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 Prologue
What Happened? 
 
      
 
    Nothing was out of place. The Safe Haven had somehow replenished all the supplies. Even the milk was fresh. The WindElys were still spinning, their colorful reflections dancing around the room. 
 
    Steve was the last to be seated at the Visualizer. 
 
    “You took more than your share of cookies,” Matt said to Steve as he sat down. 
 
    “First come, first served,” Steve responded. 
 
    “I’ll make more after we get done here,” Matt said. 
 
    When the new Alliance—Matt, Steve, Jeremy, and Jesse—put out their fists, thumbs up, their knuckles touching, the first Alliance appeared. All four of the little men had serious facial expressions. 
 
    A tall, thin man with long white hair and a beard that hung down on his deep purple satin robe, Ishmon looked like an English lord. He wore an ornate gold chain around his neck and a thin gold crown on his head with an amethyst set in the front. 
 
    Oar was dressed in a Persian outfit, a ruby-red robe made of fine linen. Of average height and build, with short black hair and a beard, he looked like he could have been Aladdin’s father, headdress and all. 
 
    Gaska was a black man of average height and weight who sported an exotically sculpted beard. He wore royal blue silk covered with elaborate animal skins. A tattoo covered the back of his head and continued down the back of his neck. It looked like it might be the top of a colorful cross, but most of the tattoo was covered by his clothing. 
 
    A short, stocky man with a clean-shaven face, Lindau wore a fur hat and an emerald-green robe of satin and wool, suitable for the depths of a Russian winter. The sash around his waist, made of finely woven strands of gold and silver, glittered and reflected light from every source in the room. 
 
    “We have some questions for you,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Before you start, we need to complete the synergistic ritual,” Gaska said. “Stand up.” 
 
    The first Alliance stood up behind the four chairs fastened to the floor. When Gaska waved his hand, the Quad appeared in the center of the table. The short, squatty pyramid was always impressive. Made of polished, pure black granite, it reflected images from around the room. 
 
    Oar stepped up to the pyramid and pointed at one of the cavities. “Sit in the seat across from the cavity that matches up with your Symbol,” he said. Once the new Alliance settled in, he said, “Place your Symbols into the cavities on the Quad.” 
 
    As they took the Symbols from around their necks, all four Symbols turned pure white, and when they placed them into the cavities, a small notch appeared at the bottom of each cavity, making room for the gold chains which lay on the table. Once the last Symbol was in place, they all turned back to their brilliant color and began pulsing—bright and dim, about one pulse per second. 
 
    “You must now put your knuckles together thumbs up, right over the top of the Quad,” Lindau said. 
 
    The four put out their fists, touching knuckles together, with thumbs up. The Symbols began to pulse faster and faster until, after some thirty seconds, they were pulsing so fast the pulses became steady bright lights, so bright they were difficult to look at. Then the Symbols dimmed to their original brightness and stopped pulsing. 
 
    “Put them back around your necks,” Oar said. 
 
    When they took them from the Quad, the Symbols didn’t turn back to white, but rather continued to glow normal colors. They put them around their necks, and the Quad disappeared. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” Jeremy exclaimed, pointing at the floor around the tree trunk. “The hatches on the floor . . . they’re all gone.” 
 
    Steve jumped up from the table and ran around the tree trunk. “The only one left is hatch number one.” 
 
    “What happened?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Oops,” Oar said under his breath. 
 
    “Oops? Oops?” Steve said as he sat back down. “I thought we were going to use the hatches to return back to the times and places for each trek. What do you mean, oops?” 
 
    Oar held up his hands. “Okay, okay, we should have explained before we finished the synergistic ritual. The hatches have no further use. They were placed there by your fathers to guide you to the Symbols. We’ll explain how you return to those locations once we explain the synergistic effects of the Symbols.” 
 
    Lindau stepped into the center of the table. “Let me explain what has happened to your powers. First and most important is that you may not have found all your powers. You may have more to discover. Each Alliance is unique, so the powers you get are highly dependent on the individual Alliance. You’ve already demonstrated that the rules of past Alliances don’t apply any longer. The four treks you went on were training treks. Your powers came to you as you experimented and tested them. You could get more once you exit the Safe Haven back into present time.” 
 
    Ishmon joined Lindau. “Second, the powers you already have will now be enhanced. Because the four Symbols together boost the powers of all the Symbols, you’ll be stronger, quicker, and more capable with each of your powers.” 
 
    Oar walked to the center of the table as well. “Now that your powers have become synergistic,” he said, “you’ll share, to some extent, each other’s powers. But there’s no guarantee that you can use one of the other powers, and if it turns out you can, there’s no guarantee how strong it will work for you. Our recommendation is for you not to use a power that isn’t yours unless it’s an emergency. If you do use a power that isn’t yours, there are two caveats. First, the power is diminished quite a bit for you. For example, if Jeremy uses Steve’s power of upper-body strength, he’ll be stronger than he was before, but not nearly as strong as Steve. Second, because the power isn’t yours, you’ll be somewhat unskilled. This in itself could have unintended consequences.” 
 
    “You must be extremely careful when using each other’s powers,” Ishmon added. 
 
    “We have questions about the four trips back in time,” Jesse said. “When we went back, we change the history of the world, right?” 
 
    “Yes, every trek into the past changes the future from that point in time forward,” Oar answered. “Think of it this way. The only ones who know that history has changed are the four of you. For good or bad, the history of the world changes. Most of the time, the larger picture—the major events in the world’s history—don’t get affected.” 
 
    “Have you given any thought to our dilemma?” Matt asked. “We have to save our fathers, and we will. We also want to go back in time to bring our loved ones with us to present time. Do you have any idea how this might be accomplished?” 
 
    “We’ve discussed this problem and have given it a great deal of thought,” Gaska said, shaking his head. “We see no way to get this accomplished. The Safe Haven has only gone back in time four times for each Alliance since its creation. We see no way to change its foundational principles. It is what it is.” 
 
    “When was the Safe Haven created, and who was the creator?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “It was created by Cetrekap, the Grand Wizard of Gandoral, around 915 AD as a way to escape Gandoral. He couldn’t get it to work for several hundred years, but right before he died, he found the necessary combination of magic and potions. However, Torron captured him and executed him before he could use it. The Alliance that was active at the time had helped him to get the Safe Haven activated, and they began using it from then on. At first it was used as a place to go to be safe from Torron. It wasn’t until the fourteenth century that the Alliance realized it could actually move through time. By trial and error, we learned how to use the Safe Haven to our advantage.” 
 
    “So there are no rules written down anywhere, only rules handed down from Alliance to Alliance?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Oar said. 
 
    “So you may not know the full potential of the Safe Haven,” Matt said. “Right?” 
 
    “That’s an accurate statement,” Ishmon said. 
 
    “There you go,” Steve said. “Again, you don’t really know. You only know what you know, and you don’t know what you don’t know. Do I have that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ishmon said. “You’ve already pushed the boundaries way beyond where we believed them to be. You’ve discovered more Symbols and more magic than any other Alliance before you. It’s our opinion that if there is any way to discover how to use the Safe Haven as a time machine, you’ll be the Alliance to do it. However, you’ll be on your own. We don’t have the knowledge or experience to assist you.” 
 
    “Okay, what do we do to go after our fathers?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “There are two clocks above hatch number one. One keeps track of the time since you first entered the Safe Haven, Alliance time. It will run until you pass the responsibility of the Alliance to the next generation in twenty years, after seven thousand three hundred five days have passed. The second one displays the actual date, year, month, day, and time on Earth, Earth time—what you call present time. The moment you entered the Safe Haven, Earth time stopped. Before your second trek when Steve left the Safe Haven, it started back up. When all four of you were back in the Safe Haven, the clock stopped.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Jeremy interrupted. “Did you say that the present-time clock starts and stops only when the first person leaves or last person enters the Safe Haven?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Lindau said. 
 
    Steve grinned and shook his head. 
 
    Looking at Steve disapprovingly out of the corner of his eye, Lindau continued. “Yes, under normal circumstances, it stops when the last one enters the Safe Haven and starts when the first person leaves the Safe Haven. The only exception is when one or more of you are no longer in the Alliance. You’ve either left of your own free will or have been killed.” 
 
    “Above the two clocks,” Ishmon added, “there’s a panel with four slots in it. Remove your Symbols and insert the Symbols into the slots with the chains hanging down. Once the last Symbol is in place, a drawer will open below the clocks. Inside the drawer, you’ll find a third clock. It’s set with all zeros. There are dials to set the time and date on the clock: one for the years, 1228 as an example; one for months, one through twelve; one for days, one through thirty-one; one for hours, one through twenty-four; one for minutes, one through sixty; and one for seconds, one through sixty.” 
 
    Oar stepped forward. “You’ve been keeping a record of the times you left and returned from your treks. The date you put into the clock in the drawer is the date that you traveled back from your trek in Alliance time. You must calculate that time by using the time on the stopped present-time clock and add the days and hours you were away. For example, if the present-time clock said January first and your Alliance time clock showed you were gone for sixty-two days, you would dial March third into the clock in the drawer. You would dial in the time and exit through hatch number one to return to the place where trek one ended.” 
 
    “If we dial in a time to go back to get our fathers, what happens to the present-time clock?” Jesse asked. “Does it start up?” 
 
    “No, the only time it starts and stops is when you enter or leave into present time,” Oar said. “If you’re using the clock in the drawer, the present-time clock doesn’t move. You’ll have to put in the location you’ll be going to. Any one of you can do this by placing your right hand on the black stone to the right of the time-travel clock and either say out loud or think in your mind where you want to go. Try to be specific. If you say ‘Phoenix, Arizona,’ you could end up any place within the city limits of Phoenix. If you say ‘my home,’ it will know where your home is.” 
 
    “We can put in a date, and if we’ve been someplace on that date, it’ll take us there, or if we haven’t, we need to place our hand on the stone and tell it in our mind where we want to be,” Matt said. “Did I get that right?” 
 
    “No, you have to say where you want to go each time you travel,” Gaska said. 
 
    “Before we do anything else, we need to go get our fathers,” Jesse insisted. “We should do that right now.” 
 
    “Remember, you can only bring back one at a time,” Gaska said. “You must be careful not to go back to the camp before you left. We don’t know what would happen if you were to meet up with yourselves at some distant time. You could be caught in a loop where you leave and come back, leave and come back, and never get out of the loop. We recommend you be careful how you set your times for traveling.” 
 
    “One last thing,” Gaska said as he motioned for Oar to talk. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Oar said. “There has been a significant change since you went on your first trek. That Saturday when you left your fathers in search of the Safe Haven, Torron was entering the area near the lake in one huge black cloud. She had a goal of stopping you before you could reach this place. However, you made it here and embarked on your quests to retrieve the four Symbols. Something dramatic changed while you were gone. As you already know, you’ve brought back into the Safe Haven more magic artifacts than any other Alliance. To some extent, you’ve changed the magic of this place. You must have changed something with Torron as well. She’s now coming into this world with the largest and most sophisticated army in the history of the Alliance.” 
 
    “We’re quite concerned about the future of the Alliance,” Ishmon said. “You’re now embarking on the most dangerous trek of all . . . present time. You will be facing Torron in your time, and she’s determined to crush you and take your world.” 
 
    “What’s so different?” Steve asked. “She’s had her eye on this world for centuries. Why is this any different from when our fathers entered back into present time?” 
 
    “We have little to help you with, except to say that something happened in Africa that changed her,” Lindau said. “She has somehow multiplied her power and strength. She’s never been as confident about taking over the world as she is now. She’s pulling out all the stops, and you’ll be facing a power that has never been seen before.” 
 
    “What do we do to fight her and win?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Remember the basic truth,” Lindau said. “Her power, her army, the destruction she leaves in her wake are dangerous and intimidating. She may kill, she may destroy, she may use her magic to battle with you, but as always, she’s the weak link. You must find the way to get to her and destroy her. It’s the only way to win.” 
 
    “Again, you have no solution for us,” Steve said. “All you can do is state the obvious. That’s not a lot of help.” 
 
    “Call on us,” Oar said. “We may be able to help.” 
 
    As the first Alliance disappeared from the Visualizer, the new Alliance got up and headed to the clocks.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
What’s the Right Time? 
 
      
 
    “Can we take a break first?” Steve asked. “I need to use the bathroom, for one thing, and our fathers aren’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “I agree,” Matt said. “We’ve already had a big day. When we go after our fathers, who knows what we’ll get into. I say we slow down a little and rest up, do some planning. We need to be on top of our game.” 
 
    “I agree too,” Jeremy said as he sat down at the kitchen table. 
 
    “Okay, I agree too,” Jesse said. “But we get our fathers first, before anything else. Agreed?” 
 
    “Yes,” all three boys said at the same time. 
 
    Jesse watched Steve running his fingers through his black curly hair as he headed up the circular stairs. His hair has grown at least three inches, she thought. Mine has grown too. She looked at the split ends. I need to get to a salon. The pink streaks are growing out. She pulled her blond hair back into a ponytail and looked at Jeremy. “You’ve lost weight since we started out.” 
 
    “Yeah, about fifteen pounds,” Jeremy said. His face lit up with a smile. 
 
    You have to love a guy who smiles with his whole face, Jesse thought. Those crystal-like blue eyes seem to pop out at you from the dark skin and Afro haircut. 
 
    Matt’s dimples popped out. “I’d say you lost weight too, Jesse, but you didn’t have any extra weight on you. The gymnastics training took it all off before the treks started.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Matt sat at the kitchen table with Jeremy and Steve. His sandy brown hair was always a little out of place, but with the additional growth, it was getting out of control. He didn’t seem to mind. “No, no, no, no,” he said. “We should have at least an outline of a plan before we go get our dads.” 
 
    “Just like on our four treks into the past, we don’t know what to plan until we get out of here,” Steve said emphatically. “We never know.” 
 
    “I hate to admit it, but Steve’s right,” Jeremy said. “All we can do is get our dads and see if they have any ideas.” 
 
    “Okay, I almost agree,” Matt said reluctantly. “We’ve been in here four days, and other than stuffing ourselves with cookies and pizza, we haven’t accomplished a thing. We need to get our dads back into the Safe Haven before we make any other plans.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say we haven’t accomplished anything,” Jesse said as she came down the stairs. “We rested up. We figured out how to cook the frozen pizza, after burning the first one. And we finally figured out that we can’t plan a battle without more information. Our dads should be able to help us with that. I know we can count on them.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jeremy said. “We need to figure out the right time to go get our fathers.” 
 
    “Easy,” Steve said. “We go back to the point just after we left the new base camp, or NBC. We pick up our dads and we’re back. Present time will still be stopped, so we’ll have all the time we need to make plans.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Jesse said. “We were gone for an hour or two when we saw the colored streaks across the sky.” 
 
    “So?” Steve asked. 
 
    “I suspect that was our fathers sending the Symbols back in time,” Jesse said. “We can’t go get them before they send the Symbols.” 
 
    “How did you remember that?” Jeremy asked. “Was that before we saw the fog?” 
 
    “Yes, we started seeing the fog right after we saw the pillar of light and the streaks across the sky,” Jesse answered. “We left camp around nine, and the Symbols went out sometime between ten and eleven. We should head back around noon on that Saturday to be safe.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go a little later, say one,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “No,” Steve said. “Noon should be okay.” 
 
    “I think we need to be sure we don’t get there too early,” Jeremy insisted. “One would be safe.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jesse and Jeremy were in the bedroom emptying their knapsacks onto their beds. 
 
    “I’m trying to remember what they said when we left the camp that morning,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “What part?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jeremy said. “Only generally. I can’t remember much about that morning. It’s all a blur. Can you?” 
 
    “Well, first Brian handed Steve the cube and said, ‘Now, son, this cube is not to be opened until you are instructed to do so . . . understood? Understood?’ Then Ed handed Matt a small leather pouch and said, ‘Here. Don’t open this pouch until you get instructions on how to use its contents.’ Then my dad pulled the map out of the leather folder and said, ‘This will be your most challenging trek so far. John will give you the rules, but you need to know a few things about the map. First, you can’t lose it. As you can see, it has been around a long time. Losing it . . . well, let’s just say it wouldn’t be good. Second, follow every instruction on the map and on the scroll that John gives you. You must trust every instruction. You cannot vary from the orders, no matter how illogical they might seem. Understood? Understood?’ 
 
    “Then your dad gave you the wooden container with the scroll inside. He took the scroll out and read it. It said, ‘Go south-southeast about three miles to a ravine. Go west-southwest about one-half mile to the Praying Monk. Check the scroll and map there before proceeding. Danger level will be mild.’ Then he continued, ‘Now . . . this scroll contains the instructions that go with the map. Together they will give you direction. Apart they are useless. Understood?’ 
 
    “Then John gave us the basic rules of our trek. He said, ‘Here are the rules for this trek. First, when I finish, you each can ask one question. This rule is different from before. Second, before opening the map or the scroll again, you must do as the scroll said. Then, and only then, can you study the map and scroll again. That’s where the trek actually begins. Third, you can’t return until all requirements of the trek have been completed. You will know when that has happened. Fourth, from now on, you are a team—more than a team. You are one. You must be united in everything you do. If you’re not united, you will fail. If you are united, you will become a great Alliance, a new Alliance for good against evil. This team spirit, this unity, must penetrate through to your very souls. Fifth and last, like all of the treks you’ve been on, you are required to be back at the NBC no later than six thirty tomorrow night so we can have dinner and celebrate the success of this, your last trek.’” 
 
    “Was that word for word?” Matt asked. He and Steve had been listening from the stairway. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jesse said, looking confused. “It’s how I remember it.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s go get our fathers,” Steve said as he headed back down the circular stairs. 
 
    Matt followed him. “We need to decide which father goes first,” he said when he reached the bottom. 
 
    “Why?” Jeremy asked. “It doesn’t matter.” 
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    “You’re right, Matt,” Steve agreed. “Even if it doesn’t matter, we should have a plan just in case.” 
 
    Steve went to the Visualizer with a piece of paper and a pencil. He tore the paper into four squares and put a name on each: Brian, his dad; Marcus, Jesse’s dad; Ed, Matt’s dad; and John, Jeremy’s dad. He folded up the pieces and tossed them onto the table. “Matt, you pick.” 
 
    Matt picked up the papers one by one. “Marcus, Ed, John,” he read. “That leaves Brian last.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Matt, Jeremy, Steve, and Jesse removed their Symbols from around their necks. The Symbols continued to glow as they slipped them into the four slots above the two clocks. The first clock, displaying Earth time, had stopped. The second clock, clicking away the seconds and minutes, displayed Alliance time, the elapsed time since they had entered the Safe Haven the first time. 
 
    The glow from the Symbols inside the slots began to pulse, first very bright, then completely off. A grinding hum could be heard coming from the clocks. The lights and hum continued for about thirty seconds, then a drawer opened, revealing the time-travel clock. 
 
    Matt pulled out his logbook and a slip of paper. “I’ve looked at the logbook, and here’s the date and time we need to put into the clock. It’s Saturday, September fifth, at one p.m.” 
 
    Jeremy dialed in the date and time, then placed his right hand on the black stone and said out loud, “Take us to the NBC.” 
 
    The Safe Haven began to vibrate, and a low-pitched hum could be heard. It vibrated enough to get the WindElys to bounce up and down. The shimmering lights from the WindElys danced all around the Safe Haven. 
 
    The vibration and humming stopped, and the four Symbols popped partway out of the slots. The Alliance put them around their necks. 
 
    Steve was standing over the hatch. “Let’s go.” He opened the hatch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
Easy Peasy 
 
      
 
    This seems too easy, Jesse thought as she watched Steve, Matt, and Jeremy descend through the hatch in the floor. Nothing is easy on these treks, and now we’re doing something never done before in the history of the Alliance. Something tells me this won’t be as easy as Steve keeps saying. 
 
    As before, their clothing changed, and now they were dressed in the same clothes they were in before they left the base camp back in September. The tree had set itself down behind one of the motor homes at the base camp. The Alliance ran around to the other side of the motor home to find their fathers. All four were standing on the edge of the lake looking out at the oncoming black cloud. It had totally engulfed the distant mountain and had extended across the lake and into the forest a mile or two up the shore from where they were standing. 
 
    “Dad!” Jesse yelled. “Dad!” 
 
    The four fathers turned in surprise to see their four kids. 
 
    “What are you doing back in camp so soon?” Marcus asked as his daughter leaped into his arms. 
 
    Matt ran up to his dad. “We don’t have time to explain,” he said with urgency in his voice. “We need to take you with us in the Safe Haven.” 
 
    “What? No!” Brian exclaimed. 
 
    “We have to, Dad,” Steve insisted. “We have to hurry.” 
 
    Jeremy motioned for the fathers to follow him. “We’ll take Marcus first.” 
 
    They all ran around to the Safe Haven, and the Alliance went up through the hatch, followed by Marcus. The hatch closed behind them, and the remaining three fathers watched as the Safe Haven disappeared. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “There’s a delay in the system,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “What do you mean, a delay?” Matt asked. 
 
    “When we returned, the time-travel clock read 1:14,” Jeremy said. “It took fourteen minutes for us to get back into the Safe Haven.” 
 
    “So set the clock to 1:15,” Steve said. 
 
    “It won’t let me,” Jeremy said, clearly frustrated. “The closest I can get is 2:14. It delays us by one hour.” 
 
    “Well, put it in and let’s get back there,” Matt said. 
 
    Jeremy set the clock and destination, and the four exited the Safe Haven. 
 
    “Dad, you’re next,” Matt said with urgency. 
 
    Ed followed the four back into the Safe Haven. “Why are you doing this?” he asked as he came through the hatch. “You’re using your . . .” 
 
    “We know, we know,” Matt said as he waved his hand to stop his father from talking. “We know what we’re doing, and we don’t have time to explain right now.” 
 
    “The clock reads 2:19,” Jeremy said as he set the clock for 3:19 and pronounced the destination.  
 
    The four got to the ground. 
 
    “John, you’re next,” Matt said. 
 
    As the Alliance was about to go back up the ladder to the Safe Haven, Jesse yelled, “Look!” She was pointing up the shoreline in the direction of the old base camp, or OBC.  
 
    The black clouds continued to roll in over the distant mountain and across the crystal clear, sky-blue lake. Only several hundred yards away was an approaching army of Humongers and Weborians. 
 
    “Dad, we’ll be right back,” Steve said. “Don’t do anything crazy.” He went through the hatch and closed it. “We’re in trouble.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron’s army camp bustled with activity. Tents were being assembled, soldiers and equipment were being organized. A steady stream of large, manlike Humongers, six-legged spiderlike Weborians, and the snakelike Horrintines were coming out of the cloud, landing on the beach. Dragons and firebirds were landing on the far side of the encampment. 
 
    Torron’s armor was silver with black trim. Her face was old and drawn, her leathery skin gray and pockmarked. Long, fiery-red hair perfectly set off her emerald-green eyes. She held a sword in one hand and a small shield in the other. “I told you to bring all four fathers here,” Torron insisted. “You only have one: Brian. Where are the others?” 
 
