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This story is dedicated to my long suffering wife Wendy (every writer has a suffering partner, believe me!) and the two best sons in the world, Lachlan and Braydon. Told you I’d do it one day.
And to my mother Shirley, maker of the best apple pie, jam drops and ANZAC biscuits. May she rest in peace.
PROLOGUE
This story starts with the boy who was never loved and the father too wicked for his own good. The moon was full and close to the Earth. You could almost touch its craters by reaching out into the cold, night sky. And in one dark moment, that is precisely what the old man and the boy meant to do. Touch the moon and bring it crashing to the ground.
“Father, I’ve made all the preparations, just as you asked,” said the boy.
The old man’s cold, black eyes squinted at the boy and a small, whispery smile came to his mouth.
“Be sure that you have Phaestus. The planets will not align again for quite some time for a performance such as this. Do wrong by me boy and I’ll whip your back till it bleeds.”
The boy cringed inside for he knew all too well the feel of his Father’s belt buckle.
“The circles have been drawn as you asked. The larger one contains the symbol of binding.”
The old man inspected the work of the boy. He had indeed done as asked. He did not thank the boy, as that was not of his kind. The boy expected no more from the old man with black eyes.
“Then stand away boy. The time is upon us to trap a God.”
The boy ran and hid behind the old garden fountain. His Father knelt in the smaller circle and uttered a few words in a language long gone. The circle around him flashed a florescent red and a ball of energy enveloped the old man. He was like a bird in a cage. He arose and held his hands to the moon. He chanted the words with a silver tongue, mighty incantations that would make your ears bleed. The boy could not understand, nor hear proper, the words being spoken. But he could feel the power in the air and this frightened him a little. The magical symbol drawn into the larger circle began to pulsate blue. Astonishingly the light of the full moon concentrated on that circle and the sky went dark. The wicked old man spoke louder now, incantations leading to an inevitable conclusion. The boy looked upwards towards the moon and it seemed to shudder, turning crimson red. The blue light of the large circle grew so bright that the boy closed his eyes. He knew in his heart that the old man was winning the battle of wills.
“Yes, come to me, my darling!”
“With the power of the old world,
And the darkness of the black sun,
I bind your power to this Earthly realm,
With this old, dark magic I have won!”
The last thing the boy remembered was an explosion of blue flame and the thought of whether he was going to die. He awoke behind the fountain, with the sun starting to rise in the east. The moon, no longer close to the Earth, seemed sickly and had the colour of curdled cream. He arose to see the old man, his Father, standing next to the larger circle. Above it was a floating a ball of blue energy.
“About time you awoke, weak boy. Come and see where your Father has succeeded and others have not.”
Phaestus walked cautiously to his Father’s side. Inside the blue ball, he could see a figure.
“Look closer, boy. There she is and soon the power she controls will be ours.”
The boy peered through the blue haze. In the centre of the ball he saw what looked to be a child, dressed in a white gown, fast asleep with no care in the world.
“Is that it Father? A little child?” he said.
The old man struck the boy hard on the back of the head.
“What have I taught you boy! Gods take many forms. Do not be deceived by what they show to your eyes. They have walked the Earth countless times and fooled many a man.”
“So...so is that her then?” said Phaestus cowering away.
“Yes, my son. That is indeed the one whose power we seek. That is the Spirit of the Moon and she is all mine.”
The boy stared at the little child and a whispery smile came to his lips.
CHAPTER 1: THE MAGICIANS
There is a town, in a certain part of the world, which is known to many. It is a very strange little town, with a name given to it by its forefathers. And that name is Sovereign Creek. Many citizens are often proud of their towns and Sovereign Creek is no exception. When the mayor, two years ago, wanted to erect a sign at the base of the mountain where the road into Sovereign Creek begins, he needed a slogan that would best reflect the spirit of the town. He held a competition in which the town’s people had to come up with the best phrase that embodied what Sovereign Creek was. The winner would receive a year of free ice cream from the General Store. Many of the entries received were by children who lived in the local shire. They submitted phrases like:
Sovereign Creek...It’s just plain spooky, spooky, spooky!
