stood up and yelled out, “Stop!” I could hear my voice echo throughout the room. 
 
                 I looked around and seen Olivia with her face in shock. I then looked over at my grandpa to see him rasping for air, so I asked him, “Are you okay?” He put his hand to his chest and winced in obvious pain. Carolyn rolled her eyes, and said, “Quit with your theatrics.” Then she stuffed her pudgy face with another bite, and I yelled, “He is not a fake! He is not acting!”
 
                 Olivia quickly got up and kneeled by his side, “I have seen this before, he is having a heart attack!” I turned to Carolyn, “Call 9-1-1!” She rolled her eyes again and continued to eat. Her daughters ran upstairs snickering, “Milly is so much trouble for giving him a heart attack.”
 
                 I bent down by him and claimed, “Everything will be okay, I promise.” 
 
                 I looked over to Carolyn and seen her still eating. Olivia said, “Never mind her, I’ll do it. Keep a close watch on him,” she pointed at my grandpa. 
 
                 Olivia immediately picked up her cell phone and was quickly connected to the 9-1-1 dispatcher. About five to ten minutes later an ambulance arrived. They instantly took action and sped off to the hospital. 
 
                 I frowned at Carolyn, fighting back my violent intentions, and calmly said, “Thanks for nothing.” She shrugged her shoulders in response and left the table. I heard Carolyn call for her daughters in a snide way, “Come on girls. We need to go to the hospital. Holly? Molly?” She then said to me, on the way out of the front door, “We are going in my car.” 
 
                 I turned to Olivia and said, “I am taking my car there. I don’t want to be near her.” 
 
                 Olivia shook her head, “No, I can take you.”
 
                 “I’ll be okay, you can go home. I am sorry for tonight.”
 
                 She smiled and claimed, “We are friends now. I want to help.”
 
                 “But you have done enough.”
 
                 “I don’t feel right leaving you alone in this type of home.”
 
                 I grinned to say, “Thank you.”
 
                 Before we could say anything else, Molly and Holly trotted down the steps bumping past me to get outside. Olivia caught me before I toppled over and said, “We will take my truck.” I nodded in agreement, because I felt way too shaky to even walk a straight line. Even getting into her truck was a challenge to test my strength.
 
                 We drove in silence and then finally arrived at the hospital. I ran in while Olivia trailed behind. As I walked through the glass doors, I looked around for my grandpa. I didn’t see him, so I approached the receptionist, “Where is Bradford James’ room?”
 
                 She looked at her computer and said, “We have a few here, what is his middle name?”
 
                 “Kevin. I am his granddaughter.”
 
                 She turned to the side and started to click away on her keyboard. I turned around to follow the noise of frantic heels on the ceramic tiles. There I have seen Carolyn with a worried expression, “Milly! There you are. He is in this room over here.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me towards the direction in which she was pointing to. 
 
                 I narrowed my eyebrows in bewilderment. The door to his room was shut. I asked Carolyn, “Can we go in?” She was about to answer then the doctor walked out. He looked at us patiently, and he grinned to reveal his tan, dimpled face cheeks. 
 
                 I asked, “Is he okay?”
 
                 The doctor, whose name tag read, Dr. Juan, answered, “Yes, he will be fine. But he will need rest and plenty supervision.” 
 
                 Carolyn intervened with a small quiver in her voice, and fake tears in her eyes, “What do you mean?”
 
                 He looked down for a second and tilted his up to show his sincere hazel eyes, “He needs to remember to take his medicine, and have his vitals checked every day. Mr. James is at high risk for another attack.” Dr. Juan turned around and walked away. 
 
                 I felt the sensation that someone was looking at me and I saw Carolyn staring at me. I asked, “Where are Holly and Molly?”
 
                 She replied back with a deep tone, “In the car. How dare you change the subject?”
 
                 I snapped back, “What are you talking about?”
 
                 “Don’t play coy with me, Milly.”
 
                 “Huh? You are the one being fake here.”
 
                 She laughed menacingly, “Me? Don’t you have any idea what you’ve done?”
 
                 I looked around trying to figure out what she was talking about. I asked, “What exactly did I do?” 
 
                 She smirked and folded her arms, “You almost killed your grandfather.”
 
                 I felt my eyes widen. I raised my voice, “Me? You were the one abusing him.” 
 
                 She looked at me and claimed, “Just keep telling yourself that, and just know that you are the reason why he has to be in a retirement home.”
 
                 Olivia came up and exclaimed, “Umm, I was there, you know? Milly is not the problem here.”
 
                 Carolyn raised her head up and explained, “Well, since you feel that way, Milly you are grounded for one week. My daughters shall be using your car from now on, but you are not allowed to be in it.” Then she added before leaving, “Be home soon, and be quiet. My daughters and I need our beauty rest.”
 
                 Olivia pulled me into my grandpa’s room and quietly said, “This is not your fault. A heart attack is caused by a number of things, but you are not one of them.” 
 
                 Her statement made me smile, “Thank you.”
 
                 I turned to see my grandpa because coughed and said, “Milly, you are special. You are too special. Carolyn knows this and that is why she disrespects our family.” I went and explained to him, “Carolyn has awful plans for us.” 
 
                 He nodded and said, “I am aware of that.” He coughed again, and continued, “You graduate in a few days, so leave as far away as you can.”
 
                 I looked at him and asked, “Where?” My grandpa handed me his book of stories and adventures then pointed at it, “Go there.”
 
                 I saw Olivia nod and heard her say, “Sounds fun.”
 
                 My grandpa then included, “But, you need to first find my dear friends’ only son.”
 
                 “Who?” I asked.
 
                 “”Mason-,” he stopped to cough again. “Mason James Bridges. He knows all about Cumberland.”
 
                 I kissed him on the forehead, “I love you grandpa.”
 
                 He smiled and nodded, “I love you too Milly. Now hurry, before it is too late.”
 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   After school, the next day, I planned to sneak my car to go see my grandpa. When the bus dropped me off, I noticed my car was gone. I looked around the drive way, and in the garage to double-check. I sighed in frustration and said to me, “Carolyn had no right giving my car away to those weasel looking brats of hers.”
 
                 I stood there debating what to do. My phone was still in the car, and so was the next days’ homework assignment. I looked at the front door, hesitant to go inside. I walked inside, even though it made me mad, and saw Carolyn at the table eating the rest of the left overs. As she looked up from her plate, I asked her, “Where is my car?”
 
                 “Holly and Molly took it out to go see a movie, and grab a bite to eat,” she answered with a full mouth. 
 
                 The image of her chewed up food made me want to vomit. So I did not dare ask another question. She looked at me again, “What? Are you going to pout or something?”
 
                 I shook my head and said, “No.” I really wanted to say, “No, but having to look at you makes me want to vomit.” But, I didn’t, for sake of argument.
 
                 “Don’t forget to make dinner tonight.”
 
                 “Why? You are eating right now, and you just said…” 
 
                 She cut me off and claimed, “I don’t care what your excuse is. Your chore is to cook dinner every night.”
 
                 “And to clean the house, do the laundry, and the dishes as well?”
 
                 “What are you getting at, Milly?”
 
                 I shrugged my shoulders and rolled my eyes, “Never mind. Just forget it.”
 
                 “Good,” she stated. 
 
                 “Where were you planning on going?” she asked firmly.
 
                 I answered honestly, “I wanted to go see my grandpa before visiting hours were over.”
 
                 “You’re grounded, remember?” she said, in what seemed to be in a hostel manner. 
 
                 I said, “Fine,” and then stormed out onto the porch. I sat outside, and waited for my cars’ arrival. I stared into the sky watching the clouds dissipate slowly, and glide across the sky peacefully. A cloud is like one big happy family, until a fat wind comes and blows it to pieces, I thought to myself. 
 
                 I watched the busy road, down the way, and listened. I kept hearing metal scraping across the pavement, and the occasional screeching sound of tires starting and stopping. I didn’t think much into it, until I found out what the sound was coming from. It was my car. The entire side front end had been crushed and falling off. My front bumper was half way hanging off, and I could feel my anger boiling into my face. 
 
                 I quickly got up, just barely missing Carolyn from tripping on me. She ran out frantically, “Oh my! My baby girls!” she gave them a big hug as they stood outside the car, and asked, “Are my babies okay?” I could tell, she was crying for real. Hmm, so when she fakes crying, it sounds real; when she cries for real, it sounds fake. Seems legit, I sarcastically shared with myself. 
 
                 My feet moved too fast for me to stop. Before I knew it I was standing next them, feeling the dent in my car. I slowly traced the outside of the dent with my finger. I gasped for air, to allow them the acknowledgement of my disappointment. I looked up at Molly and Holly, and all they could do was smile. 
 
                 “How could you?” I asked, raising my voice to high pitch squeal. “I mean, why would you do this to me? You guys are nothing but spoiled little brats that need to get a life!”
 
                 They covered their mouths in shock, and Carolyn frowned at me while holding the girls closer. I could hear her whisper to them, “It is okay. Mommy is here.” I just wanted to slap them all, and get it all done with. I sighed with a growl, and said, “Screw you.”
 
                 I forcefully opened my car door and grabbed my phone from underneath the seat. I continued to stare at them longer, and harder. Their blank expressions made it clear I was dealing with a bunch inbred, idiotic, distasteful mongrel’s. I even let them know that fact about themselves before walking up to my room.
 
                 In the background I could hear Carolyn call up to me, “Get down here now and apologize!”
 
                 “No!” I screamed back before slamming my door to my hot attic room closed. I sat at my desk thumbing through my contacts to retrieve the retirement home number. I was about to dial it when Carolyn and two twin imps pushed my door open abruptly. 
 
                 Carolyn yelled, “That was very disrespectful! My daughters could have been killed. They didn’t even get to go see their movie because you caused them to wreck!”
 
                 “Me? How?”
 
                 “You must have tampered with it because you were jealous. It is the only logical explanation.”
 
                 “Are you sure it just isn’t because they don’t know how to drive?”
 
                 She said, “Humph,” in anger and announced, “You are grounded for another week. And you have to fix the car now.”
 
                 “Why would I fix it, if I can’t drive it?”
 
                 “My daughters have places to be, Milly,” she said while folding her arms.
 
                 I rolled my eyes and said, “I graduate in a couple days. You can’t tell me what to do.”
 
                 She demanded, “Fix your car or else.”
 
                 I narrowed my eyes and asked, “Or else what? Are you going to try to kill me also?”
 
                 She stuck up her nose and walked out.
 
                 I pushed the call button on my phone and the number rang three times. A lady on the other end picked up, “Hello. How may I direct your call?”
 
                 I slowly asked, “Yes, can I please speak to Mr. 
 
   Bradford James?”
 
                 She asked, “Who is speaking?”
 
                 “This is his Granddaughter Milly James.”
 
                 “Hold one second,” she paused and then said, “I am sorry. It is past our calling hours. Can you try again sometime between Monday and Friday during the times eight in the morning and four at night?” 
 
                 I sighed with a smile and said, “Yes, I will try later. What are your visiting hours?”
 
                 “Same days, from nine in the morning to five at night.”
 
                 I said, “Thank you,” and hung up. 
 
                 I sat back in my chair and pondered who to talk to. “Who should I talk to?” I paused, and then answered myself, “Olivia!”
 
                 I looked at my phone and scrolled down to the bottom of my contact list to see her name highlighted. I pressed the call button once more, and again let the phone ring in my ear. A few seconds passed and Olivia answered, “Hello?”
 
                 “Hey it’s me, Milly,” I said nervously.
 
                 “Oh, hey, what is up with you? Did you go see your grandpa today?”
 
                 I smiled and said, “Well, not exactly.”
 
                 “Oh, I see. Would you like a ride next time?” she asked in a concerning tone.
 
                 “Yeah, that would be great. But Carolyn is threatening me. She probably won’t let me graduate.”
 
                 “You know Principle Jack Hall?”
 
                 “Yeah, what about him?”
 
                 “He is my dad, I will let him know.”
 
                 “Thank you.”
 
                 We said our goodbye’s and then hung up. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The next couple of dreadful days passed by, and before I knew it, it was the day of graduation. I awoke with a smile. This day, was to be my day of freedom. I watched the sun rise through the tiny attic window. The golden glow of its arrival gave me hope.
 
                 The days did not pass by slow at all. The day after I called Olivia, Holly and Molly broke all of the china plates Carolyn saved over the years. They placed my shoe at the scene and I was again grounded. 
 
                 Then after that day, Carolyn took my car away to the scrap yard. She told me, “I know your grandfather wants you to go to Cumberland. Don’t!”
 
                 “Why?” I asked confused.
 
                 “Just don’t,” she simply answered before walking away. 
 
                 I jumped out of bed, and went straight to my closet. I opened it up, and where my cap and gown were hanging, was no more than an empty spot on the hook. I frantically went through my closet looking for them. I didn’t find it. I continued my search throughout the house, and still did not find any traces of it. 
 
                 I wanted to check my car, but I did not feel like letting Carolyn have the opportunity to ruin my day any more than it already had. But I decided that no one can ruin this day for me. I checked outside despite my better judgment. I walked past the dining room, on my way out of the house, and Carolyn stopped me with asking, “Where are you going?”
 
                 “I am going to check out in my car to see if I had left my cap and gown outside,” I answered bluntly.
 
                 She pursed her lips. It looked as if she lost her hand in her folds when she placed her hand on her hip and said, “Fine.”
 
                 I was about to walk out the door, but decided I should ask her a question that I had been dying to know the answer to. Why not? I questioned myself. I turned to see her still standing in the doorway of the house my father had built with his own two hands. She looks displaced here. So I hesitantly asked, “Why? Why did you marry my father? Why are you trying to keep me from Cumberland? You always told me that it was a fake place. But if it was as fake as you say it is, then why keep me from trying to prove my grandfathers’ sanity?”
 
                 She did not respond with words. Her eyes seemed to turn cold and reluctant. I know something was up, I just don’t know what. After I checked my car from top to bottom, I ran up the stairs to check the linen closet. 
 
                 I ran into the twins on my way up and tried not to laugh at their coordinating outfits for graduation pictures, but a little bit of laughter escaped my mouth. The twins began to giggle at me as I searched the hallway closet. I looked at them and then continued my search. Holly asked me, “What are you looking for?” Then Molly chortled. 
 
                 “My graduation cap and gown. Do you know where it may be?” I asked sincerely.
 
                 They giggled again. I tried to be as nice as possible and then I demanded to know, “Please tell me.” 
 
                 “Yes, we know,” she smirked. 
 
                 “We could tell you, but what is the fun in that?” Molly rhetorically asked.
 
                 “How would you like it if I took your cap and gown?” I counter asked.
 
                 “Mom! Milly is threatening to hide our cap and gown!” Holly and Molly yelled together.
 
                 “I did not!” I defended.
 
                 Carolyn stomped up the stairs and with a heaviness in her breath she said, “Milly do not threaten my daughters.”
 
                 “They hid my cap and gown!” I yelled.
 
                 “My daughters would not do such a thing,” she said.
 
                 “Oh right, because they are so perfect,” I sarcastically stated.
 
                 “They are!” she defended.
 
                 “Well, if they are so perfect, then how come I am still virgin?”
 
                 She looked at them, from what seemed to be her look of ‘you better tell me the truth now!’.
 
                 I looked at my watch to see the time. Then I exclaimed, “Oh crap! I am going to miss the bus!” 
 
                 I grabbed my purse and ran outside to see the bus leaving. I knew it still had a few more stops before reaching the school, so I tried to run down a couple blocks to get there in time. But to my demise, the bus had been unusually fast today. 
 
                 I threw up my hands and growled at the sky, “Just my luck!” 
 
                 I took a seat on the curb of the road debating whether or not to call Carolyn. I decided to call her, despite my hatred for her right now, “Hey, I missed the bus. Can you give me a ride to school?”
 
                 “Oh, sorry, I am already taking my girls to school,” she said before hanging up on me.
 
                 “She must be taking a different route. I did not see her come this way,” I said to myself.
 
                 I watched the ants on the ground and it reminded of when my grandpa told me how he rode on the back of a dragon that had the head of a dragon, wings like a bird, and a body of an ant. It made me wonder if I could the same, just with a thousand ants. I laughed at my own thoughts, and decided to walk to school. 
 
                 The sky started to get dark, and I looked up to see the dark clouds rolling in. I did not feel like getting my hair and make-up ruined, so I decided to bolt for school. I ran as fast as I could before the storm hit. I kept looking at my watch and seen it move faster than my feet. 
 
                 The clouds started to look heavier than ever. I felt as if I was in the race of my life. I kept running, and up behind I heard a car slow to a stop. I turned to see why, and noticed Mason. He came up beside me and rolled down his window. He leaned across the passenger seat and popped the door open, “Get in.” 
 
                 To me, it sounded more like a demand versus the polite way of saying, “Would you like a ride?” I let it pass, because I felt the sprinkle of rain begin. I quickly got in and said, “Thank you.”
 
                 He just nodded in return. I stared out the window, listening to silence against the drops of rain. I could feel he was looking at me, so I turned to catch a glimpse of him stealing a glance of me.
 
                 I smiled a little and asked, “What?”
 
                 “Nothing,” he replied.
 
                 “Oh,” I said discerningly. 
 
                 He sighed, and said, “Can I ask you a question?”
 
                 I quickly turned to him and said with a smile, “Yeah, anything.”
 
                 “Do you ever wonder if you were meant to do something meaningful in life?”
 
                 “Yeah, all the time.”
 
                 “I only ask because your face reminds me where my heart should be,” he smiled at me. I tightened my grip on the door handle, as he looked away from the road. He asked me, “Do you not trust my driving?”
 
                 “No, I do. It is just; both of my parents were killed in car accidents.”
 
                 His face softened, and he grabbed my hand closest to him, “You are safe with me.”
 
                 Safe, I repeated in my head. To hear his voice say that made me forget the rain ever happened. His presence made it seem as if the world had just left us to stand together forever. 
 
                 “You are usually rude as hell to other people. Why are you nice to me?” I asked questionably.
 
                 He just ignored the question and put the car in park. He then said, “We are here. Hurry up inside,” he reached his arm back. I felt nervous as he paused, inches from my face. I wanted to kiss him, and then he rose up a closed umbrella between us and grinned. 
 
                 I looked at the umbrella and asked, “Can we share this together?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Oh,” I sadly said.
 
                 He smiled bigger, “You can use it for the day. I wouldn’t want you get your hair and make-up messed up before graduation pictures.”
 
                 “Thank you, but what about you?” I asked.
 
                 “I don’t mind the rain.”
 
                 “Well, thank you, again,” I smiled at him, knowing my face was blushing. So I quickly stepped out of the car before he could notice.
 
                 I rushed inside the school, and walked fast to the auditorium. I almost tripped on my way up the stairs, trying to put the umbrella in my purse, but caught myself in time. I frantically looked for the rack of spare caps and gowns and found none. I thought to myself, I wonder how many people just didn’t feel like using their own so they used the schools. I highly doubt their twin step sisters hid theirs away.
 
                 As I continued to search for a spare Olivia approached me, “Where is your cap and gown?”
 
                 “Holly and Molly,” I plainly answered.
 
                 “What are you going to do?” she asked.
 
                 I looked at her all dressed for graduation, and I knew she is set to go five people ahead of me. Principle Hall stepped up beside us and he asked, “Are you guys ready?” Principle looked at me, as if he were directing the question to me.
 
                 “Yeah, as soon as I find a cap and gown.”
 
                 He looked at me with a stern face and said, “Find one.” 
 
                 He walked away, and Olivia looked at me, “I noticed you got a ride from Mr. Perfect.”
 
                 I knew she was referring to Mason, and said, “Yeah, he is really nice.”
 
                 “Did you ask him about Cumberland?” she asked in almost a whisper.
 
                 “No, I forgot.”
 
                 “Anyways, I can help with your cap and gown dilemma.”
 
                 I shook my head and asked, “How?”
 
                 She answered with a grin, “When I go across, I will come back up and take mine off and give it to you.”
 
                 I gave her a big hug and then heard her name get called by the principle. She whispered, “Wish me luck.” I nodded my head as she waved. I watched her accept her diploma and walk off the other way. I turned around to await her arrival and bumped into Mason.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” I apologized. I reached in my purse and pulled out his umbrella, “Here.”
 
                 He nodded his head and put his hand on mine, “I told you that you could use it today.”
 
                 I nervously smiled, why am I smiling so much? He must think I am crazy or something, I thought to myself. Then Olivia came up and handed me her cap and gown and said, “Hurry you are next.” 
 
                 Mason walked on the stage, then left.
 
                 “Okay,” I told her. Then I threw it on as fast as I could and awaited my name to be called. Principle Hall then announced, “Milly James.”
 
                 I walked onto the stage and seen him staring at me questionably. I just put a smirk smile on my face and took my diploma. I looked out at the audience and seen everyone’s parents were there, and their family members. I felt tears in my eyes as I did not have one family member sitting in the chairs with the rest of the family members. I looked down, and then walked off the stage. 
 
                 My mothers’ family had not shown, because they once told me, “You look too much like your mother, and it is too painful to see you.”               My fathers’ family had not shown, because Carolyn ran them off telling my father, “She and her daughters are the only family you need.”
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   The graduation ended and I stood out in the hall. Many students had passed me in a rush to get home. I noticed Carolyn in outside talking to a bunch of men wearing black suits and Bluetooth earpieces. I looked closer and seen her look back at me. I saw her mouth, “Bye,” as she decided to come in.
 
                 She walked up to me and asked, “Do you still plan to go to Cumberland?”
 
                 I nodded and response and before she walked off, she stated, “Don’t get hurt,” with a raspy sound in her voice and a smile painted in her face. Olivia approached me and said, “Visiting hours is almost over, you need to go see your grandpa and show him your diploma.”
 
                 “You’re right,” I agreed while I rubbed my forehead and yawned.
 
                 “Getting old on me?” Olivia joked. I shrugged my shoulders and answered, “No, but someone we know is,” I answered while climbing in her truck.
 
                 We were a couple of blocks away, and Olivia was texting on her phone. I told her shaking, “Please do not text while driving.”
 
                 She laughed, “We will be fine.”
 
                 I used a stern voice, “We will wreck.”
 
                 “Oh, please!” she begged.
 
                 “Haven’t you ever heard of Murphy’s Law?”
 
                 “Yeah, I know. But have you ever heard of three quarter ton American-made steel truck with a lift kit and forty-two inch rims?”
 
                 I giggled at her pompous attitude of her truck, “You are pretty sure of this truck, aren’t you?”
 
                 She answered, “Yeah, this truck can handle anything.”
 
                 She continued to look at me when we hit something in the road. I remembered seeing a glimpse of dark hair and then nothing. We raced out of the truck to see what she ran over and we didn’t find anything. We looked up to see if it were a bird, and all we seen was Mason standing by her tail gate. I was about to ask if he was okay, then he disappeared too quickly.
 
                 “Did you just see that?” I asked Olivia, tugging on her sleeve. I looked up at her when she did not instantly respond, and saw her nodding in what seemed to be obvious shock. 
 
                 “We better go see your grandpa, and Mason better fix my dent,” she demanded.
 
    
 
                 We quickly arrived at the retirement home and were taken into his room promptly. We entered slowly and he greeted us with, “Ahhh, Milly! How was graduation?”
 
                 I pulled out my diploma and showed him my achievement. I noticed him hooked up to more machines than he was in the hospital. I said, “Graduation was fine, what is wrong?” I asked pointing at the machines. 
 
                 He coughed heavily while wheezing, and answered, “Just promise me something.”
 
                 I leaned in closer and said, “Yes, anything.”
 
                 “Read the book. Find my map. It will take you the safest route to arrive at Cumberland, no matter what happens to me,” he coughed more.
 
                 “What are you saying?” I asked quietly.
 
                 “You know exactly what I am saying,” he explained while staring me in the eyes.
 
                 I didn’t want to leave him, not this sick. He is my world. I looked at Olivia, but the sadness caught my eyes and reflected onto hers. She turned away to cover the red in her face. He put his hand on mine as my hand rested on his chest. 
 
                 “I don’t want you to die,” I pleaded.
 
                 “Death is just a new start,” he said with a smile. 
 
                 He began to whisper, and Olivia turned to walk closer to us, “Milly, there is something you need to know.” 
 
                 I matched his octave, “What is it?”
 
                 He began to cough violently, and his heart monitor started to signal distress. The nurses rushed in and demanded we go. I yelled out, “Grandpa!” while still holding his hand. He told the nurses to wait one minute. They listened.
 
                 “Milly, your parents are not dead. They never died. They are in Cumberland.” 
 
                 His hand slipped from mine as his monitor flat lined. I whispered, “I love you.” 
 
                 The nurses covered him, from head to toe, with a white sheet. The nurses looked at me and said, “I am sorry for your loss, but you must go now.” I nodded in agreement.
 
                 I made it outside, even though my sight became blurred with tears. I paced back and forth at the front entrance, and folded my arms across my chest. The sun shown bright on my skin, but mind became gloomy with dark clouds. I could feel my face tighten in disparity. 
 
