
 

Chapter One 

Journey into Ontawa  
 

 



 

 

awn neared in the world of Evergreen. Signs of the dayôs first 

sunrise appeared through the mountain region known as the 

Grand Divide. The nightôs bronze sky, which never fully 

darkened, showed hints of gold between the many mountain peaks that 

touched the clouds. As beams of light reached out to warm the land, 

Evergreenôs second sun ï the closest and smallest of the two ï rose to 

the shrill of the animal world, an ancient warning to turn away from its 

initial burst of light or experience ñpukka dimò ï a day without sight.  

On the side farthest from the two suns, the morning sky began to 

hide a bright tourmaline moon of pink and green. A few moments later, 

only a silhouette of the crystalline quarter-moon remained, and both 

suns were visible from anywhere across the land. The world of Ever-

green began to bustle with activity.  

One look from anywhere in the land and it was clear why Ever-

greenôs first native families, the Acaba and the Jadenbu, named it as 

they did. Trees made of redwood one hundred feet wide and ten times 

as tall formed deep and endless skylines, overshadowed only by the 

Grand Divide itself. Season after season, the valleys, hillsides, and 

snow-capped mountain chains were blanketed in a dozen shades of 

green. Lakes divided the contours of these lush landscapes. Amber-

filled ravines rested in and around the immense knotted roots that, ac-

cording to legend, once belonged to ñMesequoyaòðthe great redwood 

tree that touched the suns. 

In a small, rocky, wooden boat at the eastern entrance to a dark and 

watery underworld hidden beneath Evergreen sat Niles Jaden IIIða 

descendent of the City of Jadenôs founders. Three massive tree-lined 

archways, each spanning nearly one mile across, marked the entryways 

into this seldom-traveled region known to the natives as ñOntawaòð

the forbidden caves. 

Wiping the sweat from his brow, Niles rowed cautiously under-

neath one of the huge arches into a world unlike his own. He eyed the 

monstrous roots that jutted from the cave wall to his right. His partially 

stained denim pants and sweat-soaked linen pullover clung to him in 

the morning heat like a second layer of skin. Ahead, a broad shadow 

from the dirt and stone archway high above met the bright light of the 
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morning suns. The shadow slowly crossed the water and reached his 

boat. With each stroke of his oars, it moved ever closer to the rear of 

the boat, causing his perspiration to turn cold. His exposed arms were 

goose-pimply from the change in temperature. Niles also wore a netted, 

hard-brimmed safari hat that was laced around his chin and a very ex-

pensive pair of waterproof leather boots. His entire outfit, in fact, was 

patterned after a magazine ad he had seen months earlier entitled ñAp-

parel for the Distant Traveler.ò It wasnôt meant to be taken literally.  

In the three and a half centuries since Jaden was founded, few peo-

ple had ever felt the need to travel beyond its surrounding regions east 

of the Grand Divide. But Nilesô needs, like his appearance, were far 

from ordinary. From his seven-foot-tall frame and dark hair and chest-

nut eyes to his distinctive, tree-shaped family birthmark that rose an 

inch above the bridge of his nose, Niles looked more like a lost jungle 

tour guide than a middle-aged man of wealth and power on a quest. 

He continued to row, guided only by bits and pieces of a secretive, 

family-guarded story first revealed to him by his grandmother when he 

was a child. The darkness that hid what lay ahead slowly gave way to 

more clearly defined and familiar shapes he recalled from the wondrous 

and equally terrifying event at the heart of the story. Because of his ex-

treme height, with every few strokes, his wrists bumped against his 

knees. He yearned for a tailor-made boat, not the current one he had 

secretly purchased a week earlier from a fisherman back home in Jaden 

at three times its value.  

ñTell no one about this,ò he had cautioned the aging fisherman, who 

was delighted to oblige the most admired man in the city.  

ñYes, Mr. Jaden. I wonôt tell anyone. But where are you going?ò he 

had replied. Though the fisherman ventured a respectful question, Niles 

provided no answer. 

Niles examined the strange new world. He was immediately drawn 

to the shimmers of light. Each bounced off ripples of water onto thou-

sands of thick vines that disappeared up into the miles-long stone wall 

that towered over him. Grayish-brown boulders of all shapes and sizes 

rose from the waterôs edge onto the jagged shoreline and were quickly 

lost in the thicket of vines and moss-covered rocks. For the first time in 



 

 

Nilesô privileged and protected life, he felt vulnerable and alone. This 

world was ancient. It seemed untouched. If something happened to him 

that required medical attention, it would be a weekôs journey before he 

could return home for help. He began to question why he was even 

there. What could have possibly compelled him to exchange the luxury 

and security of his modern urban world for these potentially dangerous 

and primitive surroundings? 

Niles traveled farther into the cave. His eyes finally adjusted from 

the early morning brightness to the dark, shadowy images that loomed 

around him. Well off in the distance, directly ahead, on the stone sur-

face of a wall, a strangely familiar shape grabbed his attention. He 

narrowed his eyes to try to get a better view and rowed ever closer. He 

could not look away. 

ñFrom here, that would have to be ten stories high,ò he muttered 

under his breath. Seconds later, recognition struck and shivers ran 

down his spine. ñThe Golem! But is it real?ò he wondered in disbelief, 

as if someone were there to hear him. ñIf itôs all true, this would mean 

thatðò At once, he broke his train of thought and noticed a golden 

glow reflect onto the lowest part of the tall stone image. Niles consid-

ered the possibilities. Fire glowed beneath the figure. ñItôs just as I was 

told,ò he concluded. ñIt really is true.ò  

A strange rumble coming from up ahead caused the surrounding 

waters to at once quiver and rock his boat. The sound went away al-

most as quickly as it appeared. Other sounds also echoed through the 

cavern, but he couldnôt make them out. Niles increased the pace of his 

oars. A powerful, warm breeze overcame him. Dropping an oar, he 

grabbed his hard-brimmed hat to prevent it from blowing away. The 

breezeôs musty smell caused him to gag and cough. After clearing his 

throat and wiping his eyes, Niles moved on. At this point in his jour-

ney, he was driven more by curiosity than the insight and keen 

decision-making upon which heôd built his reputation back home in 

Jaden.  

Niles continued to stroke the water with a steady rhythm. He looked 

up, responding to noise above. The caveôs misty gray ceiling was so high 

that its detail was impossible to detect, like a mountainside viewed from 



 

miles away. He found the source of the noise. Several large flocks of birds 

were traveling in the direction that brought him to his present position. 

Other flocks headed toward two broad beams of sunlight far off in the dis-

tance.  

He surmised that there must be cave entrances from the western 

side of the Grand Divide. After a few more strokes of the oars, he was 

startled by an odd sound. It came from behind him in the boat.  

ñMugwomp.ò  

      Niles quickly turned his head in the direction of the sound. A large, 

colorful bird with a twelve-inch, toucan-like beak was preening the un-

derside of its wings on the wooden rim of the boatôs stern. The bird 

stopped to look up at Niles.  

ñMugwomp!ò repeated the bird, louder than before.  

Niles pulled in the oars from the water. The boat slowed to a rocky 

stillness. He gently pivoted his tall frame around to greet the unusual 

visitor. A smile appeared for the first time in nearly a week.  

ñHello there, my curious and showy little passenger,ò quipped 

Niles. ñNow, where have I heard that sound before?ò he wondered 

aloud. Niles strummed his fingers on his pant leg as he carefully exam-

ined the vibrant colors and unique size of his new friend. ñYouôre very 

handsome,ò he stated, emphasizing the last word.  

ñHandsome mugwomp,ò mimicked the bird, ruffling its feathers and 

spreading its wings in excitement.  

Niles laughed out loud and then quickly covered his mouth for fear of 

being detected. In a soft voice, he said, ñThis is my first conversation in a 

week, though it feels much longer. You seem friendly enoughðare you?ò 

He received no answer. The pastel-feathered mimic just tilted its head and 

eyed its human companion, as if to study Nilesô words and actions.  

ñWell, I can use the company, so welcome aboard,ò continued 

Niles. ñNow, what kind of bird are you?ò Lightly stroking his scruffy, 

unshaven cheek with his index finger, Niles further inspected the new-

comer for an answer. Suddenly, the birdôs long beak illuminated an 

intense glow that rivaled the beauty of the tourmaline moon. Pink and 

green warmth gleamed onto the boat and parts of the water around him.  

 



 

 

ñWelcome aboard,ò replied the bird, flapping its wings to show that 

it was happy to see Niles.  

ñThatôs it! Youôre a quarlot!ò Niles responded in surprise. His 

grandmother had told him stories about the legendary birds. The quar-

lotôs beak remained bright. It tilted its head again and observed its 

human companion. Niles blocked part of the glare with his arm and re-

sumed the largely one-sided conversation with his friend, who 

continued beaming with interest.  

ñLong ago quarlots lived among the Jadenbu as companion helpers. 

The Jadenbu are my ancestors. From what I recall, your kind had a spe-

cial gift of communion.ò With a smile, he added, ñI suppose you still 

do.ò Niles looked in the direction of the Golem. He pondered for a 

moment and turned to the quarlot. ñAre the Jadenbu here?ò he asked, 

partly expecting an answer. 

ñJadenbu Ontawa,ò replied the bird, slowly raising and lowering its 

head as if to nod. The glow from the quarlotôs beak faded as the sen-

tence ended. With those two words, the colorful creature flapped its 

wings and flew up and off in the direction of the Golem.  

ñOntawa, indeed, my brave little friend,ò he said, disappointed by 

the sudden departure. From over his shoulder, Niles watched the quar-

lot fade from sight. He then carefully turned around in the boat, picked 

up the two oars, and slipped them into the water. With a strong forward 

thrust of his shoulders, he continued his journey on the same heading. 

Ahead, dozens of small, low-lying, rocky islands stretched across the 

water between his boat and the immense stone figure. This prevented 

him from seeing who or what was causing the warm light to appear in 

the cold darkness of the ancient caves.  

ñI ... must ... get ... closer,ò he said in unison to the rhythm of sever-

al strokes of the oars. With only a few hundred yards to go, Niles 

searched for an island with the best view to record what he came to 

witness. Each turn along the way led him closer to the Golem and the 

origin of the golden glow at its base. 