Sovereign Creek...We have more alien visits than a house in Star Wars!
Sovereign Creek...Don’t come for the food, come for a fright instead!
Sovereign Creek...Scaredy pants prohibited!
The winner, however, was a boy named Maximus Walker (or Max as he liked to be called!), who came up with the slogan that proved most popular:
Sovereign Creek
Welcome to the weirdest town in the World!
A very catchy phrase indeed, thought the mayor, and something we can put on t-shirts and postcards for the next 100 years. Best of all, there are not many towns in the world that can proclaim to be the best at anything!
The sign was built with its slogan in place and Maximus Walker had all the ice cream he could eat for a year. Sovereign Creek never had any problem living up to the slogan on the sign, at the bottom of the mountain. It is indeed the weirdest town in the world and here is one such tale to prove why. It all begins with a puff of smoke.
***
Mr and Mrs Wellington appeared from thin air, through a wisp of smoke, in the main street of Sovereign Creek. They were Magicians, hailing from the green country side of England. When we say the term ‘Magician’ we often think of old men pulling rabbits out of hats. Not so, for this old married couple, wed in the year 1802 (but that’s another story!).
You could say Mr Wellington was a warlock and Mrs Wellington a witch. They did not pull rabbits out of hats or make coins appear from behind a dirty ear. They had bold magical powers to do the most bizarre and strange things.
Mr Wellington came from a long line of practicing Magicians, going back in history to the days of Vikings in the north. He was a powerful mage, with a long heritage of magic flowing through his veins. His wife, Mrs Wellington, was a somewhat unusual breed of Magician. A powerful witch in her own right, her source of power came a from special place. Its origin was tied to the power of the moon. As a little girl, she had been promised the power of magic from a special goddess know only as the Spirit of the Moon. She had been granted the boon of magic for which she only had to do two things in return.
Firstly the Moon Spirit asked that the magic bestowed upon Mrs Wellington must only be used to help protect people in times of absolute darkness. Secondly, she had to give thanks to the Spirit who gave her these wondrous powers (gods often ask to be worshipped and become sullen if you don’t!) and must never use them for her own benefit. During the day, Mrs Wellington has limited powers but at night, particularly under a blazing moon, she was a formidable and powerful witch. But the power of the moon had been strangely erratic recently and that is what brought them forth to the weirdest town in the world.
***
They had Vanished themselves from their cottage in England to the main street of Sovereign Creek, where it was early morning. Vanishing spells were often difficult and required immense concentration, particularly if you were travelling long distances. Many careless Magicians had lost their way riding the winds of the In-Between Realm, never to reach their destination.
“I say Mrs Wellington, seems like an awfully nice spot. How amazing that it can be freezing cold at home and then suddenly you find yourself in a warmer climate,” said Mr Wellington.
“Yes Mr Wellington, it is indeed a wonder,” she replied.
Without warning, Mrs Wellington stumbled forward, as if she were about to faint on the very spot where she stood.
“Oh, I do feel rather dizzy,” she said.
“Dear Odin!” exclaimed Mr Wellington.
He held his wife’s arm and slowly led her to a park bench outside the Sovereign Creek Grocery Store.
“Mrs Wellington, please sit. The journey would be hard on any Magician, especially one in your delicate condition.”
Even after more than two hundred years of marriage, Mr Wellington still doted on his wife.
“Thank you Mr Wellington. I fear that Vanishing spell may have drained my last reserves,” she explained.
“Perhaps hot cocoa may help?” offered Mr Wellington.
He held his hand out in front of himself, as if he were holding a drinking mug.
“Cocoa once!
Cocoa twice!
Appear in my hand,
For the beautiful wife!”
Out of thin air, a mug of steaming hot cocoa appeared in the hand of Mr Wellington.
“For you, my dear. Made from the finest cocoa beans in the South Americas,” he proclaimed.
She took the sweet, warm drink from Mr Wellington. She blew the hotness away before taking a good, strong sip and instantly felt better for it.
“Marvellous, Mr Wellington,” she said.
They sat in silence for a moment. Mr Wellington seemed to be mesmerised by his surroundings.