                 I felt a hand grab my shoulder.  Out of instinct, I grabbed the arm and threw the person without realizing who it was. Then, all of a sudden, I saw Olivia fly up and then she landed in a crouching position. “Oh my gosh! I am sorry, I didn’t know it was you,” I immediately apologized. 
 
                 “It is fine, it’s a good thing we were both trained for such activities,” she laughed.
 
                 Despite her whimsical laughter, that would normally make me smile, my eyes became heavy with the warmth of sobbing Waterfalls. Olivia was quick to comfort me, “Milly, everything will be fine. We need to honor your grandpa’s wish. If he is telling the truth about your parents, we need to save them now. I will be by your side no matter what.”
 
                 I hugged her tighter, and told her, “Thank you.” 
 
                 “But, we need to find the map first. Do you have any idea where it might be?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “I think it might be in my fathers’ storage shed. He gave me the key to hold onto. Carolyn didn’t have a clue about it.”
 
                 “Maybe there is a reason for that,” she stated.
 
                 I lifted the key up, which was placed on my key chain and grinned, “Well, there is only one way to find out.”
 
                 “See that cheered you up,” she grinned back.
 
                 “Anything to help my dear old grandpa makes me happy.”
 
                 The storage shed was number thirty-four. The numbers of each shed, in each row, were labeled on the doors with white paint. I remember my father bringing me here, but he would never let me in. He always told me, “When the time was right, you will see what it beholds.”
 
                 Those words always made me ponder why. But I never questioned him. I trusted he knew what was best. But if he was so into Carolyn, it made me wonder why he neglected to inform her of such thing. It is just a storage shed, isn’t it? 
 
                 I opened it up and seen inside piles of papers and stacks of boxes. I looked at Olivia and she said, “Well, we got our work cut out for ourselves.”
 
                 We began our search, without any luck. A couple hours have passed, and all the boxes were unpacked, and unorganized. I looked around to see if we missed anything. I noticed a poster on the back wall. I walked over there and turned my head to Olivia who was sitting cross-legged on the floor, “I don’t remember him having this poster before.”
 
                 “Take it down, and see if it is the map.”
 
                 I did so, carefully, and didn’t see how it could ever resemble a map. I flipped it to see the back of it and noticed a folded up piece of parchment paper. I took it off and unfolded to see a page that seemed to be ripped from a book. I asked Olivia, “Can you hand me my grandpa’s book please?”
 
                 She quickly handed me the book. I looked through it quickly, and I found a slot where a page used to be and placed the ripped out page in the spot where the book had a page missing.  It fit perfectly. I flipped the page, as if it was still intact with the book, and I noticed the map was on the side I had not seen yet. 
 
                 “We need to find Mason,” I demanded.
 
                 She looked at me, with her phone in her hand, “Already ahead of you.”
 
                 She continued to talk on the phone, “Mason, it is me and Olivia, we need to talk….” She paused. “I got your phone number from friendsconnect.com; it was on your profile…” She paused again. “Great, meet you there.”
 
                 The phone clicked to signal a disconnection, and I asked, “What did he say?”
 
                 “He said, ‘I need to talk to you guys’.”
 
                 “Odd. Where?” I asked.
 
                 “The park,” she answered.
 
                 “That is just down the road,” I pointed.
 
                 We left the storage shed, and then looked down the road and seen him already there at the park bench. We approached him in haste, and he said instantly, “I know you know something about Cumberland. I need you to let me go with you.”
 
                 I asked, “How did you know about that?”
 
                 He answered, “My father is there. The man that raised me is not my true father.”
 
                 “How do you know?” Olivia intervened.
 
                 “I am too different. The man claiming to be my father is nothing like me…” he looked around, and continued, “He ages.”
 
                 “And you don’t?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “Then, who is he?” I asked.
 
                 “He is a copy of a human,” he answered quietly.
 
                 “A clone?” I was baffled.
 
                 “Sent from the CIA, to cover up something.”
 
                 “How do you know?”
 
                 “I took DNA samples of him while he slept, and had a buddy of mine’s dad, who works for a forensics lab uptown. He said he has never seen this type of DNA strain before, in person, only in science journals of studies that would perfect human cloning.”
 
                 “We need to go, now,” Olivia stated.
 
                 “Why?” I asked her.
 
                 “I think we are being watched,” she said.
 
                 I looked around and seen a few men in black hide behind trees. I nodded, and Mason motioned us to follow. He took us to his house and we will lay the map down to pin where we go. He already had three survival bags packed and ready to go.
 
                 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   He took us into a darkened room with pictures of men from all generations surrounding the walls. Each man seemed to be a frozen sculpture painted on a canvas. Mason approached me, “The last one is my real dad.”
 
                 “Oh, that is decorative,” I complimented. Olivia added, “Yeah sure is.”
 
                 She paused and asked in a rude tone, “How did you find out, that the man that raised you is not your dad, again?”
 
                 He sighed, “The man who tested his blood was Mr. Stone. He is the lead DNA analyst of the country. I am sure you have heard of him.”
 
                 I instantly said, “I have heard of him.” 
 
                 Olivia added, “Yeah, he sounds familiar. Why did you say blood like that?”
 
                 “Mr. Stone explained that in order to successfully make a clone, you need a liquefied onyx stone mixed with a person’s DNA. Liquid onyx can only be naturally made by a planet. You inject that mixture into a spare body,” he sighed. “Obviously that is not my blood.”
 
                 Olivia smirked, “Duh! Our blood is red, not black.”
 
                 Mason snapped back, “My blood is purple.”
 
                 Olivia stated, “That is the color of a vampires’ blood only.”
 
                 I stared aimlessly at him, and I could see Olivia’s face matched my surprised expression. I decided to change the subject, “Where did, whoever did this, find the liquid onyx?”
 
                 “The CIA, to answer who, found it in Cumberland. The place used to be a type of safe haven for magical creatures to venture. There was once a man, by the name of Finley Porter, who stumbled upon the liquid onyx Waterfall. He was out tagging the creatures, to keep track of them, and noticed they were cloning themselves unknowingly. He probably heard of the legend of liquid onyx. Have you?” he looked at me.
 
                 I nodded, “Yeah, my grandpa told me once. He said the Waterfall was white like snow, and shined like diamonds. Once it can in contact with blood, it will forever turn black, but if directly injected into an actual human, they will die, or turn into a gargoyle.”
 
                 Mason said, “Exactly what happened to Finley Porter. He died trying to become a gargoyle. Then his wife, Carolyn, your step mother, discovered it only works if you are a vampire. She realized she had to find someone that could never die. Of course, the obvious answer is vampires.”
 
                 I watched Olivia pace back and forth, so I asked her in a concerning tone, “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
 
                 She looked at me and quickly turned to Mason, “You’re lying. Vampires don’t age. But, somehow you are.”
 
                 He laughed awkwardly, “What fairy tales do you live in? Vampires stop aging at twenty-five years of age.”
 
                 “My grandpa said that they never age. He had hunted them for years. I always thought he was making up stories,” Olivia stated. She put her hand to her forehead while looking down. It was obvious that she was in deep thought. Then she added, “He was killed your kind. I cannot trust you.”
 
                 I stepped in, “Please, that was the past. And we are here now. I trust Mason, and you, Olivia.”
 
                 She looked at Mason and nodded, “I’m sorry. You are right.” 
 
                 Mason put his hand on Olivia’s shoulder, “I won’t hurt you. I promise.”
 
                 Olivia smiled at him and said, “Sure.”
 
                 I stood there patiently, waiting for them to stop making the tension so severe in the room. Their gaze finally broke, and so did the tension. I did not know what to expect between the two of them. But, from the looks of it, I doubt it could be good.  
 
                 A car door slam broke the silence. Olivia and I stared at Mason. He was looking out of the window, so we joined him. I looked out of the window and saw his clone dad get out of car, and then Carolyn pulled in behind him. 
 
                 Mason whispered, “Stay here, both of you.”
 
                 He walked out of the room. Olivia and I looked outside of the window blind again. We were able to hear Carolyn speak. 
 
                 Carolyn said, “I gave you a life, now I have to take it away. I already killed one person, who tried to take your DNA sample public.”
 
                 The clone worriedly asked, “What? I didn’t-.” and then before he could finish his sentence Carolyn pulled out a knife and cut off his head. 
 
                 The liquid onyx poured out of his body. The men, from my graduation, came out of the black jeep and picked up the dead clone body remains. They threw it in the back. Carolyn looked around and hopped in after the men and drove off. 
 
                 Mason reentered the room, with his phone in his hand. He regrettably said, “It is true. Mr. Stone died.”
 
                 Olivia leaned back against the window and said, “I will try to help you. But only when I help Milly first.”
 
                 “I will help you Mason,” I bravely stated.  I felt chills up my spine when Mason grabbed my hand. He kissed it and said, “Thank you.” 
 
                 I could feel my face turn red. His skin was cold, but felt nice against my nervous fever. I pulled my hand away slowly, and grinned slightly. The map was still in my bag, so I turned around to retrieve it. I unfolded the paper and laid it down on the desk. 
 
                 Olivia looked as if a light bulb just went off above her head and said, “Hang on, let me call my dad. He may be able to help.”
 
                 “How?” I questioned.
 
                 “He used to work for the CIA before he became a principle,” she answered before placing the phone up to her ear. She turned around and then a few seconds later I heard the echo of his voicemail. 
 
                 “I can’t get ahold of him,” she sadly explained. 
 
                 Mason told her, “If he has any ties to Cumberland, then he may already be gone.”
 
                 “He can’t be gone!” She yelped. 
 
                 We stood in silence until another car door slam caught our attention. Olivia ran to the window and grinned, “I told you! He is here!” 
 
                 She ran outside, and then Mason and I trailed behind her. We walked outside and her Mr. Jack Hall said, “I can help you.”
 
                 “How did you know we needed help?” she asked.
 
                 He laughed, “You know where I used to work. Therefore, I keep a tracking device on your phone and truck that can also transmit audio.”
 
                 Olivia’s eyes bulged wide, and her face turned deep red, “Oh-.”
 
                 He interrupted her by saying, “Yeah… At least you know how to be safe with a guy.” He looked down and away as her face was in obvious shock and embarrassment. 
 
                 He walked in the house and asks, “What is the plan?” 
 
                 I answered, “Well, we were just about to look at the map to plan our next move.”
 
                 “Where is the map?” he asked.
 
                 “In here,” Mason waved his hand towards the room as he walked through the doorway. 
 
                 All of us surrounded the table, as Mason shut the curtains and turned on his desk lamp. Jack pointed at the printed name of the town, Loch Springs. He moved his finger down a few centimeters and said, “We are here.” 
 
                 He moved his finger diagonally up the map and explained, “We need to go here to enter Cumberland. It is where the secret passage is.”
 
                 I asked, “Why is there a secret passage?”
 
                 He answered, “It has been forgotten, until now. It was how the creatures of Cumberland got inside.”
 
                 “Why don’t the creatures just leave the same way?” I pondered.
 
                 He sighed, “By now, they are caged in. They cannot escape. Besides, once you enter, the only way out is through Cumberland. The exit, however, is where the CIA Testing Facility is. They test the creatures, and run experiments on them.”
 
                 Mason grabbed the map and demanded, “Let’s go. I have only three survival bags,” he looked at Jack, and then continued, “I packed one for myself, one for Milly, and one for Olivia. Sorry Jack. Night is near. It is perfect time for a stroll.”
 
                 Olivia shrugged her shoulders and shyly announced with a grin, “Here we go!” 
 
    
 
                 We drove, for what seemed forever, to an open glad beyond the trees. We exited Olivia’s truck, and walked towards a stump. Jack kicked it and it popped open. He said, “Let’s go!” as he jumped down inside it. 
 
                 We all followed one by one. Mason looked at me as I paused and he said, “Come on. It is safe.”
 
                 I watched him enter. As he went down, he yelled, “It is like a wooden slide!”
 
                 I shrugged my shoulders and jumped in last. 
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   My feet touched the ground after several twists and turns. It felt exactly as Mason had described it. The slide was bumpier than any normal slide. The wood surrounded anyone inside, to create a tunnel-like feel.
 
                  I stumbled and realized I have made it to Cumberland. The sky was a pink and orange mix color with the twilight of stars twinkling in the sky. I was able to see the Sun begin to rise. The glimmer of sunshine brightened the ground to a soft green glow from beyond. The sunlight was not afraid to shine on the water.  
 
                 To see a land I have seen made my soul desire the need to explore its enchanted bliss. I spun around to look at my surroundings. I saw trees as tall as the sky, and watched their leaves gently flow with the breeze. Vines were placed at their tips and connected the trees as a bonded family. 
 
                 “Intoxicating, isn’t it?” Jack asked with a coy smile.
 
                 I exclaimed, “Let’s explore!”
 
                 Jack looked at me and explained, “Maybe later. We have a mission to complete first.”
 
                 “I agree. Despite how beautiful this place is, something does not feel right about it,” Mason added. 
 
                 I looked down at the ground and seen it was a slosh of dirt and water mixed. 
 
                 I watched my feet begin to sink a couple inches in the ground, and then stop. My once nice and white shoes were now the color of suede work boots. I continued to watch my feet as I lifted my foot up. The mud bubbled when the sound of a suction cup released my foot from its muddy grasp. 
 
                 I looked around and noticed that I was not the only one stuck in the mud. Olivia had been as well. Her face was obviously star struck by the ambience of her surroundings. I said, “Olivia, our shoes are all muddy.”
 
                 She looked down and opened her mouth in shock, “Oh! My shoes! Mason, how could you?”
 
                 “What did I do?” he quickly retaliated. 
 
                 “I don’t know. Just seems right to blame you at the moment.”
 
                 I couldn’t help it, to not giggle at her, and Jack had joined in with laughter as well. Olivia eyed us both, which silenced us completely. Even Mason had frozen in place. 
 
                 Jack sighed and explained, “Okay, girls. It is just mud. There is a sea near here and it can cause the ground around us to be a bit soggy.”
 
                 “Soggy! This is more than just soggy, dad,” Olivia exclaimed. 
 
                 “Yes, this is unusual,” he agreed.
 
                 “We need to start at the sea and work our way through,” Mason changed the subject.
 
                 I noticed he placed an odd shaped rock in his pocket, and did not think much of it.
 
                 “Why the rush?” I questioned.
 
                 “No rush,” he answered.
 
                 I turned my head to hear the faint sound of voices a distance from us. I tried to whisper, “Actually, it might be time for us to rush.”
 
                 Jack cocked his head and nodded. 
 
                 We moved fast to the nearest bush dodging any branches in front of us. I looked around frantically trying to figure out why we had to move fast. About a yard away, I saw two men heading our way talking to each other. They were dressed in brown suits that were tight enough to reveal too much. 
 
                 “Who are they?” I whispered.
 
                 “They are the land patrol,” Jack answered with a rasp in his whisper. 
 
                 “Patrol? What do you mean?” I asked.
 
                 “Each sector has their own patrol. There is the land, water, and the air patrol. They guard it to keep tabs on anything going on,” he explained.
 
                 “Do they all wear the same color?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “No, the land patrol wears brown, as you can see, and the water patrol wears blue. The air patrol wears white,” Jack answered.
 
                 We sat behind the bush in silence and my foot slipped, causing some rocks to move. I could feel my breath stop as the men looked our way. The tallest man was about to walk up to us, but the other guy stopped him, “Just look at the sunrise. It is way more majestic than anywhere else.”
 
                 The tall guy turned and joked, “Never known a straight man to like sunrises like you.”
 
                 The two men chuckled at each other and continued their perimeter check. They walked passed our bush and then disappeared. 
 
                 My hands became shaky and cold. I sighed with a deep breath and looked at Mason. He stared at me, and placed his hand on mine.
 
                  I asked him, “Are you not scared?”
 
                 “When I am with you, no,” he answered. 
 
                 I smiled as the churning in my stomach came to a stop. I gave him another question, “Why should you ever be scared? You have forever to live your life.”
 
                 He shook his head, “No. Only on the day I turn into a vampire, is when I have forever to live. Until then, I am just as human as anyone else.”
 
                 I looked down and said, “Oh.”
 
                 He lifted my chin up so I could meet his gaze and he said, “That is awhile away. It won’t come any sooner or later. I am stronger than you think, as well. I will be okay as long as you are.”
 
                 “Okay guys, I am scared out of my mind. I don’t think this is a good idea. We almost got caught, and we are just all standing here with our thumbs up our asses!” Olivia squealed. 
 
                 I apologized and then I heard Jack yell, “Hey guys, when you are all done having a mid-life crisis, I found the cages where the water creatures are kept. We need to find a way through it, because that is the only way through the water without having to swim!” 
 
                 We exchanged looks and walked over to where Jack stood. He faced a gate that was locked. The length of the gate crossed the waters standing tall like a bridge. 
 
                 Mason looked at me, “I will prove it to you.”
 
                 He walked over to the lock and tensed every muscle in his body. With a growl he released his held back fist and made a crashing noise as he hit the lock. The lock dropped to the ground in a million pieces and I looked at him in utter shock. I exclaimed, “That was amazing!”
 
                 “I know,” he said back with a cocky demeanor. 
 
                 We approached the opening and I looked down to see what we would be walking on. Below our feet I seen creatures swim, squirm, and crawl around. They were none of what I had ever seen before. Some looked violent, others looked scared. 
 
                 I looked at Jack and asked, “What is this?”
 
                 He explained, “They trap the creatures in these cages. It is easier for them to keep track of them and stop them from drinking more of the liquid onyx Waterfall.”
 
                 “That is horrible; I can’t stand to see this happen. They deserve to be free,” I complained.
 
                 “Is that all they do?” Olivia questioned.
 
                 “No,” Jack answered. He looked down and stated, “They are used for experimentation as well.”
 
                 “They need freed,” Olivia agreed with me. 
 
                 I looked at Mason trying to share the grief in my heart with my eyes. He looked at me with his big green eyes and nodded. I tried to muster a smile, but looking at the creatures saddened me.
 
                 “How?” Mason asked. 
 
                 “That is something we need to think out, first,” Jack answered.
 
                 “Are they all like this?” I asked.
 
                 “In cages, yes. But only in the habitat in which they were captured,” Jack said. 
 
                 “The cages don’t seem to strong, let’s just bust them out through the top,” Olivia suggested.
 
                 Jack sighed, “They have to be released in the water. If we trap them on this bridge, they could attack. This means we have to go take a swim.”
 
                 “Okay. We can do that,” I enthusiastically exclaimed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I stomped on the cages to test the sturdiness. They rocked and swayed beneath my feet, but did not budge. I stared at the ripples of water, as my foot splashed against its flat surface once more, to see it instantly bounce back to its original form. My reflection stared back at me.               Despite my glowing red hair and big blue eyes, I knew how I felt. 
 
                 “I know what it is like to be trapped, and I promise I will set you little guys free,” I told the creatures cowering below my feet. 
 
                 I felt a soft hand press against my shoulder and knew it had to be Olivia. I looked up and she smiled, “We all will.”
 
                 I asked Jack, “Where in the water would be a way to free them?”
 
                 “About three feet down in the center of the sea,” he answered. 
 
                 I looked at Mason to see him staring at his handy work done on the gate. He shook his head and said, “Well, I guess we better get to swimming then.”
 
                 I patted his shoulder and told him, “We may still need this entrance. Thank you.”
 
                 He smiled as I placed a kiss upon his cheek. I looked at Olivia to see her roll her eyes with a small grin. I asked, “What?”
 
                 “Nothing,” she replied while shrugging her shoulders. 
 
                 I heard a big splash and looked over to see Jack floating in the water. He hollered out, “Let’s go!”
 
                 One after the other we all jumped in the water and swam to him. He directed us towards the center of the sea. Surprisingly, the currents of the water practically did the swimming for us. 
 
                 We followed Jack, for what was not a long time at all and finally reached the center of the gate bridge.               He looked at us, while pointing straight down and said, “The lock that traps them all in is below. If opened, it will free them all.”
 
                 We swam down to examine it. We reached a few feet below the water and noticed a lock that was just like any other lock placed on a gate. The key hole was meant for something star shaped. 
 
                 Jack and Olivia tugged at it hard, yet it did not budge. I watched all the creatures, big and small, look at us with excitement. As we failed to budge it open, the creatures turned in what seemed to be sadness.
 
                 We floated back up top to catch our breaths. I gasped for air and asked Jack, “What do we do now?”
 
                 He shook his head and answered, “I am not sure, Milly.”
 
                 Olivia said, “We have to do something!”
 
                 Mason heavily stayed afloat and exclaimed, “I have an idea!”
 
                 He went back under the water drastically. I yelled out, “Mason!”
 
                 By that time everyone followed him back down. I was hesitant to follow as well, but a good deep breath in made it possible. 
 
                 I swam to the lock, once more, and watched him retrieve a rock out of pocket and watched him beat it senseless. After about three hits the lock busted off, and the gates opened to all of the creatures. 
 
                 I watched as they all scattered out of their prisons. A few small shrimp-like creatures rubbed on my hand, and a couple of big eel-like ones just nodded and swam away. I could relate to the freedom. 
 
                 I looked around to smile at everyone, and realized I was starving for air. I raced to the top and met them with a gasp above water. Olivia grinned at me, but I could feel my face harden. 
 
                 Mason asked me, “What’s wrong? Is that not what you wanted?”
 
                 I shook my head in worry of them getting recaptured, but before I could answer I felt a push on my back. I looked around to see who did it, but no one I saw was around. I heard a yelp come from Olivia’s direction and seen she too had shared my experience. 
 
                 Shortly after, we all felt the same push. I watched Mason swirl in two directions and yell, “Who did that?”
 
                 Jack answered loudly, “It is the currents. They are getting stronger.”
 
                 “We need to get out of here!” I demanded.
 
                 I looked at Olivia and she quickly was immersed under water followed by a shriek of surprise. I shook my head and said, “I don’t think currents do that! Olivia! Can you hear me?”
 
                 “We are under attack, Jack!” Mason yelled.
 
                 I went under water and seen Olivia fight her way up. I swam next to her as fast as I could and grabbed onto her. Together we pushed up and reached above the water.
 
                 She coughed up some water and mouthed, “Thank you.” 
 
                 Jack quickly swam by our side, and then Mason followed right behind him. Jack shakily said, “These currents had never got this bad before.”
 
                 “Really?” I questioned with a shake in my voice as well. 
 
                 We floated by one another and tried to fight against the currents as much as possible. The water became more rapid, and pushed against us. Waves would come crashing down on us making us fall under its wrath. 
 
                 We held on tight so we could stay afloat together. We needed to keep swimming, and not give up. I looked around to see if there was calm water anywhere close. I noticed a patch of water a few feet away.
 
                 I shook Mason’s shoulder and pointed towards the direction. He motioned Jack and Olivia and we began swimming that way. The currents tried to slow us down, but the strength of the sea was not going to back down the rush I was feeling. 
 
                 We inched closer, and could feel the currents weakening. We finally arrived to the safe part, and Jack looked at us and asked, “Are you okay?” 
 
                 We all nodded at the same time. 
 
                 I looked around and did not see land in sight. I asked Jack, “Where are we?”
 
                 “Further back into the sea,” he answered.
 
                 “I thought we were just in the middle of the sea?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “No, that was the middle in between where the opposite ends of the land meets. This is the true middle,” Jack said. 
 
                 “Geez Louise, dad! What do we do now? Wait to fall asleep under the water?” she retaliated. 
 
                 He sighed heavily and demanded, “Everyone keep your head on straight. Everything will be okay, we just need to think.”
 
                 “Hmmm, what is there to think about?” Olivia asked rhetorically. Then she continued, while holding a finger up, “Oh, I know! Water is the only thing I can think of to think about.”
 
                 I rolled my eyes and told her, “Please, Olivia, we need better problem solving techniques here. For example, we could swim until we find land.”
 
                 “That could take days,” Mason said.
 
                 “Thank you,” Olivia stated. 
 
                 The water currents still had not subsided around us, except for a small path in which we were hovering. I looked at Jack and seen he was following my gaze. 
 
                 I told him, “We should follow this skinny path and see where it takes us.”
 
                 He nodded, “You just read my mind. This path would take us East. That will lead us straight to land.”
 
                 Mason and Olivia both agreed to the plan. I worried about the water patrol finding us, because we are humans swimming in the sea. I asked Jack, “What if we get caught?”
 
                 “We will try not to,” is all he could say. 
 
                 We began swimming the path, staying in a line. I knew the path was too skinny, but as we linked arms, it did not seem as bad.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Treading through the waters became harder to continue. We made it passed the skinny path and back to the main water that did not contain a mean current. 
 
                 I looked around and seen land nearby. I looked across the sea and seen the gate bridge fall under the water. I couldn’t help but yell, “Whoa!” as the collapsing gate caused the water to ripple hard. 
 
                 Jack said, “The monsters must have been fearful of going back into their prisons.”
 
                 “They tore it down!” Olivia exclaimed with excitement. 
 
                 I heard a boat engine and looked to my right and seen, passed Jack’s head, a water patrol boat. He looked in my direction and told Olivia, “Don’t get too excited. It looks like we have company.”
 
                 “They must have seen the bridge collapse,” I said.
 
                 The boat inched closer, and I was able to see two men in the same suits as the land patrol, but they were blue. Armed with guns, they pointed them at us.
 