After rowing a few hundred feet closer, Niles slowed the boat and 

rose from his seat. He steadied himself by spreading his long legs 

slightly in his stance. From a narrow pocket on his left pant leg, he pro-



 

duced a metal, five-inch-long distance-vision lens that he expanded 

even further. Niles carefully inspected what lay in front of him and no-

ticed a perfect spot nestled between several small islands about one 

hundred feet before the shoreline. He also saw two groups of natives 

with more than a dozen pod-shaped boats on shore.  

Each group seemed to be dressed similarly, yet the natives on the 

left wore shades of blue while those on the right wore green. Both 

groups were surrounded by dozens of quarlots and several of the largest 

and most colorful butterflies Niles had ever seen. It was as though they 

were relics from the great redwood itself. 

Because Niles did not want to risk being seen, paddling closer was 

no longer an option. Carefully, he grabbed onto the side of the boat and 

lowered himself into the water. He didnôt feel the bottom with his 

boots, so he knew the water was deep. Holding the rope attached to the 

boatôs bow to remain afloat, his nose barely above the waterôs surface, 

Niles slowly dog-paddled to the small, rocky island he had observed 

from a distance. Silently, he worked his way out of the water on his 

belly to a flat portion of the tiny island.  

ñI feel like a mud-puppy,ò he muttered, brushing away drops of 

musty water from his mouth with the back of his hand. ñI probably 

smell like one, too.ò  

After Niles tied the boatôs rope around a sturdy vine, he reached in-

to a canvas bag partially hidden beneath his seat. He felt around for his 

video recorder. ñAt last,ò he said calmly, with resolve. ñProof.ò 

It was Nileôs intention to show everyone that an enchanted story he 

loved to hear as a child was, in fact, true. The story was a part of the 

unwritten prehistory of the City of Jaden passed down to Niles by his 

grandmother. Because the spirited, eye-opening tale was far from ordi-

nary, and even further from the current state of conventional wisdom 

back home, Jaden family men had long since buried it in their past. But 

Niles wanted to be different. He wanted to bring to light the truth about 

this well-kept secret that had remained alive for twelve generations due 

solely to the senior women in his family. Today he would collect the 

evidence he needed to do it. 

 



 

 

Niles pulled out the video recorder and checked the battery and 

lighting meters. Once he verified the tape was in properly, he moved 

behind a long row of three- to four-foot-high boulders and lay on his 

back. He faced away from the shoreline. Whether true or not, he felt 

hidden from the natives who were just a stoneôs throw away. To place 

himself at the scene, he turned the camera toward himself and quietly 

narrated the present conditions. Wet and cold, Niles pressed a red but-

ton and began to record.  

ñThis is Niles Jaden III, deep within Ontawa on a small island a 

short distance fromðò Before he finished his first sentence, a deafen-

ing roar came from the area of the Golem. The pressure forced Niles to 

drop the video recorder and cover his ears with both hands. A blast of 

hot, humid air shot out across the surrounding water, spraying the many 

rock and ivy-covered islands with near scalding moisture. Nilesô hard-

rimmed hat flew off and out of sight from the force of the blast. Differ-

ent-sized stones pelted the water and plant life like shotgun fire. The 

blistering heat forced his eyes tightly shut. Niles groped around for the 

boatôs rope as if it were a lifeline, his only means of escape should the 

unexpected eruptions continue. As he experienced the fury firsthand, he 

knew that if he had been sitting in the boat instead of lying behind the 

boulder, he would likely have been seriously injured or even killed. The 

whole event lasted for close to twenty seconds.  

As the waters stilled around him and quiet set in once again, Niles 

heard shouts from the direction of the shoreline. He wondered how 

anyone could survive that blast. He glanced at his boat and confirmed 

that it was still attached to the vine. With a sigh of relief that it hadnôt 

been destroyed, he picked up the video camera to finally film the Go-

lem and whatever remained in front of him in the aftermath of the 

sudden explosion. Niles inspected the camera for damage and found it 

to be in working order. He cleaned off the lens with the cuff of his 

sleeve and quickly rolled onto his stomach. Then he aimed the video 

recorder between two boulders and onto the shoreline beneath the Go-

lem. Niles focused and zoomed in. Once again, he tried to narrate his 

journey. 

 



 

ñItôs remarkable,ò he continued, picking up where he left off. ñBoth 

groups of natives were untouched by the blast. Not a boat or basket is 

out of place. They are down on their knees, facing the gigantic stone 

figure and quietly repeating a chant that sounds like ógo-la ma-na.ô 

They are holding some kind of small, round musical instrument in their 

right hands.ò Niles zoomed in on the handheld instrument carried by 

one of the natives. ñIt looks like a large seed of some kindðperhaps of 

a redwoodðin the range of three to five inches wide. It gives off a rat-

tling sound, like pebbles or small stones are moving around in it. 

Because it seems to play a part in what theyôre doing, itôs likely some 

type of a ceremonial shaker. Every time the word ómanaô is chanted, 

they gently shake it twice in rhythm.ò Niles panned back for a wider 

view.  

ñThere are two men in the center, side-by-side, on a slightly raised 

stone platform.ò He zoomed in for a closer look. ñAt least I think itôs 

stone. It looks like the platformôs been thereðwell, forever. The men 

are a bit larger than the others and dressed much differently. Each could 

be a tribal leader, but I donôt see any identifiable colors like the others. 

They, too, are on their knees but are upright, staring at the huge stone 

figure in front of them. Though I canôt be certain, they donôt seem to be 

chanting along with the others. Theyôre not even talking to one another. 

I wish I could get a better look, but their backs are to me.ò Niles panned 

back once again. 

ñAbout a dozen amber-colored torches are burning,ò he continued. 

ñA few of them look like theyôve been in this cave for thousands of 

years. They are large, wide, and knotty, at heights ranging from twenty 

to thirty feet. Some look like the tips of gigantic roots breaking through 

the stone walls and soft ground. And quarlots are everywhere. A few 

are perched on tall, T-shaped torches carried by the natives. Most are 

on top of thick vines and limbs that stretch across the cave walls. The 

combination of flames and the quarlotsô luminescent beaks quite effec-

tively cast their glow over the shoreline and lower parts of the Golem. 

It is clear from this angle that nothing was harmed by the blast mo-

ments ago,ò he concluded.  

 



 

 

Puzzled, he zoomed out and panned around. Finally, he raised the 

video recorder to capture the first full image of the Golem. Because the 

sources of light were unable to reach middle and upper portions of the 

great stone figure, he adjusted the settings and zoomed in to record the 

details hidden in the darkness well above the natives. Niles was unpre-

pared for what he saw next. Deep within the shadows, portions of the 

prehistoric, one-hundred-foot-tall stone figure were moving.  

In a low, shaky voice, he declared, ñWhat Iôm going to say will 

sound strange and largely unexplainable, but here it goes. The Golem is 

exercising different facial muscles. If the legend told by my grand-

mother is true, then the last time those rocks moved was one thousand 

years ago, exactly one month before the last lunar eclipse covered Ev-

ergreen in a kaleidoscope of light.ò  

In awe, Niles took great care to capture the colossal figure on film. 

Each facial movement produced intense patches of steam that gushed 

out from beneath a boulder or nearby crevice, causing those surface 

formations to crumble to the ground. Slowly revealed beneath the dull, 

ancient, and uneven stones was a smooth, skin-like surface. This pro-

cess continued until facial shifts and rotations took place more easily 

without clouds of steam, falling rock, and the deep impact of ground-

shaking rumbles. The warm golden glow of torch flames and patches of 

pink and green radiating from the quarlotsô beaks exposed fresh, pol-

ished facial areas that glistened in and around the Golemôs complex, 

cavernous jaw where most of the low, drawn-out sounds originated. 

Still recording, Niles sized up what was happening. In a voice that 

was both respectful and ill-at-ease, he said, ñWhat Iôm about to say 

may not sound very rational, but I can think of no other explanation. 

The great wall of stone is awakening. The Golem is coming to life.ò 

 

Nearly an hour had passed since Niles began to film the incredible 

changes in the Golemôs appearance. Further signs of hardened stones 

giving way to facial movement were evident but very slow in coming. 

At this point, though spotty, about one-half of the Golemôs surface was 

uncovered and stirring. To conserve his battery supply, Niles decided to 

turn off the video recorder and roll onto his back. He placed the equip-



 

ment by his side and within armôs reach in case he heard any activity 

from the direction of the shoreline. This was his first opportunity to re-

lax since he awoke just before daybreak. The moment offered Niles a 

chance to stretch, arms extended and fingers folded in front of him. A 

deep yawn followed. He was exhausted but dare not close his eyes. His 

worst fear now was not the Golem. Instead, it was falling asleep and 

missing the once-in-a-thousand-year event that would prove to the 

world that his family secret was not just ñan old wivesô tale,ò as Jaden 

men had claimed for generations. It actually happened. It was happen-

ing now. 

Niles stared up at the caveôs immense ceiling. Almost immediately, 

he sensed a radiant, colorful glow on the surrounding vine- and moss-

covered boulders that hid him from the natives on the shoreline. In-

stinctively, his fear of being discovered caused him to spring up and 

determine the lightôs origin. At once, he was greeted with a familiar 

sight and sound.  

ñWelcome aboard, Mugwomp!ò whooped the quarlot from just a 

few feet away. Startled but relieved, Nilesô spirit was uplifted by the 

friendly creatureôs return.  

ñShhh!ò he responded firmly. He carefully raised his right hand to-

ward the quarlot, who was perched on an old, thick vine embedded in 

the crevice of a wide boulder a few feet away. The bird watched Niles 

turn over his palm to expose the top of his wrist.  

ñI hoped that I would see you again, my friend,ò Niles said warmly. 

Mindful of the kind gesture and friendly tone, the quarlot stepped onto 

his wrist. The bird was much heavier than he expected. Niles slowly 

brought the large, winged creature closer and carefully repositioned 

himself, legs crossed, to continue the conversation that ended abruptly 

earlier in the boat.  

Niles noticed the quarlot had a vine of shiny, deep purple berries 

clinging to its left foot. ñWhatôs this youôve got?ò he asked. Though 

heôd never seen the berries up close, they were curiously familiar. 

ñHmm. I wonder,ò he added. Niles paused for a moment, shifting his 

attention between the berry-filled vine and the quarlot. ñAre these for  

 



 

 

me?ò he continued, still searching for answers. He wondered if his 

friend would reply in any meaningful way, as he did before.  

ñEatawa yum yum,ò said the quarlot, to Nilesô surprise. Using its 

beak, the quarlot reached down and plucked three berries from the vine. 

