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The Return

 


Along a northern mountain pass a very special
train moves along a track at a slow pace through a heavy rainstorm.
While there are many other tracks through these mountain passes
with many other trains, this train has its own that no others can
ride on. Five times a week the Griffin Express moves between New
York City and the Griffin Valley and never has there been a
problem. The trip is always swift and the train is always on time.
For reasons yet unknown this night things are very different. It
looks as if for the first time ever the Griffin Express will not
meet its schedule. The blackness of the night is broken only by
irregular flashes of lighting which illuminate the unusually heavy
rain and the train’s exceptionally slow progress. The woodland
around the mountain is dark and deep and as the lights from the
train reaches out there are unknown eyes reflecting back watching
as the train passes. Talk of explosions and fire on the tracks
ahead is heard across the engineer’s radio. He is not sure what to
make of it. No other train is allowed on his track! The
communications are garbled. The engineer is uncertain if the radio
noise is about his track or some other. He calls for information
but receives no instructions from the dispatchers, so he continues
slow and cautiously. The Man is very upset. This is completely
unheard of! For the first time ever his train will not be on
time.

The passengers have more than noticed the
slow pace of the train. They keep up their complaints to the
conductor. Many doubt they will make it to the valley by morning. A
few harass the train employees. Most just stare out into the
darkness and the heavy falling rain amazed by the reflections of
the lightening off of the sides of the mountains.

Into the train car enters a lovely young
woman carrying a long cloak. She quickly glances at the other
passengers with a certain amount of apprehension on her face then
watches the relentless flashes of light from outside as she finds
her seat. She is tall. Her hair is red; her eyes are ice and blue
and sparkle almost magically with each flash of lightening that
fills the car. She sits down and just like everyone else begins to
gaze out into the darkness. To anyone who notices, her face is
filled with worry. The woman whispers complaints to herself about
how slow the train is. She mumbles on to her reflection in the
window about the rumors she had heard on the platform before the
train left New York. In all fairness, they were just rumors—nothing
anyone would have taken seriously; or so she thinks.

The Lady is Claire Cohan. She is the wife of
Harry Cohan. A few times a year Harry lectures at the Citadel
University in upstate New York. It is the place that Claire first
met Harry and to where now she is returning for the first time in
many years. She had in fact received word of a possible accident at
the university. While the message was serious, there was nothing in
it that made her worry too much about Harry and remained
unconcerned until she inexplicable lost contact with him. As the
train rolls on Claire has a terrible feeling and it shows on her
face. She senses danger but while looking around carefully she sees
no obvious logic in what she is feeling.

Before leaving the city individuals arriving
on the train platform spread rumors of large explosions and
insisted that fires could be seen burning in the Griffin Valley.
“How strange—fires burning in this kind of weather,” Claire
wonders? “They must have been seeing things, or were they?” The
weather is really wild it has even caused mudslides. All roads are
blocked by the mudslides and the only way in is by train. That
seems very suspicious to Claire. She wonders if she might be riding
into a trap. “If I am moving into a trap then Harry is there
already,” she obsesses in her mind and whispers to herself in
distress. “Trap, what trap? Who would trap me? God none of this
makes any sense! Why hasn’t Harry contacted me?”

Suddenly, and so abruptly that Claire is
forced to grab the seat in front of her desperately holding on
tightly as the train attempts to screech into an emergency stop!
There is a brilliant flash of light and then a tremendous
explosion! The train begins to roll over on its side. Screams are
heard from every direction! Claire screams! The sound of metal
being bent and crushed surrounds her. Then there is nothing. A
moment of stillness in total darkness; the train has lost all
power. Without lights Claire cannot even see her own hand in front
of her face. Desperate voices talk to one another while trying to
move about in total blackness. Claire finds herself lying on what
used to be the ceiling of the car and is now its floor. People are
moaning and crying. There are calls for help. Claire can not see
anything—it is too dark! She struggles onto her knees. She feels
her arms and legs, “I’m not hurt,” she thinks almost out loud.
There is mass confusion around her. She feels along the floor and
searches for a direction to move in. Accidentally she lays her hand
on what had been one of the cars’ ceiling lights. She looks around
her as best she can then bends over close to the lamp. With her
lips nearly touching the light, she whispers, “Solas!”

The lights in the car come on. People can see
one another as they slowly and cautiously begin to stand up. Then
the car begins to rotate from the motion of people inside. Soon it
rolls on to its side. Passengers scream as the car comes to rest on
the next set of rail tracks. Now, the ceiling is a set of windows,
the lights are part of one wall, and the seats make up the other
wall. Men try to open the car doors but they are bent and will not
move.

Claire begins to move to her feet as she
looks around for her cloak. If she can find it she can help but she
has to hide what she is up to, and she needs the cloak to do that.
She sees it hanging from one of the seats and quickly puts it on.
Everyone is trapped; something drastic has to be done. Claire pulls
the hood of the cloak over her then turns to face the wall. There
is a flash of light that scares everyone. No one knows what just
happened or where the flash had come from.

When Claire turns back she has a long thin
broad sword in her hand that hums with a slight glow. The sword
shimmers and is stunning to look at. It almost seems as if it is
made of light. When she raises it up a woman begins to scream out
of fear.

“Oh shut up you,” Claire
shouts at her with a very strong and distinct sound of Ireland in
her voice!

She jumps upward and swings the sword at the
“emergency release” on the window above. The window, still inside
its frame comes crashing down as Claire jumps out of the way. She
slices the supports off several car seats and with a wave of her
hand braces them under the now open window. Once again she turns
toward the wall and placing the sword under her cloak; there is
another flash and when she turns back the sword is gone.

“Get on with it now!”
Claire shouts desperately as she uses the stacked seats to climb to
the top of the rail car and out the window. The rain pours down and
lightening flashes as she kneels on top of the car helping one
person after another climb out. From a distance, there is a
noise—then it repeats itself. Claire looks up raising her hood
above her eyes in the direction of the noise.

“Oh my God,” Claire shouts
with shock and fear! There is another train coming along the
secondary track. It is heading right at them!

“Move! Move! Move!” Claire
screams at the passengers several men help while yelling the same.
There is an old couple walking along the bottom of the car
gathering their personal belongings.

“There’s another train
coming!” Claire screams at them. “Get up! Get out! Now!” The men
who are helping stand-up and run to save themselves.

“We’re coming!” the old
woman shouts back, but she doesn’t try to climb up. She is too busy
shouting at the old man. The train is now so close its head light
is blinding Claire.

She shouts desperately, “Come on!”

It is too late! Claire stands runs and jumps
off the far side of the car leaping into the air as the trains
collide. A tremendous explosion and a stupendous fireball follow
Claire as she bounces down the side of the mountain and onto an
access road below.

There are several loud explosions as the new
train is pushed off of one track and onto the other. Claire rolls
over and behind a large bolder as fire and large pieces of train
parts come raining down around her!

Claire braces beneath the rock in sheer
terror and prays. Then everything stops as time seems to stand
still. There is nothing crashing down anymore. Only the endless
sound of rain falling and intermittent lighting interrupt a strange
calm which begins as Claire lies on the ground amidst the sight of
fires burning and the stink of fuel oil from train engines. At
first she does not move. Her back and legs are in pain. As she
looks up it is clear she has been cut. Rain washes away the blood
as fast as it appears on her face. The rest of her cannot be seen
from behind the cloak.

Shaking, Claire pushes herself up onto her
knees and then rolls over with her back against the rock. As she
looks up there lay the engine from one of the trains. Had she
chosen the other side of the road to seek cover she would have been
crushed. With rain still heavy Claire stares in wondrous terror at
the wreckage for quite a while before she finally remembers to
blink. She looks down the railway access road. There are utility
lights once every 50 yards or so. The road back to the city is
blocked by wreckage. Claire sits there for a while with her head on
her knees and tries to think of what to do next. Looking about she
sees no bodies. The train that faces her is the one that came from
the other direction. There does not seem to be any survivors. There
doesn’t seem to be anyone. It is as if there was no one driving the
other train. “This is a night for hell on earth,” Claire thinks.
“For whatever else might be going on I certainly have not clue what
it might be.”

Claire feels pain but decides to try standing
anyway. Bracing against the rock she lifts herself onto her feet.
Standing for a moment in the rain she takes a step and then
another. The pain continues as she moves but she is tolerating it.
Though shaken Claire has survived with only minor cuts and bruises
and believe it or not the cloak she wears not only keeps her warm
and dry but also has the ability to heal.

Claire takes a few steps toward the other
side of the road. With the light from the burning wreckage she can
see up the side of the mountain and is amazed to have survived the
fall. Clearly however the climb is too steep to return. Pausing for
a moment to look around Claire does not see many options. With the
rain coming down so hard that one can barely see the utility
lights, Claire turns north and begins to walk. At first she limps a
bit and then slowly the pain seems to subside. The rain does not
penetrate her cloak. In fact, the cloak dries her clothing beneath
it. She has never been one for cloaks but thinks very highly of
this one.

After walking for a time Claire begins to
notice voices coming from above on the main tracks. There are calls
for help and some seem to be moaning. Others shout for everyone to
keep moving. Claire assumes there are survivors from the train
wreck. After a mile or so a railway supply shack appears. It is
surrounded by wire fencing. A sign on top is marked “Chattanooga
Pass Supply Substation 1.”

Everything is locked. Claire looks around for
a moment carefully that no one is watching. Raising her right hand
there is a flash of light and her sword appears. With a few swings
Claire makes short work of both the fence and the lock on the
door.

Inside, hope of calling for help fades away;
there is no phone or radio or anything. There are several hand
lights. Claire borrows one. Staring out the door and into the rain
Claire keeps wondering how she managed to get herself into this
mess. The situation presents few options. Still shaking a bit,
Claire keeps reminding herself about Harry. There is a really nice
train station at the entrance to the Griffin Valley. It could not
be far now. Once there she could call for help and if not, the
tunnel entrance to the Valley was but a short walk away.

The volume of the rainfall is mind-boggling
to her. It is coming down so hard that raindrops are bouncing off
of the ground as they hit. As hard as her night has been so far
Claire is still sick with worry about her husband. A nightmare of
him lying somewhere, calling for help and no one answering his call
haunts her—odd thinking for someone who was nearly in that very
same position but an hour sooner. But this is Claire; her nature,
dwelling upon the world around and her family and not herself. The
one exception was of course for Claire’s endless search for the
perfect cup of tea. Tea is Claire’s one big self indulgence which
is clearly not going be satisfied by standing in a railroad utility
hut.

Walking again she comes upon an access trail
that winds itself up the side of the mountain. The borrowed light
is quite powerful and cast a long and brilliant blue and white
beam. Except for a few slips moving up she has no problem finding
her way. However Claire is not prepared for what she finds at the
top. There is a long line of people moving out of the north and
heading toward the train wreck.

Many of the passersby are limping and others
are being carried. People’s clothes are very dirty, torn and
stained with blood. Everyone is soaking wet. Many are crying and
others are near the point of exhaustion.

“My God,” Claire thinks!
“What has happened?”

Fear and alarm now replaced reason.

“Where is Harry?” She
mutters to herself in distress!

If he is in the same condition he would need
her right now! Claire begins to move along the edge of the tracks
against the flow of people. It is so dark that only the light she
carries illuminates anything. Endless questions possess her but
each time she approaches someone he or she moves away. Claire is
desperate and is now certain that she needs to make her way into
the valley. She shouts at the crowd of people walking, “There’s a
train wreck ahead! You can’t go that way!”

The rain is so intense she doubts many have
heard her. One man walking by looks in to her face with blood shot
eyes. She can barely see him in the dark but he scars her. He says
in a broken voice, “There’s nothing but death in the other
direction!”

The tides of people seem endless. By their
clothing Claire knows they had come out of the Griffin Valley. She
just does not understand why no one is willing to volunteer a few
answers. Some are dressed in school uniforms and others are members
of the staff. Clearly, they are gripped by fear but they are also
outside the Realm. All of these people including Claire are members
of a society that is distinct and apart from the rest of the world.
This society has its own rules, places and government. Among
themselves their world is known simply as “the Realm.” The valley,
the university and its prep school are all part of it. All the
people on the tracks are members. Claire had not been to this place
for many years so she is a stranger. There are rules against
talking to strangers. But there is something else going on
here—something so bad it has inflicted so much fear there seems no
way of reasoning with anyone.

Some of the passing people are moaning.
Claire truly wants to help. Indeed, she wants to stop and help all
of them but fear now has her too. She has to find Harry!

Claire walks more than five miles before
spotting the lights of the Chattanooga Pass Station. The station
itself is gone but some lights remain. The station has been burned
to the ground. The tracks that ran in front have been torn apart by
an explosion. “The world has gone mad,” Claire thinks

Turning to follow the flow of people back
toward a tunnel in the mountain, she finds the entrance scorched by
fire. The signs that hung over the entrance are still burning; in
the rain? They are burning while it is raining? It all seems very
unreal. Claire begins to make her way through the tunnel. Suddenly
an old man grabs her by the arms and Claire screams.

“Don’t go back there!” he
shouts. “Leave here while you can! The Darkside is on the
move!”

Claire shoves the man away from her.
“Get-OFF-Of Me,” She shouts at him as he stumbles! He has startled
her and she stands for a moment to catch her breath. People
continue to walk pass her in a near mindless daze. Claire knows she
has to stay focused. Continuing onward after a mile she enters the
northernmost edge of the Valley of the Griffin. Things seem very
out of place. The tunnel is only mile long, but at the other end
there is no rain falling.

Claire moves out of the tunnel to the intense
sound of rushing water. Here at the extreme northern edge of the
valley is the waterfall that feeds the main river. In the dark of
the night she cannot see the towering mass but the area is heavy
with mist from the water crashing onto the rocks. The sound it
makes is deafening but beautiful and is very out of place given all
the horror around her. The river it feeds flows into the valley and
past the university. A human tide of people covers the trail
leading out. The path is too narrow, and the volume of people is
too much for Claire to try to walk against. Near the river shore
are some small abandoned boats. Climbing aboard one she throws off
the anchor line and begins to float downstream.

Sitting in the rear of the boat Claire uses a
small wooden rudder to steer. She watches as people onshore
struggled to keep moving. Some are calling for help. Others are
helping, but most just ignore the pleas. Claire is completely
baffled by this behavior. The people of the valley are good and
caring group. She does not know what to think of what she is
witnessing. Fear kept her mind focused on the nightmare of her
husband lying dead somewhere. It is a horror unlike anything she
has ever experienced, and it is now reinforced by the smell of
death that seems to come from every direction.

On the horizon things look even grimmer if
that is possible. Light from an enormous fire reflects on the
clouds above and fans out in every direction. The woodland around
the university is burning in a firestorm. Her small boat floats
past the trees on shore and into a clearing.

Claire gasps, “Oh my God!”

The scene on shore is one of mass
destruction. She stands on her small boat in total shock wanting to
cry. This valley had been the most beautiful place she had ever
lived and now it is in ruins. She spent 11 years here as a
schoolgirl. The valley’s beauty was so possessing its images often
filled her dreams. Now – now it is scorched earth in every
direction! Sorrow turns to anger as Claire fills with rage at those
who had destroyed her schoolgirl home. Suddenly, there is an
enormous explosion whose shock wave sends Claire crashing onto the
deck of the boat! Time passes as she lies there motionless.

Claire is unconscious. As she slowly
struggles awake again she finds herself face down against the wood
of the boat. Some time has obviously passed for on the horizon the
slightest hint of sunlight can be detected. She struggles to her
knees. Claire kneels there for a moment before she notices the
sound of steel breaking against itself. As she turns in the
direction of the noise the look on Claire’s face moves from pain to
shock and then to fear.

In the blue-gray murky reflections of dawns’
first light the Citadel can be seen in the distance highlighted by
the glow of fire. Its massive stone walls give way to a large
field. Beyond the field is woodland consumed by a firestorm and on
the field university students are in full battle against creatures
dressed in blood-red cloaks. The sight is hideous and the students
are not winning. They are obviously too tired to fight. They cross
swords with their enemies run and then turn and fight some more.
Each time the creatures pursue keeping them from resting. There are
no firearms in the valley. Unless enchanted simple guns, pistols
and rifles are useless against members of the Realm. Each time the
students stop to fight one or more of them fall by the sword of
their attackers. These creatures are the Army of the Darkside the
old man in the tunnel had warned against.

Abruptly, a loud penetrating screaming roar
pierces Claire’s ears. It seems to come from the sky. In the next
moment, lions with wings fly-in and land behind the Darksiders on
the field. These creatures stand five times the height of a man
nearly as tall as the trees. They have enormous claws or talismans.
Their roar, or their scream, or whatever the sound they make is
painful to hear. Claire is forced to cover her ears. Even with her
ears covered the sound of the creatures sends pain up and down her
spine. In the 11 years she lived in the valley Claire had never
laid eyes on a real Griffin. Clearly, they are real and infuriated!
They have left their sanctuary and are now targeting the creatures
in the red cloaks!

The scream of the Griffins has the same
impact on the Darksiders as it does on Claire. It is obvious they
use their ability to make this sound as a weapon. The ones who had
been fighting with the students now turn to face them. Their leader
is a Teilusfar. He pulls off his cloak revealing a head that is
half man half goat. Its antlers protrude outward and into a circle
moving along the side of its face and coming out in front to a
point. Its body is muscular but in place of arms protrudes the
tentacles of an octopus. Waving swords in two of its tentacles the
Teilusfar orders the Griffins to withdraw. The Griffins roar as the
Teilusfar and his army is forced to grab their ears and bend over
in pain. They raise their swords at the Griffins and bolts of
energy discharge! It is a desperate move. Throwing high levels of
raw power from a sword will weaken the bearer very
quickly—particularly after battling all night.