“Do you feel it Mrs Wellington? This little town, Sovereign Creek, is one of those soft places. The lines of the extraordinary crisscross and converge on this place,” he said.
“I feel it to dear. But I’m afraid it is all bittersweet, given our mission,” said Mrs Wellington.
“You are quite right. Let us go over the facts again and determine why we have come to this unexpected place.”
***
A few days before, the Wellingtons had been involved in an astonishing adventure. A village in Romania had strangely reported the disappearance of several children. They were all good boys and girls who loved their families. They were never ones to run away from home and hide. The couple became aware of the situation after a message was sent by an old friend of Mr Wellington’s; the Gypsy prince, Boris Karishna.
The Gypsy’s were a proud people with a strong connection to the lands they had roamed for thousands of years. Normal people didn’t like the Gypsy’s for their strange ways, so for the most part they strayed away from towns and villages. One day Boris woke to find a deer foraging outside his tent. The deer peered through the flaps into the eyes of Boris. She was standing noble and proud.
It is about time you awoke, Boris, Prince of Gypsy’s. I have some terrible news to tell you, said the deer.
I am sorry little one, please forgive me. Be free to talk in my home without fear for your safety. However, do not be thinking too loudly inside my head, as there was much drink and celebration last night, replied Boris.
Hmmph! I suppose I shall be kind this once, the deer said.
Prince Boris and the deer never spoke aloud, only through their minds. She told Boris of the missing children from the village in the mountains and that all the animals of the forest were afraid. There were rumours of a cave, now uncovered, that had held the remains of a sleeping monster so fierce and ugly, no creature dare disturb it. That creature had now arisen from slumber and was scaring the villagers of that mountainous region. The deer said this monster was so hungry, it had begun snatching children from their beds as they slept.
I give you this warning Prince, so no more harm may come to a human child or indeed the children born of the forest, explained the deer.
I thank you little one. We shall take care of this peculiar problem. May you and your kind be safe in roaming the home lands, said Boris.
The deer raised its head to the sky and sniffed the wind.
Many strange things will happen on this world in times to come. Tell your people to be wary, warned the deer.
She bounded gracefully away into the woods and was gone in a matter of seconds. Boris knew what had to be done and immediately contacted his friend in England. The Wellington’s arrived without a moment’s notice. A plan was put into place where by Boris and his finest men would lead the Wellingtons to the cave the deer had described, once darkness approached.
***
The way was rocky and snowy but all were determined to find the monster and hopefully the missing children. Some Gypsy’s brought swords and rifles while the Wellingtons had their own special brand of fire power. They found the cave high up in the mountains. A boulder, which was originally blocking the cave, had been tossed aside like a small pebble. The group waited outside for half an hour but there was no sign of the beast and nothing stirred from inside the cave.
“If the beast is there,” said Boris, “then we would be wise to flush it out. Combat with an unseen foe in such a small cavern may well prove disastrous.”
“As ever, Prince, you truly are the master tactician. But however,” exclaimed Mr Wellington, “my wife may be of some assistance to our cause.”
Mrs Wellington had been busy behind the men concocting a magic potion.
“Is it ready my dear?” asked Mr Wellington.
She gave the cup a stir and presented the contents to her husband.
“If you drink this my darling, along with my enchantment, no man or monster will ever see you. Hurry! I feel there is not a moment to waste,” she said.
Mr Wellington drank the brew and all the Gypsy men watched curiously to see what would happen. Mrs Wellington closed her eyes and raised her head and hands to the heavens.
“Mother moon,
Goddess of my spirit,
Heed my words and offer your power,
To the potion I create in your name.
Bend thy light,
And be gone visibility!”
A blue shimmer started to form around Mrs Wellington who fell into a mysterious trance. The blue flowed over into her husband and mixed with the potion inside his belly. To the astonishment of the Gypsy men, Mr Wellington’s body started to disappear limb by limb. Only his ebony walking cane with the emerald on its tip remained.
“Please, do take care of my wife. She will be in a trance for quite some time and unprotected. I shall go to the cave and seek this fiendish villain.”