It lift ed its head and the berries rolled into a position to be chewed. 

Once they were in place, the quarlot lowered its colorful beak and 

stared directly into Nilesô eyes. SQUISH! Juice from the berries 

squirted from its mouth and dripped down along the underside of its 

beak. 

Niles smiled and quietly noted that the birdôs eyes seemed almost hu-

man. Heôd never seen anything like it in a bird. Then again, heôd never 

seen anything like a quarlot before. Except for a slow, rhythmic chewing 

motion, the quarlot remained perfectly still. The whole time, it didnôt take 

its eyes off its new friend. Niles returned the gaze in a warm, non-

threatening way.  

ñEatawa yum yum,ò repeated the bird, to indicate that Niles should 

do the same. The quarlot tilted its head slightly and continued to eat 

from the berry-covered vine.  

ñIôm impressed by how well you can communicate with me,ò he 

said, ñand Iôm touched by your generosity.ò He returned the quarlot to 

the boulder and pulled a few purple berries from the vine still clinging 

to its left foot. ñHmm,ò he added cautiously, returning to what he won-

dered about moments ago. With no desire to ignore the unusual birdôs 

kind gesture and with more than a touch of hunger, Niles decided to 

share in the special moment. As soon as he popped the berries into his 

mouth and began to chew, his eyes opened wide.  

ñMmmm! óYum yumô is right!ò he declared, a little louder than be-

fore. More quietly, he added, ñThese are delicious.ò Niles popped a few 

more berries into his mouth, savoring the intriguing taste. ñIôve never 

tasted these before. I thought I knew all of the fruits of our land.ò He 

concluded that the flavor was a balance of raspberry and grape with a 

hint of almond and something he couldnôt quite identify. 

The quarlot continued to eat from among the vineôs berries without 

taking its eyes off Niles, leisurely lifting the food to its mouth. As both 

friends busily munched their delicious morning snack, Niles glanced 



 

toward the shoreline, and something on shore caught his eye. He 

reached into his pant leg pocket, once again, for the distance-vision 

lens. Niles focused on the natives and saw that their small wicker bas-

kets were full of the same purple-colored berries. Some of the natives 

seemed to eat the fruit while they chanted and knelt before the Golem. 

Others just chanted quietly and rattled their shakers to the rhythm. He 

could see the berries all along the many vines near the Golem. A few 

quarlots flew from the vines to the baskets to supply the natives with 

the fruit.  

Close examination of the surrounding walls of the watery under-

world made it clear that these berries were the only ones found in the 

vicinity of the Golem.  

Niles lowered the lens, contemplating what he saw. Though he felt 

concerned, a growing sense of euphoria lessened the impact. He pulled 

another berry off the vine and raised it up to the quarlot. He inspected 

the fruit, slowly rolling it around between his index finger and thumb. 

The quarlot studied Nilesô actions.  

ñTell me, my colorful friend,ò he began, staring at the berry, ñwhat is 

so important about ... having ....ò Niles lost his train of thought. He opened 

his eyes wide, quickly shaking his head, and began again. ñWhatôs so im-

portant ... having these berries ... part of ....ò He dropped the berry. The 

quarlotôs beak began to glow, causing Niles to lose his attention altogether 

and focus instead on the bright spectrum of light. He stared ahead in a 

trance. Niles shook his head and rubbed his eyes to break free from the 

strange feeling that had suddenly overtaken him, but he was unsuccessful. 

ñEatawa bye-bye,ò replied the quarlot, flapping its wings and fl ying 

up and off the small, rocky island in the direction of the Golem. 



 

 

 

 

t is Saturday morning in a not-so-quiet residential development 

called Longwood Gardens on the outskirts of the City of Jaden. 

Neighborhood children on Densmore Avenue have emerged 

from their homes carrying, pulling, tossing and stomping on their fa-

vorite toys. They seem to be finding new ways to define ñloud and 

annoyingò to some of the senior residents who have opened their win-

dows for a first breath of fresh morning air.  

In protest to the noise, the widow Ophelia Twidder reaches over to 

close the only open panel of her bay window. Casting a venomous stare 

at several boys who suddenly stop in front of her house, she sharply 

cranks the window shut and tightens her lower lip. It is not chance that 

lands them within the uptight elderôs limited range of vision on the 

sidewalk that runs along her modest front yard. It is her reputation for 

pestering the parents of neighborhood children for their less-than-

stealthy play. Seizing the moment, a pet chuckachu accompanying one 

of the boys slies to a clearing in the bushes below her bay window. 

From the sidewalk, the children can see the thin, time-worn woman sit-

ting at a small, round table, clutching a cup of tea with one hand and 

reading the local news with the other. Aware of the children, yet seem-

ingly disinterested, she picks up a spoon and slowly stirs her tea. Also 

on the table is a flowerless glass vase, partially filled with very old wa-

ter, and a framed wedding photo of a young Mr. Twidder and his once 

warm and sociable bride. 

ñNo, Mr. Piddles, donôt!ò shouts the nervous boy to his playful 

family pet, but it is too late. Since chuckachus are masters of surprise 

and receive great satisfaction from startling people ï they actually gig-

gle ï Mr. Piddles is now poised, collecting data under the window sill. 

Nothing can distract him. Within seconds, the mischievous chuckachu 

finds the right moment. Mrs. Twidder bends down to pick up a napkin, 

and when she returns upright and casts her next scowl at the children 

through the glass, Mr. Piddles jumps up and rests his front paws on the 

window. Shocked, Mrs. Twidder screams and drops her spoon for the 

second time. Seconds after his wide, pink tongue licks the glass, Mr. 
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Piddles giggles. While the boys howl with delight from the sidewalk, a 

frantic Mrs. Twidder nearly trips over her feet in her attempt to escape 

to safer ground and make her next phone call. Mr. Piddles continues to 

giggle on his way back to the sidewalk, and he is greeted as a champion 

by the boys on his return. That is, except for his young owner, who 

shakes his head in disbelief.  

Several houses down from the Twidder residence, at No. 9 

Densmore Avenue, the Lane family is about to settle down for their 

first meal of the day. At least, thatôs the intention of Terre Bristol Lane, 

who is trying to prepare breakfast for her three children and eccentric 

father-in-law while she catches the morning news. With one eye watch-

ing over the contents in a small oven, she busily taps a few spices into 

two simmering pans on the stove while gently kicking closed a large 

oven for the umpteenth time. Moments later, Terre calls her family to 

the breakfast table. Since itôs the weekend, getting her children off to 

school and making it to work on time is not on her mind, at least. 

FLUSH!  From the far corner of the family room, a bathroom door 

swings open. Out comes a tall, paunchy elderly man in his favorite 

khaki-colored pajamas, flicking his fingers and shaking his hands dry. 

ñNext time Iôm using them frilly curtains,ò he mutters, walking across 

the room into the kitchen. His name is Sgt. Major Thornhill Lane. He 

has lived with Terre and his grandchildren for the past four years. The 

move was prompted when his son, Yeager, was lost at work in a moun-

tainside excavation accident. To-date, no body has ever been found. In 

the years following the tragic loss to the family, the Sgt. Major has 

helped his daughter-in-law fill the void by assisting with the children if 

and when he can. He also adds unpredictable theatrics to the Lane 

household, much to Terreôs dismay. 

The Sgt. Major takes a seat in one of the six low-back chairs around 

the ceramic and wood island that divides the kitchen and family room. 

He yawns and stretches one last time to begin his day. Looking around 

as if to inspect his troops, he catches himself in a reflection on the 

large, wall-mounted projection panel in the family room. ñHmm,ò he 

remarks, noticing the shine of his head through a thinning hairline. The 

Sgt. Major licks his fingers and combs through the remaining white 



 

 

strands to force them across his head and cover the unwanted gleam. 

Again, he glances over at his reflection. ñHmm,ò he repeats, a little 

more annoyed. A water-filled vase of freshly cut purple and white irises 

form a centerpiece in front of him on the island. ñHmm,ò he responds, 

now more upbeat. He looks at Terre working at the stove and loosely 

scans the rest of the room for any onlookers. Carefully, he slides the 

vase close enough to dip in his right hand. SPLAT!  Pat, pat, pat. ñMy 

butt is sore and my brain hurts,ò he suddenly announces, stopping the 

familyôs morning routine in its tracks. A shrill chain of cackles flows 

from the rear corner of the family room, the hitch-pitched kind you hear 

from young girls. 

ñDad, please, not in front of the children,ò responds Terre over her 

shoulder. She continues to stir the contents in both pans on the stove, 

shaking her head. ñAnd by the way, your brain may hurt because itôs 

sprouting iris pedals.ò Terre places one of the long wooden stirring 

spoons on a trivet and presses a nearby intercom button labeled ñCree.ò 

ñBreakfast will be served in five minutes and not a minute later,ò she 

states firmly.  

Through a small speaker next to the intercom, a young, slightly dis-

torted male voice blares across the room. ñGot it, Mom. Iôll be down in 

a sec.ò 

In response to Terreôs comment, the Sgt. Major surveys the area 

and says, ñNo oneôs paying any attention to this old soldier, anyway.ò 

Then he hears both granddaughters chuckling and mimicking his antics. 

Wisely, he decides to change the subject. ñHey, maybe the wall will 

talk about those quakes that shook my bones out of bed this morning,ò 

he follows, clicking on a remote control with his left hand and checking 

his head for iris pedals with the right.  

The ñwallò to which he refers is actually the Lanesô centralized 

communication center, or the ñCCC,ò as most people call it. Itôs stand-

ard technology throughout Jaden. Using real-time video technology, the 

CCC powers up a six-foot high by eight-foot long projection panel that 

is divided into four video screens or ñquads.ò At one time, the four si-

lent quads divide up the panel to show any combination of cable 

channel offerings, recorded video, computer software, email, chat room 



 

and blog dialogue, teleconferencing, and real-time visits, called 

ñRTVs.ò Once a screen is selected, it moves to center stage as the larg-

er, active screen with audio. The four remaining screens continue to be 

visible in the CCCôs corners, but at one-fourth of their original size. A 

simple click of the remote moves any screen to center stage.  

The Sgt. Major activates the CCC and moves the channel labeled 

ñFSN Newsò to center stage. A low hum is soon replaced by an an-

nouncerôs voice in mid-sentence.  