The Griffins are thrown into the air and
crash down on their backs. The Matriarch of the Griffins recovers
fast. Rolling quickly she jumps up. Moving to strike she goes after
the Darksiders bent forward keeping her head low to the ground.
When the Darksiders send bolts of energy at her she roars in pain
but does not stop her forward attack. When she is close enough to
strike the other Griffins roar forcing the Darksiders to hold their
ears rather than their swords. The Matriarch reaches out with her
talismans and begins to cut the Darksiders in two starting with the
Teilusfar. Again and again she swings! With each swipe dozens of
Darksiders are vanquished. The students who had run now return in
force.

Without warning a new wave of Darksiders runs
out from the burning forest screaming a hideous noise lead by yet
another Teilusfar. They blast the closest griffin off of its feet
and closing quickly they overwhelmed the students that were
protecting it and drive their swords into the Griffin which roars
in agony as it is instantly reduced to ash. With just two mighty
leaps the Matriarch crossed the battlefield and facing the new
column of Darksiders she roars so powerfully that the fire in the
forest behind the Darksiders raises high into the air. The
Darksiders are forced to their knees in pain. Then she inhales
again stretching her body wide and when she exhales fire flies from
her mouth and everything in front of her, including all of the
Darksiders is reduced to ashes!

Now very weak the Matriarch collapses onto
the ground. Unleashing her fire had used up her remaining strength.
Using energy always makes a member of the Realm weak. Using too
much can kill any creature man or beast. Three Griffins come and
surround the Matriarch in an effort to protect her. Two others spot
Claire floating on the river. They make a loud noise but do not
roar. They run to the river’s edge to see who is on the boat.
Standing high over Claire sniffing the air with teeth exposed
glared at her intensely wondering which side she is on. Claire
stands as high on the small boat as she can. She removes her cloak
so that the Griffins will see who she is—just a girl dressed in a
brown sweater and jeans. She isn’t a threat. In a gesture of
respect she bows to the Griffins and they relax. They make sounds
to each other and then turn away.

Soon Claire floats up to the river dock near
the entrance of the Citadel. Since the American Revolution
thousands of members of the Realm had come to this place. Here they
did not have to live in fear of being discovered. They could
practice their art without being threatened. They could learn to
make a contribution to society without being isolated by it. Here
lifelong friendships were made and some even fell in love. Now the
enormous 300-year-old doors that marked its great entrance lay
crushed and burning. Claire is made sick by the sight of it.

The Darksiders had planned well. It made
Claire suspect that they had help. The high stone walls have
gapping holes. Everywhere people lay about but no one is moving.
Darksiders lay face down next to the students who had vanquished
them. Brilliant lives with everything to live for are cut short for
reasons that go beyond Claire’s comprehension. “Why,” she thinks
out loud! “Why?”

Claire feels ill, and she has a huge lump on
her head from where she hit the boat. Cuts and bruises cover her.
She has traveled all night and is now having trouble breathing. The
sight of what true evil can do overwhelms her. Tears fill her eyes
as she is forced to step over one person after another making her
way into the commons.

These red creatures are the dark side of the
Realm. This is how they got their name, “Darksiders.” “The train,”
Claire remembers. There was a flash before the accident just like
the one that knocked her out on the boat. The Darksiders had
launched an attack outside of the Realm. Claire is just now
realizing all of this.

“Oh my God,” she thinks.
“If the mundane world feels threatened by the Realm they will
send-in their armies!”

Soon Claire is walking through what is left
of the door and into what is left of the castle. The great halls
and classrooms are empty. Smoke still rises from the ashes. The
stench of death is everywhere. The sun begins to rise as Claire
walks across the breezeway that connects the castle to the main
living quarters.

She moves with extreme caution as she enters
the main hall because now she senses something else is wrong. It is
dangerous, it is close and it feels very cold to her. Claire
reaches out with her mind becoming very alert. As she moves past
one of the rooms a creature in a red cloak carefully lurks from
behind the door.

Claire does not see it but she can sense it.
The thing creeps-out of the room and begins to stalk her. Claire
goes from room to room searching for anyone. She walks past another
room not noticing yet another pair of eyes watching. Again, Claire
cannot hear or see anyone but she knows. Three creatures now
guardedly stalked her from behind. Each time Claire looks around
they hid themselves. They obviously want her, but they are clearly
afraid of her.

The one thing Claire cannot sense is Harry.
At such a close distance if he were anywhere to be found she would
be able to feel his presence. Claire’s heart begins to breaking as
a cloud of hopelessness comes over her. She knows now. Harry’s
essence is gone. He must have been vanquished. So powerful a
practitioner Harry was. No one could have taken him by the sword
alone he must have been destroyed in his entirety. Claire will be
lucky if she can locate his ashes. Neither could anyone have taken
Harry’s brother Philo, or his wife Sara. Philo is High Chancellor
and the single most powerful individual magical force on the
planet, a person referred to simply as the White Robin. Sara, like
Claire is an Alfa-Omega of the first order. No one could have taken
her by the sword either; Claire cannot not sense any one of them.
In the case of Philo this is simply impossible. The only thing that
could have terminated his existence is old age. Something very new
or very ancient has stepped into the Realm. There is no logic to
what has happened here. What Claire certainly can sense are the
children.

She walks halfway through the next passage to
the point where it connects with another corridor. Each time she
moves forward the creatures in the red cloaks get closer and
closer. They are like wolves afraid their prey might run off but
waiting for the perfect moment to attack.

At the far end of the adjoining hallway
appears three Darksiders who stand in their blood-red cloaks
staring at Claire. Their dark deformed faces are slightly
illuminated by the rising sun. Which is yet another oddity, they
can barely function in day light. Claire just moves on. She thinks
it is strange that these creatures are showing themselves. In small
numbers they are no match for a Practitioner. They know that, she
knows that and their daring and sudden appearance changes nothing.
If they could speak English she would grab one and find out what
has happen by beating it out of them. For now she has more
important things to do so Claire ignores them.

As she walks thoughts race through her mind
and her soul begins to feel empty again knowing Harry is gone. It
accompanies a realization that, except for a sister whom she has
not seen in eight years Claire is now alone. It feeds a growing
melancholy that had begun when she could not save those two old
people on the train. Claire would have come sooner had she any hint
of the danger. She would have summoned and army of practitioners
had there been the slightest notion the Darkside had risen. As for
the survivors, she still senses the children. “I need to find
them,” she thinks with a certain amount of urgency. Focusing on
them helps her deflect feelings of despair. As she continues to
walk three more Darksiders entered the hall blocking her path. Then
the ones who had been stalking appear from behind. Claire is
trapped or so they think! At the sight of the first three
Darksiders; fear had left Claire. There is only anger and revenge
on her mind right now.

Claire’s fears are for the family she loves.
She is not afraid of anyone or anything—least of all nine evil
worthless dark creatures arrogant enough to think they could take
on an Alfa Practitioner and survive. The three in the adjoining
corridor pull swords and charge. They yelled words Claire has never
heard before. She gives an evil glare of her own but makes no move
choosing instead to ponder a lot of built up disgust that she is
about to vent. The three behind her draw their swords and charge,
followed by the three in front who draw and charge.

When the first three got close enough Claire
pulls the hood from the top of her head, raises her left hand and
shouts in ancient Celtic, “I steach I An Fear Aer!”

The three go flying into the air backward
across the entire length of the corridor crashing hard upon the
doors at the far end. Claire quickly raises her right hand
inverted, and with a flash of light her sword appears. She points
it at the three charging her from the front and shouts,
“Cumhacht!”

A bolt of power flies from the end of the
sword and strikes the three reducing them to ashes. In the next
moment Claire spins backward at the three who are attacking from
behind. She shatters their swords like toys an instant before they
would have killed her. Claire’s fury knows no mercy. She swings her
sword with startling speed cutting the dark one to her right in
half which reduces him to ashes that floats for a very brief moment
before collapsing onto the floor. She spins around at the middle
one and lops its head off; it to burst into ashes. The remaining
one she runs the sword through, it too is instantly reduced to
ash.

The three at the far end of the adjoining
corridor have made it back to their feet. Once again they charge.
“One would have thought they would have learned their lesson,”
Claire thinks.

“Cumhacht!” Claire shouts.
The remaining three are reduced to a dusty memory. Bitter anger
rages from Claire as she screams in emotional pain!

Claire stands limp against the hallway wall.
Its cool temperature provides some relief for her bruised face.
“Emotions are in control,” she thinks. “This is not a good thing.
Have to be in control, have to survive, must find the children!”
She also feels the effect of tossing raw power from her sword. She
has not done such a thing in a very long time but Claire is a very
powerful Practitioner. It would take dozens of strikes before it
had any real effect on her. It is the depravity of the events that
surround her and their impact upon her mind that she must move past
them long enough to finish the day. She is a woman of faith and
right now she wonders if maybe God may has left her alone?

Responding to the sound of battle, a boy and
girl come rushing in through the far doorway. Claire immediately
takes a defensive posture. Then she realizes they are wearing
student uniforms. They look terrified. Their clothing is torn and
covered with blood and dirt. She relaxes her posture.

The two walk up to her cautiously and
obviously surprised to see her in this place. “I am Jason
Fesserack,” the boy says. “I’m Lisa Barns,” the girl tells her.

“I am Mrs. Harry Cohan.
I’ve come to search for my husband, Professor Cohan. What happened
to you two? What happened in this place? What is this blood on
you?”

“We’ve been fighting since
sunset,” Lisa explains. “Many of us are gone. The blood was
splattered when they fell.” The girl seems distant and she does not
blink much and keeps looking around and shifting her eyes. She
never looks at anyone and obviously is expecting something to
happen.

“I know your husband Lady
Cohan,” Jason insists.

“Can you tell me where I
might find him?” Claire inquires with hopelessness in her
heart.

“No my Lady,” Jason
answers. “After the first wave of attacks the Lady Sara sent him
off to seek out the Alfa male of the Griffin pride to warn him that
Darksiders had entered his valley.”

“What happened to the Lord
White Robin?” she replies.

“He went off with the
members of the Board and the Robin’s cauldron to perform the
equinox visual,” Lisa tells her. Then the group would have fasted
until sunset, when the Robin would perform the passion of the
wings.”

“Were did they go?” Claire
asks.

“No one knows my Lady,”
Lisa insists. “The ceremony is performed in a cave that is lit only
at sunrise on the morning of the equinox. The passion location is
always kept secret.”

Claire leans against the wall. Emotion is
replacing reasoning again. Her chest tightens and she is having
trouble breathing. The situation is so desperate. Claire turns and
rolls against the cold stone wall searching for some relief.

“No one survived?” Claire
asks with her voice breaking.

“Three made it back,”
Jason answers. “One of the members of the Robin’s cauldron was
carried by two others. The one they carried was mortally wounded.
The other two stood and fought with us. They vanquished hundreds of
Darksiders before they were worn down by the numbers.”

“They said,” Lisa adds,
“that a dark lord using a wand and wizard’s craft attacked them by
surprise, that he trapped the White Robin in a Merlin’s Cave! Do
you know what a Merlin’s Cave is, my Lady?”

Claire shakes her head. “I know who Merlin is
of course but I never heard of such a cave. A dark lord wielding a
wand and using wizard’s craft,” she thinks out loud. “That’s a
warlock! A warlock in America, how is this possible?” She looks up
at Lisa and Jason.

“What of the Lady Sara and
the children,” Claire asks?

Jason answers her with pain in his voice as
Lisa begins to cry. “Lady Sara led the student against the
Darksiders when they breached the main gate. She and the student
senior class fought them to a standstill and blocked them from
invading the commons. But they breached the walls, and she and all
of the rest of us were overwhelmed!” Jason bows his head and begins
to cry.

Claire looks at them. “She led the charge,
did she?” Claire asserts. “You’re bloody damned right she did!”
Claire speaks loudly and in pain and with an odd sound of pride in
her voice as tears come to her eyes too. “What about the
children?”

Lisa looks up. “They are trapped inside the
Robin’s quarters. There are nearly three dozen Darksiders outside
there trying to get past the Robin’s barrier.”

“The barrier is holding?”
Claire asks quickly.

“Yes my Lady,” Lisa
replies.

“Do you not know what that
means?” Claire tells them as both looked up at her. “That means
that where ever he is, the White Robin must still be alive! Thank
God for that!”

Claire looks across to the window on the
opposite side of the corridor. She stands upright and walks over.
After waving her hand the window abruptly opens. Then she casts the
sound of her voice across the winds in ancient Celt; “Cara, Cara
duinn An seo mo Glaoigh An seo mo guth Tabhair aird uirthi mo
Amhran!”

Claire pulls a pen and paper from her robe
and begins to write:

 


Cohan,

There has been a battle. Many dead from
Darksider attack including most of staff and many students. Harry
and Sara lost. Philo is missing. Board and cauldron wiped out. A
dark lord using a wand and wizard’s craft is thought
responsible.



-- Claire

 


As she finishes writing a large bald eagle
appears at the window. It screeches an eagle’s noise at them.
Claire rolls up the note and hands it to the bird.“Take this to
Lord Cohan,” she tells the eagle.

The creature leaps into the air and
disappears into the sky.

“I have to go and help the
children,” Claire announces.

“You can’t!” Jason
demands.

“It’s impossible!” Lisa
says agreeing with him.

“A large group of
Darksiders has been outside the apartment all night. They are still
there! There are dozens of them pooling their powers and trying to
get through the magic protecting the children!” Jason is trying to
make certain Claire understands the situation is
hopeless.

“Dozens you say?” Claire
asserts with fury in her voice. “Well, then—good!” Claire’s face
begins to turn red. “’Tis about time for some payback I’m
thinking!”

Claire walks past the students who are
looking at each other with panic on their faces and heads for the
children. But before she goes through the door, she turns back at
the two of them and says, “Off with you both now. I’m telling you
to leave!”

Then Claire kicks the door open and begins to
make her way into the next tower. She waves her hand and opens the
next door and walks in at which point Lisa and Jason catch up to
her.

“My Lady! It is too
dangerous! There are too many!” Lisa insists that Claire come with
them.

Claire stops and turns.

“Listen carefully you
two,” Claire is very stern. “I am ordering you both
out!”

Lisa, clearly very uncomfortable with having
to stand up to Claire says in a reluctant weak voice, “No! I’m
staying!”

“I’m staying too!” Jason
adds.

Claire looks at them as if they are fools.
She orders them out again but they stand their ground.

“Alright then, stay behind
me, listen to what I tell you, follow my lead, and don’t help me
unless I ask!” Claire is frustrated with them. “Do you
understand?”

The two nodded their heads as Claire walks
off.

“Bloody damn students have
a death wish,” Claire thinks.

The sun had risen and begins to strongly
illuminate the hallways. She approaches the adjoining corridor and
pauses just before reaching it. Slowly and careful she lets her
right eye peer around it. Sure enough, at the end of the corridor
there are several dozen Darksiders. Their swords are drawn and
they’re taking turns directing bolts of energy toward a doorway.
Their power keeps hitting an invisible barrier that is made
discernible only when their energy bounces off.

Claire backs away from the corner for a
moment and looks at the two students. She whispers, “Last chance!
It’s about to get nasty and you’ve both had enough already! You
could sit this one out?”

They both insisted on staying. “Fine,” Claire
whispers as if they had made a big mistake. “Stay behind me! Watch
my back!”

Once again, she peers around the corner.

“Let’s get this over with”
she mumbles to her self.

Claire summons her sword and walks out into
the middle of the corridor shouting, “good morning, dark and evil
members of the underworld! Can you not see the sun has risen?” She
raises her sword and points at the windows. “'Tis time for your
wake-up call!”

The entire back row of the Darksiders begins
to turn and raise their swords at her. Before they have a chance to
do anything Claire launches a bolt of power at them. Eleven or so
of them are instantly reduced to ashes.

Jason and Lisa are stunned by the display of
firepower. They too could throw bolts of power. They were only able
to knock Darksiders to the ground with them.

Now half of the remaining Darksiders turned
their attention to Claire as the rest continued to try to break
through the barrier. They launched bolts of power at her and the
students. To Jason and Lisa’s amazement Claire’s sword is able to
absorb their attacks. Claire moves her sword in an arch from side
to side absorbing everything. The Darksiders are bewildered by her
abilities. One by one more turn from the barrier to attack.

Finally, Claire looks at the students and
says, “Turn away!”

This time they listen to her, and with that
she raises her left hand inverted toward the ceiling and said,
“Laith roid Cara duinn Solas!”

A bright ball of light appears in Claire’s
hand as she continues to defend herself with the other. She throws
the ball of light at the Darksiders then quickly turns away. The
ball of light explodes blinding the Darksiders and sending so much
pain into their heads they drop their swords. The brilliant flash
overcomes even the ones who were looking away.

Claire turns back and screams as she charges
swing her sword again and again! The students charged too. Whatever
the students cut apart falls to the ground and dies. Whatever
Claire cuts into turns to ash. Lisa and Jason have never seen
anything like Lady Claire before. She fights like an avenging
angel.

In very short order all of the Darksiders in
the hall are done in. It is not like they ever had much of a
chance. Claire approaches the barrier and with only a slight spark
of light she passed right through it. When the two students
approached it they are stung and stopped. It hurt! Claire turns
around and with a wave of her hand she said, “Lig Teama Teigh
thar!”