    Brian stood on a platform against a thick wooden wall, arms outstretched, hands strapped to the wall, and ankles spread apart and strapped to the wall as well. His entire body weight was being held up by the straps around his wrist. He was unconscious, and his head hung low. Blood streaked off his beaten body onto his pants and down onto the platform. A Humonger stood beside him with an executioner’s ax resting on his shoulder. 
 
    “There was only one father in the camp when we got there,” the general nervously informed the queen. “He refuses to tell us where the others are.” 
 
    “I want a heavy guard posted all around this area. If there is any sign of someone trying to rescue him, kill him. No hesitation. Kill him instantly.” Torron’s eyes drilled into the general’s. “Do you understand my order?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness, I understand your order,” the general said as he rushed off to implement her wishes. 
 
    Torron walked up the three steps to the platform and approached Brian. She motioned to her high priest to come up. “Make him drink the potion,” she said as she grabbed Brian by the hair and lifted his head. She held his head back while the high priest poured the liquid into his mouth. 
 
    Brian gagged at first, but then swallowed the liquid. Torron continued to hold up his head as his eyes began to open. 
 
    “Brian, where is the rest of the Alliance?” the queen asked. 
 
    Brian said nothing as a slight smile crept across his lips. 
 
    She asked several more times and then stepped down off the platform. A determined looked crossed her face, and she drew her wand from her belt and pointed it at him. A stream of electrical arcs emanated from the tip of the wand and hit Brian in the chest. 
 
    Brian clenched his jaw, and sweat formed all over his body. He resisted an outcry but couldn’t contain a low but painful grunting sound. 
 
    Torron hit him again, this time with an even more focused and more intense stream of electric arcs. 
 
    Brian screamed in pain, and then passed out again. 
 
    “Put a search party together and find the four mothers,” Torron said to her general. “Bring them to me. We’ll use the mothers against the new Alliance instead of the fathers.” She walked away toward her tent. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “The clock is reset to 4:24,” Jeremy announced. “Take us to the NBC.”  
 
    This time they were careful about opening the hatch. 
 
    “What do you see?” Jesse asked Steve. 
 
    “There’s no noise and I can’t see anyone there, but I smell smoke,” Steve answered as he started down through the hatch. 
 
    Once on the ground, the Alliance looked around. The base camp had been destroyed. The RVs were in flames. The stench of burning tires had replaced the sweet smell of the pine forest. 
 
    Steve was frantic. “We have to find my dad before they kill him.” 
 
    Jesse grabbed Steve’s hand, and they both disappeared. “Go find your dad,” she said. She let his hand go and reappeared. “You go and find him, see what the situation is, and either bring him back or come back and we’ll make a plan to save him.” 
 
    As Steve flew away, the leaves on the ground and the smoke in the air swirled in his wake. 
 
    In a few minutes, Steve was back. He grabbed Jesse’s hand, and she made him reappear. “They’re torturing him to find out where the other fathers are,” he said frantically. “There are thousands of Torron’s troops already in the camp and more pouring in. I need your help to get him free.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Only four or five hundred yards up the shoreline,” Steve said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “First, hold my hands,” Jesse said. 
 
    They all held each other’s hands and disappeared. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Standing in front of the platform that held Brian, the general addressed five captains. “Remember the training we’ve been practicing? This is what that training was all about. We cannot make a mistake. If there is any disturbance, any attempt to free the prisoner, the queen wants him executed. If you fail, you will be sent to Skornes-Tarude. You will not die, but rather you will live in darkness, alive, for the rest of time. Don’t make a mistake. It’s my head too. If there’s any attempt to save him, it means the new Alliance is here.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Alliance crept quietly into the Torron camp. Even though the soldiers around them couldn’t see them, they could see faint images of each other. It took a few minutes, but soon they were standing behind some bushes to the right of the platform. 
 
    “I heard the queen give orders to kill Dad if any attempt to rescue him was made,” Steve whispered to the others. “We’ll have to move quickly and at the same time.” 
 
    Matt pointed to archers stationed around the front of the platform. “There are archers at the ready, all with arrows in their bows pointing at Brian.” 
 
    “The Humonger next to your dad has an executioner’s ax resting on his shoulder with both hands on the handle,” Jeremy pointed out. “He’s also ready to act.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan,” Steve said quietly as the four huddled behind the bushes. “I’ll fly at high speed and grab the ax from the Humonger and take him out. At the same time, Jeremy, you start hitting the far end of the camp with lightning and hail to distract the attention from the platform. Also at the same time, Matt, you guide all the arrows away from Dad and render any other weapons nearby useless by turning all of them to water. Jesse, you head straight to the platform and attend to Dad’s wounds. Once I’ve taken care of the Humonger, I’ll break all of the restraints holding Dad and we’ll leave. Jeremy, while I’m getting Dad loose, you create a safe passageway back to camp with lightning, fire, and ice. Any questions?” 
 
    “Okay, we go on three,” Jesse said. “One, two, three . . .” 
 
    They followed the plan explicitly. Matt was able to change the archers’ bows and arrows into water even before they had a chance to shoot the arrows. Steve reached the Humonger before he had a chance to even twitch. He took the ax away and tackled the Humonger, causing him to fall off the platform. 
 
    But before Jesse could get to the platform, something awful happened. As the Humonger was tackled and fell, the dead-man switch he was standing on activated. It was attached to a pulley that was hooked to a large log hanging from a tree behind the platform. As the tree began to fall, it pulled on a thin wire. The wire was tight around Brian’s neck, and before Jesse could reach him, Brian’s head fell to the platform and rolled off onto the ground. 
 
    Jesse screamed. 
 
    “No, no!” Steve yelled. With tears running freely, he freed his father from the platform and put the headless corpse over his shoulder. 
 
    Matt watched Steve as he ran past. Even though he could only see a faint shadow of his face, he would never forget the horrified expression. As Steve ran, only the body could be seen floating through the air. Matt picked up Brian’s head. It disappeared as he carefully put it into his knapsack.  
 
    Jeremy struck a pathway out of the enemy camp with lightning strikes and two walls of ice, and they all ran between the ice walls out of the camp to safety. 
 
    Jeremy stopped, turned back, and rained lightning and softball-sized hail relentlessly on the enemy camp. Amid the pounding thunder, the Alliance ran back to the Safe Haven. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
This Is All on You 
 
      
 
    Sobbing, Steve carefully laid his father’s body on the ground and knelt at his side. 
 
    After a minute or so, Jesse, with tears in her eyes, lifted Steve to his feet. She had never seen him in such an emotional state. The four held hands, and Jesse made them reappear. Both Matt and Jeremy had sad faces, and their heads hung low. 
 
    Without warning, Steve hit Jeremy hard across the jaw. Jeremy was lucky the Alliance couldn’t use their powers against each other; otherwise, the blow would have easily killed him. Even then, Jeremy’s body was hurled twenty feet away, and he lay motionless on the ground. 
 
    “What was that?” Jesse asked as she wiped her tears and rushed to Jeremy’s side. 
 
    “He’s responsible for my dad’s death,” Steve said as he stood over Jeremy. “He’s going to pay for this.” 
 
    “Back off, Steve.” Matt pushed Steve away. 
 
    Jesse took Jeremy in her arms and looked up at Steve. “What is the matter with you?”  
 
     “He pushed the time from noon to one. It’s his fault my dad is dead.” Steve gave Jeremy a swift kick to the ribs. 
 
    “We’re all upset,” Matt said. 
 
    Jeremy groaned. 
 
    Matt pushed Steve again. “You need to back off.” 
 
    Steve punched Matt. 
 
    Matt had had enough of Steve’s nonsense and hit back. The two went into a fight that had been waiting in the shadows for months. Jesse pulled Jeremy close and watched as the two boys wore themselves out. Eventually they crashed head-to-head, and both found themselves sitting on the ground. 
 
    “Are you two done?” Jesse asked. “You know, I’m the one who heals you. I’m going on strike. You need to feel the pain for a while.” 
 
    Jeremy sat up, still a little groggy. “What happened?” 
 
    “Steve sucker-punched you,” Jesse said. “Then he and Matt got into a fight.” 
 
    “Why?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    Steve moved a little, painfully, and looked at Jeremy. “You got my father killed. You moved our first trip forward, from noon to one. That delay, that extra hour, allowed my father to be captured and killed.” 
 
    “Wait a minute . . . ,” Jeremy started. 
 
    Rumblings of Torron’s army approaching could be heard coming from up the shoreline and in the forest to the south of the camp. 
 
    “We need to get to the Safe Haven!” Jesse shouted. 
 
    “No, no!” Steve insisted. “We need to take care of my father first. We’ll bury him here. We’ll find a way to come back and save him, but for now we need to keep his body here, safe.” 
 
    Matt thought for a second. “Steve, go into Seattle and get a coffin. Get back as soon as possible. Jeremy, build some ice walls between us and Torron’s army. I’ll prepare a grave site. Go! Go!” 
 
    Steve disappeared in the distant sky. Jeremy set up a great wall of ice that extended into the lake on the left and on into the woods on the right. It was thirty feet tall and four feet thick. By the time the wall was up, Matt had created a grave site. It only took Steve four or five minutes to go to Seattle, find a coffin, and return. 
 
    Matt shot arrows into the sky, bringing down several dragons and two firebirds. There must have been a firebird on the other side of the ice wall; a red glow could be seen through the ice. 
 
    “They’re melting the ice,” Jeremy said as he continued to thicken the wall on their side. “We have to hurry.” 
 
    They laid Brian in the coffin and lowered him into the ground. Matt covered the grave. 
 
    Steve pulled a tree out of the ground, stripped the limbs, and created a pole ten feet tall. The pole was pointed at the top and flat on the bottom. He stuck the pointed end into the ground at the head of the grave. With three massive hits with his fist, he plunged the pole into the ground, leaving only two feet sticking up. “We’ll be able to find him when we come back for him,” Steve said sadly. He looked at the pole and shook his head. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The four climbed through hatch number one, and the Safe Haven faded away just as the Torron army broke through the ice wall. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Matt and Jesse sat at the kitchen table in the Safe Haven. 
 
    “I was surprised to learn that when you bring someone into the Safe Haven, they’re so sleepy they can’t function,” Jesse said. “We barely got them upstairs before they passed out.” 
 
    “They were pretty upset about Brian,” Matt said. “When we told them our plan to go back for him later, they said the same thing the first Alliance has been telling us. You can only go back four times, and we used those four times up already.” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t get a chance to show them all the stuff we’ve been collecting and the extent of our powers,” Jesse said. “Maybe once they see what we’ve accomplished, they’ll change their minds.” 
 
    Steve came into the kitchen from the Visualizer. “If we can’t get back to save my dad, I’ll tear Jeremy limb from limb. It’s his fault my dad is dead.” 
 
    “I know you’re upset,” Jesse said. “I would be, too, but try to remember that it was only bad luck. None of us knew there would be a one-hour delay in the returning process. Also, your dad was last in line by a random draw.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if we knew or not,” Steve said as he slammed his fist on the table for the second time. 
 
    “You’ll destroy the table if you hit it again,” Matt said. 
 
    “Where is the coward?” Steve demanded. He looked at Jesse and Matt for an answer. “I know he’s hiding up in the bedroom with the sleeping fathers.” 
 
    “Jeremy’s not to blame,” Jesse said again. 
 
    “Then why doesn’t the little twerp come down here and face me?” Steve asked. 
 
    Jeremy had made his way halfway down the circular stairway when he spoke. “Steve, I really feel bad about your dad, and I’m not afraid of you. We all feel bad about what happened. I didn’t cause your father’s death.” 
 
    They were now nose to nose. Jesse got between them, and Matt pulled on Jeremy’s arm. 
 
    Steve pushed Jesse aside and grabbed Jeremy’s throat, cutting off Jeremy’s air. “This is on you,” he said through gritted teeth. “If we can’t get back here to save him, you will pay for his death.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “It’s clear from what you’ve told us, your powers are greatly diminished,” Matt said to his father. “Even so, could you be our advisers?” 
 
    “No, I’ll say it one more time,” Ed said with frustration in his voice. “We can’t be involved. The new Alliance in every generation must be trained by the previous generation, and then they’re on their own. If we haven’t trained you well, you will fail.” 
 
    “In the past, there have been Alliances that have failed,” Marcus said as he looked at his daughter. “Torron did break into this world for a time, but the powers of the Alliance rebounded after a generation or two and pushed her back to Gandoral. She was ruling when Genghis Khan ruled and when Hitler took over Germany and most of Europe.” 
 
    John sat down next to Jeremy, his son, and continued. “The history books don’t reflect her presence, but she was there at the time, and it was her army and her influence that caused the world such unspeakable pain. She worked with evil men and made a bad situation worse. Once driven back, the people involved lost all memory of her influence, like when you traveled to the thirteenth century. The people there will only remember you for a short time. There will be nothing written about you, and it will be as if you were never there.” 
 
    Ed put his arm around Matt’s shoulder. “After listening to you recall all of your adventures and after examining all the artifacts you’ve collected, I would say you have an excellent chance against Torron.” 
 
    “I agree,” Marcus said. “You’re the best-prepared Alliance in the history of the Quad.” He suddenly looked uneasy. “We have to tell you something that you need to know. The week before you went on your first trek, before you knew anything about the Alliance, we were on Gandoral. Torron was preparing to attack us here on Earth. We believe she knew this was the weekend we would transfer our powers to you. We think she was trying to get to you before you reached the Safe Haven. Just before we left there, she found a magic wand, one that’s devastating. We have no idea how to defeat or neutralize the wand.” 
 
    “It must be the Wand of Wongate,” Matt said. “We’ve heard of it, and we tried to find it without success.” 
 
    “Well, one of her generals found the wand last week while we were there,” Ed said. “We were close to pushing her back behind the gates and locking her up forever when out of nowhere, this new weapon came into the fight. We had nothing to defend against it.” 
 
    “With this new wand, we believe she could win the next battle,” Marcus said. “We believe we could be at the end of this epic battle, and unfortunately, she has a significant advantage.” 
 
    “Humph,” Steve grunted and shook his head. “So our fathers put us in charge of a failing cause. You set us up for failure. We never had a chance from the beginning.” He raised his voice. “Did I get that right? From what I just heard, we don’t have a chance. Right?” 
 
    The three fathers were silent. 
 
    “Dad, how could you do that?” Jesse asked. “Did you really set us up for failure?” Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked deeply into her father’s eyes. “Dad, Dad! Answer the question. Did you set us up for failure?” 
 
    “No, no, no . . . ,” Marcus answered. “We believe in our heart of hearts that the Alliance will win in the end. The real issue is, we don’t see how right now. The great news is your progress. You are more prepared than any Alliance of the past. If any Alliance can figure out how to defeat Torron, it will be you.” 
 
    “You know what?” Steve said as he left the kitchen and started up the circular stairway to the bedroom. “I never wanted to go on this messed-up adventure in the first place. I knew it was a joke. We can face the Wicked Witch of the West, but I doubt dumping a bucket of water on her will make her melt away.” 
 
    “Dad, what were you thinking?” Jeremy asked John. 
 
    “Look, we could have stood our ground and would have died right then and there,” John answered. “We discussed the possibility and came to the conclusion that if we died right there, Torron would have waltzed right in and destroyed the world we love, including killing our families. You!” He leaned forward and continued. “It was time to transfer our powers to you, the new Alliance. We had no choice. We hoped that you would come back with better skills than we had. It appears you have. We’re encouraged with your progress and are convinced you will be able to defeat Torron and save this world from the tyranny she would bring.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
Dead is Dead 
 
      
 
    The Alliance was sitting at the kitchen table with the three fathers standing. 
 
    Jesse had her head in her hands. “You’re saying the war is lost.” 
 
    “Now we’ll take the blame for the destruction of the world as we know it,” Steve said. “That sucks.” 
 
    “Look, all is not lost,” Ed said as he placed a piece of paper on the table. “I know this is difficult to comprehend, but time travel is a complex issue.” He drew a straight line and labeled it Fathers’ Time Line. “Here is our time line. It started twenty years ago and ended this weekend. We had our experiences with Torron and her army.” He drew a second line and labeled it New Alliance Time Line. “You can see from these two lines, the fathers’ time line starts before the new Alliance time line starts and ends before the new Alliance time line ends. The fathers’ time with Torron ended when we passed the Alliance on to the four of you. Once you went into the Safe Haven the first time, the fathers’ time line ended. All of the treks you went on changed Torron’s experiences, starting with your first trek into the thirteenth century. Once you go back into present time, everything changes for her. She’ll not remember fighting with us, with the old Alliance. Only with you, the new Alliance.” 
 
    “How does that make it any easier?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait . . .” Jeremy had perked up. He looked at the Alliance and then back at the fathers. “The last time you were on Gandoral, Torron had just found the Wand of Wongate. From what you just said, that was on your time line.” He pointed to the fathers’ time line on the paper. “On our time line, she doesn’t have the Wand of Wongate. When we come out into present time, she won’t have the wand, because she didn’t find it during our time line. Do I have that right?” 
 
    Ed looked surprised. “That’s genius. We hadn’t thought of it that way. Your logic is sound. You may not be facing the wand after all.” 
 
    “Do you know where she found the wand?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Well, the information we got from the Imphogs was that one of her generals had found it in an old cathedral. The cathedral was ancient and had been overgrown by the vines and the undergrowth of the Black Forest.” 
 
    “So from what Jeremy just said, we don’t have anything to worry about, right?” Jesse asked. 
 
    John answered the question. “No, not necessarily.” 
 
    “Oh boy, here we go again,” Steve said as he rolled his eyes. “I know what you’re going to say. We changed the rules, so no one knows what will happen next.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Marcus said. “Did she find the Wand of Wongate during any of your treks?” 
 
    “No,” Jeremy answered. “Not that we know of.” 
 
    Marcus pointed to the new Alliance time line on the paper. “I believe Jeremy’s right. Once you leave the Safe Haven into present time, Torron will be on your time line, not ours. She won’t have found the wand, and you’ll be facing the same Torron you’ve been dealing with on your previous four treks.” 
 
    “What you are saying is, the Wand of Wongate, for us, is still in the cathedral,” Jeremy said with a smile. “It’s back where she found it. It’s in the Cathedral of Gardenel.” 
 
    “We were in that cathedral during our second trek,” Jesse said, amazed at the thought. “We’re going to have to get that wand and use it against the queen.” 
 
    “One of her generals could still find it,” John warned. “So the sooner you can get it, the better.” 
 
    “I have a question,” Jeremy said. “Since you were killed on the fathers’ time line, does that mean we didn’t need to save you? Would you have been alive if we had just come out into present time?” 
 
    “That’s an interesting question, but no,” Ed said with authority. “Dead is dead, no matter the time line. Dead is dead.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Three days is long enough,” Matt said. “We’re rested, and we can’t make any more plans until we leave and get a better understanding of what we’re facing.” 
 
    The fathers sat in the kitchen, while the Alliance sat at the Visualizer. 
 
    Steve pulled the urn out of his knapsack. “I could use this urn to go back to Gandoral. Once there, I could try to find the Wand of Wongate. I should go now before we go back into present time.” 
 
    “That’s the urn from the cathedral in Carnot, right?” Jesse said. “You should give it a name.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll call it the Urn of Carnot,” Steve announced and placed the urn on the Visualizer. 
 
    “It was in the Cathedral of Carnot that you got sucked into the urn and the urn took you to Gandoral,” Jesse said to Steve. “You ended up in a cavern under the volcano. That’s where you learned to fly.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Steve said. “I should go now, right?” 
 
    “No,” Jeremy said emphatically. “That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” Matt said. “If we get the wand before we go into present time, we’ll go with a pretty good advantage.” 
 
    “We need all the help we can get,” Jesse added. “Why not get it now?” 
 
    “Okay . . . which time line would Steve be on?” Jeremy asked. “Would he be on our fathers’ time line or our time line? If our fathers’ time line, then the queen already has the wand and you would have gone on the trip for nothing.” 
 
    “Ours, of course,” Steve said. “I would be on our time.” 
 
    “Jeremy has a point,” Matt said thoughtfully. “We’re at a crossroads. Outside the Safe Haven right now is our fathers’ time line. Inside the Safe Haven, we’re on our time line. There’s no guarantee you would be on our time line if you went to Gandoral from here.” 
 
    “I’m going,” Steve announced. He picked up the urn and shoved his arm as far inside as he could until the opening of the urn was up against his armpit. Most of his arm should have come out of the bottom, but the bottom stayed intact. Steve looked at the others as if to say, “Nothing is happening,” and pulled his arm back out. 
 
    “That was pretty stupid, even for you,” Jeremy said. “What would we have done if you disappeared and didn’t come back? We would have had to stay here in the Safe Haven for who knows how long.” 
 
    Steve laughed. 
 
    “We’re lucky you didn’t get sucked into the urn,” Jesse said. “The reason it didn’t work is probably because the urn didn’t know which time line to send you on.” 
 
    “It’s really not funny,” Matt said. “There are some things we have to agree on before we act on them. This is one of them.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Steve said, putting up his hands to stop the criticism. 
 
    “Are we in agreement that we’re ready to exit into present time?” Jesse asked as she began to get up from the Visualizer. 
 
    “Yes,” all three said at the same time. They got up and followed Jesse to hatch number one. 
 
    Matt noted the time on the clock. “Thursday, the one hundred ninety-third day of our Alliance: one hundred ninety-three days, two hours, twenty-three minutes, and seventeen seconds. Let’s go.” 
 
    Steve opened the hatch, his foot broke the plane of the hatch, and . . . 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A champion diver frozen in the middle of her most difficult dive instantly springs back into action and finishes a two-and-a-half forward pike with a one-and-a-half twist, perfectly. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The camper frozen in place with a terrified look on his face suddenly jumps into action, picks up a shelf, and hits the grizzly bear between the eyes. The camper runs to the safety of his minivan, and the grizzly bear walks off into the forest shaking his head. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The newspaper stuck in midair suddenly completes its trajectory and hits the girl right between the eyes. The paperboy runs to her aid. She slaps the boy and goes inside. The paperboy sits on the step shaking his head. Well, that finishes my chances with Barb. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The two New York cabs hurling toward each other spring into action. The squealing of braking tires and the smell of rubber fill the air as the two cabs slide sideways toward each other. Both cab drivers hit the gas just at the right instant, and the two cabs careen off in different directions, missing each other by inches. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Alliance, followed by the three fathers, exited into present time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
Torron’s Secret Weapon 
 
      
 
    “Torron left you in charge,” Kondyk said. “You’re to make sure the soldiers and supplies go out in the right order and on time. I know you feel like you got left behind, but making sure everything gets to the right place at the right time is critical.” 
 
    “I can’t do anything until time on Earth starts back up,” General Tyd lamented. “We’ve been waiting for more than five months.” 
 
    The general and high priest stood on the queen’s balcony looking out over thirteen black clouds in the distance, five leaving the forest region and eight leaving the Longline Region. The clouds that were normally billowing and rolling into the distant sky now stood still, frozen in place until the Alliance would leave the Safe Haven into present time. 
 