ñ... and, after a two-minute message from our sponsors, on to the 

dayôs top story at FSN News,ò projects Glades Wilcoxon, the silver-

haired veteran news anchor of Forge Simulcast Network in a serious, 

but somewhat haughty tone, ñwhere we bring you all of the information 

you need to know all of the time.ò  

From the kitchen, Terre comments under her breath, ñYeah, without 

all sides of the issue.ò Noticeably provoked, she begins to pick up her 

pace, adding an extra jerk here and a more forceful whisk there. 

Tightly controlled by Forge Enterprises, FSN is Jaden's only tele-

vised source of news. It is one of many longstanding and wide-reaching 

Forge ventures designed, in principle, to serve the public's interest. It is 

owned and controlled by the wealthiest and, many would argue, least 

compassionate member of the City of Jaden. His name is Thorstein 

Darkminster Forge. Most people call him "Thor." Sometimes Terre 

does so as well, but only when sheôs angry at him. Otherwise, she pre-

fers to call him "Mr. Forge," whether addressing him in person or not. 

This is because Dr. Terre Bristol Lane, computer scientist and bioengi-

neer, works at the Scripps Science Center, a division of Forge 

Enterprises.   

ñHurry, Terre. The morning report is coming up,ò spouts the Sgt. 

Major in an urgent tone. ñOh, uh, got any eggs in the ice box?ò he 

wonders, with a distant stare in a lost moment.  

ñI like óem two suns up.ò He raises a glass of juice to his mouth but 

stops short of drinking it 

as Terre responds to what most people in Jaden would view as an 

odd request. 

ñAgain with the eggs, Dad? You know there havenôt been any in 



 

 

Jaden since that dreadful disease that wiped out all chickens near the 

end of the Chuckachu War. And that ended nearly thirty years ago,ò 

she replies, frustrated and annoyed. ñYou do remember the war, Sgt. 

Major Lane, donôt you?ò She hopes her words will jog his memory.  

Once again, light-hearted giggles are heard from the adjoining 

family room. Sitting on the floor, legs crossed, in front of a long red-

wood table, bathed in sunlight from the bay window, are Terreôs twin 

six-year-old daughters, Tanayna and Tatiana. Although they are identi-

cal twins, from their long, wavy auburn hair to the funny bendy thing 

they can do with their thumbs, neither sees any similarities. Since they 

have been repeatedly told not to make fun of their grandpa (ñItôll either 

embarrass him or encourage him further,ò their mom would say), they 

quickly cover their mouths and return to one of their favorite pastimes. 

The girls are watching their baby chuckachus, which their mom named 

Ixil, Pixil and Paxil, at play in their enclosed habitat on the redwood 

table. The chuckachusô mother, who is their older brother Creeganôs 

responsibility, is asleep at the foot of the stairs leading to the bedrooms 

on the second floor. What holds the twinsô attention most is an adorable 

behavior that is wired into all chuckachus early in their lives and then is 

often lost when theyôre raised indoors around people. It is known as the 

ñchuck-n-runò principle, and the fundamentals are easy to understand 

and fun to watch.  

Using the current actions of the girlsô chuckachus as an example, 

the three furry babies scamper about in their habitat in search of a new-

ly introduced or unusual object to put in play. Once something is found, 

a sneeze or ñchuò is sounded to let the others know the game has be-

gun. Then the chuckachu climbs one of the many branches in the 

habitat and tries to drop the object onto another unsuspecting playmate 

below. Once the ñchuò is heard, the remaining chuckachus have a 

choice. They can continue to search for their own object to use in play 

or try their best to avoid those who carry such an object. Most often, 

they do both. Thatôs where the scene gets rather silly, because the little 

players delight in jumping from one branch to another carrying acorns, 

small sticks or other light objects in their mouths. Often they crisscross 

one another. That is, except for Paxil, who starts off strong but then just 



 

stares around the habitat until, eventually, he loses interest altogether. 

With the sound of a chuckachu giggle, you can bet someone just got a 

surprise clunk on the head. The escapades end when all chuckachus 

have hit one or more of their fellow targets or when they tire, head for 

the water dish, and then pile onto a bed of cedar shavings to sleep. 

ñIncoming!ò shouts the Sgt. Major, springing up from his chair at 

the breakfast table.  

ñNo, Dad!ò interjects his daughter-in-law. ñNot now.ò But itôs no 

use. 

The nimble Sgt. Major charges into the family room, dives over the 

back of their long, pillowy sofa, and then rolls onto the hardwood floor 

as if heôs done this hundreds of times. Looking up at no one in particu-

lar, his head covered by a wide, floppy pillow, he calls out, ñDuck and 

cover, civilians! Those chicken-chucking terrorists seldom miss and 

must be stopped!ò  

ñGirls, please go into the bathroom and wash your hands before you 

eat,ò their mother urges, not-so-gently, with more than a passing con-

cern for what they just witnessed. Both girls oblige. Terre continues, 

only this time she looks directly into her father-in-lawôs eyes. ñDad, 

there are no more unfriendlies. They no longer steal chickens and drop 

them out of trees onto people. You helped to establish a truce with 

Forge Enterprises to domesticate them, rather than destroy them, after 

the Battle at Box Elder. Chuckachus now live among us, as compan-

ions, in our homes.ò  

He eyes his daughter-in-law suspiciously, as if heôs heard this news 

for the first time. Slowly, he slides the pillow off his head. Reality be-

gins to set in. ñUhm ... err ... never mind,ò he says, getting up gingerly 

and walking toward the smell of food. The Sgt. Major rubs his shoulder 

in a circular motion and softly mutters, ñWhereôd this room come 

from?ò In the background, on the CCC, Glades Wilcoxon continues his 

morning newscast.  

ñAccording to geologic experts at the Institute of Scientific 

Knowledge at Knowlton Bluff, the terraquakes felt over the past two 

days no longer pose a threat to Jaden. In a dispatch from Institute Di-

rector Dr. Argon Watts, which FSN News received moments ago, he 



 

 

states ï and I quote: óDespite what is commonly believed, the recent 

terraquakes did not originate from Mount Anoôlei, the Grand Divideôs 

only active volcano in Evergreen. Geologic data show that the quakesô 

origin came from below the surface of the land in a region nearly two 

hundred miles southwest of Jaden. An initial period of substrata ground 

movement of varying intensity occurred over the past thirty-six hours. 

The duration of these tremors ranged between 10 and 134 seconds per 

episode. However, this morning at 7:04 a.m., the most intense ter-

raquake occurred. The duration of this event was six minutes and ten 

seconds.ôò 

ñThatôs the one that knocked me outta bed, Iôll bet! I canôt tell you 

how many times I hit my head on the headboard before I landed on my 

keister,ò adds the Sgt. Major, waving his fork as he speaks.  

ñIt wasnôt that bad, Dad,ò responds Terre, with a reality check. ñBut 

it was significant.ò 

ñYou felt it, too, Grandpa?ò questions a young boy from the hall-

way putting away his headset. Into the kitchen slies a fully grown, blue-

eyed chuckachu, followed closely by her loyal, but not-so-fully-grown 

ten-year-old pal. ñMorning, everyone,ò says Creegan cheerfully.  

ñGood morning,ò reply his mom and grandfather, almost in unison.  

Creegan walks across the kitchen to the breakfast table and leans 

over to give his grandfather a hug. ñHey, Mom?ò he asks excitedly, 

standing next to the Sgt. Major. Though still busy at the stove, she 

looks at him and raises her eyebrows in place of an answer. ñI just got 

offline with Digbee, and youôll never guess what she found out.ò 

Creeganôs chuckachu walks over to the habitat containing her three ba-

bies, sniffs it, and gives off a ñchuò sound. Her bushy tail is fully 

raised. The babies giggle in response, as do Tanayna and Tatiana as 

they enter the family room after washing their hands. 

ñCree, was Digbee prying into her fatherôs Sci-Net account without 

permission again?ò she asks, with full knowledge of the answer. Terre 

turns and takes a long, hard look at her son. 

ñMom, everyone knows where their geeky parents keep the pass-

words.ò 

ñHmm, I wonder if I should give Dr. Bottoms a call?ò she replies. 



 

ñIôm sure he wouldnôt appreciate his daughter snooping around in pri-

vate and sensitive chat room discussions. I know I wouldnôt. What do 

you think, Cree?ò she states soundly, still eyeing her son. Carefully, 

Terre loads the different foods sheôs prepared on a large tray and car-

ries it to the breakfast table. 

While Creegan contemplates an appropriate answer to this unex-

pected shift in the conversation, FSN News anchor Glades Wilcoxon 

provides a concluding comment to the segment of the broadcast. 

 ñAfter this last episode, we have learned that no further geologic 

activity has registered. The terraquakes appear to be over. Upon review 

of the data, Forge scientists at Scripps confirm these statements.ò 

To the news, the Sgt. Major firmly replies, ñGood riddance.ò With a 

hot breakfast placed before him and a soft peck on the cheek from his 

daughter-in-law, the Sgt. Major cuts into his morning meal.  

Creegan sits next to his grandfather. His mother places his meal on 

the table and leans over to provide him with a warm kiss on the cheek, 

too.  

ñGirls, itôs time to eat. Come and join us,ò orders their mom, a pitch 

above normal. Though fascinated with the latest chuck-n-run antics just 

spurred on by the chuckachusô furry mother, the girls pull themselves 

away and join their family breakfast now in progress. Terre pours sev-

eral glasses of juice and finally sits down to enjoy her Saturday 

morning meal. 

In response to his momôs latest question, Creegan recalls the time 

he found his motherôs Sci-Net password and not-so-accidentally en-

tered a chat room discussion in progress. When he touched the return 

key, his momôs online username, ñAiCORN1,ò appeared on the screen 

with no dialogue. Believing that she joined in, her colleagues stopped 

and asked for her position on the dayôs topic. Since bioengineering me-

chanics wasnôt covered in last weekôs fifth-grade science lesson, 

Creegan abruptly and impolitely exited the chat room just after his 

mom walked in and discovered the intrusion. After the incident, he 

couldnôt use the computer for a month. Though his momôs colleagues 

had a good laugh, his mom did not. 

ñOkay, Mom, I get your point. I wonôt access Sci-Net anymore, and 



 

 

Iôll tell Digbee that she shouldnôt, either. But do you know what she 

found out?ò he adds, to his momôs silent response. ñShe overheard her 

dad talking with one of his brainy scientist buddies from work who 

came by early this morning. The guy was all excited when he got there 

and hurried her dad into his office to access Sci-Net. She said they were 

monitoring data from some geologic gizmo online and discovered that 

the terraquakes were coming from inside the southern caves. You 

know, the ones nobody ever goes near. And they couldnôt believe what 

they were seeing. Each time they measured something called a ósimplex 

patterned vibrationô from the area, Digbee said they went crazy ï 

shouting and acting a little spooked.ò  

This non-trivial tidbit of information grabs his momôs attention. 