With that Lisa and Jason follow Claire into
the home of the White Robin. Claire opens the door very slowly and
peers ahead as best she can. Carefully, she moves from room to
room. She can feel the children are near. Then she hears a baby
crying. She opens the door to the baby’s room, and a sword flies at
her! She blocks it and blocks again.

“Laura!” Claire
shouts.

But the twelve-year-old blonde girl does not
hear her. Fear has grabbed hold of her and made her deaf. Not only
that but like Claire she is using a charmed sword. Something Claire
has never seen a twelve-year-old do before. If one of the students
had come in first and tried to block her with their swords she
would have cut them in two.

Laura strikes again and spins and swings
again and again. It is as if she is avoiding counterattacks but no
one was attacking her. It is eerie to observe. Claire now
understands why Sara had not survived the battle. Obviously, she
had given her charmed sword to Laura to protect the baby. Claire
continues to shout Laura’s name but the little girl is just scared
out of her wits! Finally, Claire grabs her by the wrist of her
sword hand. The girl struggles to get away but Claire shakes her
harshly.

“Laura!” Claire shouts,
“Tis me, Aunt Claire!”

Laura stands silent for a moment. She begins
to focus. She whispers slightly, “Aunt Claire?”

“Yes dear, ‘tis me,”
Claire responds with a sweet and affectionate voice.

Laura wraps her arms around her and begins to
cry. Then she whispers in a panicked voice, “We have to be careful!
The Darksiders are attacking!”

With a flash Claire’s sword vanishes and she
responds by pushing the girl’s hair back across her head. “Aye,
lassie, they are gone now.” Claire held her head and looks deep
into her eyes; again, very affectionate; “they would not have had a
chance against you princess.”

Laura looks back at Claire and in a voice so
cold Claire could not believe it’s coming from a child’s mouth,
Laura says, “Mama is gone. The Darksiders took her.”

Claire picks her up and hugs her tightly. All
Claire can do is cry and hug the little girl. Lisa comes in and
takes her from Claire’s arms. Claire moves to the crib where the
baby lay crying and lifts him up. She gently holds the baby boy as
she walks about trying to calm him while drying her own eyes. She
walks out of the bedroom and into the main living room looking for
some sun light on her face. Peering out the main picture window it
becomes obvious that the hallway is not the only way the Darksiders
had tried to break in. It looks as though they had tried to blast
their way though the wall.

Laura comes out of the bedroom followed by
Lisa. She walks up to the great picture window and peers out of
it.

“That is where Uncle Harry
died,” Laura points at the garden below.

Claire walks up to view where she is
pointing. There is only scorched earth below.

“He tried to protect a big
cat with wings.” Laura says coldly. “The animal fought the dark
ones as fire burned around them. I yelled at Uncle Harry to run,
but he couldn’t hear me.”

“The Alfa male of the
griffin pride,” Jason says thinking out loud.

“Aye,” Claire agrees sadly
as she stares at the yard below. “No wonder the Matriarch Griffin
fought as though she were possessed. They killed her
mate.”

Claire cannot talk about Harry. She cannot
even say his name. She is not certain they are safe and could not
handle the emotions she knows will flood her mind if she thinks
about him. The hope that had filled her heart and had driven her
into the valley in search of Harry is now replaced by an empty
space.

Unexpectedly, the window began to open on its
own. Everyone in the room backed away not knowing what to
expect.

Laura, get behind me!” Claire says as she
hands Laura the baby to hold as she and the two students prepare
for another

 


Then the screech of a bird is heard loudly as
a great bald eagle lands on the windowsill. It is carrying a
note.

“It’s all right everyone,”
Claire says. “Lisa take the baby from Laura,” Claire instructs as
she moves forward to greet the large bird.

Claire takes the note from the bird. It jumps
back into the air, and the window closes. Claire sits down on the
couch and reads

 


“Claire,

Bring the boy back with you. I’ve appointed
Phineenous Dickelbee as acting chancellor. He should arrive there
by noon. Laura is to stay with him. He will hold the post until a
new board can be appointed. Send out a search party for Philo and
retrieve Harry and Sara’s swords!

—Cohan”

 


“Bloody hell Cohan!”
Claire shouts with anger. “You’re a bloody coward,” she thinks.
“Your baby brother and sister-in-law are dead, your other brother
is missing and all you can do is write a note!”

“Bastard!” she says out
loud.

“What’s wrong? What has
happened,” Laura asks as she walks up to Claire?

Claire wraps up the note and places it in her
pocket. Then she looks at Laura.

“Lord Cohan has appointed
a good man by the name of Doctor Phineenous Dickelbee as acting
chancellor,” Claire tells the little girl. “He will be here by
noon. He has ordered you to stay with him—” Then she pauses. “— and
to protect him.”

“How am I supposed to do
that,” the girl asks with a bewildered look on her face?

“You’ll do as your mother
taught you—the same way you protected your wee brother!” Claire
looks into her eyes. “We’re all very proud of you Laura. Lord Cohan
is very proud of you!”

Laura stares at her for a moment and then
responds with a sincere voice of respect. “Yes my Lady, I will do
my best. Tell His Grace that no harm will come to the chancellor.
Tell him I swear this!” She pauses for just a moment and then asks,
“Can we go and look for Daddy?” Then she cries.

The little girl is a mess and yet so brave.
“No wonder she has survived the night,” Claire thinks as she looks
back at her very sadly and says, “I will see about your Dad then
tend to your Mom and Uncle Harry.”

The two hug. Claire stares out from behind
the girl. She knows this is not the end of the battle; it is just
the beginning – for the first time in centuries the Darkside is on
the move.

 



 


The Town of Sugarloaf

 


Martin is a man who makes his days on his
fishing boat and by managing his family businesses. On this day
Martin, a tall older man well past 70 years in age is making his
way across the inlet of Sugarloaf Sound, a bay between the islands
of the Florida Keys. The sun is low in the west and cast a
shimmering yellow glow on and around the boat and a long shadow
forward pointing the way home. Martin’s long gray hair is held by a
black band tied behind his head. Both his hair and tie band blow in
the wind as he searches the horizon. His dark blue wrinkled eyes
carefully watch as his boat makes its way past the reefs that are
covered with many old wrecks—boat wrecks whose former captains were
not nearly as experienced as himself.

To his back several men on the lower decks
talk over the day’s catch. Three long swordfish hang by hooks in
the breeze as the men toast the day’s victory with bottles of beer.
Tall tales fill the air as to how hard each of the fish had fought
and how long it took the lucky fisherman to pull them in. For these
men who spend their vacations chasing fish off of the coast of
Florida it is a glorious day and Martin takes some small pleasure
in hearing their joy and funny tales.

Martin yells out, “Jimmy stand on the point
now! I’m cutting the speed! Make sure the reef hasn’t drifted
inside the channel markers!”

Martin has a strong hefty voice with the
distinct sound of Ireland in it. Ireland is where he was born and
where he learned to work the sea. In those days, fishing was a job
that helped give him something separate from his family’s world.
Now it is a great joy to teach so many thrill seekers the art of
fishing. Martin gazes out across the water as he remembers just how
long ago that was and how much had changed since then. All he had
ever wanted to be was a fisherman. But Martin was not born into a
family of fishermen. He was born into a family with many
responsibilities. As a boy and then as a young adult Martin had
turned his back those responsibilities. He ponders as he gazes at
the silvery blue sea how different life would have been had he
grown up a little sooner than later and had accepted rather than
run from those duties. That however, would have meant a life
without the sea and Martin just couldn’t imagine that.

Jimmy the deck hand, an older looking thin
fellow distinguished by unusually long black hair with white
streaks and the look of an unshaven overly tan rock star; now
stands all forward and keeps a keen eye as they move closer and
closer to shore.

“I don’t trust those channel markers!”
shouts Martin.

He shouts the same thing every time the boat
comes in. Coral reefs are unpredictable and in Florida they are
everywhere. While the markers say it is safe to move through the
truth is that a shift in the current could pile sand up on any one
of them in just a few short hours.

The boat sails on as the small harbor and
town of Sugarloaf begins to fade in from the distance. Like so many
others in the Florida Keys Sugarloaf is a tourist and fishing town.
The landmass is so narrow there is no room for a hotel near the
road and the environmentalists would not permit one to be built
anywhere else. This is not really a problem because there are
several bed and breakfasts and Sugarloaf is easy to find. The
harbor sits on the western side of U.S. Route 1. “The Big Red One,”
as some call it is a road that begins in Maine and ends in nearby
Key West, Florida. It is one of the most-traveled roads in all of
the Americas, and just like Martin, the people of Sugarloaf make
their living from it. On the east side of the road is one of many
beaches that lined the Florida Keys. Typically families drive down
for the day. Fathers and sons head for the boats and wives and
daughters head for the beaches.

Off to the north the mainland and the sea
channel run close together near the mouth of the harbor. Standing
in the distance is a young blond-haired boy of 11 or 12 years. Near
him sits two cats and a dog. From the point of view of the people
on the boat the boy and animals does not seem to be doing much of
anything. The boy whose name is Luke is playing with a small sand
crab. The rocks that marked the entrance to Sugarloaf are enormous.
Their size is meant to keep the harbor safe from bad weather. Each
time the crab moves away Luke pushes it back just to watch it crawl
back down the rock again. He is just curious about the creature and
entertained by the crab’s reaction to being pushed about. The
animals that surround him two cats, one brilliant white and the
other solid black, and a black and white boarder collie just sit
and watch. A cat might have been expected to attack the crab. The
dog might have been expected to chase the cats. Together the three
sit on different sides of the boy. They constantly gaze around with
their ears continuously rolling in different directions.

Martin spots the group and sounds the boat’s
horn. Luke looks up with a sign of happiness and smiles a big
smile, begins to wave and watches as Martin who is Luke’s uncle
passes on by. Then abruptly a cat that had been sleeping inside the
cabin of the boat comes running outside and knocks into various
items as it moves in a big hurry up onto the boat’s railing. The
passengers are all surprised by the cat’s sudden moves. All day
long the hairy brown and white lazy creature lay around the boat as
it ignored all but Martin. Now it seems to come to life and let
loose with a very loud “meeeeeeoooooow!” to which the two cats
onshore took immediate notice and respond with their own cat
sounds. Then the dog joined in with a single loud bark.

This animal talk amuses the passengers with
one fellow turning to the other and remarking; “now I wonder what
that group is going on about?” All of the passengers smile in
wonderment. Above them on the quarterdeck Martin turns back away to
resume steering the boat. He giggles almost silently under his
breath at the passengers’ reaction to the animals talking to one
another. Talking to himself in a whisper he says, “all of these
Bennies, they have no clue about the world. They are just such a
joy to watch sometimes.”

Luke rises to his feet and begins to follow
the boat as it makes its way to the docks. He is tall for a boy of
12. His light strawberry blond hair blows in the breeze as he jumps
from one rock to the next pacing the boat as it sails into the
harbor. The animals run with him and begin jumping from rock to
rock to keep up.

Part of the land near the harbor entrance is
taken up by a baseball field in which many boys and girls are
involved in practice. At this time of year they prepare to try out
for the summer’s Little League teams. In an effort to keep up with
the boat Luke moves along the edge of the baseball field. One of
the boys points Luke out to the others. They turn to look and then
one of them shouts, “Look! It’s the animal boy!”

It is a name Luke has heard before. The
local boys didn’t like the fact that he was followed about by two
cats and a dog everywhere. “Nature boy” and “freak” are also common
reactions people have to him and his animals.

A few moments later the boys start to pick
up stones and throw them at Luke. One of the girls with them—a very
pretty girl with light dusty brown hair named Susie Wine—begins to
demand they stop such behavior.

“That is so immature!” she shouts.

As she repeats her demands one of the cats
with Luke stands upright on its hind legs and faces the boys.

“What a strange reaction by a cat,” Luke
thinks.

Several of the rocks begin bouncing off of
the baseball backboard and right into the heads of the boys
throwing them. It is silly to watch. The boys quickly find
themselves dodging their own rocks.

The girls laugh at them and Luke laughs a
little to. The cat moves back into its normal stance. “How odd for
a cat to behave that way,” Luke thinks again with a bewildered look
on his face. It is as if someone had dangled a string in front of
it. The boys on the other hand are not throwing any more stones.
They are off to treat their now bleeding heads.

“Well that’s the end of that” Luke thought.
As if nothing at all had happened he returns to pacing the boat
into the harbor. As he begins to walk he hears a girl’s voice.

“Hi, Luke.”

Luke now finds himself face-to-face with
Susie Wine.

“Hi Luke,” she repeats as if Luke had not
heard her the first time which isn’t true.

Luke had heard her he is just surprised that
the more popular girls in school would care to speak to him. She
never has before. Luke always seemed to be surrounded by girls at
school just not Susie and her groupies. The truth is most of the
time it was just girls who spoke to him—Luke doesn’t do much
talking back. Usually he listens and nods his head at them from
time to time. But the girls from the most popular group never came
near him. Now he is face-to-face with their most aggressive and
fearless leader. Had the opportunity to avoid her presented itself
Luke defiantly would have taken it.

“Hi, Susie,” Luke responds with a slight
hesitation.

Luke neither likes nor dislikes Susie. There
are several reasons why she is one of the more popular. She is an
amazing combination of pretty, direct, playful, and possessed with
perfect timing when it comes to being rude.

Each of the girls with Susie says in
succession, “Hi - Luke,” as if attendance in class is being taken.
Luke nods his head and smiles. They all seem so happy to see him.
It is all more than just odd which makes Luke wonder what is going
on.

“You shouldn’t pay attention to Ralph and
his male challenge groupies!” Susie announces. She is talking about
the boys who were tossing stones at Luke.

“Ralph is a bootie brain!” a voice from
behind the girls announces.

The girls turn and Luke glances over to see
his one true friend, Buddy Sanders, arriving on the scene.

Susie squints her eyes and smiles an evil
smile as she inquires, “ Buddieeee! It’s almost supper time! Does
your mommy know you are still outside?” Clearly his arrival does
not sit well with Susie.

Buddy’s hair is as dark as Luke’s is light.
He has freckles and green eyes, and he wears a T-shirt that says
“Eatme.”

“Susie you must be having a bad hair day if
you have nothing better to do than harass Luke here,” he says being
smug.

“Well, it’s none of your
business but he was attacked,” is Susie’s response.

“Hi Buddy,” Luke quickly mutters between the
verbal jousting.

“Whatzzzup?” Buddy responds before turning
back to Susie.

“The bootie brain and his groupies already
got to Luke once. That’s why they throw stones from a distance when
they see him instead of running after him.”

“What?” Susie is surprised. The group of
girls just turned toward Luke with their mouths open. To Luke they
seem a chorus of really bad actors. Buddy begins to laugh, and Luke
is nodding his head with a smile on his face not bothering to look
at anyone because he knows he is turning red. Then reluctantly Luke
stands upright continuing to nod his head yes and stutters, “Yep,”
followed by a brief pause. Then when it seems they do not believe
him Luke asserts, “Yes about a year ago! School had let out early
and I knew no one would be waiting for me so I decided to walk
home. I had to cross Parker’s Field. They followed me looking for
trouble. I think they were surprised I was alone. When I reached
the end of the field they surrounded me.”

“Surrounded you?”

Surprisingly, Susie has a sincere sound of
distress in her voice. Buddy is equally amazed by her response.
“She’s either for real,” he thinks, “or she has been a girl groupie
leader for so long that no one can tell anymore when she is being
real.” Oddly, all of the girls are just staring at Luke.

“What happened?” Susie demands.

“I’m not sure I should tell,” Luke
replies.

“Why?” several of the girls say in unison
and then looked at each other.

“Good question,” Buddy adds, drawing a look
of distress from Luke. He didn’t like Buddy taking their side in
the conversation.

Luke and his friends are so wrapped up in
their conversation that none had noticed the appearance of a falcon
overhead. Falcons are a rare sight in the Keys. It is moving at an
unusually high rate of speed and circling as if it were preparing
to attack something. The two cats and the dog are paying very close
attention. They are all alert with their tails in the air. The dog
moves to a position close behind Luke and then turns to keep his
eye on the bird.

“If I tell you,” Luke insists, “the tough
guys will find out and they will come looking for trouble again.”
Luke believes that is the longest sentence the he had ever shared
with any girl ever.

“So what?” Buddy says smugly.

“Don’t be silly!” Susie replies. “We’re all
friends here, right?”

The girls with her simultaneously nodded
their heads and said, “Right!”

“We are?” Buddy looks bewildered.

Susie gives Buddy a very grouchy look.

“Buddy, I hear your mommy calling. Go see
what she wants so we can have an intelligent conversation here! It
will be all right; you’re not qualified to have such conversations
anyway.”

“Susie has perfect timing when it comes to
being rude,” Luke thinks. “She has down to an art form.”

The white cat stands on a railing. The group
of kids still had not noticed their behavior. The cat looks over at
Martin’s boat which has docked and is letting the remainder of the
day’s fishermen off. The cat on Martin’s boat is lying on the top
deck and not paying much attention to anything. The white cat looks
at it and makes a noise. The one on the boat looks up abruptly and
jumps to its feet. It scans the horizon with its eyes and ears and
spots the falcon almost immediately. Luke gazes over at the cat for
a brief second but pays little attention.