Mr Wellington wasted no time; his footprints could be seen making their way in the dirt up to the mouth of the cave. The Magician entered and was immediately struck by the foul air. The cave smelt like bad breathe, smelly armpits and rotten, maggoty meat. He ventured forth, having the eyes of a cat and was able to see well in the dark. The cave seemed to go on forever and Mr Wellington was beginning to doubt whether the monster existed. That is until he saw the flickering light and heard the snoring.
The monster, five times the size of any normal man, lay sleeping on the floor. A large fire was burning near it, making the cave stiflingly hot. As Mr Wellington came closer, he could see the monster had four arms and what appeared to be the head of a cobra snake. As it slept, its forked tongue darted out back and forth. Mucus spilled from a fang that protruded from the corner of its mouth which Mr Wellington assumed to be poison.
Ghastly brute, he thought as he made his way closer.
To the rear of the cave he could see a cage and inside were five scared little children. He carefully made his way to the door which was locked. He placed his left hand onto the keyhole and a magic symbol appeared on his palm. He whispered a spell.
“Lock, be gone!”
The door clicked open and Mr Wellington checked to see if the monster was disturbed. It was still sleeping. The children were amazed the cage door opened with no help at all.
“Children, do not be alarmed. My name is Mr Wellington and although you cannot see me for the time being, I am here to rescue you.”
Even though terrified, the children were brave enough to do as Mr Wellington asked. He told them to walk around the cave wall, past the monster, taking care to be very silent. Mr Wellington stayed at the rear, keeping an eye on the slobbering, snoring creature.
***
Outside, Mrs Wellington was still in her trance, funnelling the power from her goddess to aid the invisibility potion.
“The man of magic is taking too long,” said one impatient Gypsy.
“Be still. I trust this English man with my life,” said Boris annoyed.
Minutes seemed like hours to the men. One Gypsy went to a clearing to watch the evening star and saw the moon on the horizon. He did not like what he saw.
“Boris! Boris!” he said running back to the group, “The moon! The moon has turned red and moves as if it is about to fall!”
The Gypsy men gasped in horror. A red moon was not a good sign and each man felt an ache in his heart. The moon blurred and shuddered, which was an unusual sight indeed. The blue glow around Mrs Wellington turned red as well and she screamed in terror. Whatever was happening to the moon had affected the power of her incantation as well. She fell to the ground, silent and unconscious. Boris rushed to her aid to see if she was still breathing. She was alive which gladdened the Gypsy prince. But he also became concerned; what did it mean for her husband in the cave?
***
The last of the five children had manoeuvred past the monster without disturbing his slumber. They were so scared, that they obeyed every word of the invisible man.
“Now move along steady and quietly children. We are very nearly safe,” whispered Mr Wellington.
Unfortunately for Mr Wellington, the events outside the cave were about to make his situation much more dire. Because Mrs Wellington was using moon magic to fuel her husband’s invisibility, a terrible reversal of fortunes was about to occur. A pain quite unimaginable coursed through Mr Wellington’s body so suddenly that he cried:
“GREAT WINDS OF THE NORTH!”
The invisibility spell was painfully broken and Mr Wellington knew what would happen next. He turned to see the monster wake from its slumber, the slits of its eyes opening. It hissed and bared long, sharp fangs. There was anger in its heart that its next meal was escaping.
“Run children! For the love of Odin, run for your lives!” shouted Mr Wellington.
The children began to flee in terror as the hideous beast began to charge, fangs bared and axe in hand. Mr Wellington held out his left hand, aimed the magic symbol on his palm at the monster and said:
“From Lord Thor,
Grant me the lightning of the north!”
A bolt of lightning flashed down from the ceiling, flowing through the Magician’s body. It discharged from his arm and hit the monster in the chest, sending it hurtling backwards in pain. Mr Wellington knew this would not stop the creature and he himself began to flee with the children.
As they departed the cave, with the monster angrier than ever, Mr Wellington waved his hand and rocks moved to block the entrance. The Gypsy men were standing close by with swords and rifles drawn.
“Take the children magic man. We can handle this monster,” said one Gypsy man.
“And tend to your wife. She is ill,” said another.