ñSpooked? Why? Did Digbee say how these ósimplex patternsô were 

described?ò she asks, ignoring the fact that sheôs now encouraging the 

conversation, rather than putting an end to it.  

ñYeah, I think. Get this: They said it was shaped like a voice with 

pathways flowing from beneath the entire southern part of the Grand 

Divide.ò 

ñDr. Bottoms said that? He used those words?ò 

ñUh huh,ò Cree replies, nodding his head. ñThatôs what Digbee 

heard. And she was taking notes outside her dadôs office door. I can ask 

her to download a hardcopy of the data, if youôre interested.ò 

ñCreegan Yeager Lane!ò his mom follows angrily. ñWhat did I ï ò  

ñï Just kidding, Mom.ò  

Everyone chuckles, except his mother, of course. She just rolls her 

eyes and returns to her simmering breakfast, coffee and fresh-out-of-

the-oven iced cinnamon rolls ï the childrenôs favorite. The rollsô sugary 

flavor also attracts Creeganôs chuckachu. Her busy snout, raised above 

the tableôs edge, hopes to take in more than just the sweet wafting aro-

ma. Terre canôt help but notice the chuckachuôs wet nostrils wiggling in 

the air. But rules are rules in the Lane household, and no pets are fed at 

the kitchen table.  

The chuckachuôs name is Wysiwyg. Although thereôs a strong bond 

between Creegan and his pet, his mom and Wysiwyg also are very 

close. Perhaps itôs because both are mothers three times over and share 



 

a special commitment to their young ones. His mom even suggested the 

name, which is a term used in computer science ï one of her many are-

as of expertise. It stands for ñWhat you see is what you get.ò Creegan 

fell in love with the name from the moment he heard it. 

Tanayna and Tatiana are the first to notice that Wysiwyg is now 

motionless, ears pointing back and tail upright, studying Grandpaôs 

moves. This can only mean one thing. The Sgt. Major will soon fall 

prey to another caper by a hungry, thirty-five--pound former tree-

dweller whoôs nearly as odd as their grandfather. What makes this sce-

ne more amusing is that Wysiwyg looks like a bandit. Like most 

chuckachus, she has a distinctive raccoon-like face outlined by a long 

black mask with white trim stretched over beady eyes. Her head is dark 

gray and her ears, like her mask, are black with white trim. Wysiwygôs 

body is about four feet long with short fur in shades of light and dark 

gray. Her shape is mainly that of a huge squirrel with powerful legs, 

retractable claws and a flexible, black-and-white banded, bushy tail. 

Even though the girls donôt know Wysiwygôs plan, they find the whole 

thing funny and have to contain themselves so they wonôt give it away. 

Then the show begins.  

This morning the Sgt. Majorôs having a gribble sausage and vegeta-

ble medley with a side of fresh fruit. Wysiwyg loves fruit and any part 

of a gribble. The Sgt. Major finishes his juice and reaches for the pitch-

er on his right for a refill. Wysiwyg silently rises onto her hind legs, 

leans over the table, and snatches a small cluster of grapes to the left of 

his nearly full plate with her mouth without being caught. Feeling sure-

footed about not being detected, she quickly gobbles down the grapes 

while keeping one eye on the Sgt. Major and contemplating her next 

opportunity. In the background, FSN News anchor Glades Wilcoxon 

begins the next feature piece.  

ñIt is now nearly one week since Niles Jaden III, descendant of our 

cityôs founder, disappeared from Teakwood Estate ï the grounds where 

twelve generations of his family have played a major role in shaping 

the course of our city. A new lead has developed since I broke the story 

earlier this week. City investigators provided FSN News with details 

that take us to an old dock, 150 miles south of Jaden, near the home of 



 

 

Elwood and Ima Krum. Our FSN correspondent is with the Krums, 

waiting to provide you, members of my viewing audience, with the real 

story in real time. And youôre live,ò he declares with his usual air of 

arrogance. ñHuh, what? Sheôs not ready?ò he complains in a low tone, 

looking off to his left.  

Glades, always the consummate professional, returns to his audi-

ence, smiles awkwardly, and continues to stare into the camera much 

longer than anticipated. The live video suddenly cuts to an argument 

between an attractive, well-dressed woman holding an FSN News mi-

crophone and an older woman wearing an expensive pink blouse with 

homemade overalls made of purple-stained burlap. The video feed 

catches the older woman in mid-thought. 

ñYouôre not taking any of this money back!ò she declares. ñThe 

kind and filthy-dirty-rich Mr. Niles Jaden the fifth gave this to Elwood 

in a fair deal.ò  

With the knowledge learned moments earlier that she and the 

Krums are now live, the reporter gains her composure, looks into the 

camera and begins her segment. 

ñThis is Bethany Beech reporting from the Krumôs shanty-by-the-

sea.ò  

An angry look suddenly appears through the field of deep and 

twisty wrinkles on Imaôs face. ñWhat are you calling a shanty?ò she 

replies,  

ñYou two-bit ï ò  

Ms. Beech interrupts Ima and directs her attention to Elwood. He is a 

short, stocky man wearing brown burlap shorts and a yellowed short-

sleeved shirt. His fingers are gnarled, and his hands and legs noticeably 

scarred. Most likely, itôs from being a mediocre fisher all of his life. He 

appears uneasy due to all of the attention directed at him at the mo-

ment. 

ñï Mr. Krum,ò she continues, ñaccording to an unnamed source 

who witnessed the event, you were approached two weeks ago by the 

well-known industrialist Niles Jaden III with a large amount of cash.ò 

ñ ï I meant the third,ò Ima yells, off camera. ñNiles Jaden the 

third.ò 



 

ñMr. Krum,ò she adds, as if she wasnôt interrupted, ñjust how much 

moneyïò 

ñ ï A nice man. A very rich, nice man,ò Ima interjects. ñNot very 

bright about what a wooden motor boat costs, though. One thousand 

dollars ï we got such a steal! Not that we stole anything. Weôre good, 

honest, pipples ï ò 

ñï Right, Mrs. Krum. Thank you,ò she states, cutting her off again. 

ñSo, Mr. Krum, you received one thousand dollars for your motorized 

paddle boat. Did you sell him any other supplies? Could you tell where 

he was going?ò He leans back and looks at his wife to see if she has 

anything else to say.  

     ñWhat?ò Ima responds. ñYou want I should stop? Go ahead, talk to 

the young, pretty lady, Elwood, gôhead, gôhead,ò she says, motioning 

her wrist.  

Eyes fixed, Mr. Krum gazes into the camera with a look that is like-

ly held by most of the viewing audience. He bends forward to talk into 

the microphone held by Ms. Beech.  

ñMr. Jaden came prepared with his own supplies. He was very qui-

et, all business. I couldnôt tell what kinds of things he had in his duffle 

bags or how many bags he had. I guess I was so shocked by his offer 

for my boat that I didnôt pay much attention to those details. It looked 

like he was going on a long trip, though. Mr. Jaden ignored me when I 

asked where he was headed.ò  

 The camera motions left to focus in on Bethany Beech. With a se-

rious look, she wraps up the interview. 

ñWe now know from Mr. Elwood Krum, the last person to have 

contact with Niles Jaden III, that he deliberately set out alone on a voy-

age in Evergreenôs southern waters. He was determined to keep the 

voyage a secret. His destination is unknown. The purpose of his voyage 

is unknown. His fate is unknown. This is Bethany Beech reporting 

from the Krumôs shanty-by-the-sea ï ò 

ñ ï Stop with the shanty, you over-dressed floozy,ò shouts Ima, in 

one last parting shot.  

Before she can finish her sentence, Ms. Beech cuts her off and 

sends the broadcast back to Glades.  



 

 

ñThank you, Bethany, for that ... compelling story. We began the 

day not knowing if Mr. Jaden is alive or dead. Now we can say there is 

hope,ò he states with a modicum of sincerity in his voice. ñHope that 

soon he may one day return to the city named after his ancestors and 

continue to serve the interests of others through his family charities, 

foundations and community trusts.ò  

The camera pans back to include a balding, middle-aged man in a 

well-tailored suit that looks more expensive than the one Glades is 

wearing.  

ñI understand that we have a response to these events from our legal 

analyst,ò says Glades, ñForge Enterprisesô own Hewlitt Dunbar, attor-

ney at law.ò   

ñYes, indeed, Mr. Wilcoxon,ò replies Attorney Dunbar. ñAs the le-

gal spokesman for Forge Enterprises, we express our heartfelt 

sympathies to the Jaden family for their loss,ò he remarks, ignoring the 

hope previously raised. 

ñHere it comes, Dad,ò replies Terre, cynically, from the breakfast 

table, coffee in hand.  

ñWhile the investigative report filed by Ms. Beech seems uplifting, 

it is nonetheless circumstantial and incredible. The Krums have not 

been active members of Jaden in nearly four decades, preferring instead 

to live off the land in solitude. During these decades, they illegally sold 

spirits to our fine residents and have yet to pay taxes on their income. 

Our inspection of the stills on their premises reveals several potential 

dangers to Elwood, Ima, and the environment. Because of this, we are 

dismantling the stills as we speak,ò reports Attorney Dunbar, intending 

to discredit the Krums in the publicôs eye. ñThese are people who, for 

years, have shown a disregard for Jaden law. Moreover, given their 

lifestyle, they are always in need of new sources of income. There is no 

reason to believe their story and, as you just suggested, there is hope,ò 

he states, eyeing a few pages of notes spread out on the desktop in front 

of him. 

ñI told you,ò Terre observes. ñNow watch what happens.ò 

ñIn light of this,ò continues the attorney, ñit is the position of Forge 

Enterprises that Mr. Jaden is to be declared óofficially missing.ô As 



 

such, his organization will not be able to fulfill any future responsibili-

ties associated with his familyôs charities, foundations and community 

trusts.ò  

ñSo, whatôs unreasonable about that?ò asks the Sgt. Major. ñAfter all, if 

the man isnôt around, how can he make any decisions?ò 

ñBecause Thor continues to bend the rules to feed his corporate 

greed. He doesnôt care about whether he harms others in the process. 