“Ah … well,” Luke mutters with obvious
apprehension. He wonders to himself whether this is a really good
time to start listening to girls. For a brief moment he gazed into
their eyes and then volunteers, “They tried to beat me up!”

In that moment the falcon dives for Martin’s
boat. The cat onboard lets out a mean hissing noise, shows its
teeth, and then leaps off of the top deck heading for the bottom
one but where it should have landed two human feet appear instead.
A young woman, tall in stature with deep dark red hair and an angry
look on her face stands where the cat should have landed, but her
eyes—her eyes had not changed! She has cat eyes! No! They changed!
Now she had deep blue eyes. The falcon lands on the forward deck
and as it does the tall redheaded woman raises her right hand
inverted and with a flash of light a long bright shimmering sword
appears as if out of thin air! Then she shouts, “Martin! Watch your
back!”

Martin is on the opposite side of the boat.
The woman’s alarm draws his attention and a look of serious concern
comes over him as he moves to see what is happening. He pauses a
moment, looks back and sees Luke and his friends at the edge of the
dock. Edgy and sharp the animals with Luke look back at him. He
raises his hand signaling them to stay put.

The falcon that landed on the forward deck
transforms and becomes another young woman. She wears a dark blue
cloak with yellow trim. Her hair and eyes are black and quite
sunning to look at. The redheaded woman draws back her sword as if
preparing to strike. Martin walks up from behind her.

“Wait, Marta!” he orders.

The girl in the cloak raises her hand as if
to say hello. Then in a rather sweet-sounding voice she says,
“Please, there is no need for apprehension!” She shakes her head
slightly as she takes a step forward. She seems to recognize Martin
although he doesn’t think he has ever laid eyes on her before. She
bows to him and then looks him in the eye.

“Your Grace, I have been sent with an urgent
message from the chancellor.”

“Around here or around any place there are
Bennies about, I am called Martin!” he replies with a sound of
displeasure.

Marta stands between the black-haired girl
and Martin. She watches her every reflex, her every motion, ready
to strike!

“Marta put the sword down,” Martin directs
her.

“But,” she responds with apprehension, “we
don’t know her!”

Martin turns and looks at her sternly and in
a deep harsh voice says slowly and directly, “Aye, did you not hear
what I told you girl?” He glances at her wondering what her problem
is.

In a reluctant voice she responds, “Yes
Martin,” and then lowers her sword and stands easy.

“Your Grrr–” the girl in the cloak stops
herself from muttering “Grace” again and then starts her sentence
over.

“Martin,” she says slowly and with a certain
discomfort in addressing him that way. “The chancellor sends a
warning, sir. For the past three days black condors have been
spotted in the northern counties flying search patterns. He thinks
they are looking for you, your people and the boy!”

“Who are you girl?” he asks.

“I am Lieta sir, of the House of
Cameron.”

Martin didn’t really seem to care about the
message, or if he did he wasn’t willing to let on that he did which
the girl finds confusing.

“Well, Lieta,” Martin says sternly, “someone
needs to instruct you better about what clothing to wear when
you’re out among the real world.” Martin is deliberately changing
the subject as if to distract her. “You need to draw less attention
next time someone gives you a message to deliver. Mundane people
are paranoid and easily frightened by us. Do you understand?”

Lieta bows, “Yes, Your Gra–” Again, she
stops herself from saying it. “Yes, Martin!”

“Now,” Martin says in a somewhat friendlier
voice and taking a few steps toward her. “Go give my compliments to
the chancellor and thank him for his warning.”

“Yes, sir,” she responds as she steps
backward bowing yet again.

But just before he turns away Martin says,
“And Lieta—fly a wide route back away across the northern counties
and be weary of black condors, understand?”

“As you wish sir,” she responds. But this
time as Lieta goes to bow yet again, the falcon appears and Lieta
is gone. The bird lifts off from the railing of the boat and into
the sunset.

Concerned, Martin looks over at Marta as he
walks past her headed off the boat. “Go and tell the others the
message,” Martin tells her.

Marta smiles a big smile and giggles
slightly as he walks by and then she bows to him. “Yes Your Grace,”
she laughs.

“Go on with ya already!” He is abrupt, not
thinking she is terribly funny.

With a short flash of light her sword
vanishes as she responds yet again with a giggle and an even
shorter bow. “Yes Your Grace!”

This time Martin ignores her and where Marta
once stood now appeared a seagull. The gull leaps into the air and
flies off.

Martin heads for the gangplank to go ashore.
Jimmy is coming the other way and he seems very happy.

“Martin,” he said, “the largest of the three
fish weighed in at 71 pounds. Can you believe it?” Clearly Jimmy’s
accent shows he is also from Ireland.

Martin smiles at him.

“That means,” Jimmy continues, “that not
only did we win the week and the month but we also have a real
chance at the summer’s cup!”

“That’s grand Jimmy,” Martin replies with a
slight smile on his face. “Aye, ‘tis something to be proud of.”
Then Martin’s face turns more serious. “We’ve had word from the
chancellor,” he says.

Jimmy becomes wide-eyed and very concerned.
“The chancellor himself? Sent us a message?” Jimmy whispers in a
low serious tone.

“Aye,” Martin replies. “He sends us a
warning that black condors have been spotted circling the northern
counties.”

“Black condors!” Jimmy looks at Martin with
fear. “I thought they were extinct!”

“Aye, suren they’re supposed to be!” Martin
looks around to see how Luke is getting on.

“Come fall the chancellor is going to want
that boy of yours in school—and we’re not talking any Bennie school
either!” Jimmy’s tone is most serious.

“Yes, I think you’re right. They could
protect him better than we could, I’m believing. But I don’t like
the idea anyway!” Martin didn’t sound sure of himself.

“What about the condors?” Jimmy replies.
“They are just the scouts! If the dark ones find the boy they’ll
make a move on him Martin! And on all of us!”

Martin looks at him in the eye and says,
“We’ll just have to stand our ground.”

“Stand our ground is it,” is Jimmy’s abrupt
reply? “I stood up in the last battle against them! We didn’t do so
well! Oh, but that’s right you wouldn’t be knowing that would ya?
You’ve never stepped inside the valley, has ya? Not even when your
own brother needed ya!”

“Mind your attitude!” Martin says
sternly.

Jimmy pauses a moment while he glances over
at Luke and then back at Martin.

“Martin, you’re 70 years now! And I haven’t
fought anything bigger than a 71-pound fish in 12 years, not since
you brought the boy here! General Armstrong Custer had a better
chance!” Jimmy seems to be trying to remind Martin of
something.

“Maybe,” Martin replies. “I promised my
brother if anything happened to him I would protect the children.
I’ve let my family down before. This time will be different! The
dark ones will do this boy no harm. On my life I swear that!”

Again Martin has turned to look at Luke.
Jimmy is looking at Martin as if he had gone mad.

“We have to move the boy!” Jimmy
insists.

Martin didn’t even look at him. “No,” is his
reply. “There is no place safer before the fall semester than
here.”

“The fall semester?” Jimmy is in disbelief.
“That boy isn’t trained in anything. He doesn’t even know who and
what he is! He’ll be lucky to make it through next week let alone
to the fall semester.”

“Not true,” Martin insists. “Sam has been
training Luke in the martial arts since he was less than five. He
has even been trained in the sword. True, the boy thinks that it’s
all just a wee dance and a game. But if he gets into trouble his
power will center and the strength he draws from that will turn any
dancing into a weapon. That should be enough protection for
now.”

“You underestimated the dark ones, Martin.”
Dismay fills Jimmy's face. “They will do what they have to do to
get to that boy and they will kill anyone who gets in their way!
They’ve done it before and they’ll do it again! And let us not
forget—you’re the one who created this situation!”

“That’s enough!” Martin has anger in his
voice and in his eyes. “The sun is almost down. Go now! Give the
boat a wash down, fill the tanks, and check the oil, then come and
get your supper!”

Jimmy just looks at him with continued
dismay then he walks off to the boat in silence.

Martin walks ashore and steps up onto the
main dock that runs along the convenience store behind which most
of the boats in the Sugarloaf fishing fleet are kept. He makes his
way toward Luke and his friends. Luke has yet to spot him. Martin
is slowly moving up from behind and as he does he began to overhear
the conversation Luke is having.

“That’s amazing, Luke!” Susie says. “So what
happened?”

“Well,” Luke responds reluctantly, “they
kinda took turns rushing at me, and they kinda got tossed all over
the field like rag dolls.” Luke smiles a silly smile. “When they
finally gave up I left. I don’t like fighting or violence or
anything like that. If they had just let me pass I would not have
done anything.”

Susie and the girls just stare at Luke for a
moment. It was an awkward silent moment. All that could be heard
was the wind, some seagulls, and a boat horn off in the distance.
Then the cute little 12-year-old Susie looks Luke in the eye and
says, “You’re lying!”

She paused for just a moment more and then
without another word she turns and walks away. Then, just like a
set of dominoes falling each of the other girls took their turns
calling Luke a liar and then walked off to join Susie. Luke and
Buddy just stood there and watched them walk away without saying a
word. Then they noticed that Martin had walked up from behind
them.

“Have you been telling tall tales Luke?”
Martin sounds both friendly and curious.

Luke turns around and greets his uncle
warmly with a big hug. “Hello Uncle Martin,” there is a sense of
real happiness in his voice. “No not this time,” Luke answers. “I
was actually trying to tell them the truth. But they are just girls
so what’s the point anyway?”

“Yeah,” Buddy agrees. “I’ve seen better
heads on glasses of beer. Hello, Mr. Cohan!”

“Hello Buddy,” Martin replies warmly. “I
didn’t know your parents let you drink beer. Are you coming for
supper?”

“Ahhhhh, no, sir,” Buddy says. “My mom has
dinner and that’s just a saying. I don’t drink beer. Well, not much
anyway.”

“Very well then, you have a good night give
your mother my greetings. Luke, say good-bye to Buddy. You’ll see
him tomorrow I’m sure.”

With that Martin begins to walk off toward
home.

“Later dude,” Luke says.

“Later,” is Buddy’s reply.

Luke quickly catches up to his uncle.

“So you’ve been fighting have you Luke?”
Martin wonders.

“Not really,” says Luke.

“Then what was it you were telling the
girls?”

“It was last year coming home some of the
jocks came looking for trouble. It wasn’t really a fight, not
really.” Luke did not know whether his uncle would approve. He
suspected not, but they had never talked about it.

“Well, Luke,” his uncle began, “your name is
Carter but you’re as much a Cohan as I am. When we get angry we
become strong. That is just part of who we are. We keep it to
ourselves and we don’t share that fact with anyone. You
understand?”

“Yes.” Luke has never had occasion to argue
with his uncle but he has seen what happens when other people
tried. It was pointless.

“You are right to avoid fighting Luke. I
heard what you said and I was very glad to hear it.” Then Martin
turns and stops and looks the boy in the eye.

“Always avoid fighting if you can boy. If
one comes your way, always make sure you’re the last one standing.
You are to protect yourself and your family and people who are too
weak to help them selves. Do you understand me?”

“Yes Uncle Martin!” Luke gazes back into the
old man’s eyes. He was just happy not to have made his uncle mad at
him. He is certain that telling girls the truth was going to get
him into some kind of trouble.

The two of them make their way along a path
to a small mini-island separated from the mainland by a short
footbridge. The light is nearly gone as Luke and Martin move toward
a tall wooden house in the center of the island. Along the nearby
waterways pelicans skimmed the surface of the water as they
searched for a meal. The breeze is strong, warm, filled with the
scent of salt and very friendly.

The two cats and the dog are no longer
keeping up with the boy and his uncle. They strolled slowly and
divide their attention between watching the birds move across the
water and Luke and his uncle walking home. They arrived at the
island footbridge in time to watch Luke turn the corner of the
house. Martin turns very briefly to look at the animals. He nods
his head at them ever so slightly and then follows Luke.

The animals look around and then at each
other. In that moment, the white cat changes. Where a small cat
once stood a tall stern-looking sandy blonde–haired woman in an
earth-colored dress that reached to her ankles now reveals her
self. She stretches her arms as if she had just awoken from a
sleep. The black cat becomes a woman of India who wares blue jean
shorts and a white long-sleeve top. She also begins to stretch.
Then the dog becomes a man of Asia in long blue jeans and a red
top. He just stood there looking at the women.

The Indian woman looks at the others and
says, “It’s time for supper.” She has an Australian accent.

They begin to walk toward the house. “I
thought we were in for real trouble when that falcon showed up,”
the woman in the dress commented casually as they made their way
toward the house.

“Yes,” the man agrees. “If something had
happened you seemed well dressed for a fight.”

“I can handle myself fine,” she is seemingly
bored with this criticism as if she has heard it all before.

“Yes I am certain you will impress some
Darksider with your fashion sense,” the Asian man stated with an
attitude as the three of them finished walking up to the front door
of the house.

“Enough!” the Indian woman insists pausing
at the door. “It’s time to eat. Let’s go in here and act like
Bennies and not get heartburn in the process!”

“You don’t think Bennies get heartburn?” the
tall sandy-haired women smartly comments. Then the Indian woman
turns and exhales in a sign of frustration as she walks in and the
others follow. The last of the day’s light shone on Sugarloaf and
then the day is over.

 



 


And So It Begins

 


School had finished for the summer and it
was hard to sleep when the sun broke the horizon over Sugarloaf.
Luke’s friends like to sleep-in but his bedroom faces the rising
sun and the window is always open. The sound of the sea and its
birds are wonderful to wake up to. This morning there are voices
beneath the window that seem to be walking away.

Luke jumps out of bed and moves to the
window in time to see his uncle, Jimmy, and Marta walking across
the footbridge to the mainland. It is Sunday and everyone is off.
Still the boat has to go out because the tourist season has begun
and the weekends are all booked.

Luke knows Jimmy and Marta very well. They
work as deck hands for his uncle and live in what is called “the
little house.” The little house is where all of the workers live.
Luke is not sure why they called it the little house. It is nearly
as large as the main house and sits on the far side of the
mini-island that his family owns. The island has no name. It is
located at the edge of a small river that feeds out of the marshes
and into Sugarloaf Sound. At the point near where the river meets
the Sound is where Uncle Martin has his pearl farm. It is not much
to look at really. Just several sets of docks lined with cages that
are below water level. The average passerby would never recognize
it for what it is.

Luke puts on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt
and makes his way down the stairs. He is being very quiet, or at
least as quiet as the squeaky floorboards would allow him to be. He
does not want to wake up Aunt Claire. Aunt Claire is not Uncle
Martin’s wife; she is his sister-in-law. Her husband, Uncle Harry
Cohan is someone who Luke has never met. No one seems to talk about
him much. Beyond the picture that hangs on the living room wall
Luke really does not know much about the man.

Luke makes his way down the stairs and into
the great hall. The great hall is an unusually large room with a
dining table at the center and enough chairs to seat 30 people.
Next to it is a kitchen large enough to feed 30 people. Believe it
or not during the pearl harvest there are at least 30 or more
people to be fed every day.

Luke moves toward the door beyond the great
hall. To the far side of the door is the large living room with
Uncle Harry’s picture hanging in it. Uncle Harry always seems to be
staring straight ahead, usually right at the door. This morning he
seems to be staring at the window beyond the great hall. Luke
thinks this to be rather odd. “Pictures must look different in
different light,” he figures. Luke thought no more about it as he
opens one of the twin doors that lead out to the front yard. The
door closes, Luke is gone, and the eyes in Uncle Harry’s picture
blink.

Luke faces the rising sun which is just
about breaking over the horizon. To the east of the house on a very
large flat top rock sits Sam, waiting. Luke was told that the rock
is something left behind by the Army Corps of Engineers way back
when they cleared the channel into Sugarloaf Sound.

Sam is a man’s name but Sam is a woman.
Originally from China Sam is short with a slender body and deep
dark black hair that extends below her waist. She has worked for
the Cohan’s for nearly 12 years. Like so many others who are
employed here Sam arrived shortly after the Great Holocaust of the
Griffin Valley. Sam is a survivor of many battles of that long dark
night which has never really left her. She has many scars that Luke
has never asked her about. It is not clear why he is not curious
like other boys might be. For Sam Sugarloaf is a haven where she
came to help watch over the First Lord’s son. It is also a place of
healing and one of the many ways she treats the pain of that long
terrible night is with a regiment of meditation and the discipline
of the ancient Asian arts her father taught her as a girl.

Most mornings Sam can be found on top of the
great flat rock. She sits on it now facing the sunrise. Her legs
are crossed; her arms lay gently on her legs with her hands facing
upward. Her real name is Pei Shan Shih, or in English, “Stone Jaded
Coral.” It is the name given to her by her father. However, even in
Chinese her name is difficult to pronounce so everyone calls her
Sam.

Every morning Sam climbs onto the great flat
top rock. She told Luke it is her way of saying good morning to God
and thanking him for another day. She of course never explained why
it is so important to do so. Sam is a “teller”, not an “explainer.”
Mostly she never explains she only tells things and every morning
at sunrise Sam dances on this great big rock in the yard. Well,
that is what Luke thinks it is and most mornings Luke joins in. By
example Sam teaches Luke an ancient dance which in reality is a
type of martial art. Sam is teaching Luke how to protect himself
without having to explain to him why it is so important that he
learn.

The dance is precise and full of flowing
motion that causes the body to move in every which way it can. To
do the dance the mind has to relax and focus at the same time. Luke
started when he was just four years old. He was six before he could
perform the dance on his own.