“Thank you, sir,” said Mr Wellington.
He chanted a spell to lead the younglings away:
“Angel of light and kindness,
Guide thy children to safety!”
A glowing ball of light flew from his chest and Mr Wellington instructed the children to follow it home back to the village. They were gone and he swiftly went to Mrs Wellington’s side, not knowing what had happened to her.
The monster tore apart Mr Wellington’s rock barrier with great ease. It stood at the entrance of the cave hissing violently, fangs dripping in poison. Four Gypsy’s came close to the monster with swords unsheathed. They surrounded the devilish beast as it snarled and spat venom in the face of one the Gypsy men. He screamed in agony and fell to the ground moments away from death. Two Gypsy’s in the trees holding rifles, fired at the monster and hit it twice in the chest. It roared in agony and bared its fangs further. Prince Boris, meanwhile, had climbed high on a ledge above the mouth of the cave. He knew what needed to be done. While the Gypsy warriors distracted the monster, he flung himself from the ledge. He held the hilt of the sword with his two hands and drove it through the top of the monster’s head. Boris jumped free as the monster recoiled and slashed furiously with his axe. In seconds, the monster fell to the ground dead. The Gypsy’s cheered at a hard won victory.
***
“And that was all I had seen. The monster slain and you unconscious for no apparent reason my dear,” Mr Wellington said as his wife drank the cocoa.
Mrs Wellington had another sip of the drink and thought on this for a while. It was an experience she did not wish to relive soon.
“But I knew instinctively Mr Wellington, as I woke later in the Gypsy camp, that an unfortunate occurrence involving the Moon Spirit had taken place. It was fortunate had the strength to travel back to our cottage and consult the scrying pool for answers,” she explained.
“Indeed my dear, but we received an answer most disturbing. The Moon Spirit taken and somehow mysteriously connected to this town Sovereign Creek,” said Mr Wellington.
“Most terrifying is the power needed to capture a god. I would have thought this not possible until a few days ago,” Mrs Wellington lamented.
“Black magic is afoot Mrs Wellington. I fear we are about to be tested,” he said gravely.
They both sat in silence for a short time, while Mrs Wellington finished the last of her cocoa.
CHAPTER 2: DANCING TOADS
Maximus Walker was having a bad dream. His dream was about evil ice cream. Ever since he had won the ‘Slogan on the Sign’ competition, he had gone to the Grocery Store in town everyday to claim his prise of one year’s free ice cream. For the first week, he ate two chocolate sundaes with nuts and whipped cream. The second week, he devoured just one sundae with no nuts or cream. Tiring by the third week, he retreated to one scoop of rainbow ice cream. By the end of the fourth week, he never wanted to see ice cream again. The mere thought of having to eat another scoop, sent chills into his body. Ice cream, by this time, was more evil than the devil himself. And in his dreams, chocolate ice cream bogey men would chase him down corridors and try to eat him with giant spoons. Until Max woke up and the ice cream dream would melt away.
“Time to rise sleepy head,” said Max’s Mum, “Dad wants his newspaper.”
Every morning Max rode to the Grocery Store early to get the daily paper for his Dad. The Sovereign Creek Prophet had been printing the news of Sovereign Creek and the surrounding shire for nearly one hundred years. Max rose from bed and washed his face in the bathroom basin. He put on his school uniform as he didn’t see the point of changing again for school. His Dad was in the shed loading the truck for work (he was the town’s one and only plumber!).
“Mornin’ son. Rise and shine for a new day, huh? Here’s some money for the paper,” he said, “and a little extra for yourself.”
He gave his son a wink and messed up his bird’s nest hair even more as Max took the money.
***
It was always eerily quiet at this time in the morning. People were still stirring in their beds and most of the creatures of the night had found the dark corners of the forest to fall asleep in. Once, riding early on a rather foggy morning, Max thought he saw a giant wolf near the old gold mine entrance, on the road to town. The wolf seemed to glare at him for a long time with deep red eyes. Lucky for him, it disappeared before he had time to go closer. Considering wolves didn’t live in this part of the world, Max thought he was still dreaming.