People are just too intimidated to do anything about him,ò she blurts 

out. ñAnd itôs about time somebody does!ò  

He eyes Terre up and down. ñUhm, maybe you should cut back on 

the coffee.ò  

Terre takes a deep breath to quell her anger at the information she 

just learned from FSN News. She puts down her coffee cup, looks her 

father-in-law in the eyes, and replies, ñDad, Mr. Jaden is now legally 

MIA ï you know, missing in action. Thorôs henchmen have found a 

way to remove the Jaden family from important decisions they must 

make that affect the way our city functions. This will affect all of us 

and not in good ways, I promise you. Wait, listen to their chief execu-

tioner.ò 

ñ... and so,ò states Attorney Dunbar, ñaccording to the longstanding 

legal charter that applies to all actions by the Jaden family, incorpo-

rated as Jaden, Inc., on behalf of their charities, foundations and 

community trusts, the following holds true. First, no action to assist an 

individual or agency of the community is lawful unless authorized by 

the Jaden family president, Mr. Niles Jaden III, in this case. Second, in 

the event of the death of a Jaden family president, only the familyôs 

Board of Trustees is permitted to make binding family decisions, in-

cluding the appointment of a new president. Third, since no body has 

been found to officially pronounce death, legally, a new president can-

not be appointed and the current president must be the one to make 

binding family decisions. Fourth, and as a result, because Mr. Niles 

Jaden III is officially missing, we at Forge Enterprises have no choice 

but to enforce the rule of law contained in their familyôs organizational 

charter. Henceforth, until Niles Jaden III appears, dead or alive, no ac-

tions or decision-making of any kind is permitted by the Jaden family 



 

 

on behalf of their numerous community interests. While we assume this 

order will be challenged in court, we are confident it will be upheld,ò 

concludes the legal eagle of Forge Enterprises.  

ñThere you have it,ò says Terre, disgusted at what she just heard. 

ñForge Enterprises, the promoter of the publicôs interest, shows its true 

colors. Thor has always wanted to close down the Jaden family founda-

tions ï especially programs like next monthôs Marsh Inventorôs Fund. 

Now theyôve found a way to accomplish it. This will crush those who 

plan to submit their inventions,ò she complains, twice pounding her fist 

on the kitchen table. The breakfast plates and silverware rattle, in sync, 

in response. Even the water in the iris-filled vase shows signs of sudden 

impact. 

The Sgt. Major raises his cup of coffee and slowly takes a sip. He 

lowers it, stopping short of setting the cup down, and glances at Terre. 

ñYep, less coffee,ò he says, carefully placing the cup on the table. ñPass 

the plate of sausages to your olô grandpa, Creegan.ò  

Resting on the floor next to the breakfast table, a patient chuckachu 

hears the magic phrase and rises to the occasion. Sheôs now ready for 

her next move.  

ñIôm not a scientist, Terre,ò says the Sgt. Major with a confused 

look on his face. ñTell it to me straight so I know what theyôre talking 

about and why youôre bothered by those niggling details.ò He leans 

over to check out the plate of gribble sausage in Creeganôs hands. Us-

ing the large serving fork, his elbow raised high, the Sgt. Major jabs 

into a long, fat sausage link and places it on his plate. He looks at his 

daughter-in-law, jabs into another link, and asks, ñWhy would Thor 

give a hoot about some inventorôs show next month, anyway?ò  

Wysiwyg sets her sights on the first sausage link on Grandpaôs 

plate. Quiet and calm, she rises onto her hind legs and slips her fuzzy 

snoot under his raised arm within inches of the plate.  

Then, with the speed and agility of a mongoose, she lunges and re-

coils with the link in her mouth just as the second one is pushed off 

Grandpaôs fork.  

The sight of Wysiwygôs narrow cheeks now stuffed with stolen 

sausage is too much for Tanayna to ignore. With a burst of laughter, 



 

milk spurts from her nose onto her pajama top. Tatiana quickly covers 

her sisterôs face with a napkin to try to muffle the sound and clean up 

the mess. She, too, joins in the laughter. Creegan also witnesses the 

stunt but, based on past experience, is worried about the consequences 

to his willful friend. 

ñItôs an inventorôs competition, Dad,ò says Terre, aware of what 

just happened at the breakfast table. She decides to ignore it for now 

and, instead, offer a brief civics lesson to her father-in-law.  

ñPeople from all over submit a working model of their invention to 

the Jaden Foundation. The only requirement is that the device contrib-

ute, in some positive way, to our quality of life,ò she says. ñEveryone 

meets at the Center Valley Convention Center on the day of the inven-

torôs competition. Mr. Jaden and his panel of judges then watch a 

demonstration of each invention. At the end of the day, after they meet 

privately, a winner is chosen. This is important because the winner re-

ceives complete financial support by the Jaden Foundation to 

manufacture and introduce the invention for use in our daily lives. Mr. 

Forge despises the annual competition.ò  

Grandpa looks down at his plate and then turns to Wysiwyg. Heôs 

just in time to see her swallow the last morsel of gribble and lick her 

greasy black lips. ñHey, you big, furry thief! I donôt care what people 

say. Your kind hasnôt changed in the past thirty years and never will. 

Read my lips. Leave my breakfast alone or youôll be the next course!ò  

Wysiwyg giggles after finally being detected and slies out of the 

family room into the hallway. With a full belly, she decides to nap near 

the stairs. Apparently, her antics prove to be hard work. Sheôs asleep 

within seconds.  

Terre continues her civics lesson to a surprisingly receptive audi-

ence. Even the twins seem interested, in between poking one another 

from below the kitchen table. ñOver the years, there have been many 

Marsh Inventorôs Fund recipients who have chosen not to work for 

Forge. As you know, some have revolutionized the way we live. Barb-

lessô discovery of refrigeration, Marchaseôs invention of washing and 

drying technology ï ò 

ñï Cletis Bumfordôs discovery of beer,ò adds the Sgt. Major, smil-



 

 

ing.  

Creegan laughs at his grandfatherôs silly example and follows with 

ñGramps is an expert on Bumfordôs work. Right, Mom?ò  

Terre turns to the Sgt. Major. ñHmm, beer improves our quality of 

life, Dad?ò 

ñNot a week goes by that I donôt feel his ópositiveô contribution to 

my life,ò he replies.  

ñWell, perhaps,ò she says, knowing full well that Cletis Bumford is 

not on the list of previous winners. Nonetheless, Terreôs pleased that 

heôs still contributing in some way to the conversation. ñDrawing up 

plans for an invention, developing a working model, and then mass 

producing the invention is very expensive,ò she continues. ñThe Marsh 

Inventorôs Fund encourages promising and innovative ideas to be fully 

developed and introduced into Jaden. Inventors donôt have to sell out to 

Forge Enterprises for pennies on the dollar. They donôt have to see their 

good work become someone elseôs property. Instead, they can be fi-

nanced entirely by the Jaden family. Their generosity has enraged Thor 

over the years. óWe should have thought of thisô and óWe should have 

that patentô are two phrases Iôve heard at work all too often,ò she states, 

doing her best impression of Thorôs loud, raspy voice.  

Creegan decides heôs had enough of the civics lesson. ñUhm, Mom. 

Can I bolt? Iôve finished breakfast.ò 

ñStay put, Cree,ò his mom states firmly. ñYouôll be through when 

your plate is empty, and youôll have no help from Wysiwyg. Sheôs had 

enough to eat this morning.ò Terre looks into the hallway. ñSheôll prob-

ably sleep it off for hours.ò In the distance, Wysiwyg raises and lowers 

an ear in her sleep. A long string of uninterrupted snores follows.  

ñMom, look on the History Channel,ò Creegan states, pointing to 

the lower right quad of their CCC. Together, the Lanes turn to face the 

screen. In bold, gold-colored lettering is the title The Forge Family 

Dynasty: Part I. Behind it are images of various men who have lead 

the Forge family since Jaden was founded, along with pictures of in-

dustries each has helped to build into an empire. 

ñSpeak of the devil and his disciples,ò remarks Terre with a look of 

disgust. 



 

ñThatôs not the History Channel, Cree,ò Tatiana replies in a soft, ar-

ticulate voice. ñThatôs Thor and his daddy and his daddyôs daddy,ò she 

observes. ñItôs the Forge Channel. Theyôre on a lot this month.ò  

Her grandpa giggles at the joke. ñGood one, Tatbug.ò  

Creegan takes the remote for the communication center and presses 

ñfour.ò This brings the bottom right image to center stage. Now en-

larged, the audio can be heard. A pleasant female voice narrates the 

program that began earlier in the hour. 

ñBy the end of the first century after Jaden was founded, the first 

generation of Forges controlled two of the largest and most well-known 

industries: wood production and wood distribution. Together, both in-

dustries operated as the Forge Heat & Supply Company. The company 

was Jadenôs sole source of wood production and delivery to meet resi-

dentsô home heating needs at a reasonable cost. The company also 

provided businesses with needed lumber to handle the growing demand 

for commercial buildings and residential homes among the rising num-

ber of new Jaden communities. óFHS-Co,ô as residents affectionately 

referred to it, ï ò 

ñï What kind of crap are they ï,ò interjects Terre, but she quickly 

catches herself before completing the sentence. 

ñ ... was a successful and well-respected monopoly in a period 

when most businesses were trying to find their niche. During the first 

century, like today, much of the daily grind of FHS-Co took place be-

low ground, since an endless supply of redwood and the labor used to 

bring it above ground were located beneath the surface. Today, the 

huge companyôs location remains in the Northwestern region of Jaden 

where the forest and hillsides begin.  

For over three centuries, FHS-Co has relied on two main sources of 

labor. The first is a large residential workforce. Each day these workers 

help load the carts and move wood into the city for delivery. They work 

from dawn to dusk in often dangerous conditions. While the second 

source of labor is far from human, they were found to be quite friendly 

when discovered in an early mining expedition. They are subterranean 

creatures called gribbles and, at present, they flourish in the tens of 

thousands. In fact, the actual number is unknown because they are be-



 

 

lieved to have underground colonies that stretch throughout our city 

and beyond.ò  

ñSheôs talking about what I ate for breakfast, t-bugs,ò says Grandpa 

to his twin granddaughters. Unimpressed, they ignore his comment and 

prefer, instead, to watch the captivating images of FHS-Co gribbles at 

work and listen to the narrator. 