    “It was really strange,” Tyd said. “We began to move to Earth. The queen left about ten hours after the first wave of soldiers went into the clouds. Three days later, the clouds froze. Torron said they would, but then after waiting two months, the gateway opened again for eight hours. Then it closed. It’s been closed for another four months. How long do you think we’ll have to wait for it to open again?” 
 
    “Torron explained it to me this way,” the high priest answered. “When the Alliance comes out of the Safe Haven into present time on Earth, the gateways will open again and the rest of her army will continue to flow through the gateway to Earth. Once it opens, it will take at least another eight days to get the entire Torron army out of Gandoral. Once they’re all there, she’ll have over five hundred thousand soldiers at her disposal. The Locals, as we call them, will bring almost another twenty-four thousand. She will surely defeat the Alliance and take control of the West Coast of the United States. With the advancements in technology and the recruitment of the earthling army, they’ll be taken by surprise. Once that’s completed, she’ll start sending more soldiers and equipment to finish the job of taking the rest of the world.” 
 
    All of a sudden, the sky turned from orange to dark purple, and a huge display of white electrical arcs and lightning crossed the entire expanse, accompanied by a great and thunderous sound that echoed across the whole planet of Gandoral. The display lasted several minutes. Once it stopped, the sky returned to orange and the thirteen black billowing clouds began to move. The Torron army cheered as they continued their march to Earth. 
 
    “We’re moving again!” Tyd exclaimed. 
 
    “Finally, we’ll implement the queen’s plan,” Kondyk said. “It’s brilliant. She has amassed the largest army in the history of Gandoral, and you’re in charge of getting it to Earth on time.” 
 
    “After her defeat in Africa, her eyes were opened to a new strategy,” Tyd said. “As soon as she recovered, she began to prepare for the next meeting of the Alliance. Her goal was no longer only the elimination of the Alliance, but the total and complete takeover of Earth. She’ll first take care of the Alliance and then begin the takeover of the North American continent. It’s a brilliant strategy. The Alliance will never see it coming.” 
 
    General Tyd and High Priest Kondyk watched from the palace balcony as the army flowed into the thirteen black clouds. 
 
    “The queen has streamlined the gateways so that each can move thirty-five hundred soldiers and their supplies per day,” General Tyd said. “So in the eleven days we’ve planned, we’ll move more than five hundred thousand warriors to Earth. Two of the gateways will be landing in two separate locations outside of Seattle. That puts seventy-seven thousand warriors there. Their objective is the Alliance. The queen knows the Alliance is vulnerable there. They have no army. The Alliance will be on their own. You and I will go with the last to leave for Seattle.” 
 
    “General Warsett is in charge of four of the portals,” Kondyk said. “He’ll have a hundred fifty-four thousand soldiers at his disposal. They’ll be divided between Vancouver, Seattle, and Portland. General Wormlet will be using three of the gateways to take a hundred fifteen thousand soldiers into the San Francisco area. And General Haflyf will be using six gateways to get two hundred thirty-one thousand soldiers into the Los Angeles and San Diego areas. Torron has given them instructions to follow.” 
 
    “The plan is to lock down the West Coast of the United States and then recruit the willing and build an even larger army of Torron soldiers combined with recruited human soldiers,” Tyd said. “We’ll be invincible. We can’t lose.” He smiled. “We really got lucky when Smalik found Mr. Hill’s notes.” 
 
    “Smalik was trying to find a cure for Torron after she returned from Africa,” Kondyk recalled. 
 
    “In his effort to save the queen, he stumbled on the way to recreate the Wand of Torron,” Tyd said. “The first one was lost in the battle for Africa. Now she has a new wand, and the Alliance doesn’t know she has it. She’ll destroy those who oppose her and convert those willing to follow us.” 
 
    “Are you aware of the issues with Hagred?” General Tyd asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kondyk said. “She called her high priests to her chamber. Panard, Smalik, and I were present when she confronted Hagred and Margot.”  
 
    “Isn’t Hagred some kind of wizard himself?” Tyd asked. “With powers of his own?” 
 
    “Yes, he wanted to be in charge of Africa. He was making such a fuss over that continent that Torron thought there must be a good reason for his ambitions there and decided to keep the entire world, leaving him with nothing. We watched as the two battled. It was fierce. In the end, Torron’s wand was too strong for Hagred. He and Margot left, but on their way out, Hagred promised he would help the Alliance defeat Torron on Earth.” 
 
    “So where are Hagred and Margot now?” Tyd asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. The only way from here to Earth is through one of the thirteen portals. We’re watching every one of them to see if we can catch them.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Once the Alliance and the fathers were on the ground, the giant tree holding the Safe Haven faded away. 
 
    “The camp is back,” Jesse said. “Nothing has been destroyed.” 
 
    “The destruction of the camp was on the fathers’ time line,” Steve said. “We’re now on our time line.” He walked up and put his hand on the tree stump sticking up out of the ground. “Dead is dead.” He clenched his jaw. 
 
    “Look,” Matt said as he pointed into the distant sky. “Torron has created one, two, three . . .” He continued counting under his breath. “ . . . twelve, thirteen. Thirteen portals. She’s bringing everything she has.” 
 
    “When you left to go on your treks, she was only coming into the forest with one portal,” Marcus said. 
 
    “She wouldn’t do this if she thought she could be defeated,” John said. He took Jeremy by the shoulders and looked him in the eye. “This is troubling. She would never take the risk of leaving Gandoral unguarded unless she was confident she would be victorious.” 
 
    “Does she think you’re weak?” Ed asked. “Why would she think you’re weak?” 
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    Matt sighed and looked at the others. “Well, it could be that our successes were more luck than skill. We put a lot of plans in place for our last trek into Africa, but even then, we got lucky. We’re not convinced we have the skills to defeat her when faced on the battlefield.” 
 
    “You know the definition of luck, right?” Ed asked. “Luck is when preparation and opportunity meet. If you prepare yourself well, you will see the opportunities as they pass by. Other people seeing your success will say your just lucky. But, you will know that luck comes to those who are well prepared and then, clearly see the opportunities as they present themselves.” 
 
    “Well, our preparation has been sparse and opportunities few,” Steve said. “I think it’s been pure luck, the kind you have without preparation. Pure luck.” 
 
    “Steve’s not far off the mark,” Jesse said. “We’ve been really lucky. I’m not sure we can get this done. We’ll definitely need your help and guidance.” 
 
    “We can’t help you,” John said. “You’re on your own. We have to get back to Seattle to protect your mothers. Torron will come after us and our wives to use us against you. You don’t need the distraction, so we’ll head back there.” 
 
    “Here, you’ll need these,” Ed said as he laid their cell phones and tablets on the picnic table. 
 
    The fathers left in the RVs. 
 
    Steve threw up his hands in disgust. “Well, there you go. It’s the same ole same ole. We’re on our own without any real help.” He started to laugh. “This is really funny. It’s a Greek tragedy. We’re the heroes in a Greek tragedy. We’ll go down in history as the Alliance that failed the world. We’ll be famous, all right.” 
 
    “We need to figure this out,” Jeremy said. “We have the tools. We need to figure out how to use them.” 
 
    “You’re real funny, Jeremy,” Steve said. “Look into the sky. Torron’s bringing tens of thousands, if not millions, of her soldiers. She’s in it to win it.” 
 
    “Look,” Jesse said as she pointed into the distance. 
 
    Four F-18s came into view from behind the distant mountains. It only took fifteen or twenty seconds for Torron to respond to the oncoming aircraft. A beam of laser light and fire streaked across the sky and took down the first plane. The other three darted in several different directions, then hit their afterburners and jumped to supersonic speed. Three sonic booms were heard as they tried to get away. The beam quickly crossed the sky and took out two more planes. The last plane was escaping as the beam hit it and carved out a chunk of the mountain at the same time. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Several miles northeast of Big Bear, California, three hunters were on their annual hunting vacation. 
 
    This is my most favorite place in the whole world, Gary thought as he stood looking over a small valley in front of his mountain cabin. He was holding on to the barrel of his hunting rifle, perched on his shoulder. This is the best part of the year, hunting with my two best friends for two whole weeks, he thought. We’re far enough away from civilization that sometimes I believe it doesn’t really exist. 
 
    On any other day, the crisp pine air, the deep blue sky, the three puffy white clouds, and the slow breeze would warm his heart. But today, there were six strange black clouds overhead, four headed toward Los Angeles and two headed south toward San Diego. 
 
    That’s strange, he thought. 
 
    “Why did you bring your hunting rifle, Gary?” Johnny asked as he came out of the cabin. “It’s extra baggage.” 
 
    “I always have it with me when I go hunting,” Gary said. “You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s bow season,” Johnny said. 
 
    “You know me,” Gary said. “I’m a good Boy Scout. I’m always prepared.” 
 
    “If the rangers catch you with it, they’ll have a lot of questions,” Sammy said. 
 
    “I don’t give a flip what the rangers think,” Gary said. “It’s none of their business why I carry my rifle with me. The government needs to stay out of my face. Besides, we’re so far out in the wilderness, they would never bother coming out here. That’s why I chose this place to build my cabin.” Gary pointed his rifle at a target he had set up across a small valley and pulled the trigger. The target spun as the bullet hit the metal. 
 
    “We’re not as far into the wilderness as you think,” Sammy said. “Big Bear is only ten miles away as the crow flies. You know the sound of your rifle will bring a ranger, so why make the noise?” 
 
    Gary took another shot and laughed. “The only ones who get ticked off about me shooting are the other bow hunters, and I don’t think there are any around here.” 
 
    “Have you figured out what those trails of smoke are that streaked across the sky yesterday?” Johnny asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “No, yesterday I only thought they were interesting, but they’re still here today,” Gary said as he looked up at the six tubes of black smoke streaking across the sky. “You would think they would move with the wind, but they seem to be stable.” 
 
    “Is there anything on the web about them?” Sammy asked. 
 
    “There’s no bars up here,” Johnny said. “Our phones won’t work until we get closer to Big Bear.” 
 
    “Those smoke streaks are a little unsettling,” Sammy said. “Maybe we should head home.” 
 
    “There’s no way we’re going home,” Gary said. “This vacation is the only time I get to do what I want. We need three deer to meet our quota, and we haven’t missed our quota once in the thirteen years we’ve been coming up here. I built this cabin to get away. The two weeks we’re here is a break from the stress. We just got here yesterday. Come on. We’ve got some hunting to do.” Gary led them into the pine forest. 
 
    “He’s such a hardhead,” Johnny whispered to Sammy. “We should go home.” 
 
    “You know how he is,” Sammy whispered back. “He got that tough-guy attitude from when we were together in Afghanistan. We had to be tough. It was war.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
Haste Makes Waste 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Jesse asked. She looked directly at Matt. 
 
    Matt hesitated. “I . . . I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, someone needs to step up,” Steve said. “Apparently, Torron’s bringing a large army to Earth, and we’re the ones that were supposed to stop her.” 
 
    “Let’s look at the map and scroll,” Jeremy suggested. “Maybe there’s something there that can help us.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jesse said as she pulled the leather pouch out of her knapsack and pulled out the map. She unfolded the map and spread it out on the picnic table. 
 
    Jeremy retrieved the scroll from beneath his shirt and removed the scroll from the wooden tube. It read as follows: 
 
      
 
    Danger is low right now but will increase rapidly to extreme in the next few hours. Torron has launched the largest attack ever against Earth. She has witnessed your weaknesses and has determined you are vulnerable. You are not as weak as she perceives. You must quickly join forces with the US military to face this attack. Remember what you’ve learned, leverage your talents, and use the nine Symbols of Power. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my gosh!” Jesse exclaimed as she laid the map on the table. “She’s invading the whole West Coast.” 
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    “Use the nine Symbols of Power?” Steve said, shaking his head. “What does that mean? How do we use the nine Symbols? We don’t even have all nine.” 
 
    “We got two of them on our first trek, Jesse’s Symbol and the Dagger of Valdar,” Matt said. “We got my Symbol on trek two and Jeremy’s Symbol on trek three. We got three of the Symbols on trek four—Steve’s Symbol, the Shield of Innocence, and the Ax of Norrid. That’s seven of the nine Symbols.” 
 
    “Yeah, we only have two to find, the Wand of Wongate and the Bracelet of Witstal,” Jeremy said. “We know where the wand is. It’s in the Cathedral of Gardenel. The only one left to find is the bracelet.” 
 
    “All of that’s true,” Steve said, “but we don’t actually have the wand in hand. Torron could find it before we do.” 
 
    “Let’s get down to business,” Matt said. “From the looks of the map, Torron is attacking with thirteen armies all at once. If she started landing here yesterday, the day we left camp to go on our first trek, that means she started leaving Gandoral four days ago and started landing here yesterday. We don’t know how big her army is or how long it will take for her to get it all in place, but it will likely take at least a week, given what happened in Africa.” 
 
    “What’s that noise?” Jesse asked. 
 
    The sound of large trucks coming toward them could be heard in the distance. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Military trucks began pouring into the clearing on the shore of the lake. 
 
    I never expected the military to be here so fast, Jesse thought as she watched army personnel jumping out of the back of the trucks. The trucks turned and sped away. I wonder what they intend to do. I’m sure they have no idea what they’ll be facing. We don’t even know yet what we’ll be facing. 
 
    “We have to slow these guys down,” Matt said. 
 
    Steve had made his way to one of the soldiers giving orders. “Are you in charge here?” he asked. 
 
    “Kid, stand back,” the soldier said. “Stay out of the way.” 
 
    A pilot in full flight uniform from one of the downed F-18s limped out of the woods and walked past Jeremy. 
 
    Jeremy caught the pilot by the arm and turned him around. “Were you just shot down?”  
 
    “Yes, I have to report in.” The pilot, identified as Captain Strong by her nametag, removed her helmet. 
 
    “Wow, a female pilot,” Steve said. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” Jesse said. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Strong said. “Only a sprained ankle and a few scratches. I need to report in.” 
 
    “You’re also bleeding from your head and shoulder,” Jesse observed. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Strong replied. 
 
    “Let me take a look,” Jesse insisted. 
 
    Reluctantly, the captain stood still as Jesse checked her out. 
 
    “Would it be okay with you if I gave you a big hug?” Jesse asked. “You’re a hero, you know.” Before she could say no, Jesse grabbed her around the shoulders and gave her an uncomfortably long hug. “There you go. You’ll be just fine.” 
 
    The captain walked away with no limp. 
 
    “We need to find the one in charge before these guys do something stupid,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “There’s a general coming here as soon as the camp is set up,” Steve said. “We need to wait for him. I suggest we cool our heels until he arrives.” 
 
    The Alliance walked into the forest out of sight, but close enough to see what was happening. The soldiers weren’t setting up a camp. Rather, they were organizing weapons and ammunition. Heavy armored cars and several M1A2 Abrams tanks rolled into the area. A jeep with a general’s flags on the front fenders rolled in, and everyone in the area stopped their activities and saluted. 
 
    “There’s our man,” Matt said as he led the Alliance in that direction. 
 
    They were stopped by two armed soldiers. “You can’t go any farther. This is a military operation. You have to leave.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving,” Steve insisted. “We have to talk to the general.” 
 
    “He’s busy,” the soldier said. “You can’t talk to him.” He stepped closer and put his rifle across Steve’s chest. 
 
    Oh no, Jesse thought. Steve isn’t going to like that. 
 
    Before she could react, Steve grabbed the rifle from the soldier and knocked him to the ground. 
 
    Six soldiers surrounded the Alliance, their weapons pointed at the four. 
 
    Jesse put out her hands to hold them back. “Whoa, whoa, whoa . . .” She stood her ground. Matt was at her right, Steve was at her left, and Jeremy was right behind her left shoulder. 
 
    “Ask to speak to the general again,” Jeremy whispered. 
 
    Matt looked at the others. “Don’t let them know the secret about the invaders,” he said out loud. “Only the general can be told.” He turned back to the soldiers. “Do you want to be the ones who kept the general in the dark? If you do, you’ll regret that decision.” 
 
    The soldier got up off the ground. “Drop the weapon,” he said. He stared directly at Steve. “Drop the weapon!” 
 
    Steve gently laid the rifle on the ground. 
 
    The soldier turned to another soldier. “Go get Sergeant O’Rinski.” 
 
    It was only a minute or so later that Sergeant O’Rinski came into view. Of medium height, he was built like a fireplug, with every ounce, muscle. The authority in his stride, together with his short-cropped hair, made an unmistakable statement of a dedicated soldier. 
 
    “What is it, Shorty?” the sergeant asked. 
 
    “These kids say they want to talk to Small,” Shorty said as he pointed his rifle at the four. “They say they know something about the invaders.” 
 
    “I’ve told you before,” O’Rinski said as he glanced at the soldier out of the corner of his eye. “It’s not Small. It’s General Small.” He turned back to the Alliance. “What do you know about the invaders?” 
 
    “We know a lot, but we’ll only talk to General Small,” Jeremy said as he stepped in front of Jesse. “You’ll fail if you try to attack without knowing what we know.” 
 
    One of the soldiers began to chuckle. The sergeant glanced in his direction, and he immediately stopped. 
 
    “Follow me,” the sergeant said. He turned and walked into the bustling camp, then led them to a newly set-up tent and escorted them inside. “Wait here.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Jesse said, urgency in her voice. “Please hurry.” 
 
    It was an agonizing fifteen minutes before the sergeant returned with a man who identified himself as Colonel Gavin. 
 
    “My sergeant tells me you have information about the invaders. What kind of information?” 
 
    Steve jumped in. “She’s an evil queen from Gandoral, another world.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re done here.” The colonel looked disapproving at the sergeant as he left the tent. 
 
    “Really? An evil queen? Stay here!” The sergeant was clearly upset. 
 
    “You’re an idiot, Steve,” Jeremy said. “We’ll never get to the general that way.” 
 
    “We should walk over there and talk to him,” Steve said. “I’m not sure why we’re sitting around.” 
 
    “Well, they have guns for one thing,” Matt said, “and we don’t want anyone getting hurt.” 
 
    As Steve headed out of the tent, Jesse and Jeremy tried to grab his arms, but he shook them both loose. The three followed him out, taking the two guards standing outside by surprise. The Alliance, led by Steve, walked unhindered toward the general’s command tent, but by the time they got to the door, ten soldiers had surrounded them with weapons ready. 
 
    Colonel Gavin came out of the tent. “I thought I told you to wait,” he said, obviously perturbed. 
 
    “First, we aren’t in the army, so we don’t take orders from you,” Steve said, showing his belligerent attitude. “Second, we don’t have any time for waiting. The sooner we have a chance to talk to your general, the sooner we can save lives.” 
 
    Jesse stepped forward. “We have urgent information your general needs in order to properly deal with the invaders.” 
 
    “We want in now!” Jeremy demanded. 
 
    Just then General Small came through the door. 
 
    Jesse stepped back in surprise. His name certainly doesn’t match his stature, she thought as she watched the giant of a man exit the tent. He’s at least six foot, six inches tall and over two hundred fifty pounds. All muscle. 
 
    “Your timing is pretty bad,” the general said. “I only have a minute. Come inside and make it quick.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
How Did You Do That? 
 
      
 
    Torron smiled widely, seeing everything was in place. Cradled in the middle of the large, round black granite table, the huge crystal ball was mounted in its place, with two-thirds of it showing above the table. The ball was five feet in diameter, and the table was ten feet in diameter. 
 
    “Is the Mega-Crystal working?” Torron asked General Hasmin. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” the general responded with a grim look on his face. “All of the plans are going well except at Miramar. We’re getting a great deal of resistance there.” 
 
    “Where is Jensen?” Torron asked. 
 
    “He’s checking on the communications group, Your Highness,” the general assured the queen. “He should be back in a minute. Drake did well when he recruited him from MIT twenty-two years ago.” 
 
    “Yes, my son pulled together the best technology team ever assembled,” the queen said as she stepped up to her throne, which was raised off the floor four feet so she would have a better view of what was happening in the Mega-Crystal. “Over the past hundred years, he took engineers and scientists from Earth. I’ve been surprised by how easy it has been to mold them into willing participants.” 
 
    Thomas Jensen, a short little man, entered the room. 
 
    “Jensen, give me a summary of our progress in all the locations,” the queen commanded. 
 
    The small man stepped to the granite table and began typing on a keyboard. He spoke as the scenes in the large crystal ball began to change. “When we started landing at the airfield at Miramar, the marines on the base immediately responded with deadly force.” 
 
    The crystal ball came alive with a playback of the encounter. 
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    “As you can see, both sides saw heavy losses. However, we were able to get the shield in place.” 
 
    A light blue dome appeared over the air base. The rifle, mortar, and tank fire bounced off or exploded on the surface of the shield. As Jensen spoke, images of the cities from a high altitude could be seen in the crystal ball. 
 
     “Vancouver, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego have all been secured with little or no initial fighting. As you can see, the shields are in place, and the portals are all operational. Our armies will be in place on schedule. In the meantime, they’ll be protected by the shields.” 
 
    “Here is the dome in Oakland,” Jensen continued. “You can see the enemy is trying to destroy the dome. Their missiles simply explode on its surface.” 
 
    “How are the portals holding up against the enemy?” 
 
    “There are no issues with the portals,” Jensen said. “The enemy aircraft can’t fly through the black cloud.” 
 
    The crystal ball displayed an F-18 shooting at the cloud with missiles exploding on the surface. Another plane attempted to fly through the cloud and exploded on the surface. 
 
    “From the Gandoral side of the portal, it looks and operates like it always has, a black cloud. However, when it comes close to Earth, my new transport technology shield creates a solid tube. It looks like a cloud, but it’s solid. Once all the troops are here, it will withdraw.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The tent was filled with soldiers of all ranks. 
 
    A sergeant rushed in right behind the Alliance. He stood at attention and saluted the general. “Sir, I have a report,” the sergeant said. 
 
    The general pointed to a row of chairs against the wall of the tent and motioned for the Alliance to be seated. “I’ll be with you in a minute.” 
 
    Steve shook his head as he sat down. “Okay, here we are again, waiting.” 
 
    The tent became quiet as the sergeant gave his report. 
 
    “The invaders’ initial landing site is about five miles up the shoreline. They’re moving into the woods in all directions. They’re not attacking. They’re clearing a huge area and setting up a large encampment. They have a perimeter set up and act swiftly if anyone approaches. They’re not aggressive. They seem to be on defense only.” 
 
    “How many?” Small asked. 
 
    “I would estimate several thousand, this only the second day.” The sergeant hesitated before speaking again. “They keep pouring out of the black cloud. In a week, they could have tens of thousands more, plus more supplies. Also . . . the troops aren’t all men. Most are monsters of various kinds. I don’t know exactly how to describe them. I do know this: one of them looks like a dragon.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as dragons,” one of the soldiers said quietly, but loud enough to be heard. 
 
    The other doubting soldiers murmured and chuckled. 
 
    “I have pictures,” the sergeant said and handed his cell phone to the general. 
 
    Small flipped through the photos. “Did you engage them?”  
 