Luke climbs onto the rock. Sam is standing
motionless facing the sunrise. Without looking at him Sam says in a
strong Asian accent, “It’s a good day to be alive Luke.”

“Yes,” he replies in a happy voice. She says
the same thing every morning Luke has no other answer for her. Luke
loves Sam but some of the things she comes out with just makes Luke
think, “Duh?”

Sam strikes a pose and grips her hands
together and then pushes them out in front of her. Luke closes his
eyes and strikes the same pose and likewise locks his hands and
pushed them in front of him. With their eyes closed Luke and Sam
unlock their hands, and with their palms moving outward and inward,
their arms stretch from side to side in every which way one can
imagine. The motion is completely synchronize and each motion that
follows the last becomes more and more complicated. Yet Sam’s and
Luke’s eyes remain closed. Soon the motion extends to their legs.
They turn and stand on their toes and then change from foot to foot
and turn around slowly. Against the sun the two cast a stunning
ballet, sometimes blocking the light as their long morning shadows
danced across the waters of Sugarloaf.

From behind them come three individuals.
There is the Indian woman whose name is Lorraine Paul, the sandy
blonde woman whose name is Boozu Omak, and the Asian man whose name
is Sonny Kim. Sonny is Sam’s husband. Lorraine and Boo, as she is
called, work for Luke’s uncle on the pearl farm. They have been
there as far back as he can remember and everyone is treated like
family.

The group climbs onto the great flat rock
and lined up behind Sam and Luke. Once again Sam strikes the
starting pose. This time all five of them close their eyes and
begin to move in unison. For nearly a half-hour the five of them
create a perfectly synchronized ballet on the rock. Then Sam
strikes a final pose and turns to face the others. She bows to them
and they bow back to her. Without a spoken word the five of them
picked up long straight sticks that have been left on top of the
rock.

Luke faces off with Lorraine and Boo with
Sonny. They draw back into a striking pose, and when Sam lowers her
stick they begin to strike at each other. As far as Luke
understands it they are all just continuing the dance. The moves
are the same but now they have sticks that tested and improved each
other’s reflexes, or so Luke believes.

For each lunge of the stick there is a
countermove and a dance move that one has to perform to prevent
oneself from being stung by an opponent’s stick. Luke has been
stung many times. He knows Lorraine would test his reflexes as he
would test hers. The point is to feel the control and coordination
of one’s mind over one’s body. To Luke it is also a game and a
competition that had been going on as far back as he could
remember. He does not like to fight but he does love to win.

“Today,” Luke thinks, “Lorraine is not going
to sting me!”

Lorraine continues to strike and Luke
defends. Then Luke begins to spin after each strike. This left
Lorraine outside of her range to strike back. Soon Lorraine is on
the defensive and is unable to counter Luke’s strikes and spins.
Just when Luke thought he was winning Sam made a strike at him.
Luke is stung and thinks, “Whatzup with that?”

He ignores the pain and when Sam tries again
Luke successfully blocks her. Now he has Lorraine to this left and
Sam to his right striking at him. He is fully defensive until he
begins to jump and spin between them forcing the women to shift
their positions in order to get at him. Now Luke has both of the
women on the defensive. They are unable to shift positions fast
enough to strike at him. This is very odd because both Sam and
Lorraine are very fast yet now they can only defend themselves?

“Kewl!” Luke thinks.

Then, Luke is stung again. This time it is
Sonny!

“Sonny!” Luke shouts. Sonny just smiles at
him.

Luke’s choice is to give up or defend
against Sonny also. He begins to spin-dance and circles the top of
the rock. He keeps his opponents in motion and forced them to
correct their positions to get at him. The speed of the motion is
amazing to watch. One wrong move and Luke will be stung three times
as hard! Then, he is stung yet again. This time it is Boo!

OK, now he is in real trouble and getting
angry. He wasn’t going to win anything today! He wants to get mad
but that would break his concentration. All he could do now is
spin, step, circle, and turn. He couldn’t lunge at anyone. He could
barely move his stick fast enough to defend himself. Then suddenly
a loud female voice shouts high and clear, “Enough! Enough I said!”
It is Aunt Claire.

Everyone stops right away. A tall redheaded
woman of about 38 years stands looking angry on the sand below and
is shouting in a very strong Irish accent.

“Go on with yas now! The breakfast is on,
and then we need to dress for church!”

The five on the rock had finished their
dance and are staring down at Claire while breathing very heavily.
They stand there for a moment more then nod their heads in
agreement. They turn to one another and bow, dropping their sticks
they then jump to the sand below and begin slowly moving toward the
house.

“Luke!” Aunt Claire shouts. “Look at you!
Hot and sweaty and the sun is just up! You’re to have a shower
before you dress for church!”

Luke is out of breath and simply nods his
head in agreement. Then he looks over at Lorraine and Sam and
smiles and seems to laugh a little. They just smile back at him and
at each other. Luke knows that they tried to get the best of him
and failed. “Ha!” Luke had gotten what he wanted. He wanted to win
and he did. He did it by not losing. Still, he says nothing because
tomorrow is another morning and they would certainly try to make
sure it did not happen again. Sonny puts his arm over Luke’s
shoulders. He is also out of breath. He smiles at Luke gives him a
quick hug and then rubs the top of his head as he moves off toward
the little house. Sonny does not like breakfast so he doesn’t go
with the rest to eat.

Luke finishes his breakfast and soon he,
Aunt Claire, Boo and Lorraine are on their way to church. The
church is not far just on the other side of the convenience store.
Sonny and Sam don’t go to church. They usually take Sundays
off.

As the group moves across the footbridge
there on the far side just waiting is the Border Collie dog that
follows Luke around everywhere. They walk past the dog as if he
wasn’t even there. The dog stares at them as they pass waiting to
be recognized. Nothing happens so he begins to follow from
behind.

They pass the docks and the Sugarloaf
Convenience Store. On the far side of the main road sits the Old
Sailors’ Prayer House. It is a small church that marks the
beginning of the main beach an old wooden structure that had been
painted white. It is raised off of the ground by several pillars.
The pillars are typical seaside construction. They permitted water
to flow under the church during bad weather. Combined with the
single steeple and bell tower they give the church an imposing yet
beachy kind of look.

Every Sunday as far back as Luke can
remember he came to this church and like every other Sunday, an old
retired priest by the name of Father Penniccini stands out front
and greeting worshipers first as they entered and later again as
they leave. The priest is a short gray-haired Italian fellow who
has made it into his eighties. Every weekend he has four services:
one after sunset on Saturday—that was the one Uncle Martin always
goes to—one Latin service at sunrise, one in Spanish and finally
the one Luke and the rest go to. It is simply known as the “eleven
o’clock service.”

Luke, Aunt Claire and friends walk in and
take their seats. The service begins and on the first sound of
music outside a very small man dressed in green with pointed ears,
bright red cheeks and a thick short walking stick appears and
begins to make his way around the pillars beneath the church.

The dog sits on a sand dune and watches this
amazing and peculiar little man moving around the church. He also
observes the arrival of two bald eagles high in one of the trees
opposite the church. They also are very intrigued by the appearance
of this small unusual person.

The very short green-covered man makes his
way first to the back of the church, climbing up and on to the
windowsill and begins to carefully scan the people inside. He is
able to jump silently from one window to the next as he
continuously observes the service. Nobody inside seems to notice
him.

When it looks like he is finished, again at
the backside of the church, he jumps down to the yard below. Well,
rather he floats down. The little man is about to walk away when he
hears a sound that catches his attention. It is a dog sound from
behind him. He turns around to discover Luke’s Border collie
directly behind him standing nearly as tall as himself and looking
him right in the eye.

“Oh,” he says in a deeply Irish sounding
voice. “Suren you’d be a fine looking puppy.”

Calling a dog nearly his own size a puppy
seems a little bizarre. As he reaches out to give the dog a
friendly petting the dog begins to change. Rising above him, the
little man watches in amazement as Sonny appears and the dog
vanishes. Sonny does not look very happy.

“Who are you?” Sonny says in a tone certain
to lead anyone to feel they are in deep trouble.

“Well, now,” the short little man answers
seemingly unperturbed at Sonny’s sudden appearance. “Suren that was
a really neat trick, what have we here? Sonny Kim is it?”

“You know who I am?” Sonny is surprised.

“Aye, yes, of course, but you don’t have to
worry; I am not a Darksider,” the little green-covered man replies
with a smile.

“I already know that,” Sonny says. “The
church has gargoyles on each corner. If you had been evil they
would have brought you down the moment you came onto holy ground.”
Sonny then bent his knee to look in the little man’s eyes. “It’s
the only reason I haven’t cut you into little pieces yet!” Sonny is
deadly serious and the tone of his voice makes this fact very clear
to the little man. Sonny stands again holds out up his hand
inverted and with a flash of light a sword appears in it.

“Last warning little man! Who are you and
what are you doing here?” Sonny has anger on his face as he begins
to raise his sword.

“Stop!” The wee man insists raising his
walking stick. “I’ll be telling you my name,” he says, seemingly to
show respect. “My name is Michaleen Og and I am a leprechaun.”

Then as if he wants to share a secret he
leans toward Sonny and raising his hand to his mouth as if he were
preparing to whisper, he says, “I am not the one you should be
worrying about, now am I?”



“A leprechaun?” Sunny seems confused. “Why
should I or anyone else not be worrying about a leprechaun who just
happens to show up in the middle of the state of Florida?”

“No, no, not me you should be worrying
about,” the leprechaun replies. “Michaleen Og would never hurt a
fly. But me brother, me brother is the one you should be worried
about!”

“Your brother?” Sonny seems more
confused.

“Aye yes, me brother, Shamus Og. He’s the
naughty one!”

“Why?” Sonny demands.

Michaleen leans over once again as if he
wanted to share a secret.

“You should be worried about Shamus because
Shamus is standing right behind you!”

Sunny turns sharply and there behind him
stands yet another leprechaun. His walking stick is fully extended
and pointing right at Sunny. Before Sunny can say a word or make a
move a burst of smoke jumps out from the end of the leprechaun’s
stick. Sonny is frozen solid. He falls backward and lays there like
a statue that had been kicked over.

Inside the church both Boo and Lorraine
sense there is something wrong. They look at each other and then
get up from different sides of the same pew and make their way out
the back. Luke watches them leave and is surprised by it. It is
very uncharacteristic especially for Lorraine who loves attending
church. Aunt Claire kneels with her head down as she prays;
seemingly unaware of what is going on around her. So Luke gets up
and follows the women out to see what is up.

Luke watches as Boo and Lorraine spread far
apart across the churchyard. At first they are very silent and take
careful steps so as not to make a sound. They seem to be searching
for something. Luke does not understand what it could be. Finally
they stop and looked at each other and then begin again. This time
Boo shouts slightly, “Sonny?”

Then Lorraine does likewise. “Sonny!” she
shouts.

They both appear to want to get Sonny's
attention which is very odd to Luke because Sonny is a Buddhist
person and doesn’t attend church. Then, the two women did something
that both startles and amazes Luke. They raise their hands inverted
and with flashes of light swords appear. Luke is stunned! He has
never seen anything like it before. Now he feels something. He
doesn’t know what it is but fear has definitely heightened his
mind. He senses that there is something very wrong. He wants to go
and help but instinctively he stays put and silent. He has no idea
where these feelings are coming from. But somehow he knows what to
do.

Boo and Lorraine make their way to the sand
dunes near the edge of the church’s parking lot. They keep calling
for Sonny, which Luke continues to think is so odd. As Lorraine
begins to step on one of the sand dunes a shadow races past her so
quickly it is a blur.

“Wow!” Luke thinks. “What the heck was
that?”

Then the shadow races back again and now a
second shadow comes racing through! The two blurs strike the girls
on the back of their legs. Their feet are knocked out from under
them sending the two crashing down on their backs! They hit the
sand so hard they actually bounced a little.

Boo yells, “Son of a—” she stops just short
of saying a bad word and rolls over moaning, “Oh, my back!”

Lorraine shouts, “What the bloody hell was
that?”

Boo pushes herself up on her knees and
moans, “I haven’t a clue!”

Lorraine also begins to recover but no
sooner had the pair made it to their feet when the two blurry
motion figures come flying in at them again. This time they hit the
girl’s swords’ and send them flying high up and away.

Stunned the two move to recover their swords
when the blurry motion figures come flying in yet again! Again
their legs are kicked out from beneath. Boo and Lorraine find
themselves on their backs moaning in pain.

They push themselves up but instead of shock
on their faces this time there is nothing but anger.

“All right!” Boo shouts at the top of her
lungs, no longer caring she is in a churchyard or whom her language
might offend.

“Someone is about to get themselves handed a
can of whoop ass!”

“Right!” Lorraine shouts loudly.

Boo raises up onto her knees and finds
herself face-to-face with Michaleen Og. Lorraine likewise has made
it to her knees but finds herself face-to-face with Shamus.

Boo’s look is one of total surprise. “A
leprechaun?” she says with loud dismay.

Loraine who is equally surprised says, “What
the hell is a leprechaun?” Shamus just smiles at her and points his
stick but says nothing.

Luke, hiding behind the church steps
whispers to himself, “Leprechaun?”

“Not so tough without your sword hey witch?”
Michaleen says defiantly.

Boo looks at him with anger and says,
“Wrong!” In the same moment Lorraine shouts, “Right!”

Simultaneously both girls lift one knee and
in near perfect unison their opposite leg flies underneath and
behind the legs of the leprechauns who are taken by surprise. The
girls jump to their feet and their swords vanish from where they
lay and flash back into their hands. This all happens so quickly
that the leprechauns recover only in time to see the gleaming shape
of swords being raised above them into a striking position.

Boo shouts, “Say goodbye ya little green
rodent!”

At the very last possible moment as the two
women make to strike the leprechauns raise their sticks and smoke
shoots out right into Lorraine and Boo’s faces.

Lorraine and Boo are frozen like statues
very much resembling the Statue of Liberty only without the book.
They stand for moment and then fall over backward stuck in the same
position they had frozen in.

“No!” Luke shouts in shock.

The leprechauns turned and look at each
other and with a blur of motion in an instant, Luke finds himself
face-to-face with both of them.

“Good morning Mr. Cohan,” Michaleen
says.

“’Tis a grand morning Mr.
Cohan,” Shamus proclaims.

“My name isn’t Cohan,” Luke insists.

“No?” Shamus says with a question in his
voice.

“Suren we’ll be begging your pardon if we’ve
made a wee mistake,” Michaleen announces.

Nervously Luke responds, “Mr. Cohan is my
uncle. I am Luke—Luke Carter.”

“Aye!” Michaleen says. “Well, you’re the one
the chancellor sent us to fetch I’m thinking.” Michaleen has
tricked Luke into telling who he is.

“Aye, I am thinking it too,” Shamus
agrees.

“Chancellor?” Luke replies perplexed. “What
chancellor? What are you talking about?”

“Professor Phineenous Dickelbee, chancellor
of the Citadel in the Great Griffin Valley behind the Adirondack
Great Hole in the Wall!” Shamus announces.

“Griffin what? What’s a Citadel” Luke
wonders with a mystified look on his face? He has not a clue what
they are on about!

The two leprechauns are wide-eyed and
insulted that the boy does not know who the chancellor is. But
before they could speak their disappointment a new voice is
heard.

“It’s a school—a college and a university
for people of the magic realm.”

Luke and the leprechauns turn to their sides
only to find that Buddy had managed to sneak up on them. He is
clever enough to sneak but not bright enough to keep his mouth
shut.

“Dude—” Luke says slowly with surprise. “You
know what he is talking about?”

“I’ve never met leprechauns before,” Buddy
says thinking out loud.

“He can see us Shamus,” Michaleen says with
surprise.

“Suren he can,” Shamus replies with surprise
and shock.

The leprechauns point their sticks at him
and Luke shouts, “No! Don’t hurt him!”

Buddy raises his hands over his head as if
he wants to surrender. “I don’t want no trouble,” he insists
fearfully.

“If he can see us he’s a witch,” Michaleen
announces.

“Aye, and if he’s a witch he’s gonna be
making trouble for us!” Shamus insists.

Both of the leprechauns give Buddy a mean
look.

“No!” Luke demands. “He’s my friend, and he
won’t hurt anyone! I promise! Right Buddy?”

Buddy stands with his hands above his head
nervously nodding in agreement.

“Then how is it that he knows about Citadel
and you don’t?” Michaleen demands.

“That’s a good question,” Luke responds with
a perplexed look on his face? “So, Buddy, tell us? How is it that
you know this stuff?”

“My mom is a practitioner and I am enrolled
at the Citadel this year,” is Buddy’s surprise answer, seeming very
nervous about making such a revelation. In fact he is turning
pale.

“There you go,” Luke insists. “Buddy isn’t
going to hurt anyone. No need to hurt him the way you hurt the
others.” Luke is trying to sound calm.

“Hurt what others?” Michaleen says as he
relaxes his stick from pointing at Buddy. “We haven’t hurt no
one!”

“We don’t go around hurting people!” Shamus
announces while keeping his eye on Buddy.

“Aye suren and we don’t,” Michaleen insists
looking right at Luke.

“Then, well, then, ah—what did you do to
Lorraine and Boo?” Luke’s anger was obvious but cautious. He could
still see his statue-like friends lying on the ground near the far
side of the churchyard.

“They’ll be fine!” Michaleen tells him.

Luke and the leprechauns began to take a few
steps away from Buddy and toward the women who now look like a pair
of discarded Greek antiques.

Luke glances at his two friends and turns to
the leprechauns and shouts, “Why did you do that to them?”