ñGribbles are as long as humans are tall with light gray, fused ab-

dominal segments, thin maroon rings where each segment joins, and 

flattened bodies that bear seven pairs of muscular legs. With strong 

jaws and sharp teeth, these creatures strip off planks of hardened red-

wood ten feet in length in minutes and stop only a few times daily to 

drink water and feed on decaying matter.  

When not at work, gribbles live in dens well below the surface in 

the vast root system below our city. We have learned that they are very 

social creatures. Early each morning, after the gribbles have finished 

their work and are nestled deep within their network of dens, company 

workers arrive to the faint and echoing sounds of gribbles humming 

until they fall asleep. Within the first half-hour on the job, the distant 

sounds are gone, with the exception of newborn gribblets who cry 

themselves to sleep.  

To Forge Enterprises, gribbles are the ideal source of labor. They 

work for extended periods of time every evening, seven days a week, 

are always on time and never call in sick. Equally important to the ac-

cumulation of wealth for the Forge dynasty is the gribbles' daily wage. 

Since they have no use for money, gribbles have an arrangement with 

FHS-Co to feed their dependence on sweets ï they work for sugar cane 

each day." 

ñSorry, I canôt take this anymore,ò says Terre, switching off the 

History Channel. The CCCôs center stage program returns to FSN 

News. She presses the mute button. ñForge Enterprises doesnôt just 

feed their dependence on sweets. They are the cause of it. Gribbles 

have become sugar addicts, wired to do anything until their next fix. 

Thatôs why they live only one-half the life span of those few lucky 

gribbles that are not enslaved by Forge,ò she says, with more 

knowledge about biological creatures and the Forge family than 99.9 



 

percent of Jaden.  

ñIôve eaten gribble since I was chin-high to a momma chuckachuôs 

teats, and I like óem! They taste like no other animal and always give 

me energy,ò spouts the Sgt. Major without realizing a lectureôs to fol-

low. 

ñDad, a gribbleôs taste comes from a diet developed by Forge scien-

tists long ago. The diet has caused their addiction to sugar. Itôs a 

systemic thing ï you know, you are what you eat. Does anyone really 

wonder why people feel so energetic after they eat gribble sausage, 

drumsticks, or steak?ò Terre asks, looking around the breakfast table 

for takers. 

ñItôs a sugar buzz, Mom,ò Creegan answers matter-of-factly. 

Terre looks at her son with an expression that reads, ñArenôt you a 

bit young to be using buzz that way in a sentence?ò 

Tanayna immediately starts a ñbuzz buzz buzzò mantra. She leaves 

her seat and trots, arms raised, around the family room, continuing the 

sounds. Tatiana follows like a tail in the insectôs flight plan. Curious, 

Ixil and Pixil rush out of their shaved cedar den and shove their noses 

through the front bars of their habitat, nostrils wiggling. Seeing the 

girlsô behavior, they begin to jump up and down and then from branch 

to branch letting out a series of chirping noises. As usual, Paxil shows 

no interest. He remains asleep beneath the cedar shavings. 

ñDad, I prepare gribble for you because youôve always eaten it,ò 

Terre comments, feeling a bit uneasy about the whole thing. ñIôm not 

going to try to change your eating habits. The kids are a different story. 

They can get the taste and energy from fruits, vegetables and other 

foods.ò 

ñWell, I may be a bit too far gone to change, even if you tried,ò de-

clares her father-in-law. ñBut thanks for the squib on gribbles. Hmm, I 

always thought it was something about them, not what they ate, that 

made me feel good after a meal,ò he vents, slowly shaking his head 

from being mislead over the years.  

ñCOOL! Mom! Gramps! Turn up the sound!ò Creegan shouts, di-

recting everyoneôs attention, once again, to the communication center. 

A disorderly chorus follows from family members. ñOh my!ò ñWhoa!ò 



 

 

ñWhatôs that?ò ñIs it real?ò  

A highly detailed animated image is shown of Evergreen and its 

surrounding waters moments after dawn. At the bottom of the graphic 

illustration is the caption ñArtistôs rendition of celestial eclipse.ò At the 

top of the screen, a tourmaline moon slowly arcs across the sky toward 

two aligned suns. Along its course, shimmering beams of light begin to 

descend from the upper atmosphere down through the clouds. As the 

alignment of the moon with both suns draws near, patterns of delicate 

light intensify throughout the sky and begin to spread across the land 

and seas. Once the moon is in perfect alignment with both suns, a blast 

of intense color showers Evergreen and its surrounding waters with a 

spectrum of dazzling light. The animation also shows very rocky seas 

during this rare celestial moment. After the eclipse, the intensity of 

light fades across the land and seas until the effects are no longer visi-

ble. 

Creeganôs mom is first to break free from the captivating beauty of 

the large, onscreen animation. Widening her eyes and briefly shaking 

her head, she presses the volume button. Glades is already into his sto-

ry.  

ñ... high above the clouds in the cold darkness of space, two suns 

that have warmed Evergreen since its birth are moving closer to being 

in line with our pink and green moon. In just one month from today, 

this alignment will initiate a rare celestial eclipse in which three astral 

bodies are in one perfectly straight line. Scientists call this alignment a 

syzygy. It is an event that occurs above our planet only once every 

thousand years. When it appears, all areas from east to west of the 

Grand Divide will be covered in a kaleidoscope of light. It will be un-

like anything ever recorded in history.  

The kaleidoscopic effect occurs when massive amounts of energy 

from both suns channel through, and expand within, the crystalline 

prism that comprises the matrix of our tourmaline moon. When this en-

ergy reaches a critical mass in the moon's substructure, it will radiate a 

stable and cohesive refractive force onto our planet. Once in our at-

mosphere, intense energy molecules in the air will produce rainbow-

like patterns of light that intensify in the moments surrounding the syz-



 

ygy. In addition, scientists state there will be an extraordinary gravita-

tional pull affecting our land and oceans during these same moments. 

This riveting force will occur as the powerful alignment of the syzygy 

briefly pauses the moon in its orbit. While scientists are uncertain of the 

specific impact these physical events will have on the land and seas, 

they inform us that there will be a much higher tides than usual during 

the celestial eclipse.  

The entire millennial event should last from approximately 9:00 

a.m. to 3:00 p.m. Our moon will slow to a fixed position in its orbit at 

11:57 a.m. and begin its motion again at 12:03 p.m. We here at FSN 

News would encourage everyone in our viewing audience to wear sun-

glasses and leaded shoes,ò the veteran anchor reports with a wink and a 

smile. 

ñMom, can we have a picnic at the park next month on the day of 

the eclipse?ò asks Creegan. ñAnd can Wysiwyg come along?ò  

ñWe want to take the babies, too, Mommy. Can we, please?ò ques-

tions Tatiana after her brother finishes his request. 

Just as their mother is about to respond, three identical tones and 

one long, lower tone are heard from the centralized communication 

center. The top left quad containing the latest weather update blanks 

and a symbol within a blinking box appears in its place. This symbol, 

along with a flashing yellow light on the CCC remote above ñRTV,ò 

indicates that a real-time visit is pending action. Terre recognizes the 

callerôs insignia on the screen. Her heart begins to race. It is a hand, 

palm up, clutching a world with Evergreenôs terrain. The RTV melody 

repeats itself and startles Terre. It is none other than Thorstein Dark-

minster Forge. 

Creegan observes his motherôs jittery behavior. ñWhose ID is that, 

Mom?ò he asks with alarm in his voice. 

Ignoring Creeganôs question for the moment, Terre says aloud, ñHe 

never calls me at home.ò She turns to her son and states, ñItôs Mr. 

Forge, Cree. Uh, my boss.ò  

One eyebrow raised, the Sgt. Major angrily remarks, ñWhat in the 

world would he want from you on a Saturday? This is family time heôs 

cutting into. Itôs sacred ground, if you ask me.ò 



 

 

The RTV melody repeats itself for the third time, startling every-

one. 

ñDonôt answer it, Mommy! I donôt like him!ò shouts Tatiana from 

the floor in front of the chuckachu habitat. Her mother smiles.  

ñUh huh, donôt!ò adds Tanayna nervously. 

ñPlease children, letôs see what he wants,ò she states, now some-

what calm. Terre presses the button below the flashing yellow light to 

accept the RTV.  

A soothing female voice from the communication center says, 

ñYour RTV has been activated.ò The insignia of a hand clutching the 

world enlarges as it moves from the top left quad to center stage. Then 

it begins to fade away. A live video image suddenly appears of a skill-

fully overdressed man in his mid-fifties, sitting behind a large, hand-

carved, mahogany desk. On its surface is an assortment of shiny brass 

objects, including a pen holder and pen and a paper weight and letter 

opener. Thereôs also an hourglass to ensure people are aware of how 

much of this manôs time theyôre taking up. Behind him are dark pan-

eled walls and an incredibly wide window that provides a panoramic 

view of downtown Jaden and the hillsides off in the distance.  

The name and title spelled out on a brass nameplate facing the front 

of the desk indicate that the man, indeed, is Thor, President of Forge 

Enterprises. He is wearing a dark suit and black suede tie to match his 

thick, bushy eyebrows and even thicker and bushier mustache. No one 

else would dare to wear a mustache like his. Dark tufts of hair, which 

seem to flow from inside his nose, part under his nostrils and curve 

down along his jawbone until they touch his dangly earlobes. He has a 

bulbous nose that is above average, both in length and width. Around 

his nostrils and rounded tip are small clusters of blue and red capillaries 

and veins. In many ways, they resemble the clusters on each side of his 

near-bald head in that they tend to enlarge and become quite noticeable 

when he is angry. His trademark floor-length black suede cape and 

matching hat each hang on a coat rack to the right of his desk. 

Terre takes a deep breath. ñGood morning, Mr. Forge,ò she says 

with a forced smile. His expensive suit and impressive office encourage 

her sense of formality.  



 

Thor doesnôt respond. Instead, he seethes impatiently. Even though 

he knows full well that the RTV has been active for nearly thirty se-

conds, his dark, angry eyes continue to stare at the gold pocket watch in 

his hand. Slowly, he raises his head and peers at the CCC image of the 

Lanes in their family room and kitchen with all members present. One 

at a time, he eyes each person up and down until, finally, he fixes on 

Terre. 

ñSo, Dr. Bristol-Lane,ò he begins smugly, ñhow are you and your 

charming family on this delicious Saturday morning? Are you enjoying 

your breakfast with Jadenôs very own war hero?ò he asks sarcastically. 