                 We all raised our hands in the air and I asked Jack, “What do we do?”
 
                 “Follow me,” he answered.
 
                 I watched him swim up to the boat and could hear the men say, “Stop the boat!”
 
                 “Hello, gentlemen,” Jack said. He continued to say, “I am CIA Operative Jack Hall,” he reached in his pocket and pulled out his dripping badge, and then tosses it to them.
 
                 They both paused to look at it and looked back at him, “This here says you have been retired for quite some time. What are you doing here with these outsiders?” 
 
                 “We were just taking a swim,” he joked. 
 
                 The tallest man pointed his gun and demanded, “In the boat now!”
 
                 Jack looked at me and mouthed, “Swim away!” 
 
                 I nodded and pulled Olivia and Mason away right as the man fired a shot. We began to swim away with Jack trailing behind. As I heard the boat get closer, I looked back to see how much closer. 
 
                 As I turned around, I felt a strong hand pull me up by my hair. I looked ahead to see Mason and Olivia fleeing the scene and yelled out, “Help me!”
 
                 I turned in surprise to hear Jack yell for help as well. They had him held down to the floor of the boat. I looked back to Mason and Olivia, and seen them start to swim back. 
 
                 I fought as the tall man held my arms behind my back. I could hear him fiddle with something metal. Then I realized they were hand cuffs as he tried to place one on my wrist. 
 
                 Mason jumped on the boat and I could see the man turn his head to see Mason. I took this opportunity to kick the man his groin, from him standing behind me. He fell to the ground in pain and I turned to kick him in the head.
 
                 As the tall man fell flat on the floor I was able to see Olivia do a side kick up the other man’s nose, that sat on her dad. He fell on his back and Jack jumped on the man and knocked him out cold.
 
                 Mason looked around with a suspicious look on his face. He looked up and pushed me down, “We forgot one!”
 
                 He jumped up in midair and grabbed the third man’s hand that held a pistol, and snapped it off. The man fell to his knees and pleaded, “Please! No more!”
 
                 Mason nodded and through the man overboard. 
 
                 I looked around to see the first two men lying on the floor twitching. I wondered if they would be okay, but I didn’t care too much. I watched Jack sit down in relief. I asked him, “What do we do now?”
 
                 “Let’s relax for a bit,” he answered. 
 
                 I looked at Olivia, and out of nowhere one of the men came up and punched her in the face. She leaned on the edge of the boat and fell over. 
 
                 I screamed, “Olivia!”
 
                 Mason growled and his face hardened. The man turned on him and pulled out his pistol. The man yelled, “Back down! I will shoot you!”
 
                 Mason then grabbed the gun and made it crumble like a soda can. The gun fell to the floor and the man shuttered as Mason got closer to him. Mason grabbed him by the throat and squeezed until the man’s eyes bulged. 
 
                 The man twitched and fought, but did not succeed to become free. He stopped moving and a loud thud came shortly after his lifeless body slammed on the floor. 
 
                 I looked at Jack but had seen he had already begun his search under the water for Olivia. Minutes passed by and I told Mason, “I’m going in too.”
 
                 Mason nodded and jumped in behind me. As we swam below a loud explosion caught my attention. I looked up to see the boat fall to pieces. He grabbed my arm and I turned to see Jack struggling to hold Olivia up on his shoulder. 
 
                 We swam down to meet Jack. Mason and I grabbed a side of Jack and pushed up. Olivia was knocked unconscious, and I kept looking at her pale face. 
 
                 I wanted to tell her, everything will be okay, but I could not talk under water. I hoped she could at least feel what I am thinking. I looked at Mason and could see he was focused on reaching for air. 
 
                 I caught Jack looking at me. Even though we were under water, I could tell he is crying. I could see the lining of the water get closer. 
 
                 We rushed above and instantly turned to Olivia as Jack held her close. He placed his ear to her face and said, “She is not breathing!”
 
                 I held up her torso as Mason held up her head. Jack began pushing on her chest frantically. He placed his ear near her head again and shook his head side to side.
 
                 He placed his mouth on her mouth and began to blow in it. He stopped and pressed on her chest again. Jack’s voice began to shake, “Come on! Breathe.”
 
                 He continued to give her CPR and she did not respond. He held her close and screamed out into the open water. Jack was sobbing and then Olivia began to cough. Water spewed out of her mouth and she blinked her eyes several times.
 
                 She squinted her eyes and asked, “What happened?”
 
                 Jack answered, “You got punched and fell overboard.”
 
                 She rubbed her temple, where a huge welt began to appear, and said, “Ouch. So where is the boat? I am sea sick now.”
 
                 Jack shook his head, trying to hold back a smile at her joke, and answered, “The boat blew up.”
 
                 “Why?” she asked.
 
                 “Because it is a way to signal to headquarters something is wrong,” Jack answered. 
 
                 I gave Olivia a hug and said, “Thank goodness you are okay.”
 
                 “Of course I am. But if what my dad said is true, then that means we better leave now,” she said while patting my back.
 
                 We all agreed and continued to swim towards the land. As the adrenalin rush faded in my bones, my muscles were getting weak. My eyelids became heavy, and my strokes became paddles.
 
                  I looked around to see the others slow as well. Olivia still hung unto Jack and Mason was resting his eyes while floating on his back. He was still doing small back strokes. 
 
                 I couldn’t keep up my strength anymore. I decided to just float on my back as well, and let the currents float me the rest of the way. I only remember being dragged across and being placed on a solid surface.
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   What felt like several minutes later, I awoke feeling dazed and confused. The Sun blinded me as I opened my eyes. I felt around to determine where I was, and only felt sand between my fingers. 
 
                 I grabbed a handful of sand, and lifted it up to the sky. I watched as the sand slid between my folded fingers and swayed with the wind. I realized where I was. 
 
                 I exclaimed, “Land, we’re on land!”
 
                 I heard a man’s voice chuckle. I turned my head and did not see anyone around. I sat up to shake my hair free of sand and saw a flash of movement to my right. I looked closer and saw a man’s chiseled torso and arms folded lying next to me. 
 
                 I jumped back a little in surprise to see a strange man staring at me. His green eyes were big, and his face was inviting. I did not feel the need to be scared.
 
                 He smiled at me and said, “My name is Murphy the Nen.”
 
                 I looked at his long fingers, as he held out his hand, and hesitated, “My name is Milly James. How did I get here on land?”
 
                 He looked at me and answered, “I saw three bodies floating on the water and knew I had to help.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I told him. I looked down at the sand and then back to him, “Why?”
 
                 He smiled at me and answered, “You guys saved us sea creatures.”
 
                 I scrunched my eyebrows together, in confusion, and asked him, “Are you a sea creature?”
 
                 He nodded, “Yes I am.”
 
                 I looked back to see behind and saw that half of his body was the bottom half of a frog. The legs had fins, which I assumed helped him swim so fast. I exclaimed, “Oh! What are you?”
 
                 “I already told you,” he said.
 
                 I shook my head, “No. You said your name is Murphy the Nen.”
 
                 “Oh, I see the confusion. Obviously you are not a man of some sort,” he laughed and continued, “In Cumberland; our last names are what we are. A Nen is a sea creature who is half frog and half man.”
 
                 “Oh!” I said again.
 
                 Feeling alone in my new discovery, I looked around for Mason, Jack, and Olivia. About three arm lengths away, I saw each of their bodies lying side by side. I looked at Murphy and tried to grimace at his enchanting smile.
 
                 “Why are my friends not awake?” I asked him. 
 
                 He looked over, to where I was pointing, and shrugged his shoulders.
 
                 I asked him frantically, “What is wrong with them?”
 
                 He looked at me and said, “They almost drowned. Right now they are resting.”
 
                 “For how long?” I asked while standing up and brushing the sand off of my jeans.
 
                 “Couple hours,” he plainly said. He shrugged his shoulders again, and then he jumped up in a frog-like position. 
 
                 “No one rests for that long!” I exclaimed. Looking back at them, I noticed they were breathing faintly. I stood there trying to focus on them to see if they were going to move, but nothing happened. 
 
                 I ran over to them, trying to shake them awake. I grabbed hold of Mason’s shoulder and didn’t see him budge. Olivia and Jack did not seem to respond to me as well. 
 
                 I felt unsure about this sea creature. So I decided to get my shoulder bag that lied where I was lying. I checked it quickly, looking for my grandpa’s book. Soon after digging in the bottomless pit, I recovered the once hard back journal. 
 
                 I lifted it up to see the water had ruined the front and back cover. I opened to the pages, and found them to be a mess of blue and black ink smeared across every page. I threw the book down in disgust, and sighed heavily. 
 
                 I felt a pair of eyes on me, and looked up hopeful to see Mason or anyone else awake. To my demise I saw Murphy eyeing me cautiously.               He asked me, “What seems to be the matter?”
 
                 I answered slowly, “My grandpa’s book is ruined.”
 
                 “Was it important?” he questioned.
 
                 “Very important,” I answered.
 
                 I looked at its dripping pages, and felt lost without it. All about this place was in there. Now all I have is the memory of the stories my grandpa had told while growing up. I felt hopeful, to say the least. 
 
                 Murphy hopped over to my friends, and looked at each one carefully. I watched as he grabbed a handful of sand, and squeezed it tightly in his palm. It glowed for a second, and then opened his hand to reveal the sand had changed from golden brown to a light blue.
 
                 He gently dusted Mason’s chest with the sand, and then Olivia. He moved on to Jack, and the sand began to swirl on their chests. It twirled up and down continuously, and formed into a tiny tornado. It went inside, upside down, and then right side up again.
 
                 Scared I yelled, “What are you doing?”
 
                 He looked at me and answered, “Sea creatures have the power to heal. I am trying to help.”
 
                 “How?” I asked him trying to seem sincere.
 
                 “It is part of who we are,” he smiled.
 
                 I ran back over to them, and saw the sand continue to swirl. I reached over to touch the sand and my hand was stopped by Murphy, “Don’t touch it,” he demanded.
 
                 “Why not?” I asked impatiently. 
 
                 “It is working, and if disturbed, it could be detrimental,” he answered seriously. 
 
                 Reluctantly, I believed him. I looked at him, and noticed he seemed a bit dizzy. I asked him, “What’s wrong?”
 
                 He answered, “Nothing, it is just I get weak anytime I use my powers. But I am glad to help when I can.”
 
                 I told him, “Thank you, but don’t kill yourself to help us.”
 
                 “I’m not, but why not?” he asked me questionably. 
 
                 “They are your powers,” I told him.
 
                 “It is fine,” he assured me with a smile.
 
                 I decided to ask him, without sounding like that I am putting him down, “Does this stuff actually work?”
 
                 He sort of made a face at me and nodded, “For many years, even before my time, it has worked. It has a potency that is stronger than any human medicine. That is one of the reasons why She is trying to control us.”
 
                 “Who is She?” I asked him, trying to sound sincere.
 
                 “Carolyn Porter,” he answered monotonously. 
 
                 I knew it, I thought to myself. I looked over to my friends but had not seen them move yet. Murphy put his hand on my shoulder and said, “There was a man named Jack behind all of this as well. But I heard he was kicked out because he tried to put a stop to Carolyn’s madness. I only tell you this, because when I said her name, you seemed upset.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I nodded as I placed my hand on his, “It did not surprise me, however.”
 
                 I heard coughing, and followed the sound to Jack. I smiled at him, and noticed Mason and Olivia starting to stand up. I ran over to them and threw my arms up around them. I squeezed and they just patted my shoulders. 
 
                 I heard Olivia ask, “Who is he?” while pointing at Murphy the Nen. I explained who and what he was. She did not seem too comfortable, but nodded anyways. 
 
                 Mason approached Murphy, “I am Mason. Can you help us? We are looking for my father. Are we currently on the actual land of Cumberland?”
 
                 Murphy shook his sideways, “No, we are on an island. I would love to help. All of the sea creatures as well, but we are too weak.”
 
                 “Why?” I asked.
 
                 Murphy faced the sea and answered, “We lost our Pearl of Strength. It was once placed in the mouth of a giant clam, but during the time we were swept away in cages, it got knocked away and lost. It glows when near the clam, and shines brighter when placed in the clam.”
 
                 “Let us help,” Mason offered. 
 
                 I grabbed Mason’s hand, and added, “I will too.”
 
                 Soon after, Olivia and Jack did the same, and offered to help. We all stood there, and Murphy eyed us slowly. He asked, “Why?”
 
                 Jack smiled and answered, “It is what friends do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Murphy hopped back and forth, grunting at each stop. I wanted to stop him, but he seemed to be in deep thought and confusion. He rubbed his temples, in between hops, and then finally stopped to stare at us.
 
                 I turned to Olivia, and tilted my head towards him. She nodded and asked, “What’s wrong?”
 
                 He sighed heavily and said, “The only way you can help is to go back into the water.”
 
                 Olivia asked him, “Why is that so bad?”
 
                 Murphy looked at her with a stern expression, “You guys almost drowned. I just fear if that happens again, I won’t be able to save you again. I am half frog, my human lungs are like any of yours, and now I lack the power to hold my breath for a very long time.”
 
                 I told him, “We will be fine, Murphy. Now tell us more about this thing we need to do.”
 
                 He nodded in hesitant agreement and answered, “It is a clam, under this island. It gives us sea creatures powers needed to survive. Place the Pearl of Strength inside it. That’s all you have to do.”
 
                 “I know about all that, but I mean where this Pearl of Strength at?” I asked starting to get frustrated.
 
                 “Oh,” he exclaimed in a dumbfounded tone. He continued by saying, “That, I do not know where it may be.”
 
                 Jack laughed sarcastically and threw his hands up in the air and said, “Well that is a load of help.”
 
                 Murphy quickly shook his hands in front of him and said with a big grin, “It is down there somewhere, at least.”
 
                 I looked at the water, and feared the outcome. I was scared, but knew what was right. To not have strength, is what I felt for a long time. I would never do that to Murphy, or any other sea creature out there.
 
                 I saw Murphy looking down at the ground, in a saddened daze. I approached him slowly and said, “We will keep to our promise, no matter what. I want to help; and so do my friends.”
 
                 He raised his head and smiled at me. 
 
                 I turned to Jack and Olivia and asked, “You guys ready?”
 
                 Jack said, “Sure, Olivia?”
 
                 Olivia nodded.
 
                 I looked over at Mason and he asked me, “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
                 I nodded and answered, “I need to do this, and I want to need this.”
 
                 He smiled and told Murphy, “We are going in. Don’t go anywhere, just in case.”
 
                 Murphy raised his right hand and said, “I promise.”
 
                 Jack picked up a stick to test the depth of the water around the island. He stabbed the ground three times, and just a foot away from the dry part of the island was a steep drop. The stick was at least six foot tall, and the water went deeper. 
 
                 I quickly took off my over shirt, revealing my white tank top and throwing it on the ground. I kicked my shoes off, and seen Olivia do the same. She had on a pink tank top and we knew, the less amount of weight on us, well help us swim faster. 
 
                 Jack and Mason were stripped down to their shorts, they wore under their pants. Jack placed a knife in his mouth, sideways. Silently we went and jumped into the water once more. 
 
                 Surprisingly, the water felt colder. We swam straight down, and saw the clam surrounding by a mesh net used to catch shrimp. I figured the knife would have been for a defense, but Jack was quick to release the clam of its netted prison.
 
                 Olivia and Mason already started their search for the Pearl of Strength. 
 
                 I decided to look on the opposite end as them. It was darker and colder, the deeper I got. I tried to search for the Pearl of Strength in the darkness, but did not have any luck. 
 
                 I looked over at Jack and he was searching around the clam. Olivia and Mason were not having any luck as well. I watched as Olivia shrugged her shoulders, and Mason shook his head. 
 
                 I turned back around and squinted my eyes trying hard to see. Nothing came to view. I realized my breath was getting short, and I would need to get air soon. 
 
                 I looked back at them, and I could tell they would need to as well. Jack motioned us up, and I shook my head. I was determined to find this Pearl of Strength. 
 
                 The light in the water started to fade slowly, as I descended deeper. So I turned around and went to overlook where Mason and Olivia had already searched. I did not see them anywhere.
 
                 I looked up and seen they were already heading up for some air. I followed behind Olivia, and we swam to the top, just seconds of each other. 
 
                 Jack told us, “We need to split up in four directions, and meet in the middle. Maybe this search will be more successful. Obviously the Pearl of Strength is not around the clam, but should be around somewhere.”
 
                 Mason made a tisk noise, and asked, “Why are we even doing this?”
 
                 I snapped back at him, “Because, he helped us. Besides, the more creatures we help, the more allies we will have to find your father and defeat Carolyn.”
 
                 He looked down, off to the side. I could tell he felt bad for wanting to back away. I assured him, “Look, we are all tired and hungry, it is normal to be snappy in a time like this.”
 
                 He nodded his head in agreement. 
 
                 Jack agreed and said, “She is right, Mason.”
 
                 We all picked our ways and separated from there. It did not take long to meet back into the middle, empty handed. On my way, while searching the sands, I found an old spear, which closely resembled a trident used by mermaids. I looked at its shiny metal, and loved how well preserved it was. 
 
                 I continued to swim back to the middle, matching the pace as everyone else. I peered at Mason, and couldn’t help but stare. His skin looked smooth, and his hair flowed back. He seemed perfect to me, and easy on the eyes. 
 
                 I looked behind him and saw a sea serpent right on his tail. I dug out the trident and quickly swam towards him. The sea serpent noticed me right away, and just ignored me.
 
                 The sea serpent tried to take a bite out of Mason’s leg, and right as it opened its mouth, I shoved the trident down its throat. The trident came out the back of its head showing an odd color for blood.
 
                 Mason turned around quickly, as the sea serpent let out a screeching whine. He looked at it and then to me. He was quick to give me a hug. I just hugged tighter, as he tried to let go.
 
                 I released him slowly, and tried to continue my search. I pulled my foot, and felt something slimy holding onto it. Mason was swimming away and I tugged at his shorts. He turned around and saw that I was stuck.
 
                 I feared the sea serpent had ahold of me. Mason looked down and waved his hand to try to calm me. He pointed down to my foot and I saw that it was a piece of seaweed holding my foot captive. 
 
                 He ripped it off and pointed up. I knew he wanted some air. I don’t blame him; we both were scared out of our wits. 
 
                 I looked around and didn’t see Jack and Olivia nearby. They were several feet away and rising up to get above the water. We finally reached the top, and as we hit the air we took in a deep breath, and headed back down.
 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Searching for the last time, I stayed within arms’ reach of Mason. It didn’t take long for me to swim a further distance away, trying to be more cautious. I witnessed Olivia do the same, across from me.
 
                 I searched the areas in between where I had missed. I dug through the sand, and only found rocks beneath it all. I looked over at Mason and seen him turn from side to side. 
 
                 Each time his right side faced me, I could see his pocket shining a bit of light. I watched it glow a bit more as he neared the clam. I instantly stopped, and tried getting his attention each time I was in his peripheral vision. He didn’t do anything. 
 
                 He seemed to be too distracted with the hunt of the Pearl of Strength, to see me pretend to be struggling in seaweed again. I tried to be more drastic about my pretending, but still nothing. I probably looked like a carnie doing the tricks I was, but didn’t care. I began to fall impatient. 
 
                 I tried to throw a rock, but realized the water made that attempt fail. He kept getting further and further away, and I knew I couldn’t be under for much longer, than need be. Maybe he doesn’t care about me, like I thought, I thought to myself. 
 
                 I figured I was just being too hard on myself. The spark I felt, when gazing into his eyes, made me feel as if a thousand arrows just slammed into my heart. I looked around, and saw Olivia and Jack even further away. I decided to swim to him, instead. 
 
                 My swimming speed was not as fast as his, but my unsure determination made me feel able to. I trusted my body to help lead the way to him. It seemed like, every time I inched closer, he would swim a foot away. 
 
                 I miraculously caught up to him, and stopped him midstream. He looked at me with his one eyebrow raise puzzled expression, and I widened my eyes. Reading minds, was apparently not a trick he could do. 
 
                 I reached down by his waist, and he grabbed my hand. He felt shaky, as if he had hand tremors. I shook my head as if to say, ‘I am not trying to touch you.’ 
 
                 I gently pulled my hand away, and quickly jammed it into his pocket. I pulled out the odd shaped rock; he used to smash the gate lock with. It glowed brighter, illuminating its jagged edges. His eyes widened, as he pointed towards where Olivia and Jack should have been. He then pointed at me, and then the Pearl of Strength then pointed at the clam next. 
 
                 I nodded in agreement with his plan. 
 
                 I looked back at Mason, but did not see Olivia or Jack. I hope he finds them soon, I silently prayed to myself. 
 
                 Every inch, I got closer to the clam; the Pearl of Strength’s light had been getting stronger. It seemed to be getting too bright, so I placed in my shirt.               
 
                 I was able to still see part of the net still surrounding the clam, but Jack made a hole big enough for a body to squeeze through. I grabbed the side of the net, and propelled myself into the clam. I looked around, to see if there was a specific spot to place it. 
 
                 To my surprise, I noticed four masks. They were divers’ masks. They were made to slide over the head and cover the mouth, like surgeon’s mask. I checked the Oxygen levels, and they were a quarter full. I looked around, and saw four decomposed divers behind the clam. I thought to myself, how convenient? I guess that one man’s trash is another man’s treasure fits this scenario.
 
                 I placed one mask on, and placed the other three around my arms. 
 
                 I took out the Pearl of Strength, and found a spot that matched the jagged edges of the pearl. I placed it in, having to turn it around a few times to get it to fit right. 
 
                 I watched as it glowed and flickered. After a few flickers it kicked on strongly. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and turned to see Mason. He narrowed his eyebrows, and shook his head while shrugging his shoulders. 
 
                 I felt worried, but something told me to not worry. I dropped my hands in frustration at my own gut instinct, and dropped the three face masks. I quickly tugged at Mason’s shoulder trying to get him to swim down fast and catch them. 
 
                 He saw I what I was wearing and quickly did so. A few seconds later he returned with all of them in his hands. He placed one himself and handed me the last two. 
 
                 I noticed movement near the hole in the net, and seen it was Olivia and Jack. I quickly swam to them and gave them the face masks. They both smiled graciously. 
 
                 I wanted to watch the clam for a few more seconds, and pulled Olivia to see the clam and the Pearl of Strength. Jack seemed surprised and looked at Mason. Mason tugged at his pockets and shrugged innocently. Jack shook his head, and raised his eyebrows. 
 
                 The clam itself began to glow, and like a snake shedding its skin, the clam did so with all the grime and ick that was on it. It seemed shinier and more vibrant. I could feel the amazement fall upon my face, and saw how everyone else their own face of amazement.
 
                 I jumped as I felt something hit my arm. I looked closer and seen it was a tiny sea creature with eight legs, half dead heading towards the clam. Soon after, many more of them, and bigger sea creatures began to circle the clam. Most had risen from the ground, and depths of the sea. Others had been floating around aimlessly. 
 
                 I felt disgusted, to say the least. Some of the sea creatures had curly tails, or crooked feet. Some had triangular heads, or square heads. But all of them had gills that wrapped around their soles of their feet or base of their necks. Many were missing such parts. 
 
                 Yet, they all had the power to circle the clam. I did not see the point in that, considering the ones that were clearly dead, were instantly dropped from the circle the clam was creating. I looked at Mason, and he continued watching the sea creatures. I noticed a turn dial on the side of his mask. 
 
                 I felt my mask for the same thing and beside it was a button. I clicked it and heard static, like that in a car radio station that did not have signal. I clicked his as well. 
 
                 I said, “Hello, can you hear me?”
 
                 He looked around, and then at me and asked, “How did you do that?”
 
                 I answered, “I am not sure. I clicked a button and now we can talk.”
 
                 Mason quickly clicked the button on Olivia’s, and then reached for Jack’s. Jack put up his hand, and did it himself. 
 
                 I turned back to the sea creatures and noticed they were getting stronger. I looked at Jack and said, “We need to get out of here. They are getting stronger, and I am not sure if they are type to attack.”
 
                 “Sounds like a plan,” he agreed. 
 
                 Mason and Olivia agreed by saying, “Yep.”
 
                 
 
                 We swam back to land, and saw Murphy sitting on the edge of the sand flipping his frog feet into the water. He looked at Jack and asked, “You helped create this jail, why are you helping us Cumberland creatures now?”
 
                 He sighed heavily, “How do you know who I am?”
 
                 “I saw your I.D. sticking out of my pants, Jack,” he said angrily.
 
                 Olivia was quick to say, “Dad, that can’t be true.”
 
                 He nodded, “It is, but I wanted to make things right.”
 
                 Murphy made a humph sound, and asked, “Why?”
 
                 Jack began to get serious, “Because, there is a fine line between what is right, what science is, and what is wrong. It started out as science, but was taken out of proportion. I am trying to make things right.”
 
                 “You promise?” Murphy asked sadly.
 
                 “Yes,” Jack answered soundly.
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   I looked up at the sky, and saw the Sun straight up above. I could feel my stomach gurgle. I looked over to my friends and seen their hands on their stomachs as well; it was lunch time for us. 
 
                 I asked Murphy, “What is there we could eat?”
 