    “Yes, at one point we had gotten too close,” the sergeant said. “They charged us with rifles, swords, and arrows. At first, we thought they would be easy prey, but they were protected by an invisible shield of some kind. Their arrows and bullets came through, but nothing we sent their way made it through. Our bullets and mortars bounced off or exploded on the surface of the shield. They had no interest in coming after us, so I left a dozen men to watch them from a distance and report back to me if they see any changes.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the kids I saw when I came into camp,” Captain Strong said quietly as she pulled a chair over and sat down in front of the Alliance. The discussion between the general and the sergeant continued as Strong leaned forward to talk to the Alliance. “How did you do that?” she asked Jesse. 
 
    “Do what?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “I had a sprained ankle, a cut on my head, and a cut on my shoulder. You can see the blood on my uniform.” She pointed to the bloodstains. “I got to the infirmary, and they found no cuts, and my ankle is one hundred percent. How did you do that?” 
 
    The captain got nothing but blank stares from the Alliance. 
 
    “Seriously, I’m not stupid,” she insisted. “You did something when we hugged. What did you do?” 
 
    Before Jesse could answer, the general approached. “Come with me,” he said and ushered the Alliance into a room at the far end of the command tent. 
 
    Captain Strong followed. 
 
    General Small sat behind a desk, and another soldier got ready to take notes. “Okay, you have five minutes,” Small said. “Go.” 
 
    Before the Alliance had a chance to say anything, another soldier burst into the room. “General Small, you have to see this video right away.” 
 
    The general excused himself and went back into the command center, followed by the notetaker. 
 
    The Alliance and Strong had sat down on folding chairs positioned against the walls of the room. Strong moved her chair so that she was facing the Alliance. 
 
    Matt looked at the others and then turned to Strong. “The invasion is coming from a distant planet called Gandoral. The intent of the invasion is to take over the world. The leader of the invaders is a queen named Torron. She’s evil and will stop at nothing to succeed.” 
 
    “An evil queen?” Strong sat back in her chair and shook her head. “That story will go nowhere with the general. You’ll have to do better than that.” 
 
    “Look, we don’t have time to give you the big picture,” Matt said. “The short version is, we’re wizards and we’re tasked with the responsibility to push the queen and her evil army of monster soldiers back to Gandoral where they came from.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have a hard time,” Strong said. “Yesterday morning, thirteen of these funnel clouds entered Earth’s atmosphere. They’re landing armies at airports in Vancouver, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego. We’re currently estimating three to four thousand soldiers coming out of those clouds per day at each location. There could be upward of a half million enemy soldiers here within a week.” 
 
    The Alliance was stunned. 
 
    Jesse pulled out the map. “We knew they were coming into the West Coast in thirteen places,” she said as she unfolded it. “We didn’t know how many of her soldiers she was bringing. The last time we faced her, she brought about a hundred fifty thousand.” 
 
    Strong sat back again with a doubtful look on her face. “What do you mean, the last time you faced her?” 
 
    Steve laughed. “If you think our story about the evil queen is a little outrageous, wait until you hear the next part.” He grinned as he motioned for Jeremy to speak. 
 
    Jeremy raised his eyebrows and scratched his head. “Well . . . we . . .” 
 
    The general reentered the room and sat down. “Okay, you have five minutes.” 
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 Chapter 8 
Zolog 
 
      
 
    Torron had returned to her private residence, an exact copy of her residence on Gandoral. As she descended the steps into the large pool of her steaming bubble bath, her clothing melted away at the water level. She relaxed as the bubbles surrounded her. I wonder how Zolog feels about my plan now, she thought. I have everything in place. The plan that Drake and I have put together is solid. He was doubtful back in 1955, but today he can see the wisdom of the plan. She chuckled to herself and then thought back to that dreadful meeting with Zolog . . . 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I don’t know why I’m being summoned, Torron thought as she rode Firestar, her dragon, across the short distance from her castle into Zolog’s realm. I haven’t been here in almost two hundred twenty years. The last time had been right after the fifty-year war was over. He was happy that I was able to defeat Mezmorel. He gave me even more power after the war ended. Maybe he’s concerned about my loss in Africa. 
 
    The pale-yellow barrier extended from the top of the large stone wall surrounding all of Horgon. From a vantage point high above the walls, it was clear, the only thing behind the wall was Zolog’s castle. There was no large kingdom beyond the Gates of Horgon that led into Zolog’s realm. The castle was dark and evil-looking, its seven towers topped by seven large black flags. Each flag had a bright yellow snake head in the center. The snake head was a cross between a rattlesnake and Zolog himself. 
 
    The queen and dragon both winced as they passed through the yellow barrier and the orange sky of Gandoral was replaced by the bloodred sky of Zolog’s realm. The two moons were replaced by one large moon hanging low in the east, and the sun was replaced by two suns high in the sky, a large one with a smaller one in front and a little to the left. 
 
    Okay, we passed through, Torron thought as she stroked the dragon’s neck. I never know if we will or not. She had seen others vanish to Skornes-Tarude as they went through the barrier, never to be seen or heard from again. 
 
    Firestar landed at the foot of the stairs leading into Zolog’s castle, and Torron dismounted. She always used her most attractive persona when going to see Zolog. Beautiful, with piercing deep blue eyes, clear white skin, and shiny black hair that hung in waves down her back, she was clothed in a ruby-red formal dress fit for a queen. She held a scepter in her right hand and wore a gold, diamond-studded tiara for a crown. She walked with authority up the stairs and through the large double doors leading into the castle. 
 
    Two of Zolog’s priests escorted her, one on each side. They wore deep purple robes with hoods up over their heads. Inside the hoods was only blackness. No faces could be seen. 
 
    They walked down a great hall with statues of demons and devils on either side. Every now and then, there would be a grouping of statues depicting a horrendous battle scene. Torron smiled pleasantly at the debauchery. 
 
    The hallway eventually ended at a set of golden doors. As they approached, the doors groaned their way open. Inside was Zolog’s throne room, filled with several hundred priests, each wearing the same deep purple robes. The way was clear from the golden doors to Zolog’s throne. The priests stood in lines on either side. Their empty hoods turned and followed Torron as she walked alone to the foot of the empty throne. Large enough for two people to sit side by side on the seat, the ornate throne was made of pure gold and decorated with large diamonds and rubies. 
 
    This doesn’t look good, Torron thought as she stopped short of the three steps leading to the throne. If he wanted to replace me, I wouldn’t have made it through the barrier. If he wanted an update on progress, he would have simply sent one of his priests to get the information he needed. I’ve done everything he has commanded. Torron went down on one knee, spread her arms out to the side with palms up, and bowed her head. “I come as your humble servant. I rule as your humble servant. I live as your humble servant. I obey your every command as your humble servant.” 
 
    She stayed on one knee and bowed for several minutes. While she continued bowing, the throne became completely engulfed with blue, yellow, and red electric arcs, accompanied by the sound of a deep, rolling thunder. Then Zolog slowly materialized. A giant man, he stood fifteen feet tall. He wore a black cape with a red liner and a high collar. The crown on his head consisted of golden snakes woven together with a large diamond in the front surrounded by small red rubies. 
 
    The arcs subsided and Zolog sat down. “Rise,” he said in a gruff but reverberating voice. “Tell me your plan.” 
 
    Torron rose. “Everything is on schedule. It’s 1955 on Earth. We’re currently testing our aircraft in their atmosphere.” 
 
    “Have they been detected?” Zolog asked. 
 
    “Only a few times,” Torron answered. “They call them UFOs—unidentified flying objects. Even though they’ve been spotted, there has been no real evidence of their existence. A few pictures have surfaced, but no one believes that there are invaders from another planet. We’re safe.” 
 
    “What about the technology advancements you promised?” 
 
    “My son, Drake, continues to lure the best and brightest from the world’s most prestigious universities and companies. They seem to come willingly when we tell them of our unlimited resources and that we’re from an advanced civilization. Once they’re on Gandoral, we limit their movement to the Broward Region. It’s approximately three hundred thousand square miles, the size of Texas on Earth. It has all of the same recreational activities available as those on Earth. I’ve put a giant dome over the Broward Region. The purpose of the dome is to create a narrative that the atmosphere on Gandoral is deadly to the earthlings. The story is, they could survive the atmosphere for a couple of hours, but eventually they would suffocate. We’ve also created the same narrative for the Gandorians. They will suffocate if they’re inside the Broward Region for more than a couple of hours. This keeps the two populations separated. There is no reason for the earthlings to venture outside of the Broward Region. Any dissidents are told they can return to Earth if they wish, but they’re taken to the Valley of Darkness and executed. The technology advancement is on schedule. We’ll be fully prepared the next time we enter Earth.” 
 
    “What about your army? Will it be sufficient this time?” 
 
    “Yes, all of the Gandoral species will have multiplied sufficiently to bring over two and a half million to Earth. We’ll take a half million on the first attack. Once the West Coast is locked down, we’ll expand the attack and roll out the rest of the army across North America. Five years before the initial attack, Drake will start recruiting local criminals and gangs to supplement our army. Our estimate is that we’ll get more than ten thousand from the West Coast cities. The earthling numbers will grow exponentially as our success spreads. They’re a weak species.” 
 
    “Your next encounter on Earth will take place in the early twenty-first century. Are you sure you’ll be ready by then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Torron said. “You already know all of this. Why are you reconfirming the plan? Has there been a change?” 
 
    “No!” Zolog said. The giant king of the Underworld stood up and pointed a crooked, pockmarked finger at Torron. The fingernail was long, curled, and black. “You’ve been at the mercy of the Alliance for almost twelve hundred years. It’s time to finish them. This new Alliance has been able to find more Symbols of Power. If this continues, they’ll be the most powerful Alliance in history. This will be your last chance. If they defeat you and are able to put the four Symbols on the Gates of Horgon, I will have lost the most precious realm in the universe, Earth. It will be your fault. You . . . will . . . fall.” 
 
    “I know this new Alliance,” Torron said nervously. “I will be ready. They have no chance.” 
 
    “I saw how easily the Alliance was able to push you back to Gandoral when you attempted to take over the world from Africa,” Zolog said. “They’re children with little real experience, and yet you and your army didn’t last through the first day. You must not underestimate them again.” 
 
    “I have a great plan,” Torron said. “The earthlings will fold once they see my power. I’ve succeeded in taking control of Gandoral, and I will succeed at taking Earth.” 
 
    “Don’t fail. If you do, I won’t send you straight to Skornes-Tarude. That would be too easy. Your death will be slow and painful. You will suffer for a millennium, then I will send you to Skornes-Tarude. Do not fail me.” 
 
    The electric arcs with their thunderous sounds surrounded Zolog as he faded away. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron snapped out of her trance. She looked at the shadows on the wall and realized it was midday. As she walked out of her bubble bath, the bubbles covering her body transformed to formal queen attire. The red silk dress flowed down her back and onto the floor. It was a perfect fit for her friendly queen persona. She was beautiful. When she entered the war room, everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at her. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Smalik said. “Are you ready? I have the two Horkins you asked for.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m ready,” Torron said. “Bring them to my throne room.” 
 
    By the time Torron sat on her throne, Smalik entered with the two Horkins. They were in chains and had been beaten badly. Four Humongers held them under their arms until they reached the foot of the throne. They released them, and they fell to the floor. 
 
    “Why do you bring them here when they can no longer speak?” Torron asked. 
 
    “Oh, they will speak,” Smalik said as he pointed his magic wand at the two. 
 
    Green smoke flowed from the wand and covered the two Horkins. They stood up, a little off-balance, shaking their heads and blinking their eyes. Then the realization that they were standing before the queen came to their consciousness, and they quickly went down on their knees. 
 
    The queen stood and stepped down to stand in front of them. “What do you know of Hagred and Margot?” she asked. 
 
    “We saw them in the dome at Miramar,” one of the Horkins said, his head bowed. “We don’t know how they got there, nor do we know why they were there.” 
 
    “Do you believe their story?” Torron asked Smalik. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” Smalik said. “No one knows any more than this. All we know is that they were in the dome yesterday. They’re not there now, and we cannot find them.” 
 
    The queen’s persona changed to one of rage. Her soft white skin became wrinkled gray skin. Her hair went from long, flowing brown hair to long, frazzled gray hair. Her green eyes bore holes into the two Horkins. 
 
    Smalik had seen this rage before and backed up a few steps. 
 
    Torron waved for the Humongers to take the Horkins away, then sat back down on her throne. “Find them!” she commanded with a gruff, raspy voice. “Before the war begins, bring them to me.” She stood up. “Smalik, you’re a great wizard, but if you fail to bring them to me . . .” She never finished the sentence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
Alpha-6 Team 
 
      
 
    General Small picked up a black letter opener off the desk and began turning it between his fingers as he waited for the Alliance to tell their story. 
 
    Matt stood up and approached the general’s desk. He took a deep breath and sighed. “Okay . . . ah . . . this will be hard for you to believe. It’ll take longer than five minutes to tell the story. However, we know you have little time and a lot of things to do, so first, we’ll convince you to give us all the time we need.” 
 
    “Like I said,” the general interrupted. “You have five minutes and now only four minutes left.” 
 
    “Okay . . . we’re wizards,” Matt said with authority in his voice. “We have magic powers.” 
 
    The general shook his head and began to get up. 
 
    Matt turned the letter opener into water. It splashed down onto the general’s desk. 
 
    General Small stopped moving and stared at Matt. 
 
    Matt pointed at the water on Small’s desk. The water gathered itself up and stood tall in the shape of a shimmering water letter opener. Then Matt pointed again, and the water turned back to the solid black letter opener. 
 
    Small grabbed the letter opener before it fell to the desk and inspected it. 
 
    Matt motioned to Jesse. She stood up. Small had his eyes on her as she faded away, his mouth open in disbelief. Jesse moved up next to the general and reappeared. 
 
    “Do we have your attention?” Matt asked. 
 
    “I’m still not sure what I just saw, but I’ll listen to your story,” Small said as he sat back in his chair. 
 
    “The entire story would take too long,” Jeremy said. “What is important is for you to know we have faced Torron and her army of monsters four times in the past. We have experienced her wrath and know how to defeat her.” 
 
    “You know how to defeat her?” Small asked. 
 
    “Well,” Jeremy answered, “I probably said that wrong. Each time we’ve faced her, we’ve had to figure out how to defeat her. Each time brings a whole new set of circumstances. So even though we’ve faced her in the past, we’ll need to see what she has up her sleeve and then create the right strategy to defeat her.” 
 
    “This is not simple,” Steve said. “We never know what kind of new weapons or technology she’s developed in the two hundred years since we saw her last.” 
 
    “Two hundred years?” Small was getting uncomfortable again. 
 
    “The short answer is, we’re time travelers,” Jeremy said. “The last time we faced her, we were in Central Africa in 1865. She had developed the ultimate weapon. We were able to steal it from her, but she may have replaced it with something similar or maybe even worse.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Drake entered the command tent, followed by Panard, Torron’s high priest. 
 
    “Where have you been, my son?” Torron asked. 
 
    “I’ve been meeting with the Locals,” Drake said as he looked at the Mega-Crystal. “We’ve been completing their organization. As instructed, once the portals began to enter Earth’s atmosphere, their leaders all headed here for further orders. They’re arriving from all over the West Coast. The last ones to arrive should be here by nightfall.” 
 
    “Do you have an estimate of the size of the Locals army?” Panard asked. 
 
    “It’s not clear yet,” Drake answered. “We have a hundred ninety-four leaders with an average of a hundred twenty-five soldiers per leader. The army of Locals should be around twenty-four thousand. Add that to the five hundred thousand we’re bringing, and we’ll have five hundred twenty-four thousand soldiers in our army within the next nine days if General Tyd gets everything shipped on time.” 
 
    “You really believe you’ll have twenty-four thousand Locals ready in nine days?” Panard sounded quite skeptical. 
 
    “Well, it’s taken the past five years to get them recruited and organized,” Drake said as he glanced over at his mother and then back to Panard. “I’ve made hundreds of trips between Gandoral and Earth recruiting the Locals. It was easier than I initially thought. The human mind is easily swayed. If they’re already unpatriotic or tend toward lawlessness, they’re easily recruited. The political divide in the country has created a gold mine of willing anarchists, and the gangs already operating in the cities were readily swayed.” 
 
    “How will you get them to cooperate?” Panard asked. “It sounds like you’ve recruited an unmanageable collection of derelicts.” 
 
    “There are two critical elements required to keep them in line and willing to fight to the death. First, money. I’ve promised them a thousand dollars per day, per man, and a bonus of property and wealth once the war is won. Second, life. If they waiver at all, they’ll be put to death. The strong and willing will survive, and they’ll rule once the war is won.” Drake turned to the Mega-Crystal. “Jenson, show the portal at Los Angeles International Airport.” 
 
    Jenson’s fingers clicked the keyboard. The blue dome appeared, encompassing the airport and some of the surrounding neighborhoods. On the north and south sides of the dome, police and military could be seen gathering to protect the city. On the east, however, there was a steady stream of civilians entering the dome. 
 
    “Show the inside of the dome where the Locals are being organized,” Drake directed. 
 
    After the keyboard went silent, the Locals could be seen entering a building at one end wearing their street clothes and coming out the other end dressed in Torron army uniforms. The Torron army colors were light and dark blue camouflage. The Locals’ colors were light and dark green camouflage. 
 
    “As you can see, they’re arriving as we speak and are being readied for the battle,” Drake assured Torron and Panard. “They’ve been training for the past year at special training camps and gun ranges. They’re ready. And by the way, more enter the Locals every day. Once we show our superiority, the recruitment process will grow by leaps and bounds. There will be no end to our resources.” 
 
    “Drake, you’ve done a great job setting us up for success.” Torron gave her son a pleased look. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Central Command is at Travis Air Force Base, northeast of San Francisco,” General Small said as he left the office. “I’ll contact them and get you there as soon as possible.” 
 
    “We can’t leave yet.” Jeremy was adamant. “We have to secure our mothers and fathers first.” 
 
    “How?” Steve asked. “I doubt that there will ever be a safe place for them.” 
 
    “Well, we have to try,” Matt said. “They’ll be a target for Torron. She’ll use them against us. You know that, right?” Matt was looking straight at Steve. 
 
    “I know, I know, but where would we hide them?” Steve said. 
 
    “Listen, I have a large cabin on the north side of Mount Rainier,” Strong  
 
      
 
    said. “It’s totally secluded. We could easily put them there. The place is fully stocked and totally off the grid. My family used to go there, but now I’m the only one who goes. It’s large enough to fit several families. We call it Jade. It sits on the east shore of Jade Lake.” 
 
    “We need to get them there as soon as possible,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Wait here,” Strong said. “I’ll go talk to General Small.” She left the room. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It was a long fifteen minutes before Strong came back. She entered with Sergeant O’Rinski right behind her. 
 
    “We’ve been assigned to you as your escorts slash bodyguards,” Strong said. “The general has given us full authority for any support you need. Our current assignment is to get your families to Jade and then take you to Orion Operational Headquarters at the Travis Air Force Base just northeast of San Francisco.” 
 
    “Orion?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Orion is the code name for the defense operation against the aliens,” Strong said. 
 
    “How will we get them to Jade Lake?” Jeremy asked. “If it’s as secluded as you say it is, it’ll take time, valuable time, to get there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Strong said. “I’ve been given access to a V-22. That’ll get us there fast.” 
 
    “What’s a V-22?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “The V-22 Osprey is a special kind of aircraft,” Strong explained. “It has the capability of vertical landings and takeoffs. It also flies like a plane. The wings tilt back ninety degrees for takeoffs and landings, but tilt forward for flight. It’s a great aircraft. We’ll be able to land on the lakefront at Jade Lake.” 
 
    “Before we go, we need to give General Small some pointers or he’ll make some mistakes,” Matt said. 
 
    “From now on we—the Alliance, Sergeant O’Rinski, and I—will be known as the Alfa-6 team to all military personnel,” Strong said. “The sergeant and I will change out of uniform and will meet you outside the command tent as soon as you’ve finished briefing the general.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Matt and Jeremy were talking to the general, while Jesse and Steve stood back and observed. 
 
    Steve fidgeted. “He just doesn’t get it,” he whispered to Jesse. “We need to get his attention.” 
 
    “He’s the general,” Jesse said. “He knows how to wage war. We should be listening to him.” 
 
    “No, no, no!” Steve was so insistent his whispers could be heard by all in the room. Everyone turned and looked at him. 
 
    “Do you have something to say?” the general asked Steve. 
 
    “Look, you have all the big guns,” Steve began. “You have the air force, navy, army, and marines. You also have the coast guard and local law enforcement. You have all kinds of resources and manpower. What you don’t understand is that you don’t have magic, spells, potions, and curses. Torron, your enemy, has all of these and more. Take a look at the blue domes over the enemy camps as an example. Are they created by technology or are they some kind of magic? If technology, break the code and you’re in. But what if they’re made by magic? How do you break the spell or curse, or whatever the source of the domes? How do you bring them down?” 
 
    “Well, we have to do something and fast.” Small was insistent. “At the Oakland airport, the dome was first just big enough to encompass the airport. It extended a little into the bay and encompassed some of the neighborhoods just east of the airport. But as the alien army flowed into the dome, it began to grow. Only a day and a half later, it extended all the way to the Oakland-Alameda County Coliseum. Luckily, the surrounding neighborhoods were evacuated. But the problem is, we have no solution. We cannot penetrate the domes.” 
 
    Matt took a deep breath and exhaled. “Look, it’s our experience that Torron won’t attack until her entire army is here and organized. As you know, so far, the only confrontations have been defensive on their part. Their goal is not to annihilate the human race, but rather it’s to take control of the human race.” 
 
    “Okay then, what strategy would you suggest?” Small asked. 
 
    “First, stay back from the dome a safe distance,” Jeremy said. “Second, get your soldiers and equipment ready for battle. It’ll be several days before her army will start their main attack. You should have time to prepare properly.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Small said. “Sit and wait?” 
 
    “Yes, prepare for the worst and hope for the best,” Jesse said. “The Alliance has to prepare also. We’ll be trying to determine the best approach. Remember one thing. This is the most important. You’ll be highly distracted by the huge alien army in front of you, but this all ends and goes away if we can defeat the evil queen of the Underworld, Torron.” 
 
    “How is that accomplished?” Small asked. 
 
    “We don’t know . . . yet,” Matt said. 
 
    A huge commotion erupted outside the command tent, followed by a few gunshots and explosions. The Alliance and the general ran out to see what was happening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
The Test 
 
      
 
    Bullets and rocket-propelled grenades bounced off two dragons on their final dive toward the camp. Before the Alliance could react to the oncoming attack, the dragons spewed forth thick, fire-laden saliva. Many of the soldiers running for cover were hit by the sticky goo. 
 
    Matt put two arrows into White Lightning and launched them into the air at the two dragons as they flew away. The arrows moved in the air, side to side and up and down, as they tracked their targets. The two dragons were hit, and they began spewing saliva in all directions as they fell into the lake. 
 
    Jesse immediately went to the wounded and began healing them. 
 
    “Bring all the wounded here!” Jeremy yelled. 
 
    The soldiers, confused, started moving the wounded to the field hospital that was partially set up. 
 