The leprechauns are surprised at the anger
this boy shows them.

“No need to be worrying Mr. Carter,”
Michaleen insists. “As soon as we leave they will begin to thaw out
and when the sun rises again they’ll be good as new.” Both of the
leprechauns are staring at Luke and nodding their heads yes and
smiling at the same time. Buddy still has his hands up in the air
and is watching from the other side of the churchyard.

“Then leave!” Luke demands.

“Aye, suren we’ll be doing just that right
away me lad.” Michaleen sounds very cautious. Shamus keeps agreeing
with him, “Oh, yes, right away Mr. Carter, before anyone else shows
up.”

“Well?” Luke stares at them with a question
on his face. There is a strange pause for moment while the
leprechauns look at each other.

“Oh! Right!” Michaleen says. “But first we
have to give you what we came to give you.”

“Right!” Shamus agrees. He thinks for a
second and with a dumb look on his face he turns to Michaleen and
asks, “What did we come to give him?”

Michaleen looks at Shamus in frustration.
“Me stick!” he says.

“Your stick?” Luke looks at him with a
question on his face.

“Your stick?” Shamus says with a question in
his voice and a bewildered look on his face.

“Aye, yes, take me stick,” Michaleen says.
He looks at Luke and lifts his stick in an effort to hand him it.
“I’ll be leaving it with you and Shamus and I will be on our
way.”

“Don’t trust them Luke!” Buddy shouts.

“Shut your mouth you!” Shamus shouts while
flashing him another mean look. “You’ll be keeping it shut, or
you’ll be stuck with your hands in the air till morning I’m
thinking!”

Buddy looks back with a sufficient show of
intimidation. Luke heard him but he wants this over with so he can
go help his friends. He reaches for Michaleen’s stick and as he
grabs hold of it his hand becomes stuck. He can not let go!
Suddenly in the middle of a bright sunny day a crack of thunder is
heard. Out of the sky comes a bright shiny light. But, no, it not a
light!

“It’s—it’s—it’s a rainbow?” Luke says
thinking out loud and stunned by the site of it.

All at once a rainbow arches down out of the
sky and surrounds Luke and the leprechauns. Buddy watches as the
three are encircled by it and then they disappear within it! As
quickly as it appeared it arches back up into the sky from where it
came. They are gone!

With his hands still in the air and a
frightened look on his face Buddy stands in the churchyard staring
in shock at the place where Luke had been.

He yells, “Oh my God! They’re gone!”

 



 


The Pearl Street Mall

 


On a cement sidewalk a rainbow appears and
in the next moment Luke emerges with the two leprechauns at his
side. “Where am I?” he thinks with bewildered wonder. “What
happened?” Luke has suddenly found himself in a huge city
surrounded by skyscrapers.

Luke has never left the Florida Keys. He had
seen skyscrapers only in pictures and on television and now they
surround him. He is both stunned and amazed. It is hard to believe
anyone could build something so large that it blocks the sun. The
street is very wide and looks a bit warn. Oddly, there did not seem
to be anyone around. The deserted streets have a kind of lonely
look to them but there is noise of traffic in the distance.

“Welcome to New York City!” Michaleen
announces.

“This is New York?” Luke has wonder in his
voice. “How did we get here? Why did you bring me here!”

“We came by rainbow and the magic of my
shillelagh.” Michaleen announces proudly holding up his stick.

“Your stick brought us here?” Luke is
thinking out loud. He wonders how stupid of a kid this leprechaun
must think he is to believe that.

“’Tis not just a stick,”
Shamus says sternly.

“Aye, no, it isn’t,”
Michaleen agrees.

“Looks like a stick to me!” Luke has the
word, “duh” on his mind. He is having trouble believing anything
they say, and, in that he has obviously been kidnapped – he does
not mind being rude about it either.

“’Tis the magic of the
leprechauns it carries. It’s why we can’t be seen by nonmagical
folk. It’s how we travel and share the luck and blessings of the
Irish with the world.” Michaleen continues to explain to Luke as he
and Shamus watch him carefully. For the two of them it is very hard
to believe the nephew of the great Martin Cohan and the son of the
White Robin does not identify with the magical realm at all. So
puzzled they are, they suppose Luke might be trying to fool them,
catch them off guard, try and run off by being clever or something
like that.

“Well I can see you so those dopey sticks
obviously are not working too well,” Luke’s voice is soft yet
condescending. He does not care whether the sticks work or not.

As the three talk they begin to walk along
the street.

“The reason you can see us is because you
are part of the magical realm just like us,” Shamus insists.

“I don’t know where you two come from. I
doubt it is planet Earth,” Luke is rude. He is making it clear that
he does not like either of them very much. He continues not
believing them. Besides, he is too busy being amazed by New York
City. He has never before been surrounded by buildings that
stretched into the sky. He finds himself continuously looking up as
they move along. Luke is in a place, and he knows not where or why
but, “against these buildings, I feel so small,” he thinks. “Maybe
I am small.” The three walk to the corner and stop for a moment.
Luke reads a street sign that says “Pearl Street.”

Luke shouts, “What am I doing here! Why did
you kidnap me?” Luke is truly frustrated.

“You are here to claim your inheritance!”
Michaleen insists.

“Aye!” Shamus agrees, “your inheritance it
‘tis!”

Luke glances over to the opposite corner.
There is a telephone booth. He looks back at the two little
green-covered men, and then he begins to cross the street. He
announces, “I am going to call the police!”

Michaleen and Shamus look at each other with
panic. Then they run in front of Luke.

“Stop where you are!” Michaleen shouts at
him. He rises up his stick and points it at Luke.

Luke has already seen what the leprechaun’s
stick can do. He is scared. He is more scared than he has ever been
in his entire life but he is not going to show them he is scared.
Sam had taught him that when problems arose and emotions are strong
he would have to choose to use his head or the emotions would make
the choices for him. Until this moment Luke had not understood what
she meant. He does now. He is quiet for an instant and he thinks.
He decides to forget about the phone and change the
subject—something his uncle is famous for when he does not want to
talk about something.

“Where are all of the people? It’s a big
city, and there is no one here,” Luke wonders. He looks at the
leprechauns for an answer.

“Aye, ‘tis Sunday morn,” Michaleen responds
as he lowers his stick. “Sunday morn in downtown New York has few
if any in and around it.” Once again the three begin to walk along
the sidewalk. “This is the oldest part of the city, the business
district, so no one is about on Sunday morning.”

“Why are we here?” Luke knew he had asked
that question before but he did not understand the first answer, so
he decided to give it another try.

“We’re going to buy your supplies so you can
go through the Hole in the Wall and see if you can qualify to start
school,” Michaleen explains to him.

“Aye,” Shamans agrees, “The Hole in the
Wall! Suren you will be safe once we reach the Citadel.”

Shamus seems a bit emotional about it. From
his reaction Luke senses a bit of honesty. “Something is going on
here,” he wonders to himself. “They are up to something. If they
were going to hurt me they would have done so by now.” That did not
mean he was about to start trusting these two freaks. All this talk
about safety did get his attention. Luke never hurt anyone and
could not understand why someone would want to hurt him. He is
keeping his mouth shut about these things. He figures Uncle Martin
would be coming after him soon and he would get it all sorted
out.

Luke begins to walk and the two leprechauns
lead him toward an old wooden building. It seems very out of place.
It is the only wooden building in sight. Its size is dwarfed
against a skyline that soars hundreds of feet above it. Steel and
cement surround this wooden building in every direction. When they
finally make it to the entrance there is a sign that reads:

 


“The Roosters Neck Inn

George Washington slept here.”

 


“George Washington!” Luke says out loud. He
is surprised.

“Who?” Shamans says passively.

“George who?” Michaleen asks.

“Washington!” Luke glances at them as if
they are complete dopes. “You guys don’t know who George Washington
was?”

“Well,” Michaleen replies, “we’re a little
weak on Bennie history.”

“Aye, suren that is the case,” Shamus
agrees.

“Duh! He was the first president of the
United States,” Luke tells them abruptly! He thinks, “these two
losers are hopeless!”

“Aye, president was he? We’ll be going
inside now,” Michaleen insists. “If George the president shows up,
we’ll be sure to shake his hand we will.”

“Why?” Luke wants to know.

“Well, you seem to know who he is. Don’t you
want to shake his hand?”

“No! He’s dead!” Luke replies in
frustration. “Why are we going inside?”

“Because it is the main entrance to the
Pearl Street Mall,” Michaleen explains.

Luke continues not to trust these two
creatures and is feeling very uncomfortable about being led around
by them. On the other hand, aside from kidnapping him and
threatening him with a stick they do not really seem all that
bad—except for the odor of course. From the smell of them hygiene
does not seem to be a high priority. On the other hand, taking a
ride on a rainbow was both new and cool!

Luke enters the inn. Not to his great
surprise it also seems to have odor issues. A dusty mildew fills
the rooms. There is smoke from tobacco and a few odors that are so
terrible Luke does not want to know what they are.

“Eeww! Yuck!” Luke says to the leprechauns.
“It smells worse than the boys’ locker room in here! It smells like
someone’s butt in here!”

Luke is not surprised to learn the
leprechauns did not notice anything. The three walk through the
main entrance hall of the inn, into what appears to be a sitting
room that seems to have been decorated when George Washington slept
there.

“I guess they want the place to look the
same just in case George comes back for a visit,” Luke thinks.

Luke feels as if he is moving backward in
time. There are people dressed in George and Martha’s clothing too.
Most all of them have cloaks on and some of the women wear long
colonial dresses. The men are sitting and drinking and smoking
unusually long pipes. Groups move in and out of a bar adjacent to
the sitting room. Luke does not drink alcohol at all. “But if I
did,” he wonders to himself, “first thing on a Sunday morning would
not appeal to me.” Some of these people are quite loud. The only
thing louder than the arguments is the laughter. Luke is starting
to get a strong feeling of being out of place or at least in the
wrong place. “Wrong! That’s it,” Luke thinks to himself. “This all
seems so wrong and strange even for a big freaky place like New
York.”

At first no one appears to pay much
attention to them. “I guess two leprechauns and a kid from Florida
come through here on a regular basis,” Luke thinks. The three move
closer and closer to the bar. It is a bit dark in there. The men
sitting around the bar also have long pipes with smoke rising. Some
among them wear large hats. It is difficult for Luke to get a good
look at them. Their faces and some of their bodies seem distorted.
Luke is not certain they are human. It gives him a very creepy
feeling. He is not going in there no matter what stick anyone
points at him.

“Oh, God! What am I doing here?” Luke feels
the frustrations. Then abruptly a short brown-haired woman moves
out of the bar and toward the three of them.

“Hello, Shamus! It’s been a long time hasn’t
it now? What brings you to the city,” she asks?

“This woman seems happy and surprised to see
the little green loser,” Luke observes. Then she turns to Michaleen
and with a distinctly not so friendly voice she says, “Oh, hello to
you too Michaleen.”

Michaleen, to Luke’s amazement, just looks
up at her then uncharacteristically looks away without saying
anything. Luke gets the distinct impression that they don’t seem to
like each other.

“And,” she continues, “who is this fine
looking young lad you have with you this morning?”

“Margaret, this is himself Master Luke
Carter,” Shamans replies.

Michaleen turns about at his brother. He is
surprised to hear Luke being introduced. He rises up his stick and
knocks Shamus over the back of his head with it. Shamus turns at
his brother.

“Now what was that about?” Shamus says
demandingly raising his own stick and making as if to strike
back.

“We’ll not be sharing people’s names today!”
Michaleen is quite angry at Shamus. Shamus just stares at him a
moment. Margaret on the other hand is speechless and stands
motionless staring at Luke.

“You need not worry Michaleen Og,” Margaret
insists.

She continues to stare at Luke who is not
feeling too comfortable with the look she is giving him. No one had
ever looked at him that way before. “She should take a picture—it
would last longer!” As Luke finished that thought the woman does
the oddest thing. With a seemingly earnest demonstration of respect
she curtsies and nods to Luke.

“This woman has spent way too much time in
this bar,” Luke thinks to himself. “She’s bonkers!”

“Duit Duite Your Grace,” Margaret says to
Luke. “You are among friends here. You are most welcomed in this
place. I am so very glad you decided to come back among us.” Then
she bows slightly and nods again.

“Well,” Luke thinks, “she’s obviously a lot
nicer than the dopey leprechauns.” He has no clue what she is on
about. On the other hand she is not threatening him with a mean
stick or trying to drag him off where he does not want to go
either. Things are looking up!”

“Thank you, Miss Margaret,” Luke says to be
polite. “No need to be rude unless someone else tries kidnapping me
today,” he whispers to him self.

“Best be moving on,” Michaleen announces
while pushing and leading Luke toward the back of the inn.

“Aye, quite right,” Shamus agrees but holds
back a moment to whisper into Margaret’s ear. “Best not tell anyone
he’s here lassie. His life might be in danger if the wrong sort
knew he is back,” Shamus’ tone is very friendly to Margaret.

In a proud voice Margaret responds, “Well,
they’ll have to get past me won’t they Shamus?”

“Aye lass, suren they would die trying and
don’t I know it!” Shamus laughs.

With a smile Shamus hurries to join his
brother and Luke who by now are making their way into a very large
room at the back of the inn. The entire back wall is one whole
mirror.

Luke is completely astonishment to witness
people moving through the mirror. Some are going in. Others are
coming out. Most but not all are dressed equally as odd as everyone
else. The younger people seem to dress normal. All Luke can see in
the mirror is his reflection and the leprechauns. The only things
that distinguished the people who are going in from those coming
out besides their clothing are the shopping bags being carried by
those who are leaving.

Luke simply has no idea how to react to all
of this. He knew New York City had a reputation for the strange and
the unusual, but Luke is neither or so he thought.

“What is this place?” Luke asks to the
leprechauns in a state of bewilderment.

“This is the entrance to the Pearl Street
Mall,” Michaleen answers.

“It’s a mirror not a door,” Luke is thinking
out loud again.

“Aye, a mirror it is and suren it’s a door
as well,” is Shamus’ less then brilliant retort. “It is like the
mirror Alice walked through.”

“Alice?” Luke stares at him with a question
on his face.

“Aye,” Shamus says. “Have you not heard of
Alice in Wonderland?”

“I think,” Luke replies as he turns toward
the mirror with amazement.

“Aye, me lad” Michaleen agrees. “Beyond this
mirror suren Wonderland begins and the New World ends!”

“I don’t understand this.” Luke figures he
had entered Wonderland when he came in the front door not out the
back mirror. He thinks for a while because this is starting to seem
more and more like a big mistake.

“Aye, Master Luke” Shamus adds. “We know!
Tis why you’re here—to learn what was kept from you, about the
world you came from and what you now face. We’ve been sent here to
show you.” Shamus stares him in the eye with a most serious look.
“You must learn if you are to survive!”

“Sent? Who sent you?” Luke insists on
knowing.

Michaleen steps-up with a serious look on
his face. “There are people who care about you who believe
differently from what your uncle thinks. They tried to reason with
him. But he’s an old salt of a man who’s set in his ways. Others in
your family spoke their permission to let you choose for
yourself.”

“OK,” Luke says cautiously and with a look
of realization. “That has been the most revealing statement of the
day,” he worries to himself. “Something more than what they are
telling me is going on here. I know there is I can feel it.”

Luke is starting to realize that there might
really be something else to his life that no one had ever bothered
to share with him before. The two little green monsters are
certainly right about his uncle being set in his ways. Either this
is true or someone has gone to an awful lot of trouble to try and
convince him there is something about his life he does not
know.

Luke thinks that while these two little
green things are a little vague on the details it might be worth an
investigation. He has at least until near sunset to find out as
much as he can. By sunset Uncle Martin will get home and find out
what has happened. Then Luke feels certain he will come and find
him. These two little green freaks will find out just how set in
his ways Uncle Martian really is! He is confident that when his
Uncle finds them there will not be enough pieces he can tear these
creepy leprechauns into that would give him satisfaction.

“Uncle Martin is going to be so mad,” he
thinks.

“How does this work?” Luke asks looking at
the mirror.

“’Tis a simple thing,”
Michaleen responds. “You just say your destination—Pearl Street
Mall!”

With those words Michaleen is surrounded by
a mist and sucked into the mirror. Luke is at first a little scared
and then amazed.

“Wow!” Luke thinks out loud.

“Aye, wow it ‘tis,” Shamus adds nodding his
head and smiling. “Now go on with ya! ‘Tis a grand place you’re
heading to!”

Luke turns and says with a strong voice,
“The Pearl Street Mall!”

A swell of mist reaches out and then
surrounds him. He feels no sensation at all. There is a brief
moment of white light then he finds himself at what must be the
Pearl Street Mall. The inn is gone and before him stands a great
marketplace of shops. It all looks like something he once saw in a
history or Dickens book except it is not Christmas. Everything
seems to be made of either wood or stone. There is no cement to be
seen anywhere which is huge change from the city he just left. Both
the road and the sidewalk are made of different kinds of brick and
stone. In every direction there are people moving up and down the
streets and in and out of the shops. There are no cars to be seen
anywhere. Carts pulled by horses and women pushing strollers are
the only things out and about. Luke spots a sign that Michaleen has
stopped in front of. As he begins to walk toward it Shamus appears
out of the mirror and looks up with a smile. Luke says nothing he
is speechless with the wonders around him. He walks up to the sign
and reads “Pearl Street Market Mall.”