                 “I can try to find something,” he offered. 
 
                 I said, “Okay. What would you be finding?”
 
                 “It is a surprise,” he grinned.
 
                 We sat on the sand, and tried to relax our muscles for a little while.               Jack said, “After we eat, we need to get back on land.”
 
                 I said, “If these poor creatures were caught, so were the others. We must help them, on our way to finding Holden.”
 
                 Mason selfishly claimed, “It might slow us down.”
 
                 I shrugged my shoulders, “They could help us in return.”
 
                 Murphy returns back out of the water, with a handful of many tiny creatures. He called them, “Snaps.”
 
                 “Why do you call them Snaps?” I asked him.
 
                 He held out one to me, and it was shaped like a raindrop, but its head was bigger than a normal rounded tip of a raindrop. It was black and did not have any legs. Its mouth was big, and when it opened its mouth, it suddenly shuts making a snapping noise. I said, “Oh that makes sense.”
 
                 He laughed and told me, “Yeah, but imagine it full grown and a mouth full of razor sharp teeth.”
 
                 “We don’t want that,” Olivia said waving her hands in front of her. 
 
                 We all laughed at her fear of that ever happening. Murphy quickly set up a small fire, and fried the little Snaps on a stick. They sizzled and popped, and then were cooked. Very quick cook and I wouldn’t discern the taste. It was actually quite delightful, and tasted like chicken. 
 
                 I followed the sound of a high pitched whistle, to the sea. There I saw a woman waving at us. She smiled, but I was still concerned for the poor woman. 
 
                 I stood up and quickly shouted, “There is a woman stuck out into sea, I believe!”
 
                 Jack stood up as he looked to where I was pointing, and ran out to the edge of the water. He hollered out, “Do you need help, ma’am?”
 
                 The woman answered, with a whimsical tone, “No, I am just fine! I am just enjoying a nice swim.”
 
                 “Will you join us?” he hollered out.
 
                 “That would be delightful!” she answered with a bit of squeal.               
 
                 She quickly went back under the water, and before I could blink, she was floating in front of us. I noticed her hair red, as can be, and it had tight small curls throughout it. One single strand of hair was green. Her top looked like a bikini made up of seaweed and blue kelp. 
 
                 I asked her shyly, “Where are you from, exactly?”
 
                 She smiled and answered, “I live in the sea, see?” she leaned back, and revealed a giant fin and tail. 
 
                 I asked her, “Are you a mermaid?”
 
                 “Close, I am a Nix. That is a type of mermaid that is more beautiful than any creature in the entire world.”
 
                 Jack stumbled over his words, “What is your name?”
 
                 “Alistabella the Nix. And you?” she asked holding out her hand.
 
                 He took her hand and answered, “Jack Hall.”
 
                 Olivia stepped forward and said, “My name is Olivia, and that is Mason,” Mason waved, “That is Milly,” I waved, “And that is Murphy the Nen,” he waved. 
 
                 “Nice to meet you,” she said nodding her head. She then looked at Mason with a grimace and said, “You brought a Vampire with you?”
 
                 “He is our friend, he won’t harm you, I promise,” I assured her.
 
                 She lifted her nose up to the air and said, “Fine,” then she looked at me with her eyebrows scrunched, “Your name is Milly?”
 
                 “Yep,” I said, “Milly James.”
 
                 “Are you related to a man named, Bradford James?” she asked politely. 
 
                 “That is my grandpa!” I exclaimed.
 
                 “Wow, that was easier than I thought,” she said to herself.
 
                 I asked her, “What do you mean?”
 
                 She sighed quietly and answered, “Well, when I was released from my prison, earlier today, I ran into a glass prison. A human man was trapped in there. I knocked on the glass, and he was wearing an oxygen mask. I used sign language to communicate with him. He told me to find you.”
 
                 Murphy approached Alistabell, and said, “Well, it was Milly and her friends who freed us of those prisons.”
 
                 “Really?” she exclaimed.
 
                 We all nodded to her and she said, “Thank you, now I must help you in return.”
 
                 Mason held out his hand and asked, “Wait a minute. I am also looking for someone as well. My father, he is named Holden Bridges.”
 
                 “I am afraid, I do not know. He could be anywhere,” she sadly said. She turned to me and said, “He is deep in the water, near the land. But it is too deep to rise for air.”
 
                 “What do we do?” I asked her.
 
                 “I have something you guys could use, that is more effective and productive than those human made face masks,” she said with a half grin. 
 
                 Mason pulled me to the side and complained, “I don’t trust her.”
 
                 “It will be fine, Mason,” I patted his chest, trying to comfort him. 
 
                 Alistabella began handing out small pebble-like pills. I looked at them, and noticed each were a different colored. 
 
                 Alistabell must have seen my confused expression, because she answered, “They only work if you are waist deep in the water. Each color represents what color your fin would be. For example, mine is purple. 
 
                 “Once you get on land, you are able to walk again, and return to normal. Any time you do so, if you want a fin again, you must have more of these.”
 
                 “Is that what you did?” I asked her.
 
                 “I was once a human, and didn’t like to be mortal. I was an outcast and I was bullied. Then, I found this magical place. That was over fifty years ago,” she answered.
 
                 “You look so young!” Olivia exclaimed.
 
                 “Yep, even if I get on land, I still stay that of a twenty something year old,” she smiled. 
 
                 “Would that happen to us?” Jack asked, and then continued, “I don’t want to live forever.”
 
                 “Only, if you stay here. If you go back up to the Earth, then you will dramatically age to what you should be.”
 
                 “That sounds like a deal,” I said. 
 
                 We each did as she said, and I could feel the fin growing on me, and watched as the others had that happen to them as well. Jack was blue, Olivia was red, Mason was black, and I was gold. The gills were grown into where my hips would have been. We could breathe, and talk under water now. 
 
                 I caught up with Alistabella, and asked her, “Did you see how low his oxygen mask was?”
 
                 “Yes, it was on empty. Luckily there was a crack in the side, and I was able to give him one of the Nix pills.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I sighed in relief. 
 
                 She nodded with a smile, and we continued to swim until land was in sight. Soon after, we made it to the land. Alistabella said, “Down here!” and began swimming down. 
 
                 We all followed behind her and she led us to the glass case my grandpa was in. Jack picked up a big boulder, and looked at me with a grin. I nodded and he threw it, shattering the glass. 
 
                 I quickly swam to my grandpa and hugged him tightly, “I missed you so much!” I knew I was crying by this time. 
 
                 I looked at Mason and the others and seen teenage sea serpents swimming fast behind them. I pointed and they all turned around. The Mermaid screeched which stopped the sea serpents dead in their tracks. We all approached them quickly and snapped their heads right off. 
 
                 “They must have been the teens of the bigger one we killed,” Jack said. 
 
                 I looked back, and more started to come after us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I swam in front of my grandpa and watched as they sped closer. Alistabell looked at me and explained, “I am not able to do the screech more than once.”
 
                 “Why?” Mason asked.
 
                 “If I were born a Nix, then it would be a different story,” she said worriedly. 
 
                 I began to feel nervous, which made my hands begin to shake. I flicked my tail, and looked at Mason. He then nodded at Jack and Olivia. Shortly after, they all flicked their tails at once. 
 
                 We floated next to each other and charged at the teen sea serpents, and screeched all together. The sea serpents froze in place and shook their heads in pain. 
 
                 I approached the one leading the pack and punched as hard as I could. The sea serpent went flying through the water, which had surprised me. 
 
                 I stared at my fists in shock and Alistabella said, “A Nix has immaculate powers when under water.”
 
                 “Sweet!” I caught myself saying.
 
                 Through my peripheral I was able to see another come at me. This one seemed more buff than the others, so I wacked its face with my fin. It too went flying. 
 
                 I watched Mason as he struggled with the third. I yelled out, “What’s wrong? Why are you not fighting back?”
 
                 “I am!” he yelled with a struggle. He continued on to say, “For some reason my strength weakened. Alistabella! I thought you said being a Nix makes you stronger.”
 
                 I swam over to him and grabbed the sea serpent by its tail and twirled fast to send it leaping out of the water, and land more than a hundred feet away. 
 
                 Alistabella said with a smirk, “Oops! I forgot to mention that if you are, or will be, a Vampire then the Nix pill will weaken your strength.”
 
                 I looked her with my eyebrows scrunched and she said, “Sorry.”
 
                 I looked over at Olivia, Jack, and my Grandpa Brad, then saw them easily beat down the last two together. My grandpa seemed to be bottling up a lot of anger, because he overkilled the very last one of the two. 
 
                 I watched the sea serpent fall down in the depths of the sea floor and asked my grandpa, “You okay over there?”
 
                 He grinned, “Yes I am. Vicious creatures like that, are part of Carolyn’s favorite and trainable monsters.”
 
                 A few minutes later we all decided it will not be safe to stay here any longer, and we need to keep moving. We swam as fast as we could to the land, and made it there in one piece. 
 
                 I dragged myself to land, slowly leaving the crystal clear water, and watched as my fin began to glow. As the glow dissipated, my feet reappeared. I grimaced, at my toe nails because the finger nail paint had started to chip away. 
 
                 I whispered to myself, “I miss my pretty fin.”
 
                 “I don’t,” Mason and Jack said at once. Jack continued to say, “I felt like a frou-frou poodle with that darn thing.”
 
                 My grandpa nodded in agreement. Olivia and I laughed at how they all feel emasculated. Alistabell continued to stay in the water, but she too laughed. 
 
                 I looked at my grandpa and asked him, “How are you even alive? I watched you die!”
 
                 He sighed heavily, “I couldn’t stand Carolyn. I knew what she was up to. I knew the entire time. But, I did not want to leave you behind.”
 
                 I said, “Oh! What about the heart attack and machines and nurses?”
 
                 “All fake,” he said. He continued, “I faked the heart attack, because she wanted to clone me next. Like she did with your parents. I knew if I stayed alive, you would of never had left. I rigged the machines and paid the nurses.”
 
                 “You hurt me, when you died grandpa!”
 
                 “I know, and I am sorry. It was the only way to motivate you,” he sadly said. 
 
                 “Motivate me to do what, exactly?” I asked.
 
                 “To save your parents. I told you, they are still alive,” he calmly said. 
 
                 All of a sudden I hear Mason yell, “Ahhh!”
 
                 He clasped his hands over his ears, and fell to the ground. His face scrunched in pain. We surrounded him, not sure what he was yelling about. He kept asking, “Do you not hear that? How can you not hear that high pitch squeal?”
 
                 We grew silent, and I tried to listen. All I heard was a faint whistle in the wind. I looked at my grandpa questionably.
 
                 My grandpa said, “It is a Blue Crow. It is bigger than the size of Texas through Missouri. Blue in color, as well. Only Vampires can hear their cry.”
 
                 “What do we do?” I asked frantically.
 
                 “They only cry like that, when they are in labor,” he said.
 
                 “How long will that last?” I asked hastily.
 
                 “Just a few more minutes,” he said, with hands on his hips, enjoying the sunlight. 
 
                 I watched, helplessly, as Mason hunched over. I brushed back his hair trying to calm him down, and said, “It hurts my ears!”
 
                 “I don’t think I want to be a vampire. They are not all perfect and glamorous, like how they are portrayed on television,” I said smiling. 
 
                 The screeching stopped, and Mason looked up at me. I held his face in my hand and smiled. He took his hands away from his head and instantly grabbed my face on both sides. I felt shocked, and unsure of what he would do next. 
 
                 He stared at me, and the next thing I know, he placed his lips on mine. He pulled away and I could feel my eyes widen. He smiled at me and said, “Thanks for trying to help, Milly.”
 
                 “No problem,” I stammered. Wow! My first kiss! I thought to myself. 
 
                 “It is still noon, here, so we need to keep going. Cumberland’s daytime hours run about twenty-four hours. The nighttime hours, are the same. But, during nighttime, you can’t see. There are no stars or Moon here. So we need to keep going. I want us to free the land creatures as well,” my grandpa said, while eyeballing Mason and me. 
 
                 I heard a stick crack, and turned to see Jack facing the edge of the forest. Mason said, “Owe!”
 
                 I asked lightly, “What’s wrong?” 
 
                 He answered me, “The sound of that stick hurt my ears.”
 
                 My grandpa told us, “You may suffer from hearing sensitivity. That screech, if you were closer, would have made you lose your hearing.”
 
                 “How do you know all of this? You are a normal human being,” Mason asked rudely.
 
                 “A dear friend of mine experienced it as well. You might know of him, or heard of him at least.”
 
                 Mason shook his head unsure like. 
 
                 “Well, his name is Holden Bridges. Are you sure you don’t know of him?” my grandpa asked with a smile.
 
                 “You were friends with my father?” Mason asked.
 
                 “Yes, yes I was. That is why I am here. I promised him I would come back for him. I intend on keeping that promise.”
 
                 Alistabella said, “Here, Mason. Have these. They may help.”
 
                 I looked over and seen two small sponge like plugs. She said, “They are ear plugs. Just your basic sponge, missing a piece of itself.”
 
                 He told her, “Thank you.”
 
                 Murphy soon came hopping out of the water, and said, “I just got done spreading the secret word about you guys. I only told the ones that do not want to side with Carolyn.”
 
                 “Oh, sweetie! That was kind of you,” Alistabella said. 
 
                 Murphy the Nen leaned down, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. He said, “I had to. We were all about to lose hope, and just die off.”
 
                 I told Murphy, “You guys have suffered long enough.”
 
                 Murphy held Alistabella’s hand and said, “We can’t thank you enough. After all of this is done, us sea creatures can finally live in peace.”
 
                 Olivia stepped forward and asked, “Are you two a thing?” while pointing at Murphy and the Nix.
 
                 “No, but we would of loved to the chance,” Alistabella answered. 
 
                 “Now we can,” Murphy said, kissing her hand. 
 
                 They then returned back to the water, laughing and giggling. I felt happy for them. Although, I am not quite sure how they would do anything, but I guess that type of thing don’t matter if you are truly in love.
 
                 
 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   I turned to face the trees on the land. The ground was soft, and the grass was lush. I wasn’t for sure which way to go, then my grandpa started ahead of us. I watched as the others followed him without question. I trailed behind Mason. 
 
                 From a distance, I could hear the cries and whimpers coming from the creatures of the land. I caught up to the side of Mason, and looked at him. I was trying to seem sad, and he just looked back at me.
 
                 I asked him, “Do you not hear those poor things?”
 
                 “Huh?” he said.
 
                 I looked at his ears, and remembered he had ear plugs in. I just shook my head and said, “Nothing.” 
 
                 He scrunched his eyebrows and just shrugged his shoulders. 
 
                 We must have been getting closer, because the sounds had gotten louder. We walked around a curve, and seen rows of cages lined up beside each other. The panel that releases one at a time was just placed in the opening. Over its square panel, was a clear box, locked up. 
 
                 The cages were welded shut. I looked at Jack and asked him, “Why is there a control panel locked up, yet the cages are just welded shut?”
 
                 “Too many creatures found a way out. So now they can never escaped,” he answered slowly.
 
                 “What do we do now?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “Shh!” Jack commanded.
 
                 I looked around, and didn’t see anything. 
 
                 Jack said, “Land patrol is heavy right now. I can hear their footsteps nearby.”
 
                 “How do we free the creatures?” I asked.
 
                 Jack took his bag off of his shoulders, and said, “Everyone check your bag for anything that might help.”
 
                 We all placed our bags down on the ground. I began searching mine frantically, along with everyone else. The only things I seen in my bag, was a rope, a light, a blanket, and a thermos. 
 
                 I looked at Olivia and Mason, and they too had the same contents as me. I looked at Jack and seen he had more than us. He had a knife, a first aid kit, a flare gun, and then I watched him pull out three sticks of dynamite. 
 
                 “Alright! Now we are talking,” Mason grinned. 
 
                 Jack smiled too, but then said, “I only have enough for three cages.”
 
                 We decided to use it on the three biggest cages. 
 
                 The first cage contained a three headed, four winged, horse that was as white as snow. The second cage contained a twenty foot cobra, which was silver in color and had six eyes. The last cage contained a man that stood even taller than the cobra. 
 
                 We went up to the giant, and seen him sitting quietly in the corner of his cage. I walked closer and could hear him sigh into the empty air. I said, “Hello.”
 
                 He turned in shock, and acted like he was scared. He screamed, “No more! I don’t like to be poked! No more hot irons!”
 
                 “Shh, shh,” I said, trying to calm him down. I continued, “We are here to save you, please be quiet.”
 
                 He uncovered his eyes, and looked at me through his fingers. He then dropped his hands from his face, and asked, “You are?”
 
                 “Yes, it will be greatly appreciated if you would help us free the other creatures as well,” I asked softly.
 
                 He nodded in agreement, and pointed out a finger, “My name is Lester the Big.”
 
                 “I am Milly James, nice to meet you.”
 
                 I shook his finger, as if it were a hand. 
 
                 Jack said, “You might want to step back after I light this,” while holding up a stick of dynamite. 
 
                 Jack wedged the dynamite in the welded lock, and went down the line and wedged the last two sticks of dynamite in the other two cages. He took out extra fuse line and connected them all together. 
 
                 We stood back as far as the fuse would allow. Jack tried to find a match in his pocket, but they were all ruined from being in the water. I watched Olivia reach into her pocket, and pull out a red lighter. She handed to him and said, “Here, try this.”
 
                 Jack looked at her and asked, “Why do you have a lighter?”
 
                 “It was a friends’,” she answered.
 
                 “We’ll talk about this later. I am keeping the light too,” he said angrily. 
 
                 He lit the fuse, and the spark was instant. It quickly spread to the three dynamites. Once the fire reached them, the sound of the explosion caused the ground to shake. I held onto Mason’s shoulder, to keep steady. 
 
                 The smoke from the blast cleared slowly. The trapped beings waited for it to clear. I asked my grandpa, “What type of horse is that?”
 
                 He answered slowly, “That is the Uffington White Horse. The rarest of creatures.”
 
                 I looked at its majestic manes, and muscular legs. I noticed its hooves had a single talon on each hoof. I asked Jack, “Why is there only one of each kind of creature?”
 
                 “I am not sure. It was like this before we came in,” he answered. 
 
                 My grandpa intervened and answered, “Because, when they feel like they need to mate, they go to the Waterfall, and use the liquid Onyx to clone themselves.”
 
                 “That sounds wrong. They mate with themselves?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “Basically, but what makes a better soul mate?” my grandpa joked.
 
                 I looked at him with a frown, and shook my head. He said, “What?”
 
                 “Nothing,” I replied smiling. 
 
                 I saw the Uffington White Horse slowly leave out of its cage, and flew off. The silver cobra hissed, and approached us. 
 
                 “Thank you,” he said with a continuous hiss. He turned away and slithered off. 
 
                 The giant approached us, and asked, “Can I free the rest for you? It will be quicker if I do it.”
 
                 We nodded, and Jack answered, “Sure, that would help out a lot.”
 
                 “Yay!” Lester the Big screamed.               He ran down the aisles and smashed open cages on both sides using his fists. Five rows of cages were opened in under five minutes. He came back towards us and asked, “I do well?”
 
                 “Yes, Lester, you did,” Olivia smiled.
 
                 “Halt! Raise your hands!” a strange man’s voice demanded.
 
                 We did as the man said. I wasn’t for sure what to do. Our bags still lied upon the ground. I looked at Olivia and she began to cry. We didn’t come all this way to just get thrown in prison, I thought to myself. I looked up at Lester and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” I felt like I failed all of the creatures. 
 
                 Lester moved to the side, and I saw two men in tight brown suits. I instantly knew they were the land patrol. Lester looked down at us, and turned to the land patrol. The men yelled, “Freeze! Stop moving!”
 
                 Lester picked up the land patrol, and chucked them into the sea. They screamed for a minute, and then no more. 
 
                 Olivia and I hugged the giants’ foot, and said, “Thank you.”
 
                 He nodded and walked away silently. 
 
                 My grandpa looked at us wave at him, and he said, “I have to go as well.”
 
                 “What?” I asked.
 
                 “Don’t worry,” he said.
 
                 “No, you can stay here with us!” I yelled.
 
                 “Don’t worry!” he yelled back.
 
                 I gave him a tearful hug, and had to watch him leave. Why? I wanted to ask, but I knew he would never reveal that answer. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   We walked through a path, away from the cages. I kept wondering if he was okay, so I asked Jack, “Where do you think he is going?”
 
                 “Not sure,” he answered. 
 
                 “Why would he leave?” I asked.
 
                 “Maybe to get help, or couldn’t take this much drama so far in one day,” he laughed.
 
                 “Ha, very funny,” I said sarcastically. I did, however, fear it was true. 
 
                 Mason walked besides Jack, and then turned to look at me. My shoulders were slumped, and I tried to keep my head held high.
 
                 Mason looked back at Jack and said, “Most likely he is trying to find help. He will be okay, I am sure of it.”
 
                 I could sense tension between the two of them. 
 
                 Olivia peered at me, through the corner of her right eye and said, “He knows this place well. I am sure he would be fine, Milly.”
 
                 I smiled at her gratefully. I knew she was trying to comfort me, in my time of need. 
 
                 I looked down, to see my feet move forward, and the ground rush back. It felt as if I were walking on a conveyer belt, because of the length of this long and curvy path. I would rather walk a long road, than move in a circle and get absolutely nowhere, I thought to myself. 
 
                 We came to a ‘T’ in the road, which gave us an option to go one way or another. I looked both ways, and asked Jack, “Which way do we need to go?”
 
                 He pointed to the left and answered, “The path less taken.”
 
                 “Why?” Mason asked. 
 
                 “Because, the path often taken typically calls for trouble ahead. In this case, it just means that Carolyn and her idiot clan take often,” he chortled, as if we should have already known the answer to that question. 
 
                 I looked down the path he wanted us to travel, and did not fully agree with him. There were vines dropping down from the sky, and logs on the ground. Dead leaves formed a blanket beneath all of the logs and sticks. 
 
                 I shook my head, and said, “I think I would rather take my chances on the other path. It looks easier to do.”
 
                 Jack looked at me and said, “The easier way is not always the best to travel down.”
 
                 “What if it is this time?” Olivia agreed with me. 
 
                 “I trust Jack,” Mason said. 
 
                 I sighed and said, “Okay, so it is boys versus girls here. Should we flip for it?” I held out a quarter, that I pulled out of my pocket.
 
                 “No,” Jack said. Then he started down the left path. 
 
                 We followed him without any further questions. But, the rotting trees, in the path, made me cringe. The feel of them, as I jumped over, felt as if I were putting my hand on pillow made of fur. 
 
                 Many other trees, ahead of us were falling down, as the ones nearest to us were waving aimlessly. I freaked out every time a tree waved low, and rose back up. I looked at Mason and knew why my little shrieks did not make it into is ear canal. 
 
                 He did however, look back at me continuously. I smiled as he did. Then, without any warning, a tree had decided to crash down over me. I looked up at the falling bark and felt an arm around my waist. I could feel my body fly backwards, and fall to the ground. 
 
                 I opened my eyes and saw Mason on top of me. I tried to catch my breath, but felt lost in his eyes. He asked, “Are you okay?”
 
                 All I could do was nod. I wasn’t able to find the breath to answer him aloud. He looked down, and apologized for having all of his weight on me. I finally took in a deep breath and smiled. 
 
                 “It is more than okay,” I told him. 
 
                 He grabbed my hand, and helped me up. I looked around and saw more trees fall. We were able to move fast before they blockaded us. I looked for Olivia and noticed her screams being muffled. 
 
                 I watched as the vines came around her and pulled her more into the side of the road. 
 
                 “Jack help her!” I yelled.
 
                 “Already ahead of you,” he grunted with a knife in his hand. 
 
                 He charged towards her, and began dropping the vines one at a time. They turned brown and withered away as they were cut apart. 
 
                 I joined in on the other side to pull apart more of the vines. Mason began pulling off the ones wrapped around her feet. Jack kept sawing away, and a few seconds later, she was finally free. 
 
                 She hugged Jack with a shiver, and he hugged her back tightly. They slowly released each other as Olivia screamed, “What the hell was that all about?”
 
                 “I remember my grandpa talking about this. Which, I guess is why I resented taking this route in the first place,” I told her.
 
                 Jack coughed and said, “Well, I did slightly forget what this path does, but I figured it would have been too weak to do anything.”
 
                 “And…” Olivia said, with a sway in her tone.
 
                 “Well, dear, it is called the Path of Knowledge,” Jack answered, finally. 
 
                 “Why is it called that?” Olivia asked. 
 
                 I stepped towards her and answered, “Because when the path gets ahold of someone or something, it could steal from you. It likes to take your thoughts, memories, hopes, dreams, and anything else it feels like taking.”
 
                 “Well that is nice to know now,” Olivia said with a snooty voice. 
 
                 “Hey, here is a question for you guys. If a tree falls in a forest, and no one is around to hear it; did it make a sound?” Jack asked with a smile.
 
                 I looked at him with a grin and answered, “Of course it did.”
 
                 “How do you know? You weren’t around,” Jack said.
 
                 “Just because you didn’t witness something, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. A sound may have not been apparent to you, at the moment, but the evidence would prove otherwise,” I answered him.
 