Thor looks at the Sgt. Major picking at his sausage and vegetables with 

a fork. Avoiding eye contact after being singled-out, he squirms a bit 

and slouches in his chair. 

Terre tries to change the subject from her father-in-law. ñYes, thank 

you,ò she states. ñOur weekends are always special to us because ï ò 

ñï Ah, the infamous Sgt. Major Thornhill Lane,ò Thor rudely inter-

rupts. ñThe only man to receive a gold cluster after the Chuckachu War 

for being clobbered by the enemy over three hundred times. Seen any 

hostile pets on patrol?ò he chortles. Ever since the Sgt. Major made 

FSN headlines two years back when he commandeered the Hesby 

Street Pet Emporium to arrest and impound their complete inventory of 

chuckachus, the Lane family has had to endure such ribbing. While 

Terre hasnôt quite let go of her earlier frustration with Thorôs handling 

of Niles Jaden IIIôs absence, this is different. His glaring insensitivity 

toward her father-in-law in front of his grandchildren is the tipping 

point. Itôs all that she can endure. 

Terre points her finger at Thor and firmly protests, ñI allow you to 

enter my home and share this morning with my family. How dare you 

ridicule my father ï ò 

ñï Enough of this riveting dialogue,ò states Thor, abruptly cutting 

off Terre in mid-sentence. Controlling the conversation once again, he 

notes, ñYouôll be pleased to learn that I am not paying you or your kin 

folk a social call. Iôll get to the point. Nearly one year ago I provided 

you with a state-of-the-art bioengineering computer lab and a simple 

challenge. Provide me with computer architecture that uses artificial 



 

 

intelligence to reason through its assigned commands without people 

and without failure. You have yet to meet this challenge. The results of 

your research on Project AiCORN have been useless. Month after 

month, I learn that your study outcomes reject the possibility that an AI 

chip organized to reason using neuronets and our most advanced multi-

processors can work out solutions to even the simplest problems."  

ñHuh? What in damnation do acorns have to do with what youôre 

working on in that lab, Terre?ò asks the Sgt. Major. ñYou becoming 

one of them environ mental scientists or something? 

Terre ignores her father-in-law and, instead, reacts defensively to 

Thorôs criticism. ñMy team has extensively analyzed the role of twelve 

different lab animals in the past month alone,ò she begins. ñFor each 

new biosource, after weôve documented the impact of adjustments to 

potassium and sodium ions, ambient salinity, and the level of toxins to 

the ï ò 

ñ ï Stop the jargon and end your litany of excuses,ò he interrupts 

yet again. ñYou have delayed my plans to integrate AI technology 

across our rails division long enough.ò 

ñRails division?ò Terre questions privately, astounded at what sheôs 

learned. 

ñThis project was assigned to you because people who I trust be-

lieve you are the best at integrating artificial intelligence within 

computer technology. While I still reserve some optimism for your abil-

ities, I am quickly losing patience,ò he says, looking at Terre. He 

clutches a brass, knife-like letter opener in his hand and points it in her 

direction. His nostrils slowly widen. Clusters of capillaries and small 

veins around the base of his nose bulge slightly and throb visibly. 

The Sgt. Majorôs eyes open wide at the sight of Terreôs knife-toting 

boss and his ugly, pulsating appendage. Frightened, with a nervous 

stomach, he mutters ñIncoming gasò out of the side of his mouth. 

Prompted by a brief but steady spluttering hiss, he looks away from the 

CCC and down around his feet. ñWhat was that?ò he asks, searching 

for Wysiwyg to blame. Creegan and his sisters giggle at their grandpaôs 

nervous, albeit involuntary, behavior. Terre shakes her head and waves 

her right hand back and forth by her nose. 



 

ñQuaint,ò responds Thor. He stares at Terre and says, ñI want you 

and your research team to do whatever you need to do ï speed up the 

number of experiments if you must ï to accelerate progress on Ai-

CORN. I must see results now. This means that your immediate plans 

to share a pleasant breakfast with your half-baked tribe has ended.ò 

Thor looks at each member of the Lane family as he finishes the sen-

tence. ñIôll expect you to be at work within the hour,ò he adds, ñand 

donôt disappoint me, Dr. Lane. Thatôs a non-trivial number of depend-

ents to support without a paycheck.ò  

He reaches over to a nearby panel of buttons and pauses. Carefully, 

he looks at the Sgt. Major one last time. ñBoo,ò he snaps with little en-

ergy. The signal abruptly ends.   

Terre and her family gaze at Thorôs insignia, which appears the 

moment the RTV signal ends. Seconds later the image fades to black. A 

pre-recorded voice from the communication center returns. ñIf you 

would like to place a call, please ï ò Click 

Terre turns off the RTV from the remote on the kitchen table. ñThe 

nerve of that mikômak disrupting our breakfast and demanding that I 

leave for work,ò she says angrily under her breath. Tanayna and Tatia-

na both cover their mouths in surprise. Their mom never swears in their 

presence. The word ñmikômakò is taboo among children, except for the 

undisciplined ones, of course. ñIôll get ready to go,ò Terre announces in 

a dejected tone. She places a few gathered dishes in the sink. Almost in 

a daze, she looks out the small kitchen window in front of her at noth-

ing in particular. 

ñWeôll help you clean up, Mom,ò Creegan states, summoning his 

sisters to help out. Sensing his momôs distress, he tries whatever he can 

to lift her spirits. Cleaning up after a meal is not something he and his 

sisters usually do. 

An important thought dawns on Terre. She decides to head into the 

hallway. Wysiwyg is asleep on the cool tile floor by the foot of the 

stairs. Without the twins and the Sgt. Major noticing, she motions to 

Creegan to join her. Curious, he enters the hallway and sits by her side 

on the bottom stair.  

ñWhat, Mom?ò he asks. 



 

 

ñCreegan, I have a big favor to ask,ò she begins. ñSince itôs not a 

school day and I havenôt had time to set up daycare, would you mind 

watching your sisters for me while Iôm at work?ò Before Creegan has a 

chance to stomp his feet and say ñIôm no babysitter!ò she provides the 

context for her special request. ñLately, I have not wanted Grandpa to 

watch your sisters for any length of time. Iôve been concerned about 

how much of his attention centers on them compared to ... well, other 

things. I hope you understand.ò She looks intently into her sonôs eyes. 

ñPlease, can you help me out, Creego?ò Creegan knows that is a name 

his mom reserves for special moments. ñWysiwyg will help you keep 

them in line, too,ò she says with a pleading smile. Below them, on the 

cool hardwood floor, their sleepy chuckachuôs ears rise slightly at the 

sound of her name.  

ñBut Mom, Wysiwyg and I are planning to head over to the Knick-

knackery and visit with Mr. Cumberpatch.ò Hearing her name twice in 

a row proves to be too much for Wysiwyg. She quickly rises before 

Creegan begins his next sentence. ñHe told me to come back this week-

end and check out a new futuristic toy. He said heôd finish it by now. 

Mr. Q wanted me to be the first to see it. He calls it a ... a ósky rail,ô I 

think. Isnôt that right, girl?ò says Creegan, affectionately rubbing 

Wysiwygôs ears with both hands. In response, the large chuckachu rises 

on her hind feet. Her front paws grasp and tug Creeganôs closest hand 

and pull it toward her belly. Wysiwyg loves belly rubs. ñIôve been try-

ing to imagine what it could be, and Iôm really looking forward to 

seeing him,ò he adds. 

 ñSky rails?ò his mom repeats with one eyebrow raised. ñYou mean 

like a tall bridge of some kind?ò  

ñDonôt know for sure, but Iôm pretty sure thatôs not it. What kind of 

kid would want to play with a tall bridge, anyway?ò  

ñHow about a future engineer?ò  

ñYou have an answer for everything, donôt you?ò 

ñOnly to questions that require a solution, Cree,ò she states confi-

dently, combing her fingers through his tousled, light brown hair. Her 

thoughts quickly return to the more immediate and pressing matter of 

who will watch the children for the better part of the day while she con-



 

tinues her experiments at the lab. A smile appears. ñThatôs a great idea, 

Creegan!ò his mom exclaims.  

ñHuh? What is?ò he replies, not recalling the plans he stated just 

moments ago. 

ñYou and Wysiwyg take your sisters to the Knickknackery. Thereôs 

a lot for each of you to do, and I feel comfortable having Mr. Cumber-

patch keep an eye on all of you,ò she says with the pace of her ideas 

beginning to pick up. ñAnd remember that your sisters love the óDebo-

rah Annô doll collection. Oh, and they also love the óLittle Mollyôs 

Roller Coaster Set.ô When you set up the roller coaster for them, be 

sure you also show them how to work the rubber band launcher without 

getting pinched.ò  

ñMom, do I have to?ò he asks rhetorically. Creegan welcomes his 

sisters on the road to the Knickknackery as much as he does his momôs 

weekly mushroom and pea stuffed casserole (which, fortunately, 

Wysiwyg doesnôt seem to mind). Yet, he knows the trade-off. By 

agreeing to his momôs terms, he will be allowed to visit his favorite 

store in Bristlecone ï one of the most unique and kid-friendly stores in 

the entire City of Jaden ï and spend the day with the storeôs owner.  

ñYes, Mr. Cumberpatch is a delightful and responsible man,ò Terre 

continues. She pulls her coat from the closet and drapes it over her 

shoulder. Her sights are now set on getting ready for work. She looks 

around to locate her shoulder bag filled with computer printouts, mass 

storage devices, dated monthly reports, and other work-related material. 

Without missing a beat, she adds, ñI know heôll love to see you, Cree, 

and the extra company. Iôll explain the plan to your grandpa and get the 

girls ready to go. Arenôt you ready to leave yet, dear?ò she inquires 

with an unemotional grin.  

Creegan looks down at Wysiwyg with a similar half-hearted smile. 

He takes a long, deep breath. She responds to his gestures by wiggling 

her nostrils and staring attentively into his hazel eyes. ñWeôll have to 

keep a close eye on them, girl,ò he states. ñYou know, to keep them out 

of trouble.ò Cree grabs his jacket from the coat rack and slips his arms 

into the sleeves one at a time. Wysiwyg then makes an enthusiastic 

ñchuò sound and circles Creegan impatiently near the front door.  



 

 

ñYes, girl, I agree,ò he responds. ñThe game is afoot.ò  



 

Chapter Six  

  Dratch and Gribble Memorial Park  
                          and Rail Station        

 