The word “market” has a line through it and
below it the word “mall” appears. Overhead is a blue sky and
perfect puffy white clouds. No sign of the city of New York. There
is motion all around him. To Luke the place seems frozen in time.
Maybe a time when George Washington must have had slept there? The
way things had been going Luke is thinking that there might
actually be an opportunity to shake hands with George after
all.

“Wow, “Luke thinks out loud, “maybe George
Washington did sleep here after all.”

“Welcome home Master Luke,” Shamus announces
as he steps down from the looking glass mirror.

“Aye, yes!” Michaleen agrees. “’Tis a grand
day I’m thinking!”

No sooner did the leprechauns finish their
welcoming greetings then shiny sparkling lights of gold and silver
appear above Luke’s head. Then they dropped down on him and are
absorbed. Luke feels a chill come over him and a shiver runs up and
down his spine. While looking down he raises his hands as if to
gesture for it stop. Then he speaks with the sound of panic in his
voice. “What was that? What just happened?” Luke loudly
demands.

The leprechauns look at each other with a
little concern.

“Haven’t you ever cast a spell before Master
Luke,” Michaleen inquires?

“No! Well, not that I am aware of,” Luke
responds.

“Oh!” Shamans thinks out loud.

“What? What is it?” Luke wants to know.

“You’ve just had your magic centered on
yourself,” Michaleen responds.

“Yes!” Shamus adds. “Unless you cast your
first spell by 16 years since your birth, the magic is lost to the
universe forever!”

“I haven’t cast any spells!” Luke
insists.

“Aye Master Luke you did!” Shamans
replies.

“Aye, suren you did indeed,” Michaleen
agrees. “When you moved yourself through the looking glass!”

“You mean you tricked me again?” Luke is
mad.

Michaleen walks up close to him and raised
his stick into Luke’s face and he shouted with determination, “It
is for your own good it was!”

“Aye,” Shamus agrees again.

Luke is extremely angry that someone would
trick him into something he knew nothing about. He might have
chosen differently if he had known what was going on.

“I may only be 12 years old,” Luke shouts,
“and I might have a lot to learn about everything but I am not
stupid. I know how to choose for myself when given the chance!”

Luke wonders for a moment what his Uncle
Martin would do in his place. Then he remembers something and
begins to look past Michaleen’s stick which is now once again
pointed at him.

“So tell me, Michaleen Og. I’ve read
fairytales and watched television with magic and witches in it.
Tell me, if I came up with a rhyme that ends with you becoming a
frog or an insect I can then step on, what happens now that you
have centered this magic on me?”

Michaleen lowers his stick and he and Shamus
stand silently looking at each other. Then they look back at Luke.
They say nothing. They just look worried.

“Well then, let’s give it a try,
what-ya-think?” Luke says with an irritated tone to his voice.

The two leprechauns stand shaking their
heads slowly. “That would not be wise,” Shamus replies with
caution.

“Dia Duit young master,” a young girl’s
voice says suddenly. “Would you care to try a fresh pastry? If you
like it, maybe you’ll come and visit our shop?”

Luke is now distracted and looks around. He
sees a very pretty girl who has come up from behind them and is
carrying a bit of pastry with her. “It sure smells nice,” Luke
thinks. The girl wears a colonial-era dress and has long dark black
hair and sky blue eyes and a smile. Luke thinks he really likes her
smile. He likes it so much so that for a moment he doesn’t bother
looking at the pastry. He just keeps staring whereupon Shamus takes
it upon himself to give Luke a nudge causing him to finally blink
his eyes again.

“Dia is Muire Duit,” Luke says to her in a
very friendly tone.

The young Lady smiles another big smile and
bows slightly, nodding her head as Luke finally reaches for the
pastry and takes a bite.

“Wow!” Luke thinks out loud. “This pastry is
amazing!”

Michaleen and Shamus are looking at Luke.
They are amazed and stunned having heard him give a proper response
to the young girl’s greeting. Luke glances over at them and
discoverers he has two dumb looking stares on him. “What? Haven’t
you ever had a pastry before?” he asks with a sarcastic tone of
voice.

“You spoke the ancient Celt?” Michaleen
responds.

Luke thinks for a moment and then realizes
how he responded to the girl’s greeting.

“Well, I don’t know if I do,” Luke replies
with a tone of confusion and a mouth filled with pastry. “When I
went to bed last night I didn’t, but now I don’t know what you two
freaks have done to me!” Luke wanted to seem upset, but the pastry
is so good, and he hadn’t eaten since breakfast so he can not bring
himself to feel or act with anger.

“Would you like to visit our shop young
master,” the young girl inquires with a smile. Luke still likes
that smile. He wants her to smile some more!

With his mouth still full of pastry, Luke
responds, “Quoteeeesss unt eye unt ny unie.”

The girl looks at him bewildered not having
understood a word he said. The leprechauns look equally mystified.
Luke swallows the pastry left in his mouth and repeats, “Yes, but I
don’t have any money!”

“Suren he doesn’t sweet Cailin,” Michaleen
tells her. “One of the reasons we have brought him here is to claim
his fortune.”

Michaleen grabs Luke by the arm and begins
to lead him off. “So we’ll be on our way.”

“I am sure if there’s time to make a stop on
the return he will,” Shamus adds as a polite excuse to leave.

The sweet little black-haired girl just
watches them walk down the street. When Luke glances back she
smiles a little and waves good-bye to him. Luke smiles and walks
and trips a little, and waves back then trips some more.

They walk some distance and Luke gets
frustrated and throws off Michaleen’s arm. “Let go of me!” he
demands.

“The day is getting long,” Michaleen
insists. “We haven’t time for you to be playing patty fingers with
every wee Cailin that passes by!”

“Suren the both of you should calm down!”
Shaman insists. “There are many eyes about and your mouths are
drawing attention to us.”

“Oh really Shamus?” Michaleen sounds off
sarcastically. “Who was it that went about introducing him to
people?”

Shamus is about to answer with what sounded
like an insult when two boys come flying by and nearly knock the
three of them over!

“What is that?” Luke says in amazement.

“Ah, them are those new flying boards!”
Shamus tells him. Then Michaleen shouts, “And they’re not supposed
to be using them in the marketplace!”

“Mall,” Shamus quickly corrected him. “Aye,
not in the mall!” Michaleen agrees, yelling at the boys flying
around.

“Board?” Luke questions.

“Yes,” Michaleen responds. “’Tis a Bennie
skateboard. The young folk take the wheels off and instead of
bewitching a broom like any self-respecting magic folk would, they
fly about on these Bennie boards!”

The boys on the boards having overheard
Michaleen’s bad attitude and big mouth come flying back again
forcing the three of them to duck again.

“Wow!” Luke says loudly. “That is so
kewl!”

As the boys pass by they draw Luke’s
attention to the building at the far end of the street. There
stands and unusually narrow but very tall white building made from
marble. It looks so dramatically different from every other
building in the mall. Its face had several tall Greek-style columns
with a long set of stairs leading up to a pair of enormous doors.
As extraordinary as the building appear what really gets Luke’s
attention is the two creatures standing on either side of the
building. Their size and their appearance are so shocking that Luke
suddenly feels nauseous and scared. The only way they could be
described is as monsters. Even though the building and its
creatures are still nearly two blocks away and Luke is safe he is
completely stunned by the site.

“Holy crap!” Luke says. He is not of the
habit of using vulgarity; at home it is always discouraged by Uncle
Martin back-handing him. This time it is just a response to total
shock.

“What the hell are those two things next to
that building down there?” Luke asks with fear is voice.

“Those are trolls,” Shamus responds with
firmness in his voice.

“Aye,” Michaleen agrees. “Between them is
Hawthorn’s Pot of Gold.”

The three of them begin to walk toward this
incredible site. Both of these creatures stand more than half the
size of the 10-story Hawthorn Pot of Gold, and they carry enormous
hammers. Their bodies are disproportionate to their heads. Their
stomachs are gigantic as are their arms and legs. Their heads are
almost normal size. But they are so ugly! Their teeth are distended
rendering them incapable of keeping their mouths shut. And they
kept drooling! Yuck! Their lips and their noses bulged outward.
Luke finds them hideous to look at. “If my dog looked anything like
them, I would have shaved his butt and teach him to walk backward
for the rest of his life!” Luke is thinking out loud.

“What is Hawthorn’s Pot of Gold?” Luke asks
cautiously. He starting to wonder if he even wants to know the
answers to his questions.

“’Tis the safest bank in
all of the Americas,” Michaleen tells him.

“Aye,” Shamus agrees.

“What are these creatures doing there?” Luke
keeps his voice low and cautious.

“They are the security guards for the bank,”
Shamus explains, observing that Luke seems to be getting a little
nervous the closer they get to the bank.

“Well, I don’t imagine that security is much
of a problem for that bank then?” Luke’s voice has a note of
resolve in it as they continued to walk.

“Nope! Suren no one has ever tried to rob
the Hawthorn.” Michaleen openly confirms what seems incredibly
obvious to Luke.

They kept getting closer and closer, and all
of the people around them pay no attention. It is as if having
trolls in the neighborhood is okie-dokie and nothing new.

“Why are we heading for the bank?” Luke
wonders out loud. He spoke with a low voice and caution so as not
to get the attention of the trolls. It is an incredible sight; the
troll creatures cast a shadow the length of the city block!

“We are going to go and claim your fortune.”
Michaleen says with determination, who thinks that might have been
the twelfth time he has said it since he met the boy.

“Guys,” Luke says addressing both
leprechauns. “I only just turned 12,” in a tone of voice suggesting
the two of them hadn’t noticed. “I seriously doubt there is much of
a fortune for a 12-year-old boy, right?” Luke does not want to go
into that bank. He is not all that keen on money anyway. Luke
stares at them, keeps walking, and looks at the bank and then back
at the leprechauns again expecting an answer to this question.

“Well, not exactly,” Shamus replies. They
stopped briefly and Shamus looks at Luke for moment.

“Your 12 years makes you the youngest member
of one of the oldest clans in all of the magic realm. In fact it
might be the oldest surviving clan in all human history.”

“Aye,” Michaleen agrees, “with one of the
largest fortunes in existence.”

Again Luke stares at them then at the bank,
and back at them yet again. He seems to be considering carefully
what they just said. Then he responds nervously, “Well, I am not
that busy right now, am I? It couldn’t hurt to go have a brief look
at the fortune, right?”

“Right!” both the Og brothers agree
simultaneously.

The three make their way up a long staircase
under the bulging eyes of the really gross-looking trolls. Luke
notices that the street sewers are positioned in such a way that
the drool from the monsters is prevented from flowing down the
street. Luke makes a sly comment that almost sounded like a prayer.
“Oh, Lord, please don’t let them drool on me!”

The enormous doors open as they approach,
and soon the three find themselves inside the lobby. They are
surrounded by leprechauns. Until today, Luke had never laid an eye
on a leprechaun before, now he is surrounded by them. As a
12-year-old boy he feels strange being the tallest person in a room
full of people.

“This is so odd,” Luke thinks as he looks
around. “I feel like I have died and gone to little green
kindergarten hell.”

“Well, there’s quite a few of you in here,
isn’t there?” Luke makes the statement with a sense of unease as
the three move toward the head desk. Behind it sits a very large
and very old looking leprechaun. He isn’t tall; he just fills out
the seat with his waist. One cannot see his legs; his feet just
stick out from under his waistline. He has a long white beard, and
his nose sticks out so far it droops beneath his upper lip.

“Well hello Odin,” Michaleen says as he
stands in front of the old leprechaun. Then, with a raspy voice
Odin replies, “Well well, Michaleen and Shamus Og. Suren my day is
complete now that the chancellor’s lap dogs have come for a
visit.”

“Chancellor’s lap dogs?” Luke thinks. That’s
right! Luke remembers now. So, he is responsible for having sent
these two little green creatures after him! Luke had forgotten that
his name was mentioned in the churchyard this morning.

Odin does not seem too kind toward Michaleen
and Shamus. But at least now Luke remembers who it is that sent
them. Michaleen and Shamus stand for moment in silence as they
absorb Odin’s insult. Then they chose to ignore it which surprises
Luke.

“Odin,” Michaleen says. “May I present
Master Luke Carter?”

Luke is surprised because Michaleen had made
such a fuss when Shamus had presumed to introduce him before. With
Michaleen’s statement to Odin, the smug face Odin had that was
frustrating Michaleen and Shamus disappears. The room goes nearly
silent as everyone is now paying attention. Odin looks over at Luke
and with a sound of respect in his voice he says, “Welcome to the
Hawthorn, Master Luke. It has been many years since you have been
among us, Your Grace.” He bows slightly, “I assure you that your
fortune is safe and well accounted for.”

“Thank you,” Luke responds with a look of
uneasy surprise. That is the second time someone had used that word
“grace.” Until today Luke always regarded “grace” as something to
be recited before supper.

“Not that we’re not believing you Odin,”
Michaleen asserts. “But Master Luke would like to have a look for
himself.”

“Aye, a wee look for himself is in order,”
Shamus agrees loudly so that all of the other leprechauns will hear
him. Clearly, it is a statement meant to embarrass Odin. Shamus and
Michaleen seem unusually confident once they had announced who it
is they are escorting. Luke finds this to be very odd.

Odin looks over at Luke very sternly. He
seems to be waiting for something. Luke looks at the lot of them.
Then he thinks for moment, realizes what is going on and responds,
“Yes, please, Mr. Odin—if there is no problem with that.”

“Aye, or even if there is,” Shamus adds.

Odin sits in his tall chair, nods his head
yes and completely ignores Shamus. He responds, “As you wish Master
Luke.”

With that Odin claps his hands and an
attendant is summoned. He leads the group of three back to the
stairs where they begin a very long trek down 10 or more stories.
It is so long Luke thinks they might not stop until they reach
Australia. Finally they stop at the bedrock of the building.

“That was a long trip!” Shamus thinks out
loud.

“Yeah,” Luke agrees, “I was about to start
looking for wallabies.”

“Wallabies?”

Luke glances over at him shakes his head and
replies, “Never mind.”

At the bedrock old-style brick line a
seemingly endless tunnel. Everything is made of brick. The floor
the walls and even the arch ceiling are all made from brick.
Everything is brick except one solid iron door after another which
are embedded in the sides of the walls.

These are the strangest doors Luke has ever
seen. Not only are they enormous and thick but they also have no
handles and no obvious way to open them. They all seem to have a
plaque mounted on them. But Luke can not read them because the only
light comes from a lantern held by the attendant. It is too dark to
read the inscriptions.

Suddenly the attendant stops and turns to
his right. In a moment more Luke finds himself standing next to
him. There before them is the largest iron door they have seen so
far. It stretches upward for two stories of the building. It also
has a plaque with writing on it. But it can not to be read because
it is covered with soot of some kind. Luke walks over and begins to
clean off the plaque. The dirt smells terrible!

“Yuck! What is this crap?” Luke said out
loud.

“Aye, indeed, ‘tis bat droppings,” the
attendant tells him.

“Eeww! Yuck!” Luke thinks. “This day just
keeps getting better and better!”

The four corners of the plaque had mythical
creatures on top of shields.

“What are these?” Luke asks Michaleen.

“They are the coat of arms of your clan,” he
responds.

In between the coat of arms is a message
that reads;

 


“Beware to all who call upon this door,

For herein is a curse that may cause your
fall.

No one may enter; no one may leave,

Except those who are a part of the ancient
tree.

Upon their words all will be well,

For anyone else, a curse that will cast you
into hell.”

 


“Well,” Luke thinks out loud. “Isn’t that
special?”

“Aye,” Shamus agrees.

“Let’s get on with it,” Michaleen
insists.

“Get on with what?” Luke wonders.

“Open the door!” he demands.

“Duh, there’s no handle or lock,” Luke
observes.

“No, no, no!” Michaleen insists. “You have
to cast a spell to open it!”

“What spell?” Luke is confused.

Michaleen walks up to him and makes a motion
to indicate he wants to whisper in his ear. He talks for a moment
as Luke bends over and struggles to hear what he has to say. Then
Luke stands upright and looks at Michaleen like he is an idiot.

“No way!” Luke says sternly.

“Aye!” Michaleen looks back at him most
seriously and replies, “Way!”

Luke glares at him a bit, then at Shamus and
then over at the attendant. Then he looks up at the door and
shouts, “Oscailte Cead Caite A Fhail Mo Diol!”

The plaque on the door begins to glow, and a
choir of sweet voices scaling notes of song in perfect harmony is
heard. Then, what sounds like latches unlocking one after the other
followed by the enormous door swinging open. It stops, and all is
silent. The room inside is glowing.

The attendant, who undoubtedly had witnessed
the openings of many vaults, had nonetheless never witnessed the
most important vault in the bank open. He stands watching in
amazement. Shamus and Michaleen smile with overwhelming happiness.
They look like they want to do a little dance they are so happy.
Then, surprisingly, with great joy in his voice, the attendant
announces, “Welcome home your Grace!” Then he bows with great
affection to Luke.

To the attendant the opening of the door
verified who Luke is. Unfortunately, Luke does not yet understand
who he is, so he simply observes the attendant’s behavior with a
smile on his face nodding his head a little just to be polite.
Slowly then he begins to walk into the vault where he hopes some
supper would suddenly appear—because everyone keeps using that
“grace” word, and it is making him hungry!

“Come on!” Luke tells them with excitement
in his voice.

“Aye, suren we can’t enter,” Shamus
replies.

“Aye, only the members of your clan can
enter,” Michaleen announces.