                 “Good answer,” Jack said. He looked at me and nodded. Then, before I could stop him, he knocked into a big tree.
 
                 He fell down in surprise and Mason turned to him, and asked, “If a man lands into a tree, and doesn’t make a mark; did it happen?”
 
                 I laughed at the remark, and I saw Olivia giggle into her hand. Jack looked around and said, “Ha! Very funny. What did I hit?”
 
                 I pointed to the tree and said, “That tree in front of you. I tried to stop you, but by the time I opened my mouth, you were already on the ground.”
 
                 I walked up closer to the tree, and saw that it was blocking the entire rest of the path. I noticed a hollow shape in its trunk, and decided to trace it with my finger. It was shaped like a cross. I scrunched my eyebrows together and looked at the others questionably. 
 
                 Olivia and Mason shrugged their shoulders, and turned to Jack. He stepped back, after standing up, and raised his hands up, “Don’t look at me, I don’t have the slightest clue.”
 
                 “Well, what do you suppose it to be?” I asked.
 
                 Mason looked around the tree, and sighed heavily. I knew there was no way around it. 
 
                 We decided, it would be best to turn around. Jack announced, “Turn back.”
 
                 I quickly scanned the ground to see if I could find anything that belongs there, and sighed heavily as nothing came to mind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   We turned back around and quickly began walking the other direction. We walked close together, and kept guard. I stopped as I heard several footsteps trotting towards us. 
 
                 “Do you guys hear that?” I asked.
 
                 “Hear what?” Olivia responded.
 
                 Jack held up his hand, and we stopped in our tracks. The sound kept getting louder, and closer. We stood back to back, ready to fight whatever is coming after us. 
 
                 Mason stood close to me, with his arm in front of my chest. Olivia stood on my other side, with Jack’s arm in front of hers. The sound got faster and louder, and then stopped instantly. 
 
                 I listened closely and did not hear any other sound. I turned around to look at Jack, and said, “I guess it was nothing. Let’s just continue our way back to the ‘T’ in the road.”
 
                 Jack shook his head no, and told Olivia, “Get me my knife out of my belt.”
 
                 She slowly unlatched his knife and handed it into his hand. He held it out in front of him and stood like a statue. But, I knew if I tried to tip him over, like people do to statues, I would be missing an arm for the rest of my life. A chance I would not take. 
 
                 A wolf jumped out in front of me, and eyed me carefully with his big brown eyes. Jack turned around and pushed me behind him. The wolf turned around and used its three tails to swipe Jack’s knife out of his hand. 
 
                 The wolf kept walking towards us, which forced us to walk backwards. His copper brown fur shined in the slits of sunlight that passed over his back. He growled and then spoke, “Are you with Carolyn still, Jack?”
 
                 “No,” he answered deeply. 
 
                 “Who are they?” the wolf asked, looking at the rest of us.
 
                 “My daughter, Olivia, and her friends Mason and Milly.”
 
                 “Olivia?” the wolf asked slowly. I watched him circle her freely. He looked up at her, and then went back to eyeing us. 
 
                 Jack went to retrieve his knife, and the wolf stopped him. Jack said, “Rolf, you know I can’t live without my knife.”
 
                 “I know,” Rolf said.
 
                 “Your name is Rolf?” Olivia asked coyly.
 
                 The wolf looked up at her and answered, “Yes it is. Rolf Rolon, to be exact.”
 
                 Rolf snapped back to Jack as he picked up his knife quickly. The wolf told him, “You were lying. I bet all of you are with Carolyn. 
 
                 “No, we are not!” Jack growled.
 
                 The wolf bent down, ready to pounce, and charged at Jack. Rolf jumped up and took Jack by the sleeve, ripping it off. 
 
                 Jack edged him on and said, “Is that the best you got?”
 
                 Rolf growled at him and began to get ready to pounce again. 
 
                 “Rolf! Stop! They are the ones I told you to find, trust me, they are not with Carolyn,” I turned to see my grandpa stand up on the ledge of the side of the road. 
 
                 On each side of my grandpa were two wolves, which that resembled Rolf. They were different shades of grey and black. They were significantly smaller than Rolf. 
 
                 Rolf looked up at Grandpa Brad and said, “He tried to attack me with his knife!”
 
                 “Jack only attacks if he needs to. Trust him more Rolf,” my grandpa told him. 
 
                 The four other wolves jumped down and joined the sides of Rolf, and kept watch on us. Grandpa Brad then jumped down and joined us. 
 
                 “I am confused,” I told my grandpa, holding my forehead.
 
                 He laughed and answered me, “Rolf, here, is a dear friend of mine.”
 
                 “Oh, so is going to help us?” I asked.
 
                 “Why else would I have left?” my grandpa counter asked. 
 
                 I looked at Jack with raised eyebrows and said, “Just what I thought.”
 
                 I smiled at my grandpa and gave him a hug. 
 
                 I watched as Rolf took his place, beside Olivia. I could tell, he still resented Jack, yet he stayed close to Olivia. She petted Rolf between the ears, and smiled down at him.
 
                 Jack asked my grandpa, “Brad, what are your plans now?”
 
                 “To keep going down this path,” my grandpa answered him.
 
                 Jack laughed and said, “Good luck, because the path is blocked by this big tree.”
 
                 “And not to mention the wicked vines and falling trees in this path,” Olivia added. 
 
                 “Don’t worry about that,” my grandpa said.
 
                 “Why?” I asked.
 
                 “Because, wolves are natural protectors, so the trees won’t fall, and the vines won’t attack if a wolf is nearby,” he answered me. 
 
                 He paused then said more, “That is why I was hoping to catch you guys before you hit this road.”
 
                 “So we were supposed to go this way?” I asked shyly.
 
                 “Yep, because the other way is too much of a hassle,” he answered me again.
 
                 “Told you,” Jack whispered to me.
 
                 I looked at the wolves and they looked down the path we need to go. They stood in line, right beside each other. I watched my grandpa take place on the back of one of the wolves, and Olivia on Rolf. I followed along, and did as they had done.
 
                 “What are we doing?” I asked.
 
                 Jack answered, “We are riding the wolves back to the tree, I guess.”
 
                 My grandpa said, “I have something that will take the tree out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The wind hit my face briskly. I could feel the breeze run through my locks, and the wolf I rode on, was a much smoother ride than my car I had. I relaxed my eyes, trusting the wolf to carry me through the path.
 
                 As I opened my eyes I could feel the wolf trip. He yelped helplessly, as I rolled through the air hitting flat on the ground. I looked up to see the others stop and turn around. 
 
                 I looked at the wolf, to make sure he was alright, and seen him stand up shaking off the dirt. He walked over to me, and helped me up. Jack approached us and began looking for whatever it was that tripped us. 
 
                 Olivia was the first to ask, “Are you okay?”
 
                 I nodded as I dusted my hands and pants off. Mason looked at my hands, and said, “I am checking for any cuts.”
 
                 “I am fine, I promise,” I grinned at him. 
 
                 He embraced me tightly, and I didn’t want him to ever let me go. I looked around and didn’t see anything too obvious, sticking out of the ground. He slowly let go, and joined Jack. 
 
                 “Maybe it was a log, underground sticking up, that tripped us,” I told Jack.
 
                 “No, there isn’t anything like that here,” he answered looking down. 
 
                 He began kicking at the dirt, throwing dust up in the air. The wolves began sniffing around the area we tripped, sneezing every time the dust got caught up in their noses. 
 
                 Jack started to walk back towards the rest of us, and said, “Nothing is here.”
 
                 He caught his foot, and must have hit it hard, because he was quick to yell out in short pain. Mason came up beside him, and dropped to one knee. He wiped the dirt away with his hand and pointed at something metal sticking out of the ground.
 
                 “Treasure!” my grandpa joked.
 
                 After rubbing his toe, Jack knelt down and examined the unknown object. Olivia, my grandpa and I joined them as well. I looked at it and seen it was round. It had tiny little holes wrapped around its core, and made a small buzzing noise, that can barely be heard unless I placed my ear right next to it. 
 
                 “Oh, nope. That is not treasure. What is that?” my grandpa asked with a serious tone. 
 
                 “It sort of looks like a microphone,” Olivia said with a twinkle in her eye. 
 
                 Rolf began sniffing it, and told her, “I wouldn’t try to sing in this, it wouldn’t work that way.”
 
                 “Huh?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, while brushing back her cheek length bangs. 
 
                 “This is a camera, I forgot Carolyn had these installed,” Rolf answered.
 
                 I asked Jack, “Did you know about these?”
 
                 He shook his head, “No, she had this done after they made me retire.”
 
                 “She is watching us right now,” Rolf added.
 
                 “What is she planning? Why hasn’t she done anything yet?” my grandpa asked.
 
                 “Who knows, maybe this is her plan. Maybe she intends on trapping us here,” Jack answered. 
 
                 Chills ran down my spine after he said that. I wasn’t scared of the creatures of Cumberland; I was more scared about what she would do to us here. 
 
                 I held my hands nervously, and Mason surprised me by grabbing my hands in his. My nerves began to settle and then Rolf said, “I hope she isn’t planning a war with us. If she does, I will fight for you guys.”
 
                 “Let’s hope it does not come to that,” my grandpa said. 
 
                 “Why? We are just here to save Holden,” I said.
 
                 “You didn’t tell her?” Rolf asked my grandpa. Grandpa Brad shook his no.
 
                 “Tell me what?” I insisted. 
 
                 “You’ll find out,” he told me.
 
                 I wanted to press on, but knew arguing at this time would not help our current situation. So I asked him, “Is it about my parents or Holden?”
 
                 He looked at me softly and answered slowly, “It is both.”
 
                 Helping Cumberland creatures had seemed more important to me, because if my parents were in trouble, I would need all the help I could get. I slumped my shoulders, feeling disappointed at my own negative thoughts about if they do not want to help us. 
 
                 It was a risk I am willing to take. As I always said before, ‘prepare for the worst, hope for the best’.
 
                 “There should be more,” Rolf said.
 
                 “More cameras?” Olivia asked in a surprised tone.
 
                 “Yes, she put them everywhere. Land, sea and air.”
 
                 “What do we do about them?” my grandpa asked.
 
                 “We take them out,” Rolf answered.
 
                  I looked up at the trees that appeared to be properly rooted, and noticed more cameras above. I followed the trees’ trunks down to the ground and noticed a few more hidden. Behind a bush I noticed a square twine of vines covering something metal.
 
                 I pointed at it and asked Rolf, “What is that? A giant camera?”
 
                 “No, that must be the main power switch,” he answered.
 
                 “They do like to be modern and futuristic in an enchanted land, don’t they?” Olivia rhetorically asked. 
 
                 “Do we just leave it alone, and continue our journey?” I asked impatiently.
 
                 “No, in order to stay undercover, we need to destroy it,” Rolf answered.
 
                 “He is right, Milly. I don’t trust what is up Carolyn’s sleeve at this point,” my grandpa agreed.
 
                 “What if these don’t work and they are just coy devices to make us think they are working?” I pressed on.
 
                 “Trust me, she would not spend money on something that did not work,” my grandpa said.
 
                 We jumped over the ledge of the road, and headed towards the metal box with determination. The vines were those of the Path of Knowledge. 
 
                 The vines slithered around the metal box as we inched closer. Rolf told us, “Stop here. I am going to go up there and get rid of them.”
 
                 I couldn’t help but ask, because I am forgetful if he had already told us this or not, “Why is it only you can talk, and the rest can’t?” 
 
                 I felt like a blond when he laughed and said, “Because I used to be human. I told you this. Are you okay?”
 
                 “I think so, I feel a bit light headed,” I said.
 
                 He was about to look away until he eyed my feet. He yelled, “Everyone check your ankles. One has ahold of Milly!”
 
                 The wolf that was my ride, bit the vine off instantly, and caught my side, before I could tip over. I whispered, “Thank you.”
 
                 I looked around and said, “That was some trip, whoa!” 
 
                 “Yeah, that tends to happen,” my grandpa laughed. 
 
                 We waited as the wolves had at it with the vines. Then we approached with caution. I looked at its basic outlay and noticed one, not so basic, thing about it. Instead of the standard pad lock, they put in a keypad entry.
 
                 “What do you think the passcode is?” Olivia wondered.
 
                 “Well, it has to be four digits at least,” Jack answered. 
 
                 My grandpa smirked, “Try the twins’ birthday. If Carolyn was the one who put this in, then she would only pick what was most important to her.”
 
                 I typed in zero, eight, one, and three. August thirteenth was their birthday. It dinged twice and read, ‘incorrect code’ across the screen. I asked my grandpa, “What is another code to try?”
 
                 “Not sure,” he shrugged his shoulders. 
 
                 “Oh, I might have it. You said ‘what was most important to her’ right? What about her phone?” I inquired.
 
                 “A woman who has two kids, finds her phone more important?” Olivia snooted.
 
                 “Trust me,” my grandpa said. 
 
                 I typed in the last four digits of her phone number, and it buzzed once and opened the door to all the switches to every last one of the cameras. 
 
                 I saw they were all color coded for each habitat. Blue was for water, brown was for land, and white was for air. I turned all the silver switches in the downward position and changed the passcode to the number of some eighties song. 
 
                 “Let’s destroy it,” Jack said, with a menacing smile. 
 
                 “Okay,” I agreed. 
 
                 I watched as he cut all the wires, except the ones that control the keypad. All of the cameras were now supposed to be turned off. I still couldn’t help but get a feeling that I was being watched. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   We worked our way down from the ledge, to head back to the tree. I decided we should walk the rest of the way back to tree, in order to not trip again. I could tell the wolves agreed to have less weight upon their backs. 
 
                 Rolf joked, “It is nice to give my back a break.”
 
                 Olivia quickly complained, “Hey! Are you calling me heavy?”
 
                 Rolf answered her softly, “No, you are a light weight. I was just joking around.” 
 
                 She laughed and said, “Okay.”
 
                 I watched my grandpa fiddle with something inside his coat pocket, and he caught me staring. He quickly placed his hand to his side, and quickened the pace he walked. My grandpa’s wolf companion walked next to him. 
 
                 Mason stood by my side, and grabbed my hand. Olivia looked back at us and smiled at his gesture. I felt the warmth of his palm, and found it to be strange. I thought vampires were cold to the touch? I questioned myself. 
 
                 I nodded the question away, and decided to just enjoy the moment. The connection I felt with Mason was much more than just a little crush. I looked up ahead, and seen the tree top of where we were headed. I hoped my grandpa knew what he was doing. 
 
                 As we edged closer to the tree I was able to see the trunk. The hollow shape still appeared in the center. I looked lower and seen that a six legged snake was now guarding the tree. It noticed us right away. 
 
                 We stopped in our tracks and I asked my grandpa, “What do we do?”
 
                 “I am not sure. Let’s see what it wants,” he answered briskly.
 
                 Jack added, “I agree. My bones are getting too old to fight anymore.”
 
                 Olivia giggled at him, and he snapped back, “Keep using that lighter, your lungs will be too weak to do your morning jog.”
 
                 She sighed heavily and said, “I told you, dad, you can trust that I would never do that.”
 
                 “Hush,” my grandpa commanded.
 
                 Rolf asked him, “Do you see what I see?”
 
                 He nodded, and I followed his gaze back to the snake. It stood the length of the tree, and Jack asked, “How tall is that tree, do you suppose?”
 
                 “Six feet exactly,” Rolf and my grandpa answered at once. 
 
                 The snake had a diamond pattern on its back, and its feet were just three long toes with nails that seemed to be missing a manicure. Overall its color was black, which made its hiss and fangs seem more menacing than any normal snake that I actually like. 
 
                 We walked up to the snake and my grandpa asked politely, “Why are you here?”
 
                 “For something you have,” the snake hissed. 
 
                 “What do you think that is?” my grandpa asked.
 
                 “What you took from me, while I slept!” the snake began to yell.
 
                 “It didn’t belong to just you!” my grandpa began to match the snakes tone. 
 
                 The snake hissed at him, while getting closer to his face. I saw my grandpa back up as the snake sniffed his coat. I picked up a rock, and held it tightly in my fist. I looked at Olivia, and she had done the same. 
 
                 “Together,” I told her softly. She nodded. 
 
                 I began to hold back my arm, ready for the throw, and saw a rock fly directly into the snakes’ eye. I looked at Olivia and she was shocked at, what I believe, to be her aim. 
 
                 The snake quickly turned its head towards her. Without warning, the snake opened its mouth and dropped to bite Olivia. Rolf was quick to jump in front of her. He screamed, “No!” as he flew up through the air. 
 
                 A crunch sound cut through the silence, then Rolf yelped as he hit the ground. His paw had gotten bit, and the snake smirked, “Now it is time for you,” while still eyeing Olivia. 
 
                 I swiped Jack’s knife from his hand and tossed it to her while screaming her name to get her attention. She lifted her hand and grabbed its handle. She twirled, as the snake tried to bite her, and dropped to stab its stomach.
 
                 The snake grunted and started to stumble. She stabbed it again, on the other side, causing the snake to drop to the ground. Olivia screamed with anger as she took one more stab at its head. 
 
                 “Whoa!” I exclaimed with a smile towards Olivia. 
 
                 She looked up at me and said, “No one messes with my friends and gets away with it.”
 
                 Rolf was lying on the ground, barely moving. Olivia dropped to his side and started to weep. The rest of us ran over to them and I tried to comfort her. 
 
                 I gently told her, “It will be okay, if anything, we can help him.”
 
                 Her once brown eyes were now masked with tears, and she murmured, “How? He is dying!”
 
                 My grandpa knelt down to examine Rolf’s wound, and watched as it swelled to the size of a tennis ball.  He sighed and told us, “The venom is causing this. We need to suck it out of him.”
 
                 “With what, do you suppose?” Jack interrogated. 
 
                 Mason looked at me and took out his sponge ear plugs, and I shook my head no. He ignored my request and said, “These will, for sure, soak up the venom.”
 
                 My grandpa took them and placed a sponge in each fang mark. They instantly became swollen with the venom. 
 
                 Rolf lifted his head, and looked at Olivia. She wrapped her arms around him and he said, “I am okay, now.”
 
                 He looked at his swollen paw and asked, “Whose idea was this?”
 
                 “Brad and Mason’s,” Olivia answered.
 
                 He looked them and nodded, “Thank you.”
 
                 Rolf used his good paw, and pulled a square diamond leather necklace off of him. He handed over to Olivia and placed it into her shaking hand. He told her, “It will always protect the wearer.”
 
                 She tried handing it back, “I can’t take this from you.”
 
                 He refused to take it back, and told her, “Please, protect you, for me.”
 
                 She nodded and said, “I promise.”
 
                 He began to stand up, and Olivia quickly asked, “What are you doing?”
 
                 “I must be on my way,” he said slowly.
 
                 “What? No!” she demanded.
 
                 He nudged her side and turned to walk away. Before disappearing into the trees, he told my grandpa, “You know what to do.”
 
                 My grandpa nodded once, and slowly turned away. 
 
                 Olivia dropped her head, and I decided to place a hand on her shoulder. She stared intensely at the diamond, and placed it around her neck. She looked at me seriously and I could tell she was determined to not let this go. 
 
                 I looked away from her gaze and noticed the rest of the wolves leaving. I asked, “Why are they all leaving?”
 
                 Still turned around, my grandpa answered, “To spread the word, of the good we are about to do.”
 
                 I watched as he walked up to the tree, and pulled something out of his coat pocket. It was a crystal, the shape of the hollow spot on the tree. I went up next to him, and asked, “Where did you find that?”
 
                 “Did you not understand what that six legged serpent was here for?” he counter asked. 
 
                 I stood in silence as he placed the crystal in the tree. It began to glow and he said, “This is the Crystal of Protection. It makes Olivia’s diamond work.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   The tree shook as the Crystal of Protection took its place. It glowed as it caused a line of light split down the middle of the tree. The branches trembled, and some of the leaves dropped down to the ground. 
 
                 I watched the tree begin to split in two. The ground started to shake, yet it stayed intact. The tree was now on opposite sides of the path, and the light finally dimmed. I looked on the inside of the tree and it was white, like the Waterfall of liquid Onyx. 
 
                 I looked passed the tree and up to the sky. I saw metal cages dangling there by a thin cable. Some swayed side to side, others stayed still. One of the cages, I saw wings sprout from the inside. 
 
                 “They are the aviary creatures. ‘One with the winds’, as they are called,” my grandpa announced. 
 
                 I looked closer at the cages and hoped there was just a simple button to push that would unlock them all. The top and bottom were metal, but the bars were electric lines. 
 
                 “That’s new,” Jack said in a confused tone.
 
                 “What is new?” I asked.
 
                 “They use to be straight metal, now they are not,” he answered.
 
                 “Why did that change that?” I questioned him again.
 
                 Before he could answer me, we heard footsteps coming towards us. 
 
                 “Stop!” a man’s voice demanded.
 
                 I turned around, with everyone else, to see a centaur facing us. He looked concerned. I asked him, “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “There are traps hidden everywhere,” he explained. 
 
                 “How did you manage to not get into one?” Olivia asked him.
 
                 “Using this,” he held out a stick, and explained, “I tap this on the ground, in front of me.”
 
                 “Why are you telling us this?” Mason questioned.
 
                 “I know who you guys are. I don’t want you guys to get stuck on your rescue mission.”
 
                 “Thank you,” my grandpa told him. 
 
                 He nodded at my grandpa and looked at us all curiously. I wanted to know what his deal was, but knew we did not have time to deal with this. I asked the centaur, “Do you know where Holden Bridges is?”
 
                 The centaur raised an eyebrow and answered, “I have not heard of him for years. Why?”
 
                 “No reason,” I smirked.
 
                 He walked towards me with his hooves tapping with every step he took. His arms and stomach were covered in red fur, which matched his lower half of his body. I looked at him with my eyebrows scrunched. He said, “Do not fear me, I am here to help. But only for a short period of time.”
 
                 “What’s the rush?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “I have many things to do today, before the sun goes down,” he answered briskly. 
 
                 I decided to use his distraction to try to move away from him. Something didn’t feel right, so I stepped to the side. The leaves beneath my feet began to cave in. The unexpected sink made my balance lose control. 
 
                 As the leaves fell, so did I and I could feel myself fall into a pit. It was a short stop, because by the time I hit the ground, it did not seem so hard. Yet, the height of the pit was too tall for me. 
 
                 I looked around and the only light I could see was coming from where I fell. I saw Olivia, and the others circle the pit. Mason asked, “Are you okay?”
 
                 I rubbed my head and answered, “I think so!”
 
                 “What do you see down there?” Olivia asked.
 
                 I looked around, to as far as the light would allow, and said, “Not much. It is too dark!”
 
                 Jack threw down a flash light and said, “Here, use this to see if you can find anything that may help.”
 
                 I caught the giant light and used the pits’ opening to find the button to turn it on. The light was bright, and could see from twenty feet away. I pointed it to the ground, and did not see anything unusual. I lifted the light up and started to look at the walls of the pit.
 
                 I looked up and yelled, “I don’t see anything-,” and stopped as I noticed an opening. 
 
                 “Milly! Are you okay? Did you find something?” Olivia sounded frantic. 
 
                 I quickly looked up at them and told them, “I did! I am not sure what it is, but it looks like a tunnel.”
 
                 They all exchanged confused expressions. The centaur demanded, “Hold that thought.”
 
                 He disappeared, and a few seconds later reappeared and dropped a vine down. Everyone began sliding down the vine, one at a time, and met up with me in the pit. 
 
                 “What is this?” my grandpa asked.
 
                 The centaur started walking down the tunnel with the flash light and came back to say, “It is a secret passage through this booby trapped path. It leads straight to the mountain.”
 
                 “How do you know for sure?” Olivia asked. 
 
                 “Look for yourself,” he said, shining the light down the tunnel. 
 
                 We looked down it and seen that another light is shining at the end, from above. I shrugged my shoulders, and said, “Let’s see if this way is any safer.”
 
                 “I guess you accidently falling down here is a good sign,” Olivia said.
 
                 “There are no accidents, only surprises,” my grandpa said.
 
                 “What is the difference?” I asked him.
 
                 The centaur answered for him, “An accident is something you didn’t want to happen. A surprise is something you want to happen.”
 
                 “Yep,” my grandpa agreed. 
 
                 “You guys wanted to go to the mountain?” the centaur asked.
 
                 I looked at him and said, “Yes, we need to save the last of the creatures. They need our help.”
 
                 The centaur looked like he had a surprised expression on his face and exclaimed, as if a light bulb just went off above his head, “Now I know why you look so familiar!”
 
                 “What are you talking about?” I asked him.
 
                 “There are two humans trapped in the mountain. They look a lot like you,” he said. 
 
                 “Let me guess, you think all humans look alike?” Olivia smirked.
 
                 “No, you guys look different to me, but these two humans closely resembles you,” he said pointing at me. 
 
                 I looked at my grandpa and asked, “Could it be?”
 
                 He nodded and said, “Maybe. There is only one way to know for sure.”
 
                 “We need to go, and quick,” I told him frantically.
 
                 I looked at Olivia and saw her fiddling with the necklace Rolf had given her. I told her, “He will be okay.”
 