He crossed the bridge over the stream that runs down the mountain and into the heart of Sovereign Creek. On his bike, he loved to ride over the old, rickety planks and watch the clear running water. He didn’t, however, like what was waiting on the other side of the bridge. There is a house, all dark and gloomy, that belongs to the richest family in Sovereign Creek, the Greenants. When Sovereign Creek was first founded it was the Greenant family whose name rose to prominence. They built the creepy mansion almost overnight so the story goes. Max hated riding past, as it was a scary looking house. Grey gargoyle statues, with beady stone eyes and long sharp teeth, sat on the edge of the roof, watching all who went past. They seemed so real, that every passerby had to wonder if those statues ever came to life. From the corner of his eye Max thought he saw a curtain move in one of the windows, as if someone was spying. He couldn’t be sure but decided to peddled his bike faster.
***
The General Store always opened early. It was owned by Mr MacDonald, a gentle faced man who always had a smile and a kind word for Max. Past the Memorial Park (and over the second bridge rumoured to be haunted!) he turned the corner and parked the bike in front of the store. What was unusual today, more than any other day, were the man and woman sitting on the bench outside the store. There were never people around at this time in the morning. Both the man and woman were wearing some very odd clothes, which Max had never seen before. The man, who was holding a cane with a bright green stone on the top, tipped his splendid top hat at Max while the lady with him drank out of a mug. Max had an eye for unusual things (that was his hobby!) and these two strangers were definitely weird.
“Ahh, little Max. Always here for the paper every morning!”
Max was startled by Mr MacDonald’s booming voice as he was preoccupied with the strangers on the bench. Max thanked him as always and paid for the paper, a packet of chewing gum and a copy of the latest Spooky Tales comic book. When he exited the store, the couple had vanished mysteriously.
Must have moved on. Another strange sighting to write down in my Weirdness Journal, he thought.
Max had a hobby. He kept a scrap book at home of all the weird events that happened in Sovereign Creek. Whatever was reported in the paper, the gossip of grownups and even sights he saw with his own eyes, he kept in that worn old journal. He never spoke to anyone of the book, nor showed it to his parents. In his mind he was the only detective of the weird in Sovereign Creek and he was not about to give away his secret identity.
***
After a breakfast of fat sausages and eggs, Max quickly noted the vanishing couple in his journal and packed his bag for school. Along with his books he always packed a few Spooky Tale comics to read at lunch time. Most of the time he kept to himself at school. Dark rain clouds had begun to form in the sky, so Dad drove Max to school.
“If I can I’ll pick you up Max. No promises though, it’s a busy day. Take the umbrella in case you have to walk,” said Max’s Dad.
Max got out of the car and waved goodbye. As his Dad was about to drive away, a large black car suddenly pulled up in front of him, blocking his way out.
“Of all the nerve!” exclaimed his Dad.
He was about to beep the horn when he realised whose car it was. It belonged to the Greenant family. If you ever wanted to work in Sovereign Creek, you never upset the most powerful family in town. Max watched as the door to the black car opened and young Phaestus Greenant came out. He was in Max’s class but nobody ever spoke to him out of fear. Even the teachers kept their distance in case they upset him or his father Mister Greenant.
As Phaestus began to walk away, the rear window of the black car rolled down. Someone called Phaestus back but Max couldn’t see who it was. A hand reached out and tightly grabbed Phaestus on the shoulder so much, that the boy grimaced with pain. It was chilling to see the arm come from a black void and return again, sending Phaestus on his way to a day of school. Max saw that the Greenant kid seemed as cranky as ever and decided to stay away from him. He was glad his Dad treated him well and never hurt him in any way. The black car thundered away down the street in a cloud of smoke and sputter. Max’s Dad rolled his eyes and waved goodbye to his son.
***
As Mrs Dowling’s year six class started, it began to rain outside. That meant no playground today, which suited Max fine as he always went to the library to read. He sat in the back row of the classroom, a few desks away from the Phaestus. No one ever sat near him in class and the teacher never made anyone do so. Phaestus always seemed bored in class, but Max enjoyed the experience of learning. He supposed that because he was so rich, Phaestus didn’t believe in school. It was a mere inconvenience to his day.