Luke thinks, “I have come this far, I have
been kidnapped, I have watched my friends made frozen, and I have
been threatened with the same stick used to freeze them. There is
no way I’m not going in for a look!”

When he enters, what meets Luke’s eyes is
beyond description. There are no words he can think of to explain
his amazement. A room three times the size of his home is stacked
on one side with bars of gold to the ceiling. The other side is
stacked with American gold eagle coins. On the far wall, there are
three enormous chests. One is filled with rubies, the other filled
with emeralds, and the last is filled with an inexplicable variety
of diamonds. Luke does not know what to feel. He is not sure what
to think. None of these objects are anything he had ever craved. He
has grown up in America, and like all boys his age he understands
that his world runs on money. But beyond living in happiness with
his family he has no ambition for it. He did take one tiny emerald
and put it in his pocket. He thinks it is very attractive and he
wants something to remind him of his visit.

Believing he might have to make a withdrawal
to cover the costs of school supplies he walks back to the door and
inquires of the leprechauns, “How much should I take?”

“Nothing,” Michaleen tells him.

Luke replies with total bewilderment on his
face.

“Nothing? Then why did you kidnap me?”

“To claim your fortune,” Michaleen tells
him. “There’s no need to carry money around with you. Now that you
and your fortune are connected all you need to do is cast a simple
spell and whatever bill needs to be paid the Hawthorn will just pay
it. Only people without fortunes carry money around with them.”

Michaleen turns around to find the attendant
standing directly behind him with a rather unfortunate look on his
face. He is not happy to learn Michaleen and Shamus have kidnapped
Luke.

“Kidnapped is it?” The attendant looks
angrily at Michaleen. “Kidnapped?”

“Oh, no!” Michaleen and Shamus insist. “We
are here on instructions from the chancellor. You are free to check
with his office if you would like.” Michaleen insists. “The boy
doesn’t know what he’s talking about because we were instructed to
tell him nothing,” Shamus tells the attendant.

“I see,” the attendant says. He is
completely satisfied with their explanation because it is
impossible for one leprechaun to lie to another leprechaun.

“What if I wanted to carry a few dollars in
my pocket?” Luke shouts from inside the vault.

“Then all you need to do it is cast a spell
and the Hawthorn will deliver the dollars to your pocket,” Shamus
shouts back!

“Fine!” Luke has a last look around. He
touches a few of the gold bars and lifts up a few of the gold coins
just to see them up close. Then he leaves. When he reaches the
leprechauns again he asks, “OK, how do we get it closed now?”

“Just tell it good-bye,” Shamus answers.

Luke gazed over at the big door and says
“good-bye,” but nothing happens.

“No, no, no,” Michaleen said with
frustration. “You have to cast a spell good-bye!”

“Oh!” Luke replies. “I see.”

“Slain!” Luke shouts.

On Luke’s good-bye the great door slams
against the vault. It makes a loud noise followed by the sounds
latches locking.

Soon Luke and his leprechaun escorts find
themselves going from shop to shop. Where to go is clearly marked
by a sign with a griffin on it and the word “Citadel” beneath
it.

In each shop that has the official seal of
the Citadel and the official list of items that all academy
freshmen have to bring with them. The very first thing Luke buys is
a trunk. It is quite large and impossible for any one person to
carry. But it is no ordinary trunk. As Michaleen and Shamus
explain, with a simple incantation the trunk appeared and
disappeared at the will of the owner. Wherever the owner goes so
goes the trunk. Anytime Luke needs to put something in it, he can
just summon it, fill it, and then be on his way. He has to admit
this is pretty nifty. He has never had one of these before. He
wonders why they are not sold in stores. He is certain all of his
friends back in Sugarloaf would love to have one.

They pass a shop called Wands and Brooms. It
seems to have the very latest in flying paraphernalia. But it has
no seal out in front of it.

“That it is so kewl!” Luke says. “Wow! They
even have some of those Bennie flying boards you were shouting
about earlier today, Michaleen Og!”

“No, suren we’ll not be going in there, I’m
telling!” Michaleen replies.

“Why?”

“Because there isn’t anything in there that
you’ll be needing for school!” Michaleen insists.

“Why?”

“Will you be stopping with the, ‘whys’
already?” Shamus demands.

“No! I want to know why I cannot buy
something that flies and why I cannot have a wand.”

Michaleen and Shamus stared at the boy for a
bit. They have never had to deal with a 12-year-old before. In fact
they had done more talking and explaining to Luke than they have in
years to anyone. It is wearing on them and they are now certain
never to accept another assignment having to deal with freshmen
ever again!

“You can’t fly until you have been
certified,” Michaleen says. “You cannot be certified until you go
to school to learn how to fly. So until you are certified, you’ll
be needing to use the school’s equipment.”

“Aye,” Shamus agrees. As they walk away from
the wand shop Shamus continues to explain, “Americans don’t use
wands. Long ago, when you had your revolution, American witches
were cut off from their supply of wands. The making of wands
requires feathers or other body parts from certain magical
creatures. In America they are truly myths because in America they
truly do not exist. American witches adopted the techniques of the
Indian and African shamans—what the common folk referred to as
witch doctors. These days wands are only used in ceremonies. Wand
art was and are still a wizard’s craft. There are no wizards in
America. There is only witchcraft and the new techniques developed
after the Revolution—a type of magic that is referred to simply as
`the method.’ ‘Tis mind over matter and control of the elements of
the earth, like wind, fire, form, energy, and water. The magic folk
with their noses in the air and a board up their backsides, they
don’t even call themselves witches anymore. They want to be called
‘method practitioners’ or `practitioners.’“

“That was an earful,” Luke thinks. There is
no doubt that Luke wants a flying board. They is just too kewl to
ignore! Unfortunately, the school would simply confiscate the board
once he arrived. So for now, he decides to let it go. Luke also is
certain he will be back to get one. Yes!

The last shop is the uniform shop. Luke
needs seven complete uniforms, but Michaleen insist that he buy
extras just in case so he buys an even dozen. The shopkeeper has to
give Luke lessons in tying the knot in his tie. “There isn’t much
use for ties in the Florida Keys,” Luke tells him.

When the uniform is finally fitted Luke has
a long look at himself in the mirror. The uniform is maroon and
blue with a tie that has both colors in it. It can be worn with a
sweater or a double-breasted dress jacket. As Luke continues to
stare at himself, the shopkeeper drapes a robe or cloak around him.
“This is definitely a new and different look for me,” Luke
thinks.

“Couldn’t the Citadel have come up with a
uniform that was made out of blue jeans and a T-shirt?” Luke
asks.

“Aye,” Michaleen responds. “Saints Preserve
Us! Not all of America’s bad habits have made it into the Valley of
the Griffin behind the Great Hole in the Wall. Once you are there,
no one is going to treat you any differently than anyone else.
You’ll have to pull your own weight! There will not be any uncles
or aunts to run to when things get tough. There are also rules
you’ll have to learn to follow. One of those rules is there are no
blue jeans and T-shirts behind the Great Hole in the Wall!”

“So do you kidnap everyone who goes to
school there?” Luke says sharply.

“Aye,” Shamus responds laughing. “Kidnapping
is an up-and-coming trade, don’t you know?”

“Leprechauns only do what they’re told to
do!” Michaleen asserts.

“And the one who tells you what to do,
Michaleen Og, that would be the chancellor?” Luke is still speaking
with a sharp tone to his voice.

“The only thing you need to be worrying
about Master Luke is getting good grades if you’re up to it!”
Michaleen wasn’t too happy with the way Luke is speaking to
him.

Luke glances at himself one more time in the
mirror. He looks so much older than he feels. Then he proceeds
outside after having packed everything else into the trunk. He
stops at the edge of the sidewalk just outside and looks at
everything. He thinks, “I have never dreamt this dream ever.” Luke
feels a conflict inside. He is amazed at all of the things he has
seen this day but it is all way too different from the life he has.
He is now satisfied that he is in fact part of a hidden realm and
that this realm coexists with the one he grew up in. Uncle Martin
had not shown up so he knew he would now have to make a choice. He
is either going to have to go along with the leprechauns and walk
through the Great Hole in the Wall and into the Griffin Valley or
he is heading back to Sugarloaf whether the leprechauns liked it or
not! Luke has to admit he feels comfortable in this new
environment. It might even be a whole lot of fun. Be that as it
may, the choice of what to do next is not a difficult one. Where he
wants to be is with the people he loves the most.

As the three of them begin to make their way
back to the looking glass mirror, Michaleen begins to explain how
to get to the Citadel. The Great Hole in the Wall is in fact a
tunnel through a mountain that leads into the Valley of the
Griffin. The tunnel can be found only by magical folk. None of the
common people can find it. But there is no way to travel to the
Valley of the Griffin by magic. Long before Europeans came to the
shores of America, the Valley of the Griffin was protected by
powerful magic. It is an ancient power from where no one knew it
came. There is only two ways in. One could walk through the Great
Hole in the Wall or attempt to transgress the Griffin Pass. No one
dares to enter the Griffin Pass. It is guarded not only by powerful
magic but also real griffins. These creatures are part lion and
part eagle. Their talismans can crush a truck or lorry simply by
grabbing it. Common folk cannot find the Griffin Pass, and magical
people dared not enter it.

The Great Hole in the Wall lay at the end of
the Chattanooga Pass. To get there from New York City, a person has
to buy a ticket at Grand Central station for the Chattanooga
platform. So, Michaleen explains the three of them will go back to
the Roosters Neck Inn and get onto a subway to Grand Central
station.

“First we have to stop at the pastry shop!”
Luke insists. He wanted to be smiled at again by the pretty
black-haired girl with the sky blue eyes.

The two leprechauns agree and soon Luke
finds himself at the pastry shop getting a smile from the pretty
black-haired girl. The pastry is still amazing to eat. The sun is
moving to the west. Soon the day will be gone. The shops are
crowded so Luke moves out onto the sidewalk where he eats and
watches people moving in and out of the looking glass mirror. He
observes while the leprechauns are distracted by their own pastries
that not everyone who walks up to the mirror announced the Roosters
Neck Inn as their destination. In fact, people are giving various
parts of the country as their destinations. Luke wonders perhaps if
they have looking glass mirrors in their homes. Luke starts
thinking. He is willing to bet that the great hall mirror at home
is also a looking glass mirror. “There is no way the leprechauns
could know that,” he thinks.

“OK, let’s get on with it!” Michaleen
demands.

The three of them walked up to the looking
glass mirror. Just as before, Michaleen goes first by shouting,
“The Roosters Neck Inn!”

With that a mist reached out from the mirror
and envelops him. Soon he is gone. Now it is Luke’s turn. He steps
up to the mirror and shouts, “The home of Martin Cohan, Sugarloaf
Harbor, Florida!”

Before Shamus could even utter the word
“no,” a mist surrounds Luke and in the next moment he finds himself
in the great hall of his uncle’s home in Florida.

Everyone is gathered around the kitchen
table. Luke’s sudden arrival startles them. The older women gasp,
and one gives a bit of a scream. They all have worried looks on
their faces. The emotional appearance he sees upon his arrival is
not something Luke has ever experienced from any of them before.
Uncle Martin is not in the room.

One thing that startled Luke besides the
scream is a person in the room shouting, “Oh, God,” and others
going, “It’s Luke!” at the top of their lungs. There is a mixture
of adult friends and Uncle Martin’s workers. Sonny, Sam, Lorraine,
and Boo are there and they are not frozen anymore! They all come
forward to greet him. They grab him and begin to hug him. The girls
have tears in their eyes, and Sonny keeps clearing his throat and
is unable to speak. Then it gets very quiet as someone walks into
the room.

At first Luke can not see who it is because
everyone is blocking his view. In the next moment they part and
there stands Aunt Claire. She takes a few steps toward him. “She
has the oddest look on her face,” Luke thinks. She puts her hands
on her hips and looks at Luke. Then she says, “I don’t remember
giving permission for any day trips!”

Luke clears his throat and finds himself
wiping his eyes as he responds, “No ma’am.” His voice is soft and
broken.

Claire looks him over and then says, “You’re
rather handsome and older-looking in that uniform than I
remember.”

“Thank you Aunt Claire,” Luke replies he
having problems talking. His voice still broken and he knew she
wasn’t very happy with him just disappearing like that.

Claire walks up to him and wraps her arms
around Luke and hugs him as tightly as she possibly can.

“I was very worried about you boy!” she
whispers into his ear as tears fill her eyes.

“I am very sorry Aunt Claire, but it wasn’t
my fault!” Luke tells her as she continues to hug him tightly.

“Oh, and don’t I know it!” she whispers in a
broken voice, repeating herself several times, “and don’t I know
it.”

Claire steps back removes a tissue from her
apron and begins to wipe her eyes. Luke looks around the room.
Everyone has tears in his or her eyes. Luke took several deep
breaths as he looks for something to dry his eyes.

Outside of the big house, down by where the
river meets the Sugarloaf Sound near where the pearl farm began,
sits two older men. Each has a long pipe in his mouth. The one
sitting with his back to the house in a large rocking chair has not
lit his pipe. The other man’s hair from his head and beard nearly
reached the ground. The hair is an odd mix of black, gray, and
white, and he is a dark-skinned man.

Marta makes her way to the men and on
arriving announced to Martin, who turns out to be the man with his
back to the house, “He’s back Martin.” She speaks with a broken
voice and tears in her eyes.

Martin looks up at her; he didn’t seem
surprised at all. “That’s good Marta. Have Luke come for a visit
when he gets a chance.”

“Yes Martin,” she replies as she looks over
at the other man and nods her head in a friendly gesture. The dark
man with the long hair nods back with a slight smile. Then she goes
off to tell Luke.

Martin turns to the other man and says, “I
told you those damn leprechauns were no match for that boy!”
Martin’s tone of voice is one of “I told you so!”

“Yes,” the man replies. “I suspected as
much. But even though he’s not at the Citadel, he is also neither
isolated nor naive anymore. Perhaps now you’ll train him to protect
himself a little better?” The man’s voice is direct and to the
point.

“He did just fine this day, I’m thinking!”
Martin responds.

“That’s because no one was trying to kill
him Martin.” The man seems quite determined to make his point. “The
Darksiders are coming for him! He’s his father’s son, not
yours!”

“He’s my responsibility!” There is a tone of
anger in Martin’s voice. “I’ll be the one making the decisions as
to what he should or shouldn’t be doing! And another thing—I
suggest you spread the word! The next person who thinks he knows
better than me and tries another stunt like this one today—you’ll
be telling those lost souls that they will be answering to me
personally!”

Martin sits back in his seat abruptly and
places the pipe back in his mouth. He used to smoke and is tempted
to strike a match once again. He would have, but he knew how
disappointed Luke would be if he saw smoke coming from his
mouth.

The man looks at Martin, but Martin does not
look back.

“My old friend,” he says, pausing for a
moment to think. “We’re on the same side!” His voice has both a
sense of frustration and appeal to it. “Our people and I want to
watch out and protect the boy from what is coming. It’s just a
matter of time before they make their move.”

Still not looking at him, Martin responds,
“Aye, you showed what side you’re on today, I’m thinking!” Martin’s
voice had a very strong sense of disappointment in it.

Disappointment is added to a look of
frustration on the man’s face also. “Martin, I sent warnings. How
many letters have I written these 12 years now? You are not the
White Robin! Luke represents the best hope for so many, for you,
for me, for your family, and for himself! We’re all on your side.
But there’s no talking to you or reasoning with you! I’m your
friend Martin!”

Then from behind Martin’s chair in walks
Luke.

“I’m home Uncle Martin!” Luke announces.

Martin looks up at the boy who is still
dressed sharply in his new uniform. A very clear look of happiness
and pride comes on his face.

“You went off on an adventure I hear?”
Martin replies.

“Yes sir,” Luke says. “But it wasn’t my
fault Uncle Martin!”

“Aye, suren it wasn’t boy! Still, before
your next adventure you’ll be letting us know now. That way your
Aunt Claire will not be worrying so much about you – ok?”

“Yes sir,” Luke replies at which point the
visitor clears his throat once. Martin is so glad to see the boy he
has forgotten to introduce the other man.

“Oh, yes,” Martin says. “Luke may I present
the Honorable Doctor Phineenous Dickelbee, High Chancellor and
principal instructor of the Citadel Academy and University.”

“Ooooooooh!”' Luke thinks! “Should I tell or
not?”

“How do you do sir,” Luke says
carefully.

“It is a pleasure to meet you again Mr.
Carter,” the chancellor responds as he stands to shake Luke’s
hand.

“Again sir?” Luke says as the chancellor
sits back down.

“Yes, yes,” the chancellor responds. “You’ll
not recall our last meeting you were far too young then. So I hear
you’ll be going to join us at the academy this year,” he says as he
glances over at Martin?

“I don’t know sir; my uncle has not told me
yet,” Luke asserts himself.

With that Martin clears his throat, “well,”
Martin says as he sits up in his chair to change the subject, “be
off with you now Luke. Go and get your supper! Your Aunt Claire
will be waiting on you.”

“Yes Uncle Martin,” Luke responds by
wrapping his arms around his uncle and giving him a big hug. Then
he walks off to the big house.

The chancellor watches him make his way back
to the house and observes, “the boy loves you very much. You’re
lucky man Martin.”

“Suren don’t I know it, Phinie,” Martin
responds as he turns to watch Luke walk into the house. He also
turned to make sure the chancellor didn’t see the tear that had
come to his eye. Looking back at the house, he says again, “Suren
don’t I know it.”
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