                 “I am not worried about that,” she said plainly.
 
                 I looked at her, confused and she said, “I am worried about your parents.”
 
                 “Why? You didn’t know them,” I said.
 
                 “I don’t have to know them, to know how much they mean to you. I know you, though.”
 
                 I embraced her and told her, “You’re a good friend.”
 
                 She nodded and smirked, “I try.”
 
                 We exchanged smiles, and I turned to the group and asked, “What is the plan?” 
 
                 My grandpa said, “Simple, just follow this path and prepare for the worst, then hope for the best.”
 
                 “Sounds like solid advice,” the centaur agreed.
 
                 I looked at the centaur and asked, “Do you still have that stick?”
 
                 “Yes, ma’am I do,” he said holding out. 
 
                 “We may need to use it to get through. Who is to say Carolyn didn’t booby trap this tunnel?” I explained. 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   We came to the end of the tunnel, and seen vines coating the walls around the new opening. 
 
                 “The vines kind of look like a ladder,” Olivia pointed out. 
 
                 I looked at the vines closely, and saw them form a pattern of crooked diamonds. Jack was the first up the vines, he said, “I am going to test the strength of these.”
 
                 I watched as he climbed effortlessly up the pattern of vines. He grunted a few times, as the weaker ones broke. Olivia followed after him, and then my grandpa.
 
                 I looked at Mason and asked him, “Do you want to go first?”
 
                 “No, I want you to, just in case you fall. I want to be there if you fall,” he gently answered. 
 
                 “Are you sure?” I chivalry asked.
 
                 “Yes, please. I want you safe,” he said with a silvery tone. 
 
                 “Okay,” I smiled.
 
                 I blushed, as I turned to face the vines, and climbed up the pattern next. The vines were hard in my hands, but obviously dead. The dirt dug under my nails, as I grabbed each vine. I felt disgusted, but relieved to get out of the creepy tunnel. 
 
                 I looked down at Mason, as he followed behind me, and he nodded to usher me along. I used my strength to quicken my pace. I did not know how strong these vines were, or how long they have been grown to last. 
 
                 After we met at the top, I noticed the centaur didn’t seem to coming up anytime soon. I looked down and saw him standing there looking up. 
 
                 I asked him, “Are you coming yet?”
 
                 He shook his head, letting his hair shake back and forth. His smoky eyes became clear and human-like as he spoke, “I cannot go. I have things to do.”
 
                 He started to walk away and I stopped him, “I didn’t catch your name!”
 
                 He turned back and eyed me, “I do not have a name,” he solemnly added, “I do not need one.”
 
                 “Are you sure?” I questioned him.
 
                 He nodded and disappeared into the darkness after throwing up the light, I had handed him to get up the vines. I wanted to talk more to him, but he was too quick. 
 
                 We turned around and saw the mountain just a few feet away. I walked up to it, and asked everyone, “Ever rock climbed before?”
 
                 Olivia sneered, “Yeah, but with ropes and hooks.”
 
                 I giggled, “My dad and I used to as well, and I always slipped up.”
 
                 Jack hastened, “Well, everyone be careful.”
 
                 We each picked a side to climb. I was behind Olivia, and she followed Jack. Mason led my grandpa behind me. The stones were dusty, and I feared of what may come. I looked down at Mason and he yelled, “You’ll get vertigo. Don’t look down!”
 
                 I nodded and agreed. The last thing I need is to be dizzy while just starting to climb. I don’t need to develop a fear of heights. 
 
                 We were quick to be climbing further, and did not look down. It wasn’t too long before we became half way up the mountain. The dirt under my nails started to hurt my fingertips, with each grip I placed on a stone. 
 
                 I reached up to grab the next rock and it did not seem too sturdy. I went ahead and grabbed another and they both let free from the wall. I began to fall back and was quickly stopped as Mason grabbed my hand. He pulled me on his back and concluded, “You better just hold onto me, for the rest of the way.”
 
                 I let him carry me up the mountain wall.
 
                 I asked him, “Will you be okay?”
 
                 “Yes, I will be fine,” he answered. 
 
                 My grandpa added, “What happened up there?”
 
                 “Nothing, just tried putting my weight on unstable rocks.”
 
                 He made a tisk noise with his mouth and curled his lips, “Can’t always trust a rope to catch your fall.”
 
                 “No, but I can trust Mason to always be there to break my fall,” I swore.
 
                 I could feel Mason’s face smile, as I rested my head on his shoulder. The smell of Cumberland had done his masculinity well, I kept to myself. 
 
                 I looked up at Olivia, and witnessed her begin to climb faster than Jack. She yelled down, jokingly, “Hurry up you old geezers; I am almost to the ledge.”
 
                  We were not much further away from a ledge. This was easier to climb onto than up the mountain. Mason effortlessly lifted me up on the ledge and easily hopped up to his feet just using his arms. I felt impressed with how much upper body strength he had. 
 
                 We arrived, to what looked like the top of the mountain, and saw the view it had to give. Clouds formed in lines, and the sky glowed orange. I was able to visualize what it must have been like to see the aviary creatures free to spread their wings and fly. 
 
                 Even though we were just on a ledge, a distance away, I could see part of the Waterfall that was made up of liquid Onyx. I was amazed by the beauty it held. 
 
                 The height of the ledge showed the sea and all the tops to the trees. Staring down at the Path of Knowledge, made it possible to view every booby trap there was. 
 
                 I asked Mason, “Isn’t it beautiful?”
 
                  He nodded, “Yes, but right now is not the time to be sight-seeing.”
 
                 I agreed, and slowly turned around, trying to capture the image in my memory.
 
                 As I turned my head, Olivia had shouted, “Milly! Over here! I think these people are your parents.”
 
                 I looked over to an opening in the side of the mountain, and saw two people struggling to get free. It wasn’t even closed off with a gate, and they were strapped down onto chairs.  
 
                 I yelled out, “Mom! Dad!”
 
                 They looked up, and I was able to see their mouths were covered with a tape. It wrapped around their heads, only letting their noses breath. They saw me and tried to shake their heads. 
 
                 I ran up to the opening and walked through it. I walked up to them and hugged them both tightly, “I promise I will get you free.”
 
                 I turned around and saw the rest of the group behind me. We acted quickly to get them free. The metal bars around their legs and wrists were pried off with thick flat stick. The tape was taken off by my parents. 
 
                 We turned around to get out of the cave, and a gate shot down out of the top. It slammed to the ground, trapping us inside. I tried to shake it free, but it wouldn’t budge. Mason tried to punch it open, and wouldn’t break. 
 
                 I turned to my parents and they squeezed me close. My fathers’ scruff tickled my cheek and my mothers’ red curls blended with mine. I didn’t want to let go, but knew I needed to keep my promise to them. 
 
                 “What do we do?” I stressed.
 
                 “The gate can only be broken from the outside,” Jack stated.
 
                 “How do you know for sure?” my dad questioned.
 
                 “I built this,” he regrettably admitted. 
 
                 Olivia gripped the gate with her fists and began to yell out, “Help! We are trapped-.”
 
                 Jack placed his hand around her mouth and demanded her to stay quiet, “Someone we do not want to hear us, might hear you and lead them to us. Understand?”
 
                 She nodded carefully and pulled his hand away from her mouth, “Yuk! I don’t know where your hands been!”
 
                 Her seriousness was too quaint to be taken serious, which made me giggle at her wide eyed expression, and slack jawed mouth. She was much too small to not want to pinch her cheeks. 
 
                 “Well, what do you suppose we do, dad? Just wait here, locked away in a mountain, hoping for our knight and shining armor to rescue us?” Olivia sneered while eyeing Jack cautiously. 
 
                 “Well, I don’t know about knight and shining armor, but what about nameless centaur?” I turned around and looked at the centaur in surprise.
 
                 I quickly asked, “What.. Where.. How did you know?”
 
                 “After finishing my tasks, I took a walk through the forest. I heard a plea, and had to follow,” he answered. 
 
                 Jack approached the gate and asked, “Do you think you can help us out?”
 
                 “How?” the centaur asked. 
 
                 “It can only be broken down from the outside,” Jack explained.
 
                 “Okay, stand back,” the centaur requested.
 
                 We did as he told us, and took a few steps back as well. He lowered his head, exposing his horns, and began to run fast towards us. He came to the gate and made a cling noise as his horns came into contact with the metal bars. They tumbled down, breaking us free. 
 
                 We hollered in excitement and I asked him, “How could we ever repay you?”
 
                 He paused, holding his chin. He raised an eyebrow and asked, “Do you still have a name in mind for me?”
 
                 I nodded and answered, “Reginald the Centaur.”
 
                 He smiled, and said, “That sounds perfect.”
 
                 “What were your tasks, if you don’t mind me asking?” my dad asked.
 
                 Reginald the Centaur sighed, “No problem. It is just, the aviary creatures are dying out.”
 
                 I exchanged looks with Olivia, Jack, my grandpa, and Mason, all at once. We knew what had to be done.               I looked at Reginald, “We will do everything in our power to help them.”
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Reginald left the group once more, and pointed to the second, and last, ledge the mountain had. He smiled, before disappearing at the bottom of the mountain. 
 
                 On the last ledge, the electric cages dangled, in the air, all connected to a thick black wire. The other side was only connected to a tree. The trunk was bent, from all of the heavy weight. 
 
                 The ledge was only five feet high, and easy to climb. I grabbed hold of steadier rocks, and pulled myself up smoother than before. There, I met Jack, and could see the wheels turning in his head. 
 
                 “There are latches on the top of the cages,” he pointed out. 
 
                 I studied the latches, and saw they could easily be opened. I asked, “How do we open them?”
 
                 “All at once,” he concluded. 
 
                 “Yes, but how?” I pressed. 
 
                 “We will use this,” he issued, while pulling out a thick roll of twine. He quickened to add, “We will loop them through the holes of the bars, which keep the latches shut.”
 
                 “That means,” Olivia hesitated, “More heights?” she questioned with a gulp.
 
                 “Be more positive!” my grandpa exclaimed.
 
                 “Yeah, it is just like tight rope walking,” my dad added, with smile.
 
                 I looked at my mother and saw her grin, as she reached for my dad’s hand. He turned to her and asked, “You ready?”
 
                 She nodded, and Jack rushed, “No time to waste,” while tapping the watch on his wrist. 
 
                 We each began to pick a cage, except for my dad, and climb the rope towards it. I tried to be careful, because one slip would electrocute my entire body. I knew I was slowing down Mason, but he didn’t seem to mind too much. 
 
                 I looked to see the last creature I had to use string on, and saw it was a Blue Crow. It met my eyes, and I could tell it felt sad. I watched as it lifted its wing revealing baby Blue Crows. 
 
                 They seemed to be lifeless. I looked to Jack and asked, “This Blue Crow is a mother, but something is wrong with the babies.”
 
                 “They missed the feeding time. Baby Blue Crows are supposed to be fed, right after they are born,” he solemnly answered. 
 
                 I looked at the giant bird once more and tried to look apologetic. Her saddened nature, made it impossible to not cry. Tears dropped down on my cheeks, as I said, “I can help you.”
 
                 I looped the twine through the cast iron hole, and tied it tight. I lifted up a thumb to signal it had been done. My dad stayed on the ledge, holding the end that would free them all. I watched as he held up the twine, wanting to pull the latches free. 
 
                 Everyone else, including my mom, was ready. She eyed me dolefully, and watched the Blue Crow carefully. I wasn’t for sure what was on her mind, but we both had caring expressions on our faces. I could feel mine, mimic hers unconsciously.               
 
                 The Blue Crow began to squawk and growl. She would flap her wings vigorously to the side, and started to shake to cage. The movement caused the wire to bounce. I gripped on tightly to the wire, trying to not fall. 
 
                 I looked up and saw Mason dangling from the wire, as he caught himself from falling. I looked at Olivia and pleaded, “Help him!”
 
                 She rolled her eyes, but started her way to him. I looked down and saw a small geyser hidden beneath bushes. Mason hung right above it. The Blue Crow continued to move the wire, causing him to swing back and forth. As he swung, his body got closer to the electric bars. 
 
                 I squealed each time he inched closer. Olivia shouted, “Calm down, I am getting him!”
 
                 “I am trying to calm down, it is just really scary,” I admitted. 
 
                 Olivia made it over to him, and grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and pulled him up. I grimaced at her rudeness, but didn’t argue. I just felt grateful he was alright. 
 
                 My dad pulled at the twine, releasing the aviary creatures. The cages electric bars disappeared, only to reveal four single bars around the edges of them, which connected the top and bottom metal plates. 
 
                 The Blue Crow spread its wings and she flew away. I looked down inside her cage and noticed she left behind her babies. I hopped down into the nest and pulled out three baby Blue Crows. I looked up and saw everyone heading back to the ledge. 
 
                 “I have to get that geyser!” I yelled out while pointing to the ground. 
 
                 They stopped and turned back around. Jack came in last, pulling the twine out of the loops. He said, “We can use this twine to drop down to it.”
 
                 “Why do we need to go there?” Olivia asked.
 
                 “Trust me,” I demanded. 
 
                 I took the birds in one arm, and used the other to pull down to the ground. I made it the bottom and quickly ran to the geyser. It steamed with warmth, but still it was the water inside it, I was looking for. 
 
                 Everyone looked at me with confused expressions on their faces. I tossed a rock in the geyser, and didn’t notice anything that would ever come up and scare us. 
 
                 I placed a foot in to test the depth, it was a small depth, but it worked. I sat down in it, and watched as my feet turned into fins. My parents seemed confused, so I answered, “We took some pills Alistabella the Nix gave us. Now, every time we get in water, we turn into one.”
 
                 “What are your plans with the birds?” Olivia questioned. 
 
                 “Murphy the Nen taught me a trick,” I chided. 
 
                 I grabbed a handful of dirt from the geyser and explained, “Only a sea creature has the power to heal.”
 
                 Olivia raised an eyebrow to me and smiled, “Just watch.”
 
                 “Wait! How do know it will work?” Mason asked.
 
                 “I don’t,” I admitted, “but it might.” 
 
                 I felt all eyes on me as I focused on healing the Blue Crow babies. I laid them down on the ground and picked up some dirt. I closed my fist around the dirt, and made the tiny tornados on top of them, as Murphy had done.
 
                 I watched as life slowly invaded their bodies. They glowed brightly, and then faded instantly. They opened their eyes, and quickly hopped to their feet. I smiled at everyone and they each had an awe-like expression upon their faces.
 
                 “I have some bread crumbs,” my grandpa offered. He fed them to the babies, and petted their heads gently with one finger. 
 
                 I started to hear rustling in the bushes, and looked up to the giant Blue Crow, that was their mom. She approached us slowly, as we back away at the same pace. She sniffed the baby Blue Crow’s and nodded.
 
                 We smiled at her, and she took the babies to fly away. 
 
                 “Looks like we have company,” Jack announced.
 
                 My grandpa looked up and said, “We need to get Ben and Lillian safely up in the Blue Crow’s nest. They can hide under the shell the babies were born under,” while pointing at my parents. 
 
                 We nodded in agreement.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   We stood bravely on the ledge, awaiting the air patrol to get closer. Their tiny helicopter had one machine gun on top. One man flew it, while the other began shooting. I dodged bullets as they were released
 
                 I looked over at Mason.
 
                 “What do we do? We do not have a single weapon that can come of some use!” I panted.
 
                 Mason walked over to the ledge and said, “I have an idea.”
 
                 He grabbed the medium sized cage, and tore it off the wire. He closed the latch, which reactivated the electric bars. Using the twine, he swung it above his head. 
 
                 The bullets flew by him, as the cage rotated in the air. It spun faster, and faster. His muscles tightened as he used all of his strength to spin it even faster. My grandpa yelled, “Throw it already! They are getting closer!”
 
                 As the momentum gained, he let go, letting it fly right into the helicopter. I watched as they collided, electrocuting those on board. The guy controlling the gun, jumped off, and I could hear the guy inside yell, “May day!” several times, but was quickly silenced. 
 
                 The helicopter spun out of control crashing into the ground. An explosion erupted from beneath almost causing the ledge to break free. I could feel it begin to shake.               Olivia exclaimed, “We need to move off of this now!”
 
                  I looked around for a safe route to go, and noticed a big nest on top of the mountain. I asked my grandpa, “Why are the aviary creatures not trying to help us?”
 
                 “We need to get the Egg of Bravery back into that nest,” he answered while pointing at the giant nest. 
 
                 “Where would that be?” I questioned.
 
                 “Not sure,” he answered sadly. 
 
                 I turned to check on my parents, and watched as they dangled from the Blue Crow’s nest. I exclaimed, “Mason! Save my parents.”
 
                 He turned and realized, “I am very sorry, Mr. and Mrs. James!”
 
                 They didn’t seem to be of any panic. My mother replied, “It is fine, as long as everyone is okay!”
 
                 We nodded, and Mason started to go down the ledge, and was surprised to see my parents jump up on the ledge. I ran over to them and asked, “Are you guys okay?”
 
                 “Yes, we love you,” they said while hugging me tightly. 
 
                 Olivia slowly approached and asked, “How did you guys get over here so quickly?”
 
                 My dad was about to answer, but Jack cut him off, “The Egg of Bravery is near Carolyn’s lair.”
 
                 My parents nodded at Jack. I raised an eyebrow, and turned around to look at the helicopter crash below. The flames began to smolder, and the color went from white to charcoal black. 
 
                 I asked Jack, “Where is the lair?”
 
                 He explained, “On the side of the mountain. Right after the curve of this ledge, you will see a cloud bank leading straight up to it.”
 
                 Olivia asked, “What are the clouds for?”
 
                 Jack answered, “Behind them are stairs leading straight to it. They are meant to be hidden, so she won’t ever be attacked so easily.”
 
                 “What does it look like?” I asked.
 
                 He looked up into the sky and answered with a straight face, “It looks like a regular building. It has three clocks on it, and floats up in the sky.”
 
                 My dad asked, “Is it safe to continue walking on this ledge?”
 
                 “Probably not,” Jack answered monotonously. 
 
                 “What other choice do we have?” I chided.
 
                 “She is right, we just need to watch our step,” Mason concluded.
 
                 “Why does she need three clocks?” I asked.
 
                 “She just likes to always have a backup of a backup,” he chortled. 
 
                 We edged close to the wall, careful to not tread too fast. The ledge became shaky with each step taken. I gripped tighter on the rocks sticking out as Mason followed by my side, grabbing me every time the ledge shook. I felt his hand tighten on my waist, each and every time.
 
                 Olivia seemed to be getting angry, “I want to just go right up to Carolyn and show her who is boss!”
 
                 “We can’t, not yet at least,” Jack told her calmly. 
 
                 “Why not?” I questioned
 
                 “Because, if we do that then we wouldn’t be holding up our bargain with the creatures,” my grandpa answered. 
 
                 We made it to the clouds, and noticed them right away. I exclaimed, “Look, the steps!”
 
                 I pointed at the stairs, and realized the clouds were the only ones around. They seemed to be placed there carefully. I wanted to rush to them but Mason grabbed my hand, “We still have to be cautious.”
 
                 “We need to get there quickly,” I hasted. 
 
                 I looked back at the stairs and realized the first few steps were covered with clouds. I edged closer to them and tried to figure out why. I saw a chain leading to the steps.
 
                 I pointed at them and asked Jack, “Why is there a chain?”
 
                 The chain moved and I looked, but didn’t see anything moving.
 
                 “I must be going crazy, because I swear I just seen it move,” I said.
 
                 “No, you’re not going crazy,” Jack said.
 
                 A shadow of a creature, with a razor sharp beak, immersed out of the clouds. It was yellow and smaller than the Blue Crow. Olivia exclaimed, “That bird has teeth!”
 
                 “That is what you call a Cikavac,” my grandpa claimed.
 
                 “A what?” I asked.
 
                 “A Cikavac protects its owner, and guards very well. They are more deadly than a pit bull fed gunpowder,” Jack said. 
 
                 Its spike collar shook as it growled. I looked behind the Cikavac and asked, “Is that the egg we need to get?”
 
                 My grandpa nodded and said, “Yes, but first we need to find a way pass Carolyn’s Cikavac.”
 
                 I looked at Jack, and saw him raise an eyebrow, “No duh, genius.”
 
                 My grandpa nodded at Jack, and laughed, “I know I am.”
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Joking aside, we quickly began contemplating how we would get past the bird. We tried to stay out of its sight, as we crouched low. I peered at the bird, and saw how it always tried to bite anything that blew by its side.
 
                 “Let’s try to distract it,” I offered. 
 
                 “A distraction just might work,” Mason agreed. 
 
                 I looked down at the ground and saw a few pebbles. I picked one up and tossed it to the side of the Cikavac. It quickly hopped to the tossed pebble and I said, “It is easily distracted.”
 
                 The bird looked around and Mason said, “Doesn’t take it long to get back on focus though.”
 
                 Olivia stated, “Make noises instead.”
 
                 My grandpa cusped his hand over his mouth and used a bird call. The sound echoed through the sky and the Cikavac stayed focused longer. 
 
                 Jack said, “We can’t let it know who is making the sound. If it knows, it will attack.”
 
                 “We need to disguise my grandpa,” I said. 
 
                 “How?” Olivia questioned.
 
                 Jack pointed at the fog, surrounding the mountain, and said, “We can hide him behind that and hope it doesn’t move off of him.”
 
                 “So we base our safety on hope?” Olivia chortled. 
 
                 “Yes,” Jack nodded. 
 
                 “We need to move quickly, then. The winds are picking up,” my grandpa noticed. 
 
                 I peered over the ledge and started to see gusts of wind raising and falling. I nodded in agreement and my grandpa took place behind the fog. We stayed lowed until the bird was fully distracted. 
 
                 I nodded at him to do the first call. We moved a few inches closer to the egg, and then the bird got back into focus. He continued with the bird call, as we kept moving forward. The Cikavac looked up to the sky, as the call echoed. 
 
                 I felt a gust of wind blow my hair back, which made me look at my grandpa. The winds blew the fog off of him, and the Cikavac looked at him. I saw its eyes narrow. The bird flew up and began squawking repeatedly. 
 
                 “Jack!” I screamed. I continued, as I caught his attention, “The Cikavac!”
 
                 He turned and looked at the bird. The Cikavac noticed us nearing the Egg of Bravery. I looked at the egg and back at the bird. It swooped down at us, trying to take bites out of us. 
 
                 The egg started to shake with the ground. I looked up at my grandpa and hollered, “The Cikavac is going to make that egg crush us.”
 
                 My grandpa ran over to the egg, and put his weight against it as a stopping wedge. He did not seem to struggle. The bird continued to swing down and chase us. We ran and I joked, “Maybe if we keep going in circles it will get tired!”
 
                 Jack dropped to the ground, barely losing his head to the sharp beak, and yelled, “I highly doubt that!”
 
                 We pulled back from the egg and tried to get out of its reach. My grandpa stayed firmly against the egg, as we had its entire attention. It squawked and growled, and yanked at its chain. The Cikavac flapped its giant wings and pulled once more on its chain. 
 
                 The strength of the grounded spike, which held onto the chain, was no match for the bird. It started to pull out of the ground, and I noticed the Cikavac getting closer to Mason. 
 
                 I picked up a rock and chucked it at the bird’s eye. The bird shook its head and charged after me. The chain broke free and I ran. The Cikavac cornered me against the mountain wall, and landed in front of me. I covered my face trying to block it from biting me. I looked at the bird through the crease of my arms and heard a bird call.
 
                  I looked at my grandpa and his hands were occupied with holding up the Egg of Bravery. Mason and Olivia helped him hold it up evenly. I looked over at Jack and noticed him and the Cikavac looking up into the sky.
 
                 I followed their gaze and heard the bird call again. I noticed a silhouette of a giant bird, and three small birds coming down towards us. The Cikavac looked back at me and raised its talon foot above my head. 
 
                 A blur of feathers passed by me, and I looked to see the Blue Crow and her babies taking down the Cikavac. 
 
                 I watched in amazement as the four Blue Crow’s pecked at the Cikavac. I heard the bird cry in pain, and fly up to scratch at the Blue Crow’s. It kicked and growled. The baby Blue Crow’s attached themselves to the back of the Cikavac. 
 
                 I cheered on the Blue Crow, as Jack seemed to be getting into it as if it were a wrestling match. We all watched attentively, and I felt useless to the Blue Crow. I ran over to Jack and asked, “What could we do to help?”
 
                 Jack smiled and said, “They seem to be doing just fine.”
 
                 It twirled in the air and tried reaching back to bite them off. They dodged the sharp beak, and the mother Blue Crow bit the Cikavac’s neck. The Cikavac squawked loudly, scaring the baby Blue Crow’s. 
 
                 One of the baby Blue Crow’s flew up and pecked out the Cikavac’s eye. They each took turns nipping at the Cikavac. The Cikavac flapped its wings vigoursly. The mother Blue Crow got bit on her wing, and backed down for a minute. 
 
                 I screamed behind my hands, covering my mouth. I dropped my hands and raised my voice to Jack, “We have to do something!”
 
                 Jack said calmly, “Just watch. What can we do? We will die trying to stop that darn Cikavac.”
 