    “Jesse, come to the field hospital!” Steve yelled as he picked up another soldier. 
 
    Jesse parked herself at the entrance to the hospital and went to work healing the wounded. 
 
    Two more dragons began a dive at the camp. Matt again shot two arrows at the same time and guided them to their targets. Both dragons fell into the center of the camp, spewing fiery saliva in all directions. 
 
    A soldier ran up to the general, struggling to catch his breath. “There are a dozen or more aliens coming out of the dome and heading in our direction.” 
 
    Gunfire could be heard in the distance. 
 
    “Steve, go find out what’s happening,” Matt said. “We’ll follow on the ground.” 
 
    Steve looked at the general, winked, lifted off the ground, and then shot up into the air and was gone. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and help the wounded,” Jesse insisted. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll be right back,” Jeremy said as he and Matt started running toward the sounds of gunfire. 
 
    Jesse looked at the doctor standing in the doorway. “As they bring them in, peel off the burning saliva and pass them to me.” 
 
    The first soldier came to the hospital with saliva all over his right forearm. They laid him on a gurney. The doctor looked doubtfully at Jesse, who nodded. He tore the smoking saliva off the man’s arm with a pair of tongs, and the skin underneath came off with it. The soldier moaned in pain and passed out. 
 
    The wounded soldiers were lined up on gurneys at the entrance to the hospital. Jesse put her arms around the first soldier. The doctor’s eyes became big saucers as he watched the skin grow back onto the soldier’s arm. 
 
    Within thirty seconds, the healing was complete and the soldier sat up. He looked at the blood and burned clothing. “What happened? I thought I was dead.” 
 
    The wounded soldiers continued to flow into the hospital. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Steve had flown to the battlefront. Hovering high above, he could see the entire enemy camp. The soldiers and equipment continued to pour out of the black cloud and into the camp. In the distance, behind the battlefront, he could see Matt and Jeremy running. He swooped down and began running with them. 
 
    “What did you see?” Matt asked as they ran. 
 
    “Torron has sent out fifteen or twenty Humongers,” Steve said. “They all have automatic weapons, and there’s a pale blue shield in front of each one. It looks like they can shoot their weapons through the shield from the back side, but no bullets get through from the front. The Humongers are carefully moving forward. They don’t seem to be in a hurry.” 
 
    Matt, Steve, and Jeremy were met by soldiers who had quickly retreated. They were about to set up new positions and wait for the Humongers to approach. 
 
    “I think they’re testing their weapons and this new shield,” Steve said. “They have thousands of soldiers. If they wanted to destroy the army only a mile or so away, they could easily get it done.” 
 
    Matt searched through his knapsack, then pulled out the Wand of Cetrekap. “Let’s go.” 
 
    A lieutenant stopped them. “You boys need to go back to the camp. It’s way too dangerous for you to be here.” 
 
    Jeremy smiled and waved his left hand. You can proceed, he projected. 
 
    “You can proceed,” the lieutenant repeated sternly. 
 
    Jeremy waved his hand again. Let them through. 
 
    The lieutenant turned to his men and barked, “Let them through.” 
 
    “Wow, just like in Star Wars,” Steve said as they headed toward the enemy. 
 
    “Yeah, except Star Wars was a movie,” Jeremy said. “This is real life.” 
 
    Steve grabbed one of the automatic weapons, and they crept through the thick underbrush of the forest until they could see the Humongers moving toward them. 
 
    Matt pointed the wand at the soldiers. “Remove the curse placed on the shields,” he said. A column of red smoke streamed from the tip of the wand, encircling the Humongers and their shields. When the smoke dissipated, the shields were still in place. 
 
    Steve took a shot at one of the shields. It bounced off. 
 
    Matt pointed the wand again. “Remove the spell placed on the shields,” he said. A column of green smoke streamed from the tip of the wand and encircled the Humongers and their shields. When the smoke dissipated, the shields were still in place. 
 
    Again, Steve took a shot at the shields. Again, the bullet bounced off. 
 
    “We’re in trouble,” Jeremy said. “If we can’t bring down the shields, we won’t be able to defeat Torron.” 
 
    “Look,” Steve said. “They’re retreating.” 
 
    The Humongers were heading back to their camp. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “The shields work perfectly,” Drake said as he entered the queen’s throne room. “Smalik has become a great wizard.” 
 
    “Yes, he has,” Torron said as she changed from her mother persona to her queen persona. “What about the other test?” 
 
    “You were right. The Alliance is in the area. The dragon killer brought down four dragons. They also tried to bring down the shields. They failed.” 
 
    “Good. Once the entire army is here and organized, we’ll set the trap for the Alliance and begin to take over the world. When will Smalik arrive with the Risen Bugs?” 
 
    “He’ll be here in three days, Your Highness.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “A test? What do you mean?” Small asked. 
 
    “We believe Torron has developed some new tricks and needed to test them against us,” Matt said as he pointed to the Alliance. “At this point, we’re not sure how to lower the shields. If we don’t lower the shields, it will be almost impossible to defeat the queen.” 
 
    “We’ll be working on a solution to this problem and let you know as soon as we come up with something,” Jesse said. 
 
    “This is not acceptable!” the general exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, Rome wasn’t built in a day,” Steve said sarcastically. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I wasn’t in charge of that job either,” General Small said. “Find the answer!” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “This is the right way to travel,” Steve said as the V-22 lifted off the ground. He sat in the copilot’s seat next to Captain Strong. “We’ve been walking great distances for almost six months. It’s a relief that this time we have real transportation.” 
 
    “That’s funny coming from you, fly-boy,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “What does he mean?” Strong asked Steve. “Are you a pilot?” 
 
    Steve smiled. “I can fly.” 
 
    “What are you qualified in?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What aircraft are you qualified to fly?” Strong asked. 
 
    “Oh, no . . . I can actually fly. No plane.” 
 
    “I know,” Strong said. “I was pulling your leg. I saw you fly earlier. So you guys really are wizards?” 
 
    “I know it’s hard to believe, but yes, we are real wizards. Fortunately, we’re the good guys.” 
 
    “There! There . . . that’s my house,” Jesse said as she pointed out the window. “You can land in the backyard.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It only took three hours to get our parents together, Jesse thought. It was a sad reunion without Brian. It broke my heart to see Steve have to tell his mother what happened. I wonder if he’ll fully recover. 
 
    Jesse, Steve, Matt, and Jeremy were all on their way to Jade Lake. The sound of the V-22 engines droned in the background. 
 
    Now that I’m back home, I don’t want to continue fighting. I miss my mom and dad. I miss my friends too. Dad says we’ve done a good job on our treks. To me that’s questionable, considering we lost Brian. We got a lot done, but I’m afraid we’re not as ready as we should be to take on Torron. 
 
    “You okay?” Matt asked Jesse. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” she answered. “I’m tired, I’m scared, and I have no idea what to do next.” 
 
    Steve chimed in. “I agree. We should let the military take Torron and her army out. They have all the big guns. What do they need us for?” 
 
    “First, we have to finish this so we can go back and save your father,” Matt said. “No other goal is more important than that. Second, there’s the issue of the shields. Third, fighting Torron and her army is the responsibility of the Alliance. We must complete our mission.” 
 
    “Okay, what exactly is the mission of the Alliance that we need to complete?” Steve asked sarcastically. 
 
    “My understanding is, we were supposed to drive Torron back behind the Gates of Horgon,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Steve scrunched his eyebrows. “Gates of Horgon?” 
 
    Jesse gave a great sigh. “During our second trek, when we were in the Underworld, or on Gandoral, we saw the gates. They were south of Torron’s castle, just outside of the city. We were told by the first Alliance that the war with Torron only ends once she’s been pushed back behind the gates.” 
 
    “We need to work with the military to reduce the number of casualties,” Matt said. “At the same time, we need to figure out how to bring down the shields. Once they’re down, the military has a chance. We can then push Torron back to Gandoral and finish the job.” 
 
    “Personally, I don’t want to battle Torron for the next twenty years,” Steve said. “So whatever it takes to bring this to an end, we need to do it and do it quickly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
Jade 
 
      
 
    “I believe it’s time to send Smalik to Earth,” General Tyd said to the high priest. 
 
    “Have you sent for him?” Kondyk asked. 
 
    “Yes, he should be here any minute,” Tyd said. “Do you know how Smalik became such a great wizard? At one point he was Torron’s high priest. How did he make the leap?” 
 
    Smalik came out onto the queen’s balcony. “It was simple. I was talking to an old friend, Mr. Hill. He told me if I wanted to live a long life, I would have to demonstrate to the queen that I was irreplaceable. I would need to be more than a high priest. High priests can be replaced with new high priests. So I began studying Hill’s notes and all the books I could find on potions and magic. I began to learn magic, and the knowledge increased exponentially as time went on.” 
 
    “I would like to follow in your footsteps,” Kondyk said. “How can I get started?” 
 
    “You can’t,” Smalik said. “I’ve destroyed all the records and all the books. There is nothing left. I will be the last and greatest of all wizards.” 
 
    A striking white firebird winged its way onto the balcony. It had a black saddle with red trimmings on it. Smalik jumped onto the firebird and yelled, “Take me to Earth, White Eagle!” 
 
    The firebird lifted off, carrying Smalik into the cloud and heading for the lake dome where Torron was. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The V-22 Osprey flew at 316 miles per hour, skimming across the treetops of the forests to the north of Mount Rainier. The V-22 slowed to a stop, hovering over a small stretch of beach on the northwest end of Jade Lake. Once on the ground, everyone exited the aircraft and carried supplies to the cabin about a half mile away on the north side of the lake. 
 
    “Wow, I wasn’t expecting this,” Jesse said as the cabin came into view. “This isn’t a cabin. This is a mansion in the woods.” 
 
    A few minutes later, they were all in the main room looking out over the lake in the foreground and at a spectacular view of Mount Rainier in the distance. 
 
    “It has eight bedrooms and ten bathrooms,” Strong said. “There is satellite communication, with solar and wind power with a gas generator as backup. There’s enough food for several months, so you should be safe here for a while.” 
 
    After everyone settled in, the three fathers talked with the Alliance at the kitchen table. 
 
    “I know you were counting on us to help,” Ed said. “Unfortunately, the rules are clear. The new Alliance must stand on its own. You know this version of Torron better than anyone else. You have to figure out the solution to the problems without our help.” 
 
    “We’ll be safe here,” Marcus said. “Don’t be distracted by worrying about us. Concentrate on the objective. Let your feelings and intuition influence what you do. You’ve learned a lot. Your subconscious is working overtime to solve the problems. Listen to your heart. It will lead you to success.” 
 
    “You have the first Alliance to help you,” John said. “Trust in them.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great, the first Alliance.” Steve scratched his head. “They’re little or no help. Their standing excuse is, we’ve changed the magic of the Safe Haven and therefore they don’t know what will happen next. They’re useless.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the V-22 lifted off and the Alpha-6 team was on their way to Travis Air Force Base. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Strong flew the V-22 close enough to see the dome at the lake. General Small and his men were getting ready to battle the Torron army. The old base camp (OBC) and the new base camp (NBC) could be seen along the southern shoreline of the lake to the west. The military was flowing into an area south and west of the NBC. The black cloud was streaming out of the sky from the northeast, crossing the lake and landing on the southeast shoreline about a mile and a half east of the OBC.  
 
    Jesse was wearing headphones and sitting in the copilot’s seat. “How long will it take to get to Travis?” she asked Captain Strong. 
 
    “The V-22 has a top speed of about three hundred fifty miles per hour,” Strong answered. “It’ll take about two hours, give or take a little.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you wearing your uniform?” Jesse asked. 
 
    Out of nowhere, three dragons started to attack the V-22.  
 
    “Hang on!” Strong yelled into the intercom, as she maneuvered the plane first to the left and then to the right. She dodged the oncoming dragons with skill and began flying as though they were in a dogfight with enemy aircraft. 
 
    One of the dragons came dangerously close and spewed burning saliva at the V-22. Some of the saliva stuck to the right wing next to the engine and to the tail. 
 
    Strong flew in and out between the dragons until she had a good shot at one and fired a missile at it. The missile hit its target, but the dragon emerged from the smoke unharmed. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Strong asked. “I hit it, but it didn’t go down.” 
 
    “They don’t go down easily,” Matt said. “Let down the ramp in the back.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Strong asked. 
 
    “Matt can take them down,” Jesse said. “Let the ramp down.” 
 
    “Steve, hang on to my belt,” Matt said as he walked out onto the ramp as far as he dared. 
 
    He shot three arrows in rapid succession and guided them as they went past the three dragons, which were gaining on the V-22. The arrows then turned around and were planted into the back of the neck of each of the dragons. All three went down, spewing fiery saliva into the air and starting fires in the forest below. 
 
    “We’re still on fire,” Strong said. “We’ll have to crash-land into the lake over there.” She pointed to a lake not far away. 
 
    “No, no,” Jeremy said. “Can you fly this thing in real bad weather?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” Strong asked. 
 
    “Then buckle up,” Jeremy said as he approached the cockpit from behind the captain. He pointed his hands to the air in front of the plane. 
 
    Storm clouds quickly formed, and within seconds, they were flying through a heavy rainstorm. The storm was so fierce, Strong had a difficult time controlling the plane. Jeremy was thrown around, but once he saw that the flames were extinguished, he stopped the storm. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Strong said. She looked at Jesse. “You have a lot of tricks up your sleeves, don’t you?” 
 
    “We do,” Jesse responded. “So again, why did you change out of your uniform?” 
 
    “I changed into civilian clothes to be more a part of your team,” Strong replied. “I asked Sergeant O’Rinski to do the same. As you know, we’re now part of a special team, Alpha-6. I’d like to get special uniforms made. That will help everyone we come in contact with to recognize us. Would that be okay with you?” 
 
    “What do you think, Matt?” 
 
    “I’m good, “Matt answered. “I suppose it depends on the design.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d like a mask like Batman,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “I want to look like Superman, cape and all,” Steve said. 
 
    “That’s really good, Steve,” Jeremy said. “I can’t wait to see you in tights.” He started laughing uncontrollably. “Blue tights? You’d look great.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I wasn’t thinking about superhero outfits,” Strong said. “I was thinking of two different designs: one for battle, brown camouflage, and the other more casual, along the line of tan trousers with white polo shirt. I would put a small logo on the front over the heart and a large patch on the back. I was thinking the one on the front could be a replica of each of your Symbols, and the larger one on the back could be a patch that symbolizes the Alpha-6 team. I have a good friend, Jon, who’s a great graphics artist. I talked to him already, and he’s willing to create the designs and get the clothes ready for us by tomorrow. The only thing I need is to send him pictures of your Symbols. Here, take my phone, pass it around, and take pictures of the Symbols. I’ll send them to Jon.” 
 
    The Alliance passed the phone and took pictures of the four Symbols. 
 
    “Instead of the Alpha-6 patch on the back,” Jesse said, “we should have the Alliance coat of arms. I have a picture of it in my phone.” 
 
    The V-22 was on autopilot while Strong sent the pictures and clothing sizes to Jon. It was nightfall before they reached Travis. 
 
    “We’ll be getting together with Central Command in the morning,” Captain Strong said as they got into the military vehicles waiting for them. “The Alpha-6 team will be bunking together tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
UFO 
 
      
 
    One of the queen’s high priests, Kondyk, was with General Tyd on their way to the Broward Region, traveling in the high-speed shuttle. 
 
    “You’ve lived a long time, haven’t you?” General Tyd asked. 
 
    “Yes, I became a high priest right after the queen recovered from the battle in Africa,” Kondyk answered. “I’ve been here since she started the technology revolution. It’s been interesting, rewarding, and dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ve heard little stories here and there about how it all got started, but I’ve never heard the story from someone like you who was here from the start,” Tyd said. “Would it be too much to ask? Would you tell me the real story?” 
 
    “We have a couple of hours before we reach the Broward Region. It’s an interesting story I rarely have the opportunity to tell. I suppose I could tell you what I know.” The high priest sat back in his seat and stared out the window at the orange sky of Gandoral. The two moons hung low in the sky, and the sun was about to set in the west. 
 
    Kondyk looked back at General Tyd and began the story. “It was 1865 in Earth time when Torron returned from Africa. She was almost dead. It took her high priest Smalik almost two years to get her fully recovered. During those two years, she was difficult to deal with. She would send generals and servants alike to Skornes-Tarude without warning for the tiniest infraction. It was dangerous to be around her then. The only person who could calm her down was her son, Drake. 
 
    “She was obsessed with the guns that the Alliance had used against her and her army. A few were brought back to Gandoral by soldiers as souvenirs. She had them all brought to her and had them taken apart and analyzed. It was clear that Gandoral didn’t have the technology to compete with Earth. She decided the next meeting between the Torron army and the Alliance would be different. She would have the technology edge and all the weapons she needed for victory. 
 
    “In the Earth year of 1880, Torron sent Drake to the United States under cover to learn as much as he could about making steel. He learned about the Bessemer process and came back with the idea of creating the Broward Region east of the Longline Region. The plan was to create an environment that the earthlings could survive in. We covered the region with a dome and explained to the people under the dome that they cannot breathe the air on Gandoral and that they must stay inside the dome. Gandorians cannot breathe the air under the dome, so we wear breathing masks while inside the dome. 
 
    “After Drake and Torron had created the Broward Region, he went back to Earth and convinced three engineers to come back with him to start a new venture in a new world. He promised them great riches and all the funds and support they needed to get the technology to Gandoral. The engineers and their families were the first settlers of Nagsherd. Nagsherd was the name of the original city that’s now known as New Cambridge. It grew as more engineers and scientists were lured to Gandoral. In the early 1920s, Drake began bringing scientists from all disciplines to Gandoral. Engineers and scientists from Boeing and Lockheed came in the 1930s. Massachusetts Institute of Technology scientists started being brought in the 1940s. Through the years, scientists and engineers continued to flow into New Cambridge from all technologies—only the brightest and the best. 
 
    “The city continued to grow. In order to keep the population satisfied, Drake built a model city for them to live in. They had everything they needed, but they couldn’t travel outside the Broward Region. For the most part, that restriction hasn’t been an issue. Everything they need is within the region. 
 
    “The Horkins come to the city as servants to the population, and the Humongers serve as the cleanup and maintenance crews. Great farms were located across the expanse of the region. Drake has created an environment that mimics the one on Earth. The two populations are kept apart because of the breathing issues within the two environments.” 
 
    “There is no discontent?” General Tyd asked. 
 
    “There is on occasion, and those who aren’t satisfied are taken away,” Kondyk said. 
 
    “Taken where?” 
 
    “The people in the Broward Region believe they’re able to simply return to Earth,” Kondyk said. “In all reality, they’re put to death.” He looked out the window at the Broward Region walls and main gate. “We’re here. Put on your breathing mask.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The next morning, General Tyd and Kondyk were standing on top of a tall building overlooking a huge airfield, with masks in place. 
 
    “Is the fleet ready to travel to Earth?” Tyd asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the general in charge replied. “We have two thousand five hundred Oar-7 attack ships and thirteen Krak-4 mother ships ready. They’ll head toward the portals once you give the order.” 
 
    “Begin moving to Earth,” General Tyd said with authority in his voice. “What is your estimate for the time to get all the equipment to Earth, General?” 
 
    “We’ll be flying just above the soldiers through the portals,” the general said. “We’ll send thirty-six per day per portal. They should all be there, including the mother ships, in five days.” He smiled. Even though he knew Kondyk had knowledge of the fleet, the general began to boast. “The Oar-7 is the seventh-generation attack ship. It’s the main fighting craft in the Torron air attack. It’s armed with laser, rocket, and bomb capabilities. The Krak-4 is the fourth-generation mother ship. It’s where the attack ships will get repaired and rearmed. It’s also the location for the control room for each individual dome in the battle to protect the West Coast. The protective shields will give the mother ship and the attack craft unmatched capabilities. They’ll be able to hold off the attack from Dastor.” 
 
    Tyd and Kondyk watched as the first Oar-7s rose into the air and headed toward the portals. 
 
    On the way back to Torron’s castle, Tyd turned to Kondyk. “Dastor?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that,” Kondyk said. “We’ve made the people in New Cambridge believe Earth is being invaded by an alien army from the planet Dastor. They believe we’re sending help to Earth. Otherwise, why would they create such magnificent war machines if they thought we would be attacking Earth?” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I hope there’s some organization to what’s going on, Jesse thought as the Alpha-6 team crossed the air base in a Humvee. It looked like organized chaos. They had never had to fight Torron on multiple fronts before. I don’t think any Alliance of the past has had to face such an aggressive Torron. I’m not so sure we know how to defeat her this time. 
 
    “You look worried,” Strong said to Jesse. “You’ve faced her before, right? With your experience and our military, we should have no problem.” 
 
    “I’m not as confident as you are,” Jesse admitted. “We’ve faced her four times in the past.” 
 
    “Yeah, and all four times we faced her, we got lucky,” Steve said. “It’s been sheer luck that got us through those battles.” 
 
    “This is the ultimate test, the ultimate battle,” Jeremy added. “We’re not sure how to advise the Central Command on what to do.” 
 
    “I wasn’t there, but you’ve faced her four times,” Strong said. “You’ve learned a lot about her and the monster army she has. Given all your experience, you’re the experts.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Steve said. “Experts? That’s a leap I’m not sure we can take.” 
 
    “Look, it’s only common sense,” Strong continued. “No one else has the experience you have. No one. You have insight the military doesn’t have. You can bring a unique perspective to the generals, something they currently lack. Remember, draw strength from the trials and successes of the past. It’s going through the tough times that makes us strong. Draw from the strengths you’ve created to defeat the queen.” 
 
    “Okay, how do we get the general to listen to us?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Answer the questions that General Wisecoff asks,” Strong said. “Also, let him know when you think he’s making a mistake based on your previous experiences battling this evil queen. Together, we should be okay.” 
 
    “Like Jesse said, you’re more confident than we are,” Matt said. “We have no idea what she has up her sleeve. Since 1865, the last time we faced her, the technology world has taken off. We expect that her abilities and technologies have also progressed. The problem is, we don’t really know what she’s bringing to the fight.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Steve confirmed. “We could be bringing a knife to a gunfight.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Tell me a little about the Oar-7,” Kondyk said. “It’s a pretty slick-looking craft.” 
 
    “Well, there were more than six generations of aircraft leading up to the Oar-7,” General Tyd began. “Once we had a good design and it maneuvered well here on Gandoral, we took it to Earth for test runs there. Only a few flights took place on Earth before 1950 Earth time. In the ’50s and ’60s, we made quite a few test flights there. We tried to keep the flights secret, but on occasion, our test flights were seen and some were recorded. Our flights were called UFOs.” 
 
    “UFOs?” Kondyk asked. 
 
    “Unidentified flying objects,” Tyd explained. “We had tried different shapes of crafts until we settled on the Oar-7 design. It has been equipped with all the latest technology, including the latest in weaponry. When their shield is up, nothing can bring them down and nothing can outrun them. We’ve watched the technology advances on Earth, and with Torron’s magic, the gravity issues were solved decades ago. No energy goes into keeping the craft in the air. All the energy goes into maneuverability and speed.” 
 