Wednesday at school was always science day. The routine of Mrs Dowling’s class was always the same. It was also the day that the class had to dissect a toad. As there were a limited number of amphibians to study, the children in the class were asked to choose partners in the experiment. Being the least popular students in the class, Max and Phaestus were not chosen by anyone. This would have been fine for Max, except he knew what that would mean; his partner was to be Phaestus. Dead toads were distributed to the class and Mrs Dowling gave detailed instructions on where to cut the ugly brutes.
“Would you like to start first?” Max meekly asked Phaestus.
“Don’t be stupid. I want you to do all the work for both of us,” Phaestus replied angrily.
Max wasn’t about to argue or tell the teacher his partner was being unfair. It was better to let Phaestus do what he wanted and that way Max would be left alone. Mrs Dowling gave strict instructions to the students on how to use the scalpel to carefully open their toads. It was to be placed on its back, with all four legs pinned down. A careful cut was to be made along the belly, not deep enough to damage the contents inside. A lot of the girls (and even a few boys) felt quite squeamish at the thought. Max never wanted to hurt any animal, alive or dead. He began to feel dizzy and told Mrs Dowling that he felt faint. She sighed and instructed Max to sit near the window at the front of the class and breathe in some fresh air. She also told Phaestus he was to do the experiment by himself. Phaestus was not amused and scowled in the direction of his former partner. Max opened the window wider for more fresh air, sticking his head half way out. Some of the children giggled while he stood there, but Max didn’t care.
As the class was about to conduct their experiments, he wondered what Phaestus would do. He didn’t seem to be holding the scalpel but was staring intensely at the toad, muttering under his breath. Mrs Dowling had her back turned to Phaestus, helping children in the front row. It became obvious that she didn’t really care if he participated or not. Curiously, Max could see that Phaestus was raising his left hand over his toad.
But why? he wondered.
What Max saw next he couldn’t believe. Phaestus’ hand seemed to glow a dull green colour. The greenness seemed to swirl and form around his hand like a mist. Down it travelled from his hand and into the belly of the toad. Then the weirdest event of all occurred.
“Mrs Dowling, come quick! My toad is alive!” screamed Nancy Higgins in the second row.
“Miss Higgins, if this is a trick!” exclaimed Mrs Dowling.
Jordie Smith and his partner four desks away jumped in terror as if a fire cracker exploded under their bottoms.
“Mrs Dowling, our toad has come back to life too!” he yelled.
“This is not funny at all children! These toads are dead and have been for some time! Stop these lies at once!” Mrs Dowling commanded.
That’s when the noise started. First one ‘croak’, then another ‘croak’, followed by more ‘croaks.’ Then another and another and another...until the whole class was overtaken by the cries of toads come back to life. The students didn’t know what to do and Mrs Dowling seemed gobsmacked. Only one person didn’t seem surprised and that was Phaestus who was sniggering at the back of the classroom. The toads had begun to spring to life and were now all hopping around the classroom. In the chaos, students were screaming and terrified. Girls stood on chairs while boys cheered and hollered from the corners of the room.
“Class, control yourselves! They are only toads and not dangerous at all. We must remain calm and capture the...”
Before she could finish, a large toad sprang from a desk in front of her and landed splat on her face. Her scream was heard in the whole school and talked about for years to come.
***
Eventually order was brought to the classroom and all the toads captured and taken away. Max worried about how the toads came back to life, but was happy that they never had to cut them open. He was more concerned by what he saw before the incident. What was the strange green mist that came from Phaestus’ hand? Did it make the toads come back to life? Was it magic? Not that Max believed that real magic existed. But in the weirdest town in the world, who knew what was possible. Max was determined to find some answers.
***
After school Max followed Phaestus out the gate. The rain had stopped but the sky was still grey. His Dad was nowhere to be seen, as was the black car that brought Phaestus earlier in the morning. As Max cautiously watched, Phaestus seemed annoyed that no car was to take him home. Max, curious about the incident with the toads today, decided to follow him.