                 She then took one more bite at the guard bird, and the Cikavac dropped where it stood. 
 
                 I looked around for my parents and watched as they came out from behind the Egg of Bravery. I asked them, “Where were you guys?”
 
                 My dad answered, “Trying to keep the egg from crushing you guys. What? You didn’t think your grandpa could hold that egg up by himself, did you?”
 
                  I smiled and said, “Yeah, I guess you are right.”
 
                 I approached the Blue Crow slowly, and noticed part of its wing was hurt. I looked at my grandpa and asked, “Can you help her?”
 
                 He nodded and said, “It looks like a small injury. I can bandage it.”
 
                 He walked up slowly to the Blue Crow and put out his hand. She sniffed it and nodded. He ripped off a part of his coat and wrapped it around her cut. She sniffed it and made him pet her beak. 
 
                 I smiled, “Now how do we carry that giant egg up to the nest?”
 
                 The Blue Crow looked up at the Egg of Bravery and walked over to it. She looked up at the nest and held out her good wing. Its giant wing glimmered in the rays of sunlight. 
 
                 I reached out my hand and petted the blue wing, and watched as the feathers wiggled at my touch.               I smiled and asked, “What does she want us to do?” hoping someone would answer me this time.”              
 
                 My grandpa answered, “I think she wants us to get on her back.”
 
                 We climbed up on her, as quick as possible. I asked aloud with a big grin, “What are we doing?”
 
                 “Flying a Blue Crow!” Olivia squeaked.  I laughed, as everyone laughed with me, I patted the Blue Crow’s back. 
 
                 My mom rhetorically asked, “She is soft for a bird, isn’t she?”
 
                 I nodded my head, anyways. I agreed with my mom, she was soft. Her little baby Blue Crow’s sat in a row on their mother’s head. They sat and stared at us curiously. I just smiled patiently at them. 
 
                 She flapped her wings and hovered over the Egg of Bravery. My grandpa answered, “She wants to put the egg back for us.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   The Blue Crow picked up the Egg of Bravery. Her feet wouldn’t grasp it at first, but the egg gave in to her wants. She flapped her wings, as if she were struggling to lift it up. 
 
                 “Come on, momma bird, you can do it,” I urged her along.
 
                 I looked up to try to see the nest, but only saw the back of the Blue Crow’s head. She moved her head, up and down, every time she flapped her wings. 
 
                 Mason tugged on the back of my shirt. I turned my head and saw him pointing up in the air, “The nest!”
 
                 I looked and saw it sitting at the top. I smiled as we neared the nest. I looked below, to make sure the Egg of Bravery was still in place. It wobbled in her grasp, but still stayed true. 
 
                 I began to worry, so I asked my grandpa, “Is the egg going to be safe?”
 
                 “Yes, a Blue Crow’s strength is more powerful than ever,” he answered.
 
                 Olivia asked, “Well, we are carrying the Egg of Bravery. Is it possible the Blue Crow will become a coward?”
 
                 My grandpa placed his hand on his chin, and answered, “Hard telling.”
 
                 I looked over to the babies and they flew down to their mothers’ feet. I asked, “What are they doing?”
 
                 Jack answered, “I think they are going to try helping guide the Egg of Bravery in the nest.”
 
                 She flew up above the nest, and hovered over it for what seemed to be forever. I could tell she was trying to make perfect aim for it. She would lower and miss the nest. She would fly back up and try again. 
 
                 The nest was only a few feet away, and the Egg of Bravery was just inches from touching. I watched as she almost released the egg into the air. I yelled, “Whoa!”
 
                 She tried for the nest again, so I turned to look at Mason, “I am worried.”
 
                 He shook his head, “Don’t be.”
 
                 My grandpa looked back at us and stated, “There is nothing to worry about. There is, however, a legend saying if the Egg of Bravery ever hatches, a fire breathing dragon bird will come out and destroy us all,” he shrugged his shoulders, “But, there is nothing to worry about.”
 
                 Olivia sighed with a high pitch squeal, “Umm, okay.”
 
                 I patted the Blue Crow’s back, and whispered to her, “You can do this.”
 
                 She began flapping her wings more vigorously, and began to pant from the heavy load. I looked down, and saw her babies circling her feet. Occasionally each of them would stop and look at their reflections in the Egg of Bravery, but kept flying when they got knocked into. 
 
                 She was inches away from placing the Egg of Bravery back into its nest, as one of her babies decided to fly up in front of her. She squawked in surprise, and flew backwards. The other babies placed themselves safely on her head, as the one that had startled her hid behind my parents. 
 
                 I looked down, to see the Egg of Bravery begin to slip out of her talons. I screamed, “The egg, it is falling!”
 
                 Olivia screamed, as the Blue Crow quickly dipped down after the Egg of Bravery. She flew down fast, and I gripped tighter on her feathers. I could feel my body lift in the air, as did the others. I looked back to see Mason squinting his eyes, as the wind blew heavily in his face.
 
                 I turned my head to watch the egg, as it fell faster than the Blue Crow could go. I yelled out, “We can’t let that egg break open!”
 
                 “We are headed for the ledge!” Olivia squealed.
 
                 Everyone but me shut their eyes. I tried to look around to see how close she was to the Egg of Bravery. As I caught a glimpse of the egg, I watched it hit heavily on the ledge, making it roll into the cave my parents were trapped in. 
 
                 The ledge broke free, and crashed into the ground. The Blue Crow paused at the sight, and I sadly met everyone’s eyes. They were also reflecting my emotions upon their faces. Even the baby Blue Crow’s looked down with a shudder. 
 
                 I felt Mason’s hand on my shoulder. I lifted my head to look at him. He reassured, “I will always protect you.”
 
                 I nodded with a smile, “I know.”
 
                 We patiently watched the cave, looking for any signs of the fire breathing beast to emerge. A bright yellow flame shot out of the cave. It echoed loudly enough to cover our ears. 
 
                 The flame shone brighter, blinding us with its luminance beauty. Mason pulled me into his arms to shield me from it. I could feel the Blue Crow flapping its wings heavily. Out of the corner of my eye I could see my grandpa and Jack huddled together with the baby Blue Crow’s. The mother Blue Crow tried to block the light from her eyes.
 
                 The light illuminated the entire area, making it impossible to see. It soon turned white, making the back of my eyelids seem invisible. I could hear the piercing light, and the rumble it lead behind. I covered my face in his coat, trying to not get blinded.
 
                 It began to slowly fade away. I lifted my head up to watch a ball of light head back down into the cave. I looked at everyone and seen they had wide eyes. The light quickly disappeared, as my eyes blurred back into their original sight. 
 
                 I felt a sense of urgency, “We need to check this out!”
 
                 The Blue Crow looked back at me and nodded her head. 
 
                 “Are you serious right now?” my grandpa chortled. 
 
                 Jack chuckled, “Why not? I could use a little adventure in my life.”
 
                 My grandpa quickly smirked, “Is this not enough for you?”
 
                 Jack nodded his head, “Nope.”
 
                 “Brad, talk Milly out of it!” my mother demanded.
 
                 He shrugged his shoulders to her and explained, “Lillian, she is only adventurous because of me.”
 
                 I saw her scrunch her eyebrows together and fold her arms reluctantly. I demanded, “Let’s go.”
 
                 The Blue Crow flew down into the cave, and paused to sniff around. We hopped off of her back to discover the Egg of Bravery was now cracked into two gigantic pieces of faded gold. 
 
                 Jack walked up to the top piece and asked, “What do you reckon this would pay out?”
 
                 I smiled, to only have it turn into a grimace. I swept around to follow a scampering noise. 
 
                 “Is there a good side to it opening?” I quickly asked.
 
                 “Why?” my grandpa asked.
 
                 I answered slowly, “Because I think it is in here.”
 
                 “Well, another legend I have heard, is that ‘when the beast is released, bravery will be everlasting’,” he quoted. 
 
                  I circled the broken egg to find a tiny baby bird cowering. Its red feathers were eminent, and made it hard to not stare. It eyed me curiously, but each time I approached the scared little hatchling, it whimpered away. 
 
                 My grandpa and the others soon joined my side. He stopped in his tracks, “A Phoenix!”
 
                 I looked at questionably, “Why are you surprised?”
 
                 “They are very rare, for as far as extinction goes, this may be the very last one,” he calmly explained. 
 
                 “We need to protect it,” I hasted.
 
                 I heard Jack smirk, “What happened to it being some giant fire breathing dragon bird, Brad?”
 
                 My grandpa shook his head and continued, “From what I do know about these birds, a human can’t touch them.”
 
                 “You mean won’t,” my dad said.
 
                 “Why?” I asked.
 
                 “Because a human will be instantly poisoned by their feathers,” my dad answered shortly. 
 
                 My grandpa added, “Also, a Phoenix chooses its owner.”
 
                 “What if it doesn’t ever choose one?” Olivia piped up.
 
                 “The Phoenix will burst into flames and die with all of Cumberland’s bravery,” my grandpa solemnly answered.
 
                 I looked back at the baby Phoenix, and watched as it stood up. It looked at all of us slowly. It walked closer to us, and paused in front of me. I smiled at the Phoenix gingerly, and I held out my hand. Olivia grabbed my wrist and whined, “You will get poisoned!”
 
                 I shook my head and explained, “I feel like it wants me.”
 
                 She looked at me carefully and released my arm. The baby Phoenix sniffed my hand and happily jumped up into my palm. I looked around to see Jack and Olivia with their mouth agape. My parents didn’t seem to be surprised, nor did Mason or my grandpa. 
 
                 I looked down at the bird, and whispered, “You wouldn’t hurt me would you?” 
 
                 The Phoenix shook its head at me, and used my index finger to carefully caress the baby birds head.  I placed the baby Phoenix on my shoulder, and felt it snuggle down. I looked at my hands and exclaimed, “I feel just fine!”
 
                 No one responded.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   I stood by the opening of the cave, careful to not step off. The baby Phoenix nestled on my shoulder, and I turned to watch the sky turn orange. I looked at my grandpa and asked, “How much time do we have left?”
 
                 “Six, maybe eight, hours left. The time is slow here, and never accurate,” he shrugged.
 
                 “Will that give us time to find my father?” Mason worried. 
 
                 My grandpa looked out to the opening and sighed, “If we hurry, then yes.”
 
                 Olivia approached me with a smile, and reached out her hand, “Hey baby Phoenix.”
 
                 She was quickly stopped by my mother who told her, “Don’t touch the bird.”
 
                 Olivia shrugged, “Milly is.”
 
                 My parents stared at each other immensely and my dad said, “Let’s not push it, just in case.”
 
                 Olivia nodded, “Okay, then.”
 
                 I looked at her apologetically and my grandpa added, “The bird picked Milly, maybe that is why it is not harming her.”
 
                 I could sense a quiver in his voice, which he usually only had when he told a lie. I looked into his eyes, and shook my head, why would he lie to me? 
 
                 My parents eyed him, with big eyes. Mason, also, looked at him with wide eyes. I looked around to each of them, trying to make sense of it all. My thoughts were quickly disclosed, when my grandpa started to giggle.
 
                 He smiled, “But, I could be wrong.”
 
                 “Maybe,” my dad affirmed.
 
                 “Where would Holden be found?” I questioned, trying to change the subject.
 
                 My grandpa paced back and forth, then concluded, “I might know.”
 
                 I felt push on my hand, and saw the Blue Crow standing next to me. I looked up at her, and knew she must be hungry.
 
                  I nodded, “Go ahead and eat. We will be right here waiting.”
 
                 She flew away in haste, and disappeared into the trees. Olivia questioned me, “Do you think she will come back?”
 
                 “I don’t have a doubt in the world, that she will come back,” I smiled. 
 
                 I turned back to my grandpa and asked, “Well, where was the last place you knew where Holden was?”
 
                 He stared out into the open and answered, “In a tree top near the Onyx Waterfall.”
 
                 “That shouldn’t be too far away,” Mason paused, “I just hope he will come back home with us.”
 
                 I placed my hand on his shoulder and reassured, “He will, you are his son, why would he not?”
 
                 My dad asked, “Well, we need to go, but why the Blue Crow is not back yet?”
 
                 I shrugged my shoulders, “A few more minutes shouldn’t harm us any.”
 
                 My grandpa stated, “Cumberland is full of enchanted creatures, don’t be too sure.”
 
                 I felt Mason’s hand tighten in mine, and asked my grandpa, “Are you sure he will still be there?”
 
                 He looked to the side, “I hope. I wouldn’t have any clue, as to where he would go. I am telling you the truth.”
 
                 Mason nodded, and my grandpa continued, “But, do keep in mind, he does not look human. You know this, so why worry if he will follow us back up to the Earth?”
 
                 I met Mason’s eyes and he claimed, “I want to meet my real father. Whether he stays with me, or not, I will always love him.”
 
                 A smile etched out of the corner of my mouth. I felt awed at his respect towards his father. I knew I had to embrace him, to let him know how much I care about him. How much I, love, him. So I did just that. 
 
                 I started to hear rocks moving around. Olivia stared at me and piped up, “Is that the Blue Crow?”
 
                 I looked down and saw two twin girls climbing up. I looked back at everyone and exclaimed, “It is Holly and Molly!”
 
                 Olivia spewed, “What are they doing here?”
 
                 I shook my head, without answering, I took a few steps back. My hands began to shake, and I could see everyone else begin to tense up as well. I inhaled a deep breath and exhaled slowly out of my nose. 
 
                 They popped up over the ledge, and Holly said, in a pant, “We are, here to, help. Our mother, aka Queen Carolyn, is planning something drastic for you.”
 
                 “Why should we trust you?” I countered.
 
                 “Why are you being hostile?” Holly asked.
 
                 “You guys made my life a living crap hole!” I raised my voice trying to sound menacing. 
 
                 “That wasn’t us, I swear!”
 
                 “Explain,” my grandpa stated. 
 
                 “The ones you lived with were clones our mother made of us. Clones are heartless, and do not care about anyone but themselves. She knew we were too caring, so she replaced us,” Holly said.
 
                 I looked at Mason, and saw him begin to snarl, “You are lying!”
 
                 Holly and Molly stared at each other and started to smile. I looked at Jack and he continued to watch the twins intensely. They cocked their heads towards me, and stared at my shoulder. I looked over and remembered about the sleeping baby Phoenix. 
 
                 Molly said, “You are right to not trust us, Milly.”
 
                 “Huh?” I questioned.
 
                 “They are the clones,” Olivia said to me. 
 
                 “Where are the real Holly and Molly?” I demanded.
 
                 They shrugged their shoulders and answered, “Don’t know, and don’t care. We want the Phoenix.”
 
                 Holly and Molly mirrored each other as they reached behind their backs. They said, “One more chance, gives us the Phoenix or else.”
 
                 “Why should I give you the Phoenix?” I snarled.
 
                 They quickly stole a glance and then back at me, “Our mother has plans for the pest.”
 
                 The Phoenix awoke, squawking and hissing at them. They each pulled out a small handgun, and said, “Now!”
 
                 I looked at my grandpa and he held out a finger to silence me before I could talk. I looked over to Jack and saw his hand pulling a gun out of the back of his jeans. He raised it towards them, and Holly quickly shot it out of his hand.
 
                 I stopped and watched them carefully, as they aimed at me. I shook my head and raised my hands. I yelled, “Go ahead! Shoot me, but you will never get this bird!”
 
                 “Don’t be so sure about yourself,” Holly smirked. Molly giggled at her sister. 
 
                 She held up her gun, and placed a finger on the trigger. I took a deep breath in and closed my eyes. I really need a miracle right now, I thought to myself.
 
                 I heard one of them scream, and deep growl come from their direction. I slowly opened my eyes to see Rolf jump up from behind them. I looked at Olivia with wide eyes, “Where did he come from?”
 
                 “He snuck up behind them,” she tried to say quietly. 
 
                 He turned to us and asked, “Are you okay?”
 
                 I nodded, and out of the corner of my eye I caught Olivia starting to tear up. I looked back at Holly and Molly and saw them without their guns. Holly started to charge at Rolf and I quickly pointed, “Rolf, look out!”
 
                 He turned his head, and quickly raised his rear legs. With one thrust, he kicked her off the ledge, leaving behind only her screams to echo. Molly eyed Rolf, and we walked towards her with a lowered head. I could hear a growl muster from his throat. 
 
                 She edged closer to the end of the cliff, and stopped as she about fell. She pulled out a knife, and began to cackle loudly. Rolf barked, and head-butted her off. 
 
                 We walked over to him and Olivia quickly wrapped her arms around his neck. I heard her say, “I missed you so much.”
 
                 The necklace he had given her, revealed itself as she bent down. She looked down and asked, “Did you want this crystal back?”
 
                 He looked up at her and answered, “No, I gave it to you. It is my promise to you, that I will always protect you.”
 
                 “Sorry to break up the welcome wagon, but there are just too many of us to keep traveling,” Jack said.
 
                 My dad piped up, “I and my wife would like to go home. I trust Milly and you guys you will do fine.”
 
                 “Why?” I asked frantically.
 
                 My dad placed his hand on my cheek, as my mom held my arm. He explained, “We will wait for you there. Trust us, you will be fine.”
 
                 I nodded, fighting back tears, I hugged them tightly, “I just got you back!”
 
                 Rolf said, “I know of an alternative way out. Why are you all not coming?”
 
                 “We need to find Holden,” my grandpa answered. 
 
                 “Why?” Rolf asked.
 
                 “He is my father, that I have never met, and would like to meet so I can learn more about myself,” Mason answered. 
 
                 Rolf nodded, “I will take them safely there.”
 
                 My grandpa stepped forward, “I will go with you as well.”
 
                 “You were supposed to help us find Holden,” Olivia exclaimed.
 
                 “Just go where I told you, he shouldn’t have wandered too far,” he told us. 
 
                 He turned to Mason and added, “When you find him, tell him where to find me.”
 
                 Mason nodded. 
 
                 They climbed down the cliff just leaving us by ourselves. I felt saddened, yet more worried than normal. 
 
                 I turned to look at Jack; he quickly noticed my concern, “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “I am confused.”
 
                 “They are going to be safe,” he assured. 
 
                 “No, not that,” I shook my head.
 
                 “Then what?” he pressed.
 
                 “Why would my cloned parents protect me, if clones are without hearts?” I quizzed. 
 
                 He sighed, “A heart is not just an organ placed in your body.”
 
                 Olivia giggled, “Yes, it is.”
 
                 Jack looked at her and continued back at me, “Anyways, a heart is grown in fetal stages. If it fails to grow in the body within eight weeks, the clone becomes lifeless,” he paused, “But, if a heart finds an owner, it will beat until their duty is complete.”
 
                 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I waited for the Blue Crow to reappear, “Where is she?”
 
                 Jack stood at the ledge and pulled his lips back. He blew out letting a sharp whistle brisk through the open. I looked back down and pointed in excitement, “There she is.”
 
                 I watched as she lifted her head. Below her, were her babies feeding on some berries. She nudged her babies, and they quickly filled their tummies to hop on her back. I waved at them.
 
                 Mason ushered us back away from the ledge, and awaited there for her. The baby Phoenix poked its head up, and watched with us.
 
                 She flew back up and hovered near the ledge. This made it easier to climb on her back. I sat next to her babies, who nestled on her head. I told her, “We need to get to the Onyx Waterfall.”
 
                 She made a quiet purr noise, and nodded her head. 
 
    
 
                 Olivia tugged at my shirt, and I looked back to see she had traded spots with Mason, “Can you see that? It is so beautiful.”
 
                 I followed her gaze and watched as we neared the Onyx Waterfall. I stared in amazement. The way my grandpa described it, didn’t sound as pretty as it was. 
 
                 I smiled at Olivia, but grimaced when I noticed the tree top my grandpa told us about, was cut down. 
 
                 “What do we do now?” I asked sadly.
 
                 I felt the bird stop and we exchanged looks. I felt something hit my leg, and I looked down to watch a small rock fall down to the ground. I looked around but didn’t see anything else. 
 
                 I turned to Olivia as she yelped, “Ouch!”
 
                 “What happened?” I asked.
 
                 “A rock hit me!” she complained. 
 
                 “Me too,” I admitted.
 
                 The Blue Crow jumped up and squawked. I looked around and Jack yelled, “The rocks are coming from the Onyx Waterfall!”
 
                 I watched it carefully, to see more rocks sling out of it. I looked at Mason and he shared a curious look with me. 
 
                 We flew towards the waterfall, and I asked, “How are rocks being thrown?”
 
                 “I am not sure,” Jack answered. 
 
                 My baby Phoenix flew up off of my shoulder and disappeared behind the Onyx Waterfall. I yelled, “Hey! Come Back!”
 
                 We giggled a bit, and the Blue Crow flew over to where the baby Phoenix disappeared. I peered behind the blanket of white Onyx, and noticed a ledge. 
 
                 We landed on the ledge, and concluded, “Let’s follow this to see where it goes.”
 
                 Olivia sarcastically added, “Yeah, and to see who assaulted us.”
 
                 We slowly followed the ledge, which shortly lead us inside a small damp cave. The Blue Crow hesitantly trailed behind us. I heard a small chirp and looked down to see the baby Phoenix. I picked him up and placed him back on my shoulder. 
 
                 The Blue Crow began to growl, which made us stop in our tracks. I followed the Blue Crow’s gaze towards the darkest part of the cave. She continued to growl, as Olivia gasped. 
 
                 At first, I did not see anything, but as I looked harder, I could see a pair of yellow eyes. I couldn’t feel myself breathe, and I felt paralyzed. I just continued to stare blindly into the eyes. 
 
                 Mason hopped in front of me and snarled, “Who are you? What do you want?”
 
                 Silence echoed through the cave. I heard some rustling, but didn’t see the eyes move. I placed my hand on Mason’s shoulder and said, “Maybe they are not anything. We have been traveling all day, without any sleep.”
 
                 “I am very real,” a deep raspy voice, interrupted us. 
 
                 I looked back at the yellow eyes and watched as they moved closer. By the sound of their footsteps, I could tell it was a man. He seemed to be very tall, as the outline of his body became apparent.
 
                 Mason relaxed himself, “Who are you?”
 
                 The man paused, as he began to walk towards a sliver of light, “You know who I am, my son.”
 
                 I could hear a small gasp release from his lips. The man stepped closer and warned, “You need to leave Cumberland. I keep close tabs on Carolyn. She is very angry and has evil plans for all of you,” he paused and turned to me, “Especially you.”
 
                 I started breathe heavily, “Why me?”
 
                 Mason shook his head and asked, “Are you a Gargoyle?”
 
                 “Half. You know the other half,” Holden answered. 
 
                 Jack changed the subject, “What are her plans?”
 
                 Holden answered, “I am not sure, but she is particularly interested in Milly, just like how she was with her parents.”
 
                 “Why?” I asked, starting to get impatient. 
 
                 “You are more special than you realize. More so, than your parents,” he said holding my chin. 
 
                 “Can we trust you?” Olivia countered. 
 
                 He nodded. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Holden approached each one of us, shaking our hands. He clasped onto my hand and pulled it to his lips. He then did the same with Olivia. 
 
                 He announced, “My name is Holden Crane Bridges, and I was a pawn in Carolyn’s experiments.”
 
                 He paused, and then continued, “She made me fall in love with her, and then cloned me. She then ran extra experiments on me, which made me like this.”
 
                 “What went wrong?” Mason asked.
 
                 “She wanted to know what would happen to a vampire, if the liquid Onyx was put straight into their bodies, versus mixing it on the outside and putting it into a spare body they crafted.”
 
                 I narrowed my eyebrows, “What was supposed to happen?”
 
                 “She assumed it would have made me replicate, like how a starfish can if a piece of their body is cut off. Just like the creatures of Cumberland, when they drink the Onyx,” he sighed, looking upset. 
 
                 Mason apologized, “I am sorry, I took too long to get here.”
 
                 I smiled and put my arm around his waist, “It was my fault. Just seeing those poor creatures...”
 
                 Holden cut me off, “It is truly okay. You are braver than I.”
 
                 “Thank you,” I said. 
 
                 Mason had a hesitant tone in his voice, “I know this is a lot to ask, but will you help us take down Carolyn?”
 
                 Holden growled in anger, and yelled, “No!” 
 
                 His voice echoed loudly in the cave, and he quickly apologized for almost busting our ear drums out. I looked at him and tried to seem sincere. 
 
                 I begged, “Please help us!”
 
                 He growled, “Why?”
 
                 I sighed, “If you do, you will find my grandpa at the alternative exit.”
 
                 He stopped pacing, “Brad?”
 
                 “Yes,” I slowly said. 
 
                 “That exit is closed off, and guarded by Carolyn’s men. Brad knows a way to hide and not get caught,” Holden explained. 
 
                 “Rolf Rolon is with them as well,” I told him.
 
                 “Rolf? Is he still a wolf?” Holden questioned.
 
                 Olivia nodded her head, “Yeah.”
 
                 Holden quickly looked at her and asked softly, “You are in love?”
 
                 “Is that even possible?” she asked.
 
                 He smiled. 
 
                 Mason slightly touched his blue wing and asked, “Is this reversible, so you can look normal again?”
 
                 Holden nodded, “I am not sure, but I like to see the good in things, and think of the bright side.”
 