    “It sounds like we’re finally ready to take over Earth,” Kondyk said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
Caroline 
 
      
 
    Alpha-6 walked across the tarmac toward Central Command Headquarters. Military vehicles and personnel were moving in all directions. Planes were landing and taking off one after the other. It was almost frightening how close together they were. 
 
    “There are personnel from every branch of the military here,” Strong said. “We’ll meet with General Wisecoff at zero nine hundred hours. We’ll get some food first, and we can talk about what to say to the general.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I don’t see why these knapsacks are so important,” O’Rinski said. The sergeant held up Jesse’s knapsack. “You haven’t let them out of your sight since we first met.” 
 
    “All of our stuff is inside,” Steve said. 
 
    The sergeant looked inside Jesse’s sack. “I only see a small bedroll and a half-eaten sandwich.” 
 
    “Look again,” Jesse said as a smile crossed her face. She looked at Strong. “Take a look in Steve’s sack.” 
 
    “Nothing here except a bedroll and an apple,” Strong said. She handed the sack back to Steve. 
 
    Steve put his hand down into the sack so deep that it seemed it had to be going below the bottom. Strong and O’Rinski watched wide-eyed as Steve pulled his large sword out of the sack and laid it on the table in front of Strong. At the same time, Jesse pulled the map folder out of her sack and laid it on the table. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Strong asked as she picked up the large, heavy sword. 
 
    “We don’t know how it works,” Jeremy said. “All we know is that we can fit pretty much anything in the sack and no one but the four of us can see what’s inside.” 
 
    “Captain Strong, all of our weapons and souvenirs from our four treks are in our sacks,” Matt said. “We believe that the solution to defeating Torron is in these sacks and in our heads. We don’t know yet what that solution might be because until we get a clear picture of Torron’s army and what advances she has made, we won’t be able to figure out where her weaknesses are and how to take advantage of them.” 
 
    “First,” Strong began, “you can drop the ‘Captain’. I want you to call me by my first name: Caroline. We’re a team and are on the same level. I have experiences that you need to lean on, and you have experiences that the sergeant and I need to lean on.” 
 
    “Okay, you can call me Jack,” Sergeant O’Rinski said. 
 
    “Here are the new Alpha-6 team uniforms,” Captain Strong said as she handed each team member two uniforms. “This one is for around the base.” She held up khaki trousers and a blue polo shirt. “This one is for battle.” The second uniform was a brown camouflage shirt and pants. Both uniforms had the Alliance A shield on the back and the four small Symbols arranged in a circular pattern over the heart on the front of the shirts. 
 
    The Alliance changed into their new uniforms. 
 
    “These are great,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I wanted us to look like superheroes,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Steve said. 
 
    “Knock it down a notch, Steve,” Matt said. 
 
    “We have to go,” Caroline said as she got up from the table. “It’s almost zero nine hundred hours.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    This is really intimidating, Jesse thought as the Alpha-6 team entered the large conference room. I see top brass from every branch of the military here. There were fourteen areas set up around the room, each with a large table with maps laid out and several monitors with live satellite and drone videos being displayed. I wonder if they’ll give us any measure of respect. We’re only sixteen years old. They have decades of military service. “Caroline, how will we be able to get their attention?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Caroline said. She led the team to the largest table in the middle of the room. “I know General Wisecoff personally, and I know he’ll listen to you.” 
 
    The general stood with his back to them as they approached. He and other top officers were concentrating on the table in front of them, which held a large computer and TV display. On the screen were a number of smaller screens with satellite images. The Alpha-6 team stopped short and waited for a few minutes. 
 
    “How are the evacuations going, Colonel?” General Wisecoff asked. 
 
    Colonel Smith pointed to a bank of screens on the left. “It’s slow, too slow. Every road heading east from the coast is clogged up. The major problem is fuel. The cars are running out. People are abandoning them and walking eastward.” 
 
    “Go to every interstate highway heading east from the coast and set up temporary fueling stations every three hundred miles,” Wisecoff said. “We have to keep the people moving.” 
 
    Someone on the opposite side of the table got the general’s attention and pointed at the team. 
 
    The general turned around. “Oh, my heavens!” He gave Caroline a great big hug. “I heard you were on your way with the Alpha-6 team. I haven’t seen you since your graduation from the Air Force Academy. I’ve been keeping an eye on you and your career. And now you’re out of uniform. Why?” 
 
    “Sergeant O’Rinski and I have a special assignment,” she said as she turned to the team. “This is the Alpha-6 team you’ve heard about. We’re here to advise and help with the war effort against the alien invaders.” 
 
    “Everything is under control,” Wisecoff said. “They’re landing their forces in preparation for a battle. We’re sending a peace delegation to try to avert an actual confrontation.” He turned to the massive screen on the table. “As you can see, there are thirteen invasion points. All except one are at airports. We haven’t figured out why they selected airports other than there is open space for them to organize. Currently they’re not overtly attacking. What I mean by that is, they’re expanding the protected zones slowly. We’re evacuating civilians fast enough to keep them out of harm’s way. The problem currently is that as the protective domes expand, they demolish everything in their path. Buildings and vegetation are reduced to ash as the wall moves across the area. You can watch it in the satellite images on the screen.” 
 
    The team joined him at the table at his invitation. 
 
    “I’m currently focused on the Los Angeles region,” Wisecoff said. “There are four domes there.” He pointed out the largest image in the middle of the table. “I’ll zoom in on the edge closest to Los Angeles that started at LAX.” 
 
    The satellite image zeroed in on the northeastern edge of the pale blue dome. On the outside of the dome were buildings, streets, and houses. Right at the boundary separating the outside from the inside was a wall of black smoke rising into the sky. On the inside of the dome, there was only blackened earth. Everything was gone. 
 
    “We’ve tried to penetrate the dome, but have been unsuccessful. Anytime we get close, a ray of some kind shoots from the central tower they’ve built in the center of the dome. The ray destroys anything close to the dome, on the ground or in the air. There doesn’t seem to be any defense against the ray or the dome.” 
 
    “We saw a dome similar to this one the last time we faced the queen,” Matt said. “There’s no guarantee that what worked then will work again, but we can try.” 
 
    The general looked skeptical. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Caroline, bring your team into my office.” 
 
    They headed to the door to his office at the back of the room. 
 
    This is the office of a general? Jesse thought as she looked around the empty room. There’s only a table with a folding chair behind it and fifteen folding chairs lining the walls. There isn’t even a picture on the wall. 
 
    The general looked at the expressions on the faces of the Alpha-6 team. “We don’t have time for decorations. We’re at war.” He sat down behind the table and motioned for the team to be seated. They pulled chairs away from the wall and joined him at the table. 
 
    “What have you heard?” Steve asked. 
 
    “I got a call from General Small. He said he was sending me a special team and I should listen to their story, that you had some experience with the aliens and we might learn a few things from you before the real action begins.” He glanced at Caroline. “When I heard that my niece was going to be with you, I said I would give you a few minutes. What do you have for me?” 
 
    “What I’m about to demonstrate is only one of our powers,” Jesse said. “The fact that we have these powers must be kept top secret. No one can know. Is that understood?” 
 
    “I understand,” the general said. 
 
    “I noticed there was a woman in a wheelchair working at a computer station in the corner of the room out there,” Jesse said. “Bring her in here.” 
 
    “That’s Lieutenant Krasnicki. Why?” 
 
    “I want to demonstrate something to you. Please have her come in.” 
 
    A minute later, the lieutenant wheeled in and saluted her commanding officer. “Yes, sir? What can I do for you?” 
 
    Jesse approached the woman. “What is the extent of your injuries?” 
 
    Taken aback, Krasnicki looked at the general. 
 
    He nodded his approval. 
 
    “I was hit by an IUD in Afghanistan and have been paralyzed from the waist down ever since,” she said. “The general and I have served together for over twenty years, and he’s kept me by his side since the explosion. Why?” 
 
    “I need to demonstrate something to the general,” Jesse said. She pulled her chair up next to the wheelchair and sat down beside the lieutenant. She put her arms around the woman and held her tight for a minute or so. Krasnicki looked at the general in bewilderment. He shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    Jesse kept her eyes closed until she released the woman. She looked at Krasnicki. “I think we’re ready.” 
 
    “Ready for what?” Krasnicki asked. 
 
    “You can get up now,” Jesse said in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “Get up? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No, you can get up and walk again.” Jesse stood up and put out her hand to help Krasnicki to her feet. 
 
    “Oh . . . oh . . . no,” Krasnicki said. “I can’t.” 
 
    Jesse took her hand and lifted her out of her chair. 
 
    “I . . . I can walk. I can walk!” A little unsteady, she made her way over to a chair against the wall and sat down. With tears in her eyes, she looked at Jesse. “Thank you. You’re a saint.” 
 
    “General, we are truly wizards,” Jesse said as she placed her chair back at the general’s table. “We have many powers. My healing power is only one of them. Now, Lieutenant Krasnicki, you’ll need to remain in your wheelchair until this battle with the aliens is over. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I’ve been in that chair for years,” she answered. “A little longer won’t be an issue.” She stood up, sat in the wheelchair, and left the room. 
 
    The general’s mood had changed. He looked at the Alliance with anticipation. “What else can you do?” 
 
    “Well, basically, Matt has powers over objects,” Jesse began. “He can move objects with his mind.” 
 
    “You mean telekinesis?” Wisecoff asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Jesse said. “He can also re-form objects into different shapes and materials. Jeremy has power over the elements. He can create lightning and storms. He can also use his mind to talk to animals. Steve has extreme strength and can fly. As you saw, I have healing powers, and I can disappear. I haven’t covered all we can do. I’ve only touched on the main points. We’re still learning, so we may find new abilities that we haven’t used yet. In summary, we are truly wizards. Some of the talents are shared between us. However, when we use a power belonging to one of the other Alliance members, the power is a fraction of the original. For example, I can move objects like Matt, but they move more slowly, and I don’t have the range of distance he has. I’m stronger than I would be normally but not nearly as strong as Steve.” 
 
    “We prefer to keep our powers secret,” Matt explained. “We know people will see us in action and see what we can do, but we don’t want to advertise. The way it works is, you see us in action and soon after, you’ll forget what we did. If we advertised, it would become common knowledge and we would never be able to have any kind of normalcy in our lives.” 
 
    “Yeah, the social media freaks would never let us off the hook,” Steve said. 
 
    The general looked at Jesse like he was still not quite buying the story. “You can disappear?” 
 
    Jesse disappeared. She reappeared on the other side of the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
Next Time, I’ll Kill You 
 
      
 
    “This is total insanity,” Steve said as he threw a baseball-sized rock at supersonic speed, creating a sonic boom. 
 
    “You can’t do that, Steve,” Caroline said. “The whole base goes on alert when they hear the sonic boom. Be patient.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” Steve said. “General Wisecoff’s letting the Torron army get bigger and stronger by the hour, and we sit?”  
 
    “I hate to admit it, but Steve has a point,” Jeremy said. “The Alliance needs to begin testing the perimeter of the domes. We could learn a lot if we could get close enough.” 
 
    “He’s trying to build up his forces too,” Caroline said with concern in her voice. “The real battle hasn’t started. He needs to take advantage of the lull in activity.” 
 
    “Really?” Steve said. “Okay, you’ve watched the satellite images with us. Which army is building fastest? Huh? Which one? Torron’s army is flowing in by the tens of thousands every day. I believe the last number I heard was in the neighborhood of fifty thousand each day. On top of those coming out of the portals, there are thousands of Americans entering the domes. She’s recruited dissident Americans to follow her. This is what she does. She finds the lowest of the lowest and recruits them. She promises them great wealth and power if they join with her. She’s done it before, and she’s doing it now. Now, tell me, is the general’s army growing that fast?” 
 
    Caroline gave it some thought. “No. It takes time to get all the moving parts in place.” 
 
    “We’ve been patient,” Jeremy said. “The general isn’t listening to us. He believes the goal is to defeat the Torron army.” 
 
    “It’s not?” Jack asked. “If it isn’t, what is the goal?” 
 
    “The goal is to push the queen back to Gandoral, where she came from,” Matt said. “Ultimately the Alliance must push her back behind the Gates of Horgon, where we can lock her in. Once that’s accomplished, both Gandoral and Earth will be safe again.” 
 
    “What about her army?” Jack asked. “We have to deal with that, don’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, we must minimize the loss of life,” Jesse said. “Certainly, that’s a high priority, but we have to figure out how to get to Torron. We have to neutralize her. Once she falls, the entire Torron army will be swept back to Gandoral.” 
 
    “Okay, tell me what you want,” Caroline said. “I’ll talk to my uncle and get the resources you need.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “No, I said.” General Wisecoff was adamant. “They’re only sixteen years old. I’m not sending kids into harm’s way. I don’t want to hear about this again.” 
 
    “The Alpha-6 team is going with or without your help,” Caroline said. “If I don’t go with them, they’ll go on their own. Sergeant O’Rinski and I are assigned to protect them and help them in any way possible. We can’t stop them.” 
 
    “I’ll stop them.” Furious, the general pointed at the military police in the room. “Arrest the Alliance and throw them in the brig.” 
 
    “You can’t,” Captain Strong said. 
 
    “I just did,” Wisecoff said as he sat down at his desk. “Don’t take advantage of our relationship, Captain. I have a war to prepare for. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “They aren’t going to like you carving on their walls,” Jesse said to Steve. 
 
    Steve stood near the back wall of the cell, shooting laser beams from both eyes, carving a poem into the concrete wall. It read as follows: 
 
      
 
    Here I sit. Feel I failed. Came to fight. Instead I’m jailed. 
 
      
 
    Smoke from the laser carving set off the smoke alarm. The automatic sprinkler system began spraying water all over the small prison. Steve used his laser beams to weld the sprinkler in their cell closed, and they waited for the guards. 
 
    Caroline and Jack came through the door and spoke to the Alliance through the cell bars.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Jack asked. 
 
    “What happened?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “We’re leaving, and you can tell your uncle we don’t want his help,” Steve said. 
 
    Matt looked at the back wall and stretched out his right hand. It only took a couple of seconds for a hole in the wall to open. The Alliance went through the wall as it turned to sand. Caroline and Jack ran out of the brig and saw the Alliance starting to cross the camp. 
 
    Caroline caught up with them. “Where are you going, and what’s your plan?” 
 
    “The Alpha-6 team is about to steal that V-22 over there.” Jesse pointed to a different craft than the one they had come in on. “You’ll fly us to the nearest dome and let us do what we need to do. Get us there and stay out of the way.” 
 
    “You can’t just steal an air force plane,” Jack said. 
 
    “Sarge, we can and we will,” Steve said. “You can tell your superiors we took you hostage and you had no choice, or you can stay here.” 
 
    Five Humvees roared up between the Alliance and the V-22. Half a dozen soldiers got out of each Humvee and aimed their rifles at the Alliance. No one moved. 
 
    A jeep raced into the area, and General Wisecoff got out. “I’m not letting you leave this base. Captain, I told you to stand down.” 
 
    “This is not her decision,” Matt said as he stepped forward. “We’re taking her and Jack with us.” He looked back at her. “We’re kidnapping her and the sergeant. They have no choice.” 
 
    “I won’t let you leave,” Wisecoff insisted. 
 
    Jeremy took a deep breath and let it out with a big sigh. “Okay . . . we’re not in the military. As much as we appreciate all that you do, we respectfully request you let us go without us causing more damage than we need to.” 
 
    “You cannot go, and you surely cannot take the captain and sergeant with you against their will.” Wisecoff was adamant. 
 
    Matt looked at Steve. “Okay then.” 
 
    At the same time Steve began to rise off the ground, Matt waved his hand across the soldiers in front of him. The soldiers had their eyes and weapons glued to Steve as their weapons turned to water and hit the ground. Matt turned to the general’s jeep, pointed his hand, and flipped the jeep upside down. Then he waved his hand at an M-1 Abrams tank rumbling by, and the entire tank turned to water. The crew that was inside found themselves sitting on the ground, soaking wet. 
 
    “Should we continue?” Jesse asked as she walked up to the general. “We could destroy this entire base. You can’t kill us, and you can’t stop us. What you can do is support us.” 
 
    The general looked around. “You’re criminals. You’ve destroyed government property, and you’re kidnapping military personnel. You’ll go away for a long time.” 
 
    Matt turned the jeep back on its wheels. He waved his hand, and the damage repaired itself. He waved his hand across the water at the soldiers’ feet, and the water gathered back together and the weapons lay on the ground in front of the soldiers. The crew of the tank had moved away from the large puddle of water. He waved his hand again, and the water came flowing out of the crew’s clothing and joined with the water on the ground, pulling itself back into a tank. 
 
    “There,” Jeremy said. “All is back to normal. We respectfully asked your permission to leave. The Alpha-6 team has a job to do, and we need to go now, without any more delays.” 
 
    A soldier picked up his weapon and started firing at the Alpha-6 team. 
 
    Steve and Matt both reacted at the same time. With lightning speed, Steve took the weapon away from the soldier and tackled him to the ground. He ended up standing with one foot on the soldier’s neck. Matt looked in the direction of the oncoming bullets and turned them into white feathers. They slowed down and floated to the ground. However, one bullet did get through and hit Jack in the chest. He went down hard. 
 
    Jesse hurried to his side and pulled him into her lap. “Stay with me, Jack,” she said softly. “Stay with me. You’ll be okay in a minute.” 
 
    She held him tight. The bullet had gone through his rib cage and was lodged in one of the chambers of his heart. Jesse watched the bullet wound as she held him. First, the bleeding slowed to a trickle. Then the bullet squeezed itself out of the wound, and the hole sealed over. Within thirty seconds, the healing was complete. 
 
    Even though there was blood everywhere, Jack stood up and smiled. “General Wisecoff, sir, I’m on the right team.” 
 
    “We can’t help you if we can’t learn what is going on with Torron and her army,” Matt said. 
 
    “If you won’t follow my orders—and it’s obvious you won’t—then I might as well support you,” Wisecoff said. “General Small said to give you all the support you needed. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant. I’m still not. Captain, carry on.” 
 
    Steve helped the soldier who had fired his weapon to his feet. To his surprise, the soldier was six inches taller and outweighed Steve by a hundred muscular pounds. Steve looked him in the eye. “Next time you pull a weapon on Alpha-6, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    The general and all the soldiers left the area. 
 
    Alpha-6 ran to the V-22 and took off for the closest dome at the Oakland International Airport. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
Trojan Wheelbarrow 
 
      
 
    The Mega-Crystal was showing the dome over LAX. 
 
    “How are the dome expansions going?” Torron asked as she entered the room. 
 
    “All of the expansions are completed except for the one we’re in,” General Hasmin answered. 
 
    “Expand our shield,” Torron said. 
 
    The display in the Mega-Crystal changed to an aerial view of the lake dome. The dome extended halfway across the lake and a half mile into the forest. Thousands of US troops and equipment were rolling in a mile or so west on the farthest end of the lake. Every now and then, an explosion took place on the surface of the dome. 
 
    Jensen began clicking the keyboard, making the only sound in the room. He stopped keying in the command and hit Enter. As the dome grew, the part in the water created a boiling effect as it moved to the far shore. The water on the inside of the dome turned black and became solid, while the water on the outside remained unaffected. The Torron soldiers extended their base out onto the level black mass. The part of the dome crossing land reduced everything it came in contact with to a black dust. Smoke rose from any structures, and plant life being destroyed. 
 
    “Tell me again, what is the maximum size of the dome?” Torron asked. 
 
    “It’s a two-mile radius,” General Hasmin said. “We can expand beyond a two-mile radius, but the effectiveness of the shield degrades rapidly, so two miles is the limit.” 
 
    “How long before the outer wall of the dome reaches the enemy camp?” Torron asked. 
 
    “The expansion grows at about three miles per hour,” Jensen responded. “The dome will be consuming the enemy camp in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll be back in fifteen,” Torron said and went to the royal residence. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A runner from the front line burst into the command tent. “The dome is expanding!” he exclaimed. “We parked a Humvee near the dome. When the dome expanded enough to get to the Humvee, it completely destroyed the vehicle. It didn’t crush it or melt it. It disintegrated it. It ate it up and converted it from a solid directly to carbon dust. It’s eating up everything in its path. The dome is moving in this direction at about two to three miles per hour. It’ll be here in fifteen to twenty minutes. We need to get out of its way.” 
 
    Orders spread quickly and the retreat began. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron reentered the room and climbed back on her throne. 
 
    “The expanding dome is about to hit the enemy camp,” General Hasmin said. “As you can see, the enemy has retreated and only the camp and supplies are left.” 
 
    The camp and supplies were slowly devoured by the oncoming dome until the dome stopped expanding. 
 
    “The dome is now four miles across and two miles high,” Hasmin said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The hunters sat in lawn chairs around a fire pit, drinking coffee. 
 
    “Hey, Gary,” Sammy said. “What’s that on your arm?” 
 
    “It’s really cool,” Gary said as he slipped it off his arm. “I think it’s an armband, but somehow it fits wherever you wear it. Look.” He handed the band to Johnny. 
 
    The band was made up of a bed of tiny strands of pure gold wire, braided together. On top of the three-inch-wide bed of gold were four tiny dragons chasing each other around the band. 
 
    “It’s solid and heavy, but small, too small to go around your bicep,” Johnny said. He handed it to Sammy. 
 
    Sammy slipped the band over his wrist and pushed it up over his bicep. “How does it work? It’s solid and yet flexible.” He passed it back to Gary. 
 
    “No matter what size it is, it’s always four and a half ounces of pure gold,” Gary said. “My mother gave it to me before she died. She said it’s been in the family for generations. She also said she doesn’t know how it works. It just does. Watch.” He took the band and put it around his finger. It instantly shrank to ring size. He took it off his finger and pushed it back over his right bicep. “This ring, armband, or whatever it is has been my good luck charm. I was in some pretty tight spots in Afghanistan and always survived. I think it’s because of the band.” 
 
    “If it’s been handed down from generation to generation, who will you pass it to?” Sammy asked. “You don’t have any kids.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gary said. “Maybe I’ll give it to one of your kids.” He stood up and dumped the remaining coffee out of his cup and into the fire pit. 
 
    Two F-18s streaked overhead at treetop level. The roar of their engines and the sonic boom surprised the three hunters. 
 
    “Wow!” Johnny exclaimed. “I thought I was going to swallow my heart.” 
 
    “Yeah, that scared me too,” Sammy agreed. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s legal to fly that low and that fast. They’re flying at supersonic speeds. Look over there.” Gary pointed in the distance to the west. “Two more.” 
 
    “They look like they’re attacking the black clouds,” Johnny said. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re firing rockets at the clouds, but the rockets are exploding on the surface,” Johnny said. “It looks like the clouds are solid.” 
 
    “Look at that one,” Gary said. “He tried to fly right through and exploded on the surface. Why would F-18s be trying to attack a black cloud? That’s strange.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The V-22 flew just above the treetops, then rose up over the last hill before entering the Bay Area of San Francisco. 
 