The Greenant house was a twenty five minute walk through Sovereign Creek and along the way home to Max’s house anyway. Phaestus was slow in walking so it was hard for Max to keep a good distance without being noticed. A lady walked her dog in the opposite direction to the boys. As she approached, the dog growled at Phaestus, disliking his presence near him. Phaestus spoke sharply to the dog owner who was instantly apologetic for disturbing him. Max never understood the power the Greenant family wielded in Sovereign Creek, where even dog walkers were afraid of them.
Before too long they approached the house that Max hated so much. He hid behind a tree to better spy on Phaestus. As he approached the front gate, Phaestus waved his hand and it seemed to open by itself.
This is impossible, thought Max, there must be a remote control.
Before Phaestus entered, he turned around to see if anyone was watching. Max quickly hid back behind the tree hoping he wasn’t seen. After five minutes he slowly peered around the tree again. Phaestus was gone and the gates had shut tightly. He breathed a sigh of relief and crossed the road standing outside the locked gate.
How did he open it without touching it? wondered Max.
But before he could think any further, Max heard a voice coming from the forest across the road. He swiftly dived into a bush near the gate, hoping once again that he was not seen. He crouched down as low as he could. The deep, mean voice sounded closer and closer. Max parted a branch to easily view the approaching person. What he saw sent a chill down his spine.
CHAPTER 3: THE UNSEEN MONSTER
The sun had risen early on that very morning Mr and Mrs Wellington arrived in Sovereign Creek. They were sitting on the park bench in front of the Grocery Store, pondering how to start their important mission. Noises could be heard in the store as Mr MacDonald was preparing to open for the day.
“It seems the day has arrived and people will soon come with it, Mrs Wellington. Do you feel strong enough to continue?” asked a concerned Mr Wellington.
“Yes Mr Wellington, we must go on. I confess dreadful uneasiness concerning the disappearance of the Moon Spirit. Who would be foolish enough to do such an unspeakable act? The moon is a part of the natural balance itself,” she said.
As they spoke, a boy on a bicycle arrived at the Grocery Store. Both Mr and Mrs Wellington were conscious of this curious boy watching them. Not wanting to draw attention to themselves, it was decided that they would move away from the store and explore Sovereign Creek. The town itself was clean and incredibly tidy. There were many shops in the main street. Some of them sold dresses, books, creepy ornaments and many peculiar items. It reminded them very much of a spooky English village. One store in particular, situated in a double story terraced building, attracted their attention.
“Do you sense a presence at this building Mr Wellington? My magic may have waned, but my psychic powers remain strong. Do you feel us being called?” asked Mrs Wellington.
“I do indeed sense a presence, but your mind is much sharper in these matters, my dear,” he said.
Come to me, said a voice in their minds, I am here.
“I distinctly hear a voice beckoning us. What do you suppose it means?” asked Mr Wellington.
Mrs Wellington closed her eyes and concentrated on the voice summoning them.
I hear your voice. Who are you? thought Mrs Wellington.
Come to me, said the voice again.
Where are you? she asked.
Near to you. Come to me.
I must ask again...where? What direction? Mrs Wellington asked again.
The door with the golden lock, behind the building where you stand, the voice said.
***
The Wellingtons walked down an alley next to the building. At the rear was a gate that opened to a courtyard. Both cautiously entered, unsure of what to expect. There was a lawn with a tended garden surrounding the fence. They could not see any doorway with a golden lock. Mr Wellington walked around the corner of the building and quickly beckoned for his wife to join him. At this wall was a set of doors that presumably led to a basement. On the outside of these doors, was a golden padlock.
“It seems we have found our golden lock,” said Mr Wellington.
You will not be able to enter, said the voice.
Now that they were closer to the source of the voice in their heads, it was much clearer. It echoed in their minds like the sound of scraping gravel.
And why can we not enter? A lock such as this would prove easy to overcome, said Mr Wellington.
The lock is not as it seems. It is a seal forged from old, dark magic, it replied.
The voice from the basement let out a low growl, a sign of its displeasure at being trapped for so long.
But who are you? And what person sealed you so tightly in such a prison? enquired Mrs Wellington.
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