                 “So, in other words, there is not a cure?” Mason questioned.
 
                 I looked back to check on the Blue Crow, and just saw her sitting there giving her babies a bath. Then I noticed a blue hand near my face. I quickly jumped back, and realized it was Holden trying to my Phoenix. 
 
                 “How are you not poisoned yet?” he quizzed.
 
                 “I, I am not sure, do you?” I countered. 
 
                 He shook his head, and shrugged his shoulders. I just let it go. I will deal with it later, I told myself. Then I looked at Mason, and he just held my hand tightly. 
 
                 The baby Phoenix began to squawk slowly. I could tell he was hungry. Before I could ask, Holden already handed out a palm full of berries. The baby Phoenix hopped on his hand and quickly pecked away the berries.
 
                 I asked him, “You do know where the exit is, don’t you?”
 
                 “Yes,” he answered. Then he continued, “But, before I go see Brad, I decided that taking down Carolyn is what needs to be done.”
 
                 The Phoenix hopped out of his hand and flew to my shoulder. He smiled, “I know how to get to her, also.”
 
                 He looked passed me, and asked, “Will the Blue Crow fly us?”
 
                 “Only if you ask her nicely,” I grinned. 
 
                 I looked back at the waterfall and imagined what it felt like. It looked soft, and free flowing. My thoughts were quickly interrupted by Holden’s voice, “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
 
                 I agreed, “Yes, very.”
 
                 “Yeah, it was even prettier when I lived in that tree top. The view was breath taking, and I didn’t have to pay a real estate agency a million dollars either,” he chuckled. 
 
                 “What happened to the tree top? Why did it break?” I asked him politely.
 
                 “Carolyn took it down,” he solemnly answered.
 
                 “Oh, right, I am sorry,” I said.
 
                 “No one was hurt, luckily,” he smiled.
 
                 My baby Phoenix began to make purr noise, and Holden said, “You have a lovely Phoenix. Egg of Bravery, I presumed, hatched?”
 
                 “Yeah, it was an accident,” I answered.
 
                 “There are no accidents, just coincidences. It all depends on how you handle something,” he assured me. 
 
                 I nodded in agreement.
 
                 He continued, “Just to be safe, we need to find Brad and Rolf. We need all the help we can get to take her down.”
 
                 “I thought you just wanted to go to her head on?” Mason questioned.
 
                 “Yes, but she may have more deviant plans that I might think. It is just a safety precaution,” he answered.
 
                 We agreed, and I asked, “Why? Do you feel something wrong?”
 
                 He nodded, “Yes, I always follow my gut. If it says to do one thing, then that means something could be wrong.”
 
                 “My family are in danger?” I began to get frantic.
 
                 “I am not sure about that, all I know is this pain in my stomach is not from being hungry,” he said holding his abdomen. 
 
                 I looked at him, “I get those type of gut feelings too.”
 
                 “I know,” he announced.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   I placed my hands on my hips, and asked, “Where is the exit?”
 
                 I wasn’t for sure about believing him, but at this point, I didn’t have much option. I could tell his intuition was true. If it hurts him that bad, something is not right about it. 
 
                 He grumbled, “Behind this waterfall mountain. It is not hard to get to.”
 
                 Mason approached him, “Do you think something bad is happening to her family?”
 
                 He shook his head, “No, I do not think so.”
 
                 Jack sighed heavily, and turned to the waterfall, “We need to hurry, then.”
 
                 “Wait,” I demanded. 
 
                 He turned to eye me impatiently, “What is it?”
 
                 “Holden isn’t feeling well, let the pain pass. It won’t take long, I know,” I concerned. 
 
                 We waited patiently as Holden crouched down. 
 
                 Mason grabbed my hand, and made me face him. He smiled, “No matter what.”
 
                 “I know, I know, you will always keep me safe,” I quoted him. 
 
                 He laughed, “Well, that too, but I was thinking that if you gave your Phoenix a name, in case anything does go wrong, he won’t feel alone,” his face quickly turned straight.
 
                 I stiffened my posture, “Nothing will happen to us. All we have to do is prepare for the worst and hope for the best.”
 
                 Olivia stated, “Maybe, naming the Phoenix, is his way of preparing for the worst.”
 
                 Holden stood up, seeming more relaxed, “Mason is on to something, Milly.”
 
                 “What is it?” I questioned.
 
                 “When you give a Phoenix a name, you give it an identity. It will strengthen your bond, you already have the beautiful creature,” Holden answered.
 
                 “Hmmm,” I paused to think, as everyone began to climb up on the Blue Crow.
 
                 “Come on! We got to go,” Olivia demanded.
 
                 “Alright, I am just contemplating a name I have in mind,” I smiled.
 
                 “What is it?” she asked.
 
                 “How about, Mayven?” I sucked in my lips, and bit on my lower one awaiting the approval of my friends.
 
                 “It is, different,” Olivia giggled. She continued, “But we will support your decision.”
 
                 I frowned at her answer, and turned to Mason. He looked at me and answered, “It is exactly what I would have picked.”
 
                 Before I knew it, our conversation had quickly led us to the back of the mountain, the waterfall was located. Olivia leaned towards me, “Why did you pick Mayven? It sounds feminine.”
 
                 “It means for someone smart that enjoys passing down knowledge to others,” I smiled.
 
                 “So, a smart-,” she was cut off by Jack, “There they are!”
 
                 Holden laughed with masculine excitement, “Ha, ha. Brad!”
 
                 I looked down and waved anxiously, “Are you guys okay?”
 
                 The Blue Crow landed smoothly. I quickly hopped off and ran to my parents. I wrapped my arms tight around them and looked up to Holden hug Brad just as tight, if not tighter. 
 
                 I heard my grandpa complain happily, “I. Can’t… Breathe.”
 
                 Holden released him, “Sorry.”
 
                 I looked around and asked, “Where is the exit?”
 
                 My dad solemnly answered, “It is barricaded, and I think it collapsed.”
 
                 “What are standing around for? Let’s get it open,” Olivia demanded.
 
                 “With what?” he questioned. 
 
                 Mayven began to squawk furiously, so I looked at him, and saw him staring heavily behind us. I looked back and yelled, “Guys! We have company.”
 
                 “A Silver Cobra,” Jack announced.
 
                 I looked closer at it, and noticed the scales of its skin, were made purely of silver. I asked, “Is that a robot snake?”
 
                 Jack nodded his head, “It is Carolyn’s mobile camera. It sees more than the patrol would ever notice.”
 
                 It opened its mouth revealing a speaker. A crackle noise came out of it, following a voice, “You guys are now caught. It won’t be long until I get there.”
 
                 “Carolyn?” I asked.
 
                 “Yes, my dear Milly,” she smirked.
 
                 “You won’t get away with this! You do not have any right running experiments on creatures or humans!” I yelled. 
 
                 I looked back at the barricade, and whispered to everyone, “Stand in front of the barricade. We can anger her to smash it down.”
 
                 I picked up several rocks, and quickly began flinging them at the Silver Cobra. 
 
                 Carolyn yelled, “Don’t hurt my latest invention!”
 
                 “I am going to make it perish, and you are next!” I threatened.
 
                 “No need to threaten me, you are a special girl, but your knowledge disappoints me,” she cackled. 
 
                 “What is everyone talking about?” I asked.
 
                 My mom piped up, “Carolyn, leave Milly out of that!”
 
                 “You didn’t tell her?” she sarcastically asked.
 
                 “Tell me what?” I demanded.
 
                 “We will tell you later,” my dad answered.
 
                 Another Silver Cobra appeared on the other side of us. I asked, “There are two of them?”
 
                 Jack shook his head, “No, that is a real Silver Cobra.”
 
                 “The one we saved?” Olivia asked.
 
                 I nodded my head, “It is.”
 
                 It made a hiss noise. Carolyn’s Silver Cobra cam turned to see the real Silver Cobra. I looked down for more rocks, and demanded, “Now!”
 
                 We each began tossing rocks at the Silver Cobra cam. Mason and Holden tossed the body sized rocks, and caused more damage. 
 
                 Holden leaned towards my grandpa, “Brad, why are you and your son and daughter-in-law not lifting the bigger rocks?”
 
                 My grandpa started to stutter, and I looked at Holden for a few seconds, and back at tossing the rocks. I told him, “They are only human. You and Mason are the only good ones here.”
 
                 “Awe!” Holden exhaled. 
 
                 The Silver Cobra cam was still distracted. 
 
                 I watched as he flew up to the Silver Cobra cam and easily tore its head off. Sparking wires and cords flew around. I looked into the camera eyes, and watched them fade from red to black.
 
                 “That was, fairly, easy. Except the part about my plan for the barricade,” I said, trying to hold back me yelling.
 
                 Everyone nodded and he claimed, “I did not hear the plan. I am so sorry.”
 
                 The Silver Cobra, slithered towards us while hissing. He sat up in front of us and said, “I want to help you. At first, I thought, you guys were just doing it for fame. Now I see, it is because you guys truly care about us Cumberland creatures.”
 
                 “After we free this barricade, we plan to take down Carolyn,” I told the snake. 
 
                 “I cannot help you with the barricade, but I will fight with you,” he offered.
 
                 Holden placed his hand on my shoulder, “Milly, I think Carolyn might come here for us. We could use him to help.”
 
                 “Please,” the snake begged. 
 
                 I nodded in agreement.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   We tugged at the rocks, blocking the barricade. They were tough to get off, but as a team, we were not giving up. I watched Olivia stop and pull away to wipe sweat off of her forehead. 
 
                 “What is wrong,” I concerned.
 
                 She shook her head, “This isn’t going as planned. Why is the snake not helping with this?”
 
                 “He is helping,” I assured him.
 
                 “Helping? How? Keeping watch for Carolyn and her disciples?” 
 
                 “Yes,” I said.
 
                 She sighed and went back to pulling at the rocks. Some rocks fell, revealing a square metal object directly behind the rocks. I touched the cold rusty metal and asked my grandpa, “What is this?”
 
                 “It looks like a door,” he answered with confusion in his voice.
 
                 “She must have installed a door and blocked it off with rocks, so it couldn’t be found,” Jack answered.
 
                 The Blue Crow picked at rocks and continued to pile them off to the side, with us. The rocks began to get heavier, but I didn’t seem to mind too much. My focus was to get my parents to safety.
 
                 We finally removed the last few rocks, and I asked Rolf, “Has this always been here?”
 
                 “I am not sure, it is new,” he sighed. 
 
                 I looked closer at the door, and there wasn’t a window to peer through. I looked for a door knob, and saw where it should have been is now welded shut. I punched the door in frustration, and walked away to breathe. 
 
                 I could feel myself wanting to cry as I said, “I failed. We will be stuck here forever. The Sun is setting.”
 
                 Mason tapped me on the shoulder, “Hey Milly, don’t be so hard on yourself. Besides, look what you did.”
 
                 I turned around and saw the door sit agape. A dimmed light shone down a flight of curvy stairs. As Cumberland was getting darker, the light was getting brighter.
 
                 “Home!” I exclaimed.
 
                 I heard the roar of an engine coming from the trees. I looked to see one Land Patrol truck pulling up in front of us. The snake apologized, “I am sorry, I didn’t see them coming. You guys should go, now.”
 
                 “No, we are not finished here,” I determined. 
 
                 Carolyn and her two body guards piled out of the vehicle. The Silver Cobra quietly slithered away, and I told the Blue Crow, “Take your babies, leave! Be safe.”
 
                 I could feel Mayven hide in my shirt, trying to sit still. 
 
                 Jack hollered out, “We warned you, Carolyn!”
 
                 “Well, I have a surprise for you,” she smirked.
 
                 She pulled out a huge barrel, from behind herself, and shot it at us. I covered my face, and felt something heavy land on me. I looked up and noticed a net was encasing us. On the sides were heavy metal balls. 
 
                 I tried to push up on the net, to free us, and the balls quickly grew spikes, and grounded themselves in to the ground. I could see the sky darkening, as Carolyn circled us. 
 
                 She chuckled, “You guys are never leaving here,” and then she slammed the metal door shut. 
 
                 “You can’t make us! We will get out of here,” I yelled. 
 
                 Holden snapped with a roar, “You will get what is coming to you!”
 
                 She tilted her head back and cackled, “Yeah, we will believe that is true.”
 
                 “Why are you doing this? Just leave the creatures free, and leave Cumberland,” I demanded.
 
                 “Why would I do that?” she countered.
 
                 “They have done nothing wrong to you!” my grandpa snapped. 
 
                 “Fine. I will tell you,” she said.
 
                 “Good,” I told her.
 
                 “When I was a little girl, I saw these creatures roam around. No one believed me. I got picked on at school for it!” she began to get upset.               She continued, “Then, as I got older, I joined the CIA. Later, there was an elite group there. Very top secret. More so than the Alien Division, which is a joke by the way. It was the Cumberland Division. I learned everything, and took over,” she began to laugh. 
 
                 And then instantly became serious, “Now, I can see these creatures whenever I please. But then I learned about Vampires, because of Holden. He was my first Husband, after Mason was born.”
 
                 I shook my head, “That is horrible. You are horrible!”
 
                 She laughed, “You are too nice, Milly.”
 
                 I squinted my eyes at her, and began to breathe rapidly. I asked her, “Were the parents that raised me clones, too?”
 
                 “Yes. Your mother was first, because I wanted to marry your father. But he was too upset, so I brought her back as a clone. She was never presumed dead, only missing.”
 
                 “What about my father?” I asked her.
 
                 “After your clone mother sacrificed herself for you, it was much easier to marry him. I had two daughters of my own. Ones I made using cloning, of course. And I learned about his life insurance policy. I made him disappear here too. They were both prisoners here. But then I learned that you were listed as his beneficiary.”
 
                 “You are a witch,” I claimed.
 
                 She continued, ignoring my comment, “Anyways, I brought him back, as a clone. I wanted him to change the name on it, but the clone refused. They both developed a soft spot for you!”
 
                 “Not my fault!” I screamed.
 
                 “Well, nevertheless, his clone sacrificed himself for you, as well. It is fine, though. You don’t know who you really are, but they do. Their blood came in hand with my research,” she cackled once more. 
 
                 Chills ran down my spine, causing me to ask, “Why don’t you just disappear?”
 
                 I heard a noise coming from the trees, and it instantly caught everyone’s attention. Out of the tree tops, the Uffington White Horse appeared. He swooped down, while releasing the talons on his hooves. He kicked, as he lowered towards us, and cut the net free.
 
                 “Yeah! Now that is what I am talking about!” Olivia stated with excitement. 
 
                 The Uffington White Horse quickly disappeared on the side of the Onyx Waterfall. We stood there, ready to fight.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   We stood there, watching the sky get darker. I eyed Carolyn carefully, and she screamed, “No!”
 
                 “Yes!” I screamed back. 
 
                 “I refuse to let this happen!” she yelled. 
 
                 “Well, it just did. What now?” Olivia smirked.
 
                 She reached in her coat pocket and whipped out a pistol. She didn’t hesitate to start pulling the trigger. My parents, Mason, and my grandpa all took a stand in front of Olivia, Jack and I. 
 
                 The bullets reached us, and hit everyone in front of us. I watched as they didn’t even budge. Mason stood in front of me, and I tried to look around the front. There, I noticed bullets just bouncing off of them. 
 
                 I looked at Jack and Olivia, they just shrugged their shoulders. Carolyn starting making clicking noises with her gun, and threw it down in anger. 
 
                 I said to them, “Where did they get those bullet proof vests at?”
 
                 My dad turned to me and said, “Milly, we are Vampires as well. Your mother, me, and your friend Mason.”
 
                 Shocked I asked, “That means, I am too?”
 
                 “You have a chance. Your grandpa is only half Vampire. That is why he didn’t turn immortal until old age,” he answered. 
 
                 My grandpa smiled, “Hey! I am not old, I am crispy.”
 
                 Carolyn interrupted us, “Fine, you guys want to play ball, then let’s play.”
 
                 She pulled out a syringe and I asked, “What is that?”
 
                 “Oh, this? Well, this, my dear, is a mix of Vampire blood, and another secret ingredient. I have tested that if it is directly injected into someone’s vain, they become immortal.”
 
                 “You won’t live through it! You have to be born a Vampire. That is the way it works,” my mom told her.
 
                 Mason and I started charging after her, as she started to inject herself with the syringe. The two men stopped us and held us back as she completed her process. 
 
                 We fought to get free but failed. 
 
                 “My two body guards were my test subject for this. They are much stronger than you,” she cackled again. 
 
                 I growled trying to pry free. Olivia was able to hit them in the head with a rock, and made them let go. One man tackled Olivia to the ground, and I went over to her to try to get him off. 
 
                 The other man tackled me to the ground. Mayven popped out and started to peck at his head. My parents teamed up to get Olivia free, and I could hear my dad yell, “Mason, get Milly!”
 
                 Mason tore the guy off and the man grabbed Mayven, and threw it to the ground. I looked over to him and saw he was okay, just a little hurt. But I noticed large movement behind the baby Phoenix. 
 
                 I looked up to see the Blue Crow standing there. I smiled.
 
                 I peered at Carolyn, and watched as she transformed. Her blonde hair turned red, and her skin became pale. I asked my dad, “What is going on?”
 
                 “Well, when you are transformed into a Vampire, you become a pale skinned red-head, the most beautiful being there is,” he shrugged. 
 
                 “You have a different color hair,” I pointed out.
 
                 “Just because you turn into a Vampire, doesn’t mean you can’t color your hair,” he winked. 
 
                 Mayven hopped back up on my shoulder, shaking. I patted him on the head, “You will be okay.”
 
                 Carolyn started to charge after me, “Give me that Phoenix!” 
 
                 I held the bird close to my chest and I watched as the Silver Cobra came out of the grass and quickly wrapped around Carolyn. 
 
                 “No! Put me down! I need that bird!” she screamed. 
 
                 He squeezed her tightly, until a crunch noise came from her. Then, she didn’t move anymore.
 
                 “Hey, you did say she wouldn’t live through it,” my grandpa nudged my dad. 
 
                 The two men started shooting at the snake, and out of nowhere, the Blue Crow swooped down and ate the men in one bite. I gasped at the sight, and asked the snake, “Where did you go?”
 
                 “To get help,” he hissed.
 
                 I smiled at him, “Thank you.”
 
                 I turned to my parents and everyone hugged each other. I asked them, “How were you able to make me, if you guys are immortal?”
 
                 “Before you turn twenty-five, you are more human than anyone else. With some amenities, of course,” my mom answered. 
 
                 “Also, women are rarely transformed. That is why my wife was transformed into a human,” my grandpa answered with a small tear. 
 
                 I hugged him tightly, “I miss her too.”
 
                 The snake broke our moment, “I am starving. Can I?” he pointed down at Carolyn with his tail.
 
                 I nodded, “Go right on ahead!” 
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   We turned to the stairs, behind the door, and watched as the light got brighter. Cumberland started to darken. I turned to the Blue Crow, and Silver Cobra, “Thank you for everything, but we have to go now.”
 
                 The Silver Cobra said, “Wait, you have a few creatures here that want to say good bye.”
 
                 I quickly ran up to Murphy and Alistabell, and Alistabella, “Oh, I will miss you guys!”
 
                 “We will miss you too,” they said hugging me back.
 
                 The ground started to shake, and I soon saw Lester the Big, “Lester! I hope you will be alright!”
 
                 “I will, Milly. Will you visit?” he asked.
 
                 I nodded, “I will, I promise!”
 
                 I looked around and saw sad faces surround me. I could tell they did not want me to leave. I told them, “If I were able to live here, I would. I love this place.”
 
                 Mason held my hand, “We will visit. I want to see more of my dad as well.”
 
                 I smiled at him, “Okay.”
 
                 I looked at Mayven, “Do you want to go home with me?”
 
                 He chirped proudly and started to glow bright red. 
 
                 “Grandpa! What is happening to him?”
 
                 “He is glowing because when Cumberland gets dark, his feathers glow bright,” he answered.
 
                 “My own night light,” I joked. 
 
                 Everyone started to cry as we started to walk up the stairs. We turned back around, and all said, “Good-bye, until next time!”
 
                 Cumber turned black instantly, making it hard to see the first few steps. 
 
                 “Ouch!” I heard Olivia yelp.
 
                 I heard Rolf yelp as well.
 
                 “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
                 No reply.
 
                 “Hello, is everyone okay?” I asked aloud.
 
                 No reply, once more.
 
                 I felt something prick the side of my neck. I pulled it out, and used Mayvens’ light to realize it was a tranquilizer. I tried to yell out, but felt myself drop. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   I heard a beeping noise, which woke me up instantly. My vision was blurred, but was instantly put back into perspective. I looked around and saw the color white everywhere. I noticed that I was in the hospital. 
 
                 “Mom, dad, grandpa!” I asked out loudly.
 
                 They rushed in and took my hand, “You’re okay!” my mom said. 
 
                 “Yeah, I am. Where is grandpa? And Olivia, and Jack? What about Rolf?” I tried to whisper his name.
 
                 I turned to my grandpa, who was sharing the same confused expression as my parents. I asked, “What is wrong?”
 
                 “We do not know who they are. You have been in a thirteen year coma,” he said, while patting my hair out of my face. 
 
                 I shook my head, “No, no, no! They are real. You guys were all there! We saved Cumberland!”
 
                 The continued to look at me with raised eyebrows. I could feel my head spin. “I need Mason, he will tell you.”
 
                 “Who is Mason?” my dad asked.
 
                 “What do you mean, you have met him.”
 
                 “Honey, do you need to see a psychiatrist?” my mom asked.
 
                 I shook my head, “No! Why won’t you guys remember?”
 
                 My grandpa hugged me trying to shush me. I asked him, “Do you remember?”
 
                 “No, sweetie,” he shook his head.
 
                 “Read me some of your book, it always calms me,” I concluded.
 
                 “The book got ruined in a house flood, before you were born,” he said.
 
                 “What? Really?” I countered. 
 
                 I felt alone, and scared. I couldn’t puzzle what happened. I know for a fact, Cumberland was not a dream. Just as I was about to give into their words, a knock came upon my hospital room door. 
 
                 I watched as a man popped his head in, “You have a visitor, Milly?”
 
                 “Dr. Juan!” I exclaimed.
 
                 “How did you know that?” my mom asked.
 
                 “I know a lot. Even how we are Vampires,” I answered.
 
                 They gasped, “We have never told you that family secret.”
 
                 “Yes, you have.”
 
                 I looked up to see Jack, “Oh hello!”
 
                 “I need to talk to Milly,” he quarried. 
 
                 “Why?” my dad began to get hostile.
 
                 “I am the, uh, psychiatrist here,” he answered.
 
                 “Oh,” my parents said. They turned to me, “We will be right outside.”
 
                 They shut the door behind them and Jack reassured me, “Cumberland did happen. But everyone is forced to keep quiet. In order to assure that, the CIA erased everyone’s memory you have come in contact with in the last thirteen years. But, for some reason, they didn’t want to erase mine, Olivia’s, or Mason’s.”
 
                 “That makes sense. What about Rolf?” I asked.
 
                 “They did not. But, they did help him,” he explain.
 
                 “Helped him?” I questioned.
 
                 “You need to visit the stump. You will see.”
 
                 “Okay, thank you,” I said gratefully. 
 
                 
 
                 I signed out of the hospital, and got into Olivia’s truck with Jack. 
 
                 “Did your parents see you sign out?” he wondered.
 
                 “No, why do you have Olivia’s truck?” I wondered.
 
                 “I had to remove the spy cams and recorders. She told me to get you,” he answered. 
 
                 It wasn’t a long drive, and I quickly recognized Olivia and Mason. They stood waiting for me. Mason had his hands behind his back, and stood proudly. I was quick to run out to them.
 
                 “What happened?” I asked.
 
                 “The same thirteen year coma, you were told,” Olivia answered.
 
                 “It wasn’t all a dream?” I assured.
 
                 The all shook their heads and said, “Nope.”
 
                 “Here, someone has been missing you,” Mason announced while revealing a bird cage. 
 
                 “Mayven!” I squealed. 
 
                 “What is the plan, then? Do we just stay up here, and freak people out we used to know, or go back to Cumberland where we are all known?” I questioned.
 
                 I heard a car door slam, and turned to see a man walk out of Jack’s truck. He had a chiseled jaw, and short brown hair. I asked, “Who is that?”
 
                 Olivia quickly joined his side, “Rolf.”
 
                 He looked down at her and quickly held her face. They rubbed their noses together, and I turned back to Mason, blushing.
 
                 Mason answered me, “You know tricking people doesn’t sound like a bad idea. But Cumberland felt like home.”
 
                 I wrapped my arms around his neck and said, “I will always be anywhere you want to be.”
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   The End


 
   
  
 

From the Author
 
    
 
   Dear Reader,
 
                 
 
                 I hope you thoroughly enjoyed this story. I loved writing it, but wondering if I should write a second book. I would greatly appreciate any questions or comments about this book. If you get a chance, I would love to see your input on the reviews. You can follow me on twitter, and stay up to date with all of my writing endeavors. Hope you have a great day!
 
                 
 
    
 
   Sincerely,
 
   Amey Coleman
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