    Oh my, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it, Jesse thought. Torron has really prepared for this attack. From the looks of those three domes, this time she might win. 
 
    The closest dome was located over the Oakland International Airport. It was huge. 
 
    “The top of that dome must be at least ten thousand feet high,” Caroline said as she slowed the speed of the V-22 until it was in helicopter mode. 
 
    The next dome was centered over the San Francisco International Airport, across the bay. The third dome was farther away and centered around the San Jose International Airport. 
 
    “Keep as low as you can,” Matt said over the intercom. 
 
    Caroline flew just above street level right down I-80. 
 
    “Over there.” Jeremy pointed to the Oakland-Alameda County Coliseum. “Land in the football field next to the dome.” 
 
    Once on the ground and out of the V-22, Steve said, “I’m going to have a look around.” He shot into the air and began inspecting the dome’s surface. 
 
    “Look at this,” Matt said. He went right up to the dome and picked up a football. The ball was half in and half out of the dome. “It’s cut right in half, with the radius of the dome. Look.” He placed the cut surface on the dome, and it fit perfectly. 
 
    “Jeremy, let’s look at the map and see what it says,” Jesse said. 
 
    While Jesse was pulling the folder out of her knapsack, Jeremy pulled the wooden container with the scroll inside from around his neck. Jesse pulled the map out of the leather folder. As Caroline and Jack watched, she carefully unfolded the ancient map and placed it on the floor of the V-22 just inside the open door. The scroll read as follows: 
 
      
 
    Torron is establishing her foothold on the West Coast of the United States. She has created advanced technology, more advanced than what is available on Earth. You have a few days before she’s ready to strike. She will be most vulnerable once the battle begins. Don’t poke the sleeping bear. She and her son, Drake, have spent the past five years recruiting the dregs of your society to join with her. They’re the street gangs, thugs, and other criminals. Together, they make a considerable army. You must find the secret to the shield. If you cannot bring down the shield, your chances for success are slim. Danger is minimal until the battle begins. 
 
      
 
    “This doesn’t sound good,” Jack said as he scratched his head. “Bullets and missiles bounced off the shield at the lake. If the shield is impenetrable, we have a real battle on our hands.” 
 
    “What kind of technology advancements does she have?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Jeremy said. “We won’t know until we see them, and by then it might be too late.” 
 
    Steve landed next to Jack. 
 
    Jack jumped. “You scared the tar out of me.” 
 
    Steve laughed. “I looked the entire dome over. There’s one entrance, where Ninety-Eighth Avenue runs into the dome. Civilians are flooding into the dome at that point. It’s heavily guarded. Why would our people be willingly entering the dome? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “According to the scroll, Torron and Drake have spent the past five years recruiting the street gangs to join her,” Matt said. “She’ll use them to recruit more as she moves her battle lines across the map. I’m sure she’s promised them great treasures if they join her.” 
 
    “I wonder why the US Army is letting the thugs enter the domes,” Jeremy said. “You would think they would stop them.” 
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    “I saw two small attacks on the line when I was checking out the dome,” Steve said. “Somehow, the line is protected. As soon as an attack started, soldiers from the dome wiped out the attackers. They were easily outgunned. Maybe the army has learned that it’s futile to try. They lose every time.” 
 
    “I wonder how deep the dome goes into the ground,” Jack said. 
 
    “We can easily find out,” Jeremy said. “Let’s get the Safe Haven.” 
 
    The four put out their fists with thumbs up and touched them together at the knuckles. A small whirlwind picked up nearby, and the tree appeared. There was only ladder number one.  
 
    Jeremy scurried up through hatch number one. Matt stood at the bottom as Jeremy tossed down one small leather sack at a time. Once all ten were on the ground, Jeremy came back down and the tree disappeared. 
 
    “What’s in the sacks?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “A friend.” Jesse poured the first sack out onto the ground. 
 
    “A friend?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yeah.” Steve poured out the last of the ten sacks. The pile of sand began to sink into the ground. They waited for several minutes. 
 
    “Where is he?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Maybe it didn’t work,” Steve said. “Maybe old Marble-head is really dead.” 
 
    Jesse looked at Steve and shook her head. “You’re such a pessimist. I’m not sure how you get up in the morning. If I had that attitude, I’d sleep all day.” 
 
    “Boo!” Slatel popped up right in front of Steve. 
 
    Startled, Steve said, “I told you not to do that anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that was over a hundred years ago,” Slatel said with a grin. “Besides, I get a kick out of making you jump.” The three-foot-tall little stone man, dressed like a leprechaun, enjoyed ribbing Steve. He and his clothing were the color of the black-and-white speckled granite he had emerged from just below the surface of the ground. 
 
    “We’re really glad to see you,” Jesse said as she hugged Slatel. 
 
    They spent a couple of minutes filling him in on what happened in Africa and the current situation. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take a look,” Slatel said as he sank into the ground. 
 
    “He can survey the dome from underground?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yes, it shouldn’t take long,” Matt said. “He moves pretty fast underground.” 
 
    Matt was right. It only took Slatel ten minutes or so to survey the dome. 
 
    “It’s a complete sphere,” Slatel said. “There are no entry points underground. However, there’s some kind of conduit entering the dome at the bottom. But like I said, there’s no way into the dome from underground.” 
 
    “Okay then, we’ll go through the front door,” Matt said. He pulled out the Wand of Cetrekap and waved it over the team. “Change our clothes to match that of the street gang the Crips.” 
 
    All of their clothes changed. Now they wore torn jeans and different styles of hoodies. 
 
    “Wow!” Jack said. “Can you give me a scraggly salt-and-pepper beard?” 
 
    Matt waved the wand again, and they all got various tattoos, hair changes, scars, and weapons. “Okay, I think we’re ready,” Matt said. “We need to stick together. If we do get separated, we’ll use Slatel to find us.” 
 
    “How do we get Slatel into the dome?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Steve, go get that wheelbarrow over there.” Matt pointed across the football field. 
 
    Steve was back in a flash with the wheelbarrow. 
 
    “Slatel, can you change your shape so that you look like this wheelbarrow?” 
 
    “Well, I know we can change into different shapes of rocks, but I’ve never tried to turn into something like this,” Slatel said as he walked around the wheelbarrow and grabbed it tight with his hand. He shook for a second and then fell to the ground and instantly reshaped into a wheelbarrow. 
 
    Jack smiled widely. “You guys are unbelievable.” He went to pick up the wheelbarrow by the handles and could barely get it off the ground. “A lot of good this will do us. It’s so heavy, we won’t be able to move it.” 
 
    Steve grabbed the handles and ran circles around the team and then set it down. 
 
    “How do we get it through the gate?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Lay your weapons on the ground,” Matt instructed. 
 
    After the several knives, brass knuckles, pistols, and a machete were on the ground, Matt began making copies. He made enough to fill the wheelbarrow, and they headed toward Ninety-Eighth Avenue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
Haven 
 
      
 
    Torron paced her throne room, a pleased look on her face. Her clear white skin, deep blue eyes, and shiny black hair meant she had taken on her mortality persona. Clothed in a ruby-red formal dress fit for a queen, she held a scepter in her right hand and wore a gold, diamond-studded tiara for a crown. “How are the Locals working out?” she asked General Hasmin. 
 
    “The Locals are flowing into the domes as planned. We’re getting them organized. The problem is, the various gangs were enemies before entering the domes. They don’t want to work together. We’ve begun separating them according to their original gangs. That seems to work the best. Then there are those who didn’t originally belong to a gang. We’re making them the leaders over the gangs.” 
 
    “Are they being assimilated?” Torron asked. “Will they be a viable part of our army?” 
 
    “I believe so . . .” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” Drake said, interrupting the general as he entered the throne room with Smalik and two other priests. “They will become an integral part of our army.” 
 
    “Apparently, there is some discord in the ranks of the Locals already,” Torron said. “We need unity. There’s no room for any issues. We have to be unified.” 
 
    Drake looked annoyed at the thought that his plan for the Locals was being questioned. “We knew bringing the gangs together would have a few bumps along the way. I’ve given strict orders on how to deal with any discord. It’ll only take a couple of days of training before they’ll get in line together and become the Locals, I promise you.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    This is dangerous, Jesse thought. The entire Alpha-6 team is going into one of Torron’s massive domes. I thought it was a good idea until I saw the line going into the dome. 
 
    Something caught Jesse’s attention on a side street. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “The Humongers are killing those people.” 
 
    As they approached, the Humongers redirected their fight to the Alpha-6 team. At first it was hand-to-hand combat. Steve was wielding both his machete and his giant sword. Matt was busy picking off the Humongers with his bow as they ran away. Jeremy was using lightning, and Jesse was healing wounds as fast as she could. Caroline was using her service revolver, and Jack was on the ground with a Humonger on top of him, the Humonger was pressing a knife into Jack’s chest. 
 
    Jeremy hit the Humonger on top of Jack with lightning and then kicked him off Jack. “Jesse!” Jeremy yelled. “Jack needs your help, quick.” 
 
    Jesse got to Jack as he was drawing his last breath. In the same move, she pulled the knife from his chest and pulled him into her lap. “Hang on for a few seconds longer,” she said quietly to him as the fighting continued all around them. Suddenly, Jesse felt a heavy blow to her right shoulder. Her right arm went limp as blood began streaming onto her chest. She continued to hold Jack in her left arm. The sounds of the fight around her began to fade, and her vision began to blur. Jack, don’t give up. Hold on, I’ll heal you. Hold on a little longer.  
 
    Jesse passed out. Twenty minutes later, her eyes opened. 
 
    “She’s coming to,” Jeremy said. He had been holding Jesse’s arms around her to help heal herself. 
 
    “Jack, is Jack okay?” were her first words. 
 
    “I’m right here,” Jack said as he knelt by her side. “I don’t know how to repay you. You’ve now saved my life twice.” 
 
    Steve laughed. “You only get two.” 
 
    Jesse sat up and continued to hold on to her shoulder. “No thanks needed. We’re a team.” She assessed the carnage. “Did everyone die?” 
 
    “Yeah, we got here too late,” Steve said. “When we arrived, the Humongers had already killed these people, before we finished them off. None escaped.” 
 
    Jesse was visibly upset as she walked around the area. 
 
    “I think we should camp close to the dome until morning and enter the dome as the sun rises,” Caroline said. 
 
    “I agree,” Matt said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Jesse was the last to leave, and as she did, she saw movement behind an old, beat-up, smelly dumpster. “Wait, I see something,” she said as she pulled out the Dagger of Valdar. 
 
    The others surrounded the dumpster. 
 
    “Come out!” Jesse commanded. “Come out where we can see you.” 
 
    There was no movement. 
 
    Jesse approached the dumpster. She peeked around to the back and saw a young girl. She put out her hand. “Come on out. We won’t hurt you.” 
 
    With some hesitation, the girl came out into the light of the waning sunset. A mess from head to toe, she looked to be about twelve or thirteen years old, with blond hair and blue eyes. She probably weighed in at 110 pounds. She was buff, but her clothes were torn and filthy. She wore jeans, a T-shirt, and worn-out tennis shoes. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been through a lot,” Jesse said. “You need to go home now. Your fight is over.” 
 
    When Jesse started to walk away, the girl followed her. 
 
    Jesse turned to look at her. “You can’t go with us. You should go home.” 
 
    The girl fell back about fifty yards and continued to follow the Alpha-6 team. 
 
    After setting up camp about two blocks away from the gate into the dome, Jesse turned to Caroline. “What should we do about the girl? She’s sitting by that tree, staring at us. What should we do?” 
 
    “We leave her here,” Steve said. “She’ll slow us down.” 
 
    “That’s pretty coldhearted,” Jack said. “Apparently, she has no place to go, or she would have gone there already.” 
 
    “It’s not our problem,” Steve insisted. “We can’t save everyone. Some people die in a war. It’s not our responsibility to save all the people.” 
 
    “Steve, I know there’s a heart in there somewhere,” Jeremy said. “We should save as many people as we can. It’s our duty.” 
 
    Steve sucker-punched Jeremy, who fell to the ground. 
 
    “You hypocrite!” Steve yelled. “‘Save as many people as we can’? You killed my father.” Out of control, Steve jumped on top of Jeremy and continued to punch him in the face. 
 
    Matt and Jack pulled Steve off. Jeremy was a mess. His whole face swelled up almost immediately, and blood ran from his nose, mouth, and ears. Steve had really done some damage. 
 
    Steve shook himself loose and walked away into the darkness of the city streets. 
 
    “Jeremy killed Steve’s father?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “No, not like that . . .” Jesse took Jeremy into her arms and healed him while she explained the issue between Steve and Jeremy to Caroline and Jack. She looked at the girl sitting in the dark under the tree. “What do we do about her?” she asked Caroline. 
 
    “Let’s ask her why she’s following us and get a little G2 on her before we decide what to do,” Jack said. 
 
    “G2?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Intelligence . . . information,” Jeremy confirmed. 
 
    As they approached, the girl stood and began to back up. 
 
    Jesse put out her hand for the others to stop while she continued to approach the girl. “We won’t hurt you. We want to talk to you.” 
 
    The girl stopped backing up. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Jesse asked. 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Why are you following us?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Come to our camp,” Jesse said as she reached out her hand. “We have food and water.” 
 
    The girl stepped forward and took Jesse’s hand. They all walked back to the camp. 
 
    “She hasn’t said a word,” Jeremy said quietly to Jesse. “She ate like she hadn’t eaten in days.” 
 
    “Jeremy, I have an idea,” Jesse whispered. “Can you communicate with her through your thoughts? You can do it with animals. Why not her?” 
 
    “I can give it a try,” Jeremy said. He got up and sat down beside the girl. Can you hear me? 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened, and she looked from side to side. 
 
    Can you hear me? If you can, think your answer. 
 
    The girl looked at Jesse and then at Jeremy. 
 
    Can you hear me? Jeremy asked again. 
 
    Yes. How can I hear you? the girl asked. 
 
    I can communicate telepathically, Jeremy said. I can hear your thoughts, and you can hear mine. What’s your name? 
 
    Haven, she answered. My name is Haven. I can’t hear, and I can’t speak. 
 
    Why are you following us? 
 
    I have nowhere to go, Haven responded. When the dome came, it killed my parents. I was at the store, and when I came home, my home was gone and my parents were gone. I’ve been wandering the streets ever since. I’ve watched those creatures come into the city and kill people. You’re the first ones to kill them. I feel safe near you. 
 
    Why won’t you talk to us? Jeremy asked. 
 
    I’m deaf, and I don’t talk very well. I sign. Can you sign? 
 
    No, none of us can sign, Jeremy said. He turned to the others. “She can’t talk very well. She’s deaf and can sign.” 
 
    Caroline smiled and began signing. “Do you have any family nearby?” 
 
    Tears streamed down Haven’s face as she signed back. “No, all of my family was killed when the dome came down out of the sky. I’m all alone. Can I stay with you?” 
 
    “Where we’re going is dangerous,” Caroline signed. “I think you should go into the city. You would be safer if you stay away from us.” 
 
    “I’m tougher than I look,” Haven signed. “I know karate, and I can take care of myself. I’ll be following you whether you let me or not. You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    Caroline smiled. “This little fireplug is feisty. She says we’re stuck with her.” 
 
    Steve shook his head. “No! We can’t take her with us.” 
 
    “I agree,” Matt said. “She’ll be a distraction and a liability. When we go into that dome, we need to be focused. With her there, we’ll be distracted.” 
 
    Caroline began signing. “We can’t take you into the dome with us. It’s too dangerous. It’s not up for discussion. You can’t go with us.” 
 
    Haven watched as Jeremy pulled several blankets out of his small knapsack. He gave her one to lie on, and the team settled in for the night. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Smalik and General Haflyf entered the throne room. 
 
    “Smalik, you’re finally here,” Torron said. “Did you bring the Risen Bugs?” 
 
    “Yes, a batch of Risen Bugs has been sent to each of the twelve domes,” Smalik said. “I brought a batch with me here. The Revilos will arrive tomorrow and will be placed in the water as soon as they arrive. They’re being distributed to San Diego, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Oakland. Once they’re in place, we’ll have command of the water along the shoreline.” 
 
    Two priests brought in a red canister about eighteen inches in diameter and three feet tall. They placed it on a table next to the tent wall. 
 
    Smalik continued, “The Risens are here in case the enemy should get through the dome and start to attack our army inside the dome. If this happens, the Risens are programmed to attack any living thing not of Gandoral. They will possess the earthlings. All will become loyal followers and fierce warriors for Torron.” 
 
    “This is good,” Torron said as she stepped down from her throne. “Follow me to the control room. I’ll show you how the Mega-Crystal is working.” 
 
    A few minutes later, they stood next to the giant crystal ball. The scenes were changing from one dome to the next. 
 
    “As you can see, the Locals are filing into the domes as planned,” Drake said. “We’ll easily get two thousand soldiers per dome from the gangs on the streets of the cities. The LA and San Francisco domes will get more.” 
 
    “The commanding generals in the domes are reporting a lot of discord between the various gangs,” General Haflyf said. “They may not be the force you’re expecting.” 
 
    “That won’t be an issue,” Smalik said. “The other reason for the Risens is to bring them under control. Once they’re all in the domes, we’ll release the Risens, and all the earthlings will be infested and under our total control.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
Locals 
 
      
 
    A cool September breeze was blowing in from across the bay. 
 
    “Where’s Haven?” Jeremy asked when he woke up. 
 
    “She left before we got up this morning,” Jesse said. “I hope she finds a safe place.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a little spitfire,” Jeremy said. “When she grows up, she’ll be a force to be reckoned with.” 
 
    Soon they were peeking around the corner of a small building. 
 
    “Well, there’s the line going into the dome,” Steve said. “What do we do? Walk up and get in line?” 
 
    “That seems like the right approach,” Caroline said as she stepped out and walked toward the line. 
 
    “Well, no fear there,” Steve said as he followed. 
 
    No one is going to let us into the line, Jeremy thought. 
 
    “Wait your turn!” one guy yelled. 
 
    Another guy pushed Caroline to the ground and pulled a large hunting knife on her. Steve grabbed his hand, squeezed it until he dropped the knife, and then continued to squeeze it while looking him in the eye. “Do you want me to break your hand?”  
 
    The guy shook his head, and Steve let him go. The lines were made up of the lowest of the low. They were the gangs from the streets of cities on the east side of the San Francisco Bay. Most had tattoos and carried guns, knives, and other weapons in their belts. Every one of them looked intimidating. The Alpha-6 team went to the back of the line. Others quickly filed in behind them. It was midmorning by the time the team got to the gate. 
 
    Steve wheeled the wheelbarrow up to the gate. 
 
    A Torron soldier put up his hand and stopped him from entering. “Only personnel,” the guard said. “No hardware.” 
 
    “But I have a wheelbarrow full of weapons. I thought you could use them.” Steve made an impassioned plea. 
 
    Two Humongers stepped in the way and pointed their weapons at Steve. 
 
    “Put the wheelbarrow over there and then come inside,” the soldier said as he pointed to a large pile of weapons. 
 
    Jeremy stepped uncomfortably close to the soldier. Dump the weapons and bring the wheelbarrow in with you, he projected. We can use the wheelbarrow. Let them pass. 
 
    The soldier stood in a trance. 
 
    Dump the weapons and bring the wheelbarrow in with you. We can use the wheelbarrow. Let them pass. 
 
    “Dump the weapons and bring the wheelbarrow in with you,” the soldier said. “We can use the wheelbarrow. Let them pass.” The soldier motioned for the Humongers to let them by. 
 
    The ground inside the dome was covered with small black pebbles that had been packed down to a semisolid consistency. They were escorted to a large tent. While on the way, when no one was looking, the wheelbarrow slipped into the ground. 
 
    “Look,” Matt said. “We enter this tent here as gang members and exit over there as soldiers in the Torron army.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jack said quietly. “Their uniforms are quite impressive.” 
 
    “I don’t recognize the weapons they have,” Caroline said as they entered the tent. 
 
    Inside the large tent, they were separated into two groups, male and female. They received uniforms and were directed to dressing areas, where they stripped down and put the uniforms on. Fortunately, the uniforms came with backpacks. The Alliance folded up their knapsacks and stuffed them into the backpacks. Next, they were issued a weapon and told the weapons would be energized at the practice range. They were escorted to their barrack, where they all got back together. 
 
    Jeremy pointed to the label on the chest of his uniform. “I guess we’re now members of Locals.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re members of the queen’s Locals,” Steve said. “What next?” 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be any restrictions on movement inside the dome,” Caroline said. “I say we spread out and look around. We could meet back here in an hour.” 
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    ~~~ 
 
    I’ll stay with the Alpha-6 team, Haven thought as she skirted the trees and bushes trying to stay out of sight. They’re tough and kind. There are only criminals on the streets today. I’m not sure where they came from, but it’s clear, the Alpha-6 team are the good guys. 
 
    She entered her dojo. The weapons were still on the far wall. She put on a leather shoulder harness and pulled the two knives from the center of the display and put them in the harness over her shoulders. She looked in the mirror. She had a determined look on her face and could see the two knives, one over each shoulder. She slipped a knife into her belt and left the dojo, heading back to the dome. 
 
    She slipped behind some bushes when she spotted four men standing on the corner. Though she couldn’t hear what they were saying, it was clear from their gesticulations that they were excited. 
 
    “We fight for them and they give us land and money?” the first man asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the second answered. “We help them take over the world, and they reward us. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “So in a sense, we’re mercenaries,” a third man said. “An army for hire, so to speak.” 
 
    “How do you know they’ll pay up?” a fourth asked. 
 
    “Look. They will win. I’ve seen their technology and weapons. There’s a guy named Drake. I met him. He showed us some of the magic they possess. The people on Earth will become our slaves. The question you have to ask yourself is, Which side do you want to be on? Do you want to be a slave or a slave owner? It’s that simple.” 
 
    “The other guys should be here any minute now,” the second man said. 
 
    Haven shifted position and accidentally stepped on a branch. 
 
    “There’s someone in the bushes over there,” the first man said. 
 
    Haven came out into the open with a knife at the ready. She turned and moved to keep an eye on the four men. 
 
    The men started to laugh. One of them walked up to her. “You’re a little too small to be taken seriously.” 
 
    In a quick move, Haven ran around behind the man and leaped onto his back before he knew what hit him. She covered his eyes with her left hand, and with her right, held the knife at the man’s jugular, pressing hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    When six Humongers came around the corner of a building, Haven jumped down. The man wiped the blood off his neck and put up his hands, but before he could say anything, one of the Humongers raised his weapon and pointed it at the men. They all put up their hands. 
 
    Haven holstered her knife and put up her hands too. 
 
    “We’re joining your army,” the first man said. “We’re waiting for a few more of our gang to join us.” He pointed down the street. “Here they come now.” 
 
    Five more men joined the group, and the Humongers motioned for them to head for the dome. 
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    When they got within a quarter mile of the entrance to the dome, they came under fire from a military unit. Three of the men went down immediately, but the bullets bounced off the Humongers’ shields. Haven made a mad dash for a nearby bush. Not until the short firefight was over did she notice she had dived into a group of rosebushes and was covered with small bleeding scratches. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jeremy walked up to the practice range. He looked carefully at his weapon. It looked like it had three separate functions. It had a scope and could shoot like a rifle. The rifle barrel on top was clearly made for large bullets, maybe .45 caliber. The second barrel in the middle, one inch in diameter, looked a lot like a shotgun barrel. Under that on the bottom and mounted at the front of the rifle was a small box, one-inch square and about four inches long. A small tube connected the box to the butt of the rifle. The weapon was black and only weighed about eight pounds. 
 
    Standing at the entrance to the practice range was a mean-looking man with the physique of a body builder, his biceps almost too big to fit under his shirt. He had a tattoo of a snake around his neck with the head coming out on his right cheek. He wore a gold earring in his left ear, and his head was shaved bald.  
 
    “Have you been assigned to practice on the range?” the man asked. 
 
    “Ah, no, not yet,” Jeremy said. “I just got here.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Ah, Walnut Creek Crips. You?” 
 
    “Oakland Sevens,” the man said. “These weapons are awesome. I’ve been told we get to keep them once the battles are over.” 
 
    “It won’t take long, will it?” Jeremy was fishing. 
 
    “With these weapons and the shield for protection . . . no, it won’t take long. We’ll bring the United States to its knees and then the world.” 
 
    “I like the snake,” Jeremy said as he walked away. I had one just like it. 
 
    After watching the weapons in action, Jeremy returned to the meeting place. Once they had all gathered together, they gave reports on what they had learned. 
 
    “I was at the practice range and saw our weapons in action,” Jeremy began. “The rifle section of the weapon with the scope operates like a high-powered rifle. The second section, the one in the middle, fires one-inch blue balls that explode upon impact. The explosions are quite spectacular and quite destructive. The small box on the bottom shot out what they called laser arrows. They were short bursts of red laser-like beams that acted like arrows, sinking into the target, even into steel plating.” 
 
    “That sounds like a game changer,” Jack said. He held up his weapon. “If every enemy soldier carries one of these, they’ll be hard to beat. Did you get a chance to see the ammo?” 
 
    “No, they hand it out when a soldier enters the practice range,” Jeremy answered. 
 
    “I went out to the runways,” Jesse said. “Every other square foot under the dome is covered with tents and equipment, but the runways are completely clear. I’m sure there’s a reason.” 
 
    “At the far northeast section of the dome at the water’s edge,” Steve said, “there are rows and rows of armored vehicles. They have heavy tracks that go along the ground and then rise up high enough that if the vehicle gets turned over, it can continue to move. In the front and rear, there’s a set of grinding wheels.” 
 
    “Are there any cannons or guns on board?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “No, it looks like a tunneling machine,” Steve answered. “It didn’t look like there was a driver—no windshield or cockpit. What about you, Matt?” 
 
    “I think I found the armory. All the weapons and ammo coming in from the portal are streaming into three large tents to the west, at the shoreline.” 
 
    “I saw the portal up close,” Jack said. “Everything is flowing in and being distributed in an organized way. Those vehicles you saw, Steve, look like they’re self-propelled and come right out of the portal, and they head over to where you saw them parked.” 
 
    “I went to the center of the dome,” Caroline said. “It’s at the south end of the runways. There’s a wall around the facility, and I couldn’t see inside. There’s a small pale blue dome over the facility, similar to the large dome. coming out of the top of the small dome is a tall tower, maybe ten stories high. Every now and then a laser beam shoots out at targets on the outside of the large dome. Above that is a shaft that sticks up about ten feet. A dark blue light is shooting up to the top of the large dome. I believe it’s the power source for the large dome. If we can take that out, maybe the shield over the dome will fall.” 
 
    They heard a loud crowd yelling in the distance and carefully went out of their barrack to see what was going on. They blended into the Locals without an issue. 
 
    The crowd was forming close to the facility Caroline had found at the south end of the runways. A large platform had been erected, and a dozen or so Locals soldiers were standing with their hands tied behind their backs. At the far right was a Humonger with one of the standard weapons in his hands pointed at the line of men. Beside him was one of Torron’s priests. He wore a brown robe with a red sash and the hood up. Nothing could be seen under the hood except two glowing red eyes. 
 
    The priest began to speak to the crowd. The crowd went silent. 
 
    “You’ve been recruited by Drake, the son of our queen, Queen Torron of Gandoral,” the priest said. “You’ve been promised great wealth and great power over the people in this country. We knew when we recruited you that some of you wouldn’t bend to our way of doing things, so we will now demonstrate what happens when you decide not to obey our commands to the letter. Among these men are some of your leaders. They’ve decided to take matters into their own hands. We have a zero tolerance policy here. No second chances. We need absolute loyalty and absolute obedience. No exceptions.” The priest nodded to the Humonger. 
 
    The Humonger pulled the trigger on the laser. With a simple sweep, it shot out a series of laser arrows, enough to hit each soldier on the platform with a half dozen. 
 
    Two men raised their voices in protest. The Humonger turned and swiped the laser in their direction, killing the protesters and half a dozen men standing nearby. 
 
    “As I said, zero tolerance,” the priest said. “No exceptions.” 
 
    “Whoa, that was pretty harsh,” Jack said as they walked back to their barrack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
Revilo & Oar-7 
 
      
 
    Two distinct sounds came from the direction of the portal, one a high-pitched whir, the other a low-pitched gurgling sound. The team hurried toward the portal to see what was making the noise. They rounded the last tent and stopped in their tracks. 
 
    “Do you see what I see?” Jeremy asked Matt. “How did Torron get aircraft?” 
 
    “It looks like a cross between an airplane and a flying saucer,” Matt said as one whirred past them. 
 
    “They’re so quick,” Caroline said. “They hover with no visible way of keeping them in the air and then instantly shoot to the other end of the runway where they land. I wonder what kind of weapons they have. Their technology is much more advanced than ours. I believe we’re going to be outmaneuvered and outgunned.” 
 
    The low-pitched gurgling sound got louder as a creature lumbered out of the portal onto the ground. 
 
    Steve scratched his head. “Is that a machine or an animal? At first glance, I thought it was a gigantic lobster, but at a closer look, I think it could be a machine.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Steve,” Jeremy said. “It certainly doesn’t look like a war machine. It’s fat and slow. The claws are the only things that look dangerous.” 
 
    “If you had to describe how big this giant lobster thing is, Jeremy, what would you say?” Steve asked. 
 
    “I’d say it’s three or four times the size of a school bus, with arms and large pincers,” Jack said. “It doesn’t look dangerous. It moves like a large slug.” 
 
    “Given all the high-tech equipment we’ve seen, this doesn’t fit,” Jeremy said. 
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    They watched as several of these creatures made their way to the water’s edge and slithered into the orange water, where it was easy to see the monstrous beasts. As soon as the creatures were in the water, they shot up and down from one end to the other. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Jack asked, with eyes wide open. “They’re superfast once they get into the water.” 
 
    “I wonder what they’re called,” Jeremy said. 
 
    A soldier passing by heard Jeremy’s remark. “The aircraft are Oar-7s, and that sea monster over there is a Revilo [rēvīlō].” He went on his way. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Early the next morning, the team was escorted to the practice range. 
 
    It’s hard to tell what the weather is like looking up through the pale blue dome, but it looks like it might be overcast, Jesse thought as she entered the range. I think this will be our last day inside the dome. It’s too risky to stay. 
 
    They were issued three small boxes—one yellow, one blue, and one red—each about the size of a Milky Way candy bar. They were then led to the shooting range. 
 
    “This is our ammo?” Jack asked. 
 
    “There has to be more to it than this,” Caroline said. 
 
    “I have to go to the bathroom.” Matt ducked into a nearby men’s room. He went into a stall, closed the door, and pulled his knapsack out of his backpack and unfolded it. He laid the rifle and three small boxes on the floor and made a copy of them. He stuffed the copy into his knapsack, then folded the knapsack and shoved it into his backpack. 
 
    “You okay?” Jesse asked as Matt came out of the men’s room out of breath. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Matt responded. “I needed to take care of business.” He winked at Jesse. 
 
    A nearby Locals soldier saw the wink and confronted Matt. “Let me see your backpack.”  
 
    “Why?” Matt responded. 
 
    “Let me see your backpack,” the soldier said more forcefully. He grabbed Matt’s arm and swung him around. 
 
    Before anyone saw it coming, Steve hit the soldier and he went to the ground. Two Humongers grabbed Steve and hauled him off. Steve looked back at the others, and to their surprise, he smiled and winked. 
 
    “What’s he up to?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but he’s playing with fire,” Matt said. 
 
    “More like dynamite,” Jack added. 
 
    “Don’t worry about Steve,” Jeremy said. “He can take care of himself. Let’s see how these weapons work.” 
 
    They went to the range, where a Locals soldier showed them how to load the weapon. He laid the weapon on its side, revealing three small compartments with sliding covers. They were color coded yellow, blue, and red. “Don’t make a mistake,” the soldier said. “Open the yellow cover and pour all the beads from the yellow box into the magazine.” 
 
    They did as instructed. This was the rifle portion of the weapon. They expected to load eight or ten bullets. Instead, several hundred tiny yellow beads poured into the magazine. They repeated the same thing for the blue and red boxes. The beads in each case looked the same except for the color. 
 
    “You have two hundred rounds in each magazine,” the soldier said. “At the end of your practice, you must turn in any unused beads before leaving the range. The entire army from Gandoral will be in place in four days, and the battle begins in five. At that time, you’ll each receive ten boxes of each color. You can return to the range at any time for more practice.” He pointed to a switch near the trigger. “This switch changes the weapon from semiautomatic to fully automatic. He pointed to another switch near the trigger. “This switch changes the weapon from a rifle, top barrel, to a grenade launcher, middle barrel, and then to the bottom barrel where the weapon will shoot laser arrows.” He motioned for them to go and practice. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Steve was taken to a holding area for prisoners. 
 
    “So you’re a troublemaker, huh?” the Locals guard said. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t like to be pushed around,” Steve said. 
 
    “So you’re a troublemaker and a tough guy?” 
 
    “I can hold my own,” Steve said. 
 
    “Okay,” the soldier said. He pointed to four other prisoners, all gang members, and motioned for them to come forward. He threw half a dozen knives and two machetes into the middle of the floor. “This is a fight to the death. The winner becomes my right-hand man. Go!” 
 
    Showing off his speed, Steve quickly picked up a machete and a knife. Not in a killing mood, he dodged, moved, and defended himself. The four opponents became three, then two, and finally one. He was now faced with no choice but to fight for his life. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When the team got back to the barrack, Steve was sitting on his cot waiting for their return. 
 
    “What happened?” Jesse asked. “You look like you’ve been in a fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, actually a fight to the death,” Steve responded. 
 
    “To the death?” Matt asked. 
 
    Steve responded in a Schwarzenegger voice. “Yeah, but they were all bad. They put five of us up against each other. I won. I’ve been promoted from soldier to section leader of the Oakland Second Regulars. I got you into my section.” 
 
    “Are we staying here?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No, no, we’re not staying,” Jesse said emphatically. “We’ll be out of here by the end of the day.” She began attending to Steve’s multiple injuries. “Did you use your powers during the fight?” 
 
    “No. Well, maybe my speed a little.” Steve grinned. 
 
    “We need to get back to Travis and report what we’ve learned,” Caroline said. “General Wisecoff needs to know as much as possible so that the decisions he makes in the next few days are the right ones. How are we going to get out of here?”  
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Two deer had been dressed and were hanging from a beam attached to the cabin. An empty hook waited for a third deer. 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow will be our lucky day,” Sammy said. “I think out best chance is the Susanne Ravine.” 
 
    Gary laughed. “You can’t help yourself, can you? You like to make a kill there because the ravine is named after your ex-wife. You are officially sick.” 
 
    “Look on the horizon,” Johnny said. “Two more F-18s. They’re headed straight this way.” 
 
    They heard a strange, low-pitched hum coming from the opposite direction. When they turned to look, they saw an Oar-7 flying directly over them. It stopped only a thousand feet straight above the cabin. 
 
    Gary ran into the cabin and returned with two boxes of ammo and his 30.06 hunting rifle. 
 
    The two F-18s fired rockets at the Oar-7, but the rockets exploded before hitting the Oar-7. Two laser beams shot from the Oar-7, instantly exploding the F-18s. Both planes went down, and the hunters could see two parachutes in the distance. 
 
    Gary began firing his rifle, one round after another, as fast as he could. The Oar-7 turned, and with a blast of its cannon, fire erupted. The cabin and the 4x4 Jeep were destroyed. Luckily, the three hunters were thrown into the undergrowth with minor cuts and bruises. 
 
    “What was that?” Sammy asked. 
 
    “That looked like a flying saucer,” Gary said as he got to his feet. 
 
    “What!” Johnny exclaimed. 
 
    “Gather whatever you can,” Gary said as he picked up a burned and dented canteen. “We’ve got a long walk ahead of us. We’re heading home. We’re being invaded by aliens.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The sun was setting behind the hills across the San Francisco Bay. The overcast skies had cleared enough to produce a spectacular sunset. Because the team was looking through the pale blue dome, the colors were changed from the typical yellows, oranges, and reds to shades of green. 
 
    “Wow, that must be a great sunset,” Caroline said. 
 
    A few hours later, the team huddled in the corner of their large tent. No one else was paying any attention to them. 
 
    “The curfew is in place,” Jeremy said. “There shouldn’t be anyone out and about except the Humongers. We should go now.” 
 
    “But the curfew is on,” Jack said. “We can’t go out now, right? They’ve said they’ll shoot on sight, no exceptions.” 
 
    “Now’s the right time,” Jesse said. “Gather up everything and pack your backpacks.” 
 
    Once they were all ready, they put on their backpacks. 
 
    Slatel came slowly out of the ground right next to Jack. Jack jumped. 
 
    Steve laughed. 
 
    “Sorry,” Slatel said, “I came up slowly so I wouldn’t scare you. I have found nothing underground except the pipe that extends from the tower in the center of the dome down to the bottom. It’s actually a sphere, not a dome. it looks like a dome from on top.” 
 
    “We’re ready to go, hold hands,” Jesse instructed. “Remember, you’ll be invisible, but they can still hear you and kill you, so you must be careful and quiet.” She closed her eyes, and the seven disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
Outgunned 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Haven?” Caroline asked. “She was supposed to wait for us right here.” 
 
    “I thought she left before we got up the other morning,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “She did, but not before I got up,” Caroline said. “She said she needed to do something, but would wait for us here.” 
 
    “We’ll find her,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Let her go,” Steve said. “She was alone before we found her. She’ll be okay now.” 
 
    Jesse looked at Steve with disdain. “We need to find her.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Steve insisted. “We have a lot to do and not much time. We’re not babysitters. Let her go.” 
 
    “No,” Jesse said. “We’re not leaving her behind.” 
 
    Just then Haven came out from between two buildings and ran to Caroline. They embraced. 
 
    Jesse turned to Steve. “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” Caroline signed. 
 
    Haven signed back. “Oh, I ran into a rosebush.” 
 
    Steve took an interest in the two knives on Haven’s back. “Where’d you get these?” he asked, reaching for one. 
 
    Haven knocked his hand away and looked at him with contempt. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Caroline signed. 
 
    “My dojo,” Haven signed. “I went to get my weapons. If I’m going to be part of the team, I need to be ready to fight with the team.” 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” Jesse said. 
 
    With a short hug, all Haven’s scratches disappeared. They returned to the stadium and boarded the V-22 Osprey. When Matt waved the Wand of Cetrekap over the team, their clothes changed from the Locals uniforms back to the team uniforms, and all the tattoos disappeared. They headed for Travis Air Force Base. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It was midnight by the time they reached the base, which was bustling with activity. They carried their knapsacks over their shoulders. They had gotten into the habit of stowing everything inside the knapsacks, including their weapons, Jesse’s map, and Jeremy’s scroll, partly because the relatively small bags were pretty much ignored by everyone. 
 
    Five officers exited the Central Command building just as the Alpha-6 team was about to enter. They went inside and were met by two soldiers barring them from going any farther. 
 
    Steve had no patience at this point. Before the soldiers could react, he grabbed their weapons out of their hands, passed them to Matt and Jeremy, and, using a few karate moves, knocked both soldiers to the ground. 
 
    The noise brought General Wisecoff out of the inner office. “This behavior is unacceptable. I’ll have you thrown in the brig if you continue to accost my men.” 
 
    “You need to give complete authority across the board to the Alpha-6 team,” Caroline said. “We need unfettered access to any and all resources.” 
 
    “That’s not happening,” the general said. 
 
    “With all due respect, General, you have no idea what you’re facing,” Jack said. “The Alpha-6 team will be a central element to the success of fighting against the alien forces. If you want to win the war, you must give us access and you must listen to our recommendations.” 
 
    “We were sent here by General Small,” Caroline said. “It’s by his authority the Alpha-6 team was created. He created the team to advise the war effort. We were sent here to Travis to help you.” 
 
    “Captain Strong, I understand your enthusiasm for your team.” The general sighed deeply and continued. “We’ve already taken significant losses. General Small and all of his men were attacked yesterday and were completely wiped out. All the marines at Miramar were also attacked and wiped out.” 
 
    “What about the other locations?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Where we haven’t taken an aggressive posture against them, they seem to be satisfied with just waiting for something.” The general motioned for the team to follow him into the war room. “I’ve given orders to stand down. We’re setting up defense perimeters around all the domes, being sure to keep our distance so as not to provoke the aliens.” 
 
    Matt looked at the rest of the team and then at the general. “The battle begins sometime in the morning on Wednesday. That gives you four days to get ready.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to compete with the Torron army unless the team can figure out a way to lower their shields,” Jeremy said. “In order for us to figure this out, we need to be able to go anywhere at any time. We need full access to all of your resources.” 
 
    The general looked at Caroline. “You know I can’t do that.” He pointed at the Alliance. “These kids aren’t old enough to enlist. I can’t authorize your request.” 
 
    “Then who can?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “The defense secretary and the president,” General Wisecoff said. 
 
    “Then ask them,” Steve said. “Now! Get them on the phone and get them to approve our request.” 
 
    “That’s more of a demand than a request,” the general said. 
 
    “Do you want to win or lose?” Steve said. “Their Locals army is being trained on futuristic weapons. Your ground troops won’t have a chance.” 
 
    “How do you know the war will begin on Wednesday and what their weapons look like?” the general asked. 
 
    “We went inside the dome in Oakland,” Caroline said. 
 
    “You were inside the dome?” the general said with a look of doubt on his face. He rubbed his forehead. “How did you get inside the dome? What’s inside? How many soldiers do they have? What do their weapons look like?” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Steve said. “Slow down, cowboy. One at a time.” 
 
    “We’re not answering any more questions until you authorize our team,” Caroline said. “We need full cooperation and authority.” 
 
    “Captain, you know I can’t give you that without some kind of proof,” General Wisecoff said as he sat down at his desk. “You have to give me something.” 
 
    “Here, I have something you can look at,” Matt said as he took his knapsack off his shoulder. He searched the small sack as if there were a hundred things inside. “Aha! Here they are.” He pulled out six boxes. He put three back and laid three in front of the general. “Open one of the boxes.” 
 
    The general did so. “Okay, lots of tiny yellow beads.” 
 
    “Yes, there are two hundred beads in each box: yellow, blue, and red,” Matt confirmed. He reached into his knapsack again and this time pulled out the Torron army weapon. 
 
    The general watched wide-eyed. 
 
    Matt pointed to the three chambers on the side of the weapon. “The beads go into the three magazines. The yellow magazine loads the top barrel. It shoots bullets. The tiny yellow beads automatically load into the chamber, and there they’re transformed into bullets. The blue beads load into the chamber of the second barrel and become powerful grenades. The red beads load into the third chamber and become high-powered laser arrows. The weapon can be fired as semiautomatic or fully automatic. When the war starts, each of the Torron soldiers, including the Locals, will be issued ten boxes of each color. Get someone to test this weapon. You’ll quickly see we’ll be outgunned.” 
 
    The general called in his most experienced weapons expert and handed him the weapon and the three boxes of ammo. “I want to see this weapon in action.” 
 
    The Alpha-6 team followed the general to the practice range. Jeremy showed the soldier how to load and fire the weapon and then handed it to him. 
 
    The setup of the practice range was fairly simple. There were targets set up at varying distances. Behind them was a dirt wall, and to the right was a twenty-foot-tall concrete wall. In front of the wall were several vehicles used as targets. Beyond the range was a small hill. 
 
    “There’s no recoil,” Jeremy said. “You’ll be able to train the weapon on your target without the interruption of a kickback.” 
 
    The soldier first fired the rifle. After only a few shots, he went to fully automatic and annihilated three targets. He moved to the grenades, and with only a few rounds, destroyed an old tank that was there. Four of the grenades missed the tank and hit the concrete wall, taking out a four-foot section. When he switched to the laser arrows, he aimed at the wall. They embedded themselves eight inches, and once there, they glowed bright orange and exploded, leaving four-foot gaping holes in the six-foot-thick concrete. 
 
    The general examined the weapon. “So this is standard issue for the aliens?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jeremy confirmed. “Like Steve said, we’ll be outgunned.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “You gave them the weapon and the ammo,” Steve said. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “They needed to see what they’re up against,” Matt said. “And he needed something solid to go to the president with. We need to have their full attention as the war starts or there will be major loss of life. Besides, I made a copy for myself. I still have ammo and a weapon in my knapsack.” 
 
    “Well, upward of two battalions have already been lost if General Small and the marines at Miramar have been wiped out,” Caroline said. 
 
    “Two battalions?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “As many as two thousand soldiers,” Caroline said quietly. “Haven wants to know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Tell her everything,” Jesse said. “If she’s going to tag along, she needs to know.” 
 
    Caroline signed an explanation to Haven, and when she told her about the soldiers dying, Haven began to cry. Jesse put her arm around her. 
 
    Matt laid three small boxes on the floor of the barrack. He laid the weapon on the floor next to the boxes and made copies for all of the team members. Then he separated the yellow, blue, and red boxes and made enough copies so that each team member had ten of each color. “This should keep us safe for now,” he said. “In the morning, we’ll see what the decision is.” 
 
    “Can you copy the weapons and ammo for the troops?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Matt said. 
 
    “We need leverage,” Steve added. He looked at Caroline and Jack. “You know as well as we do that they won’t give us free rein. To them, we’re ‘just’ teenagers. They have no idea what they’re about to face and how we can help.” 
 
    “But we have to get the weapons into their hands right away,” Jack said. “It takes time to distribute and train on them. Tomorrow is Saturday. If the war is to start on Wednesday, that gives us only four days to get the weapons in the hands of our troops.” 
 
    “We need to get some sleep,” Jeremy said. “Tomorrow will be a busy day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
Pirate’s Cove 
 
      
 
    They’re not going to listen to us, Jesse thought as she walked outside of the barrack. Like Steve said, we’re teenagers. Steve was pretty animated this morning. He’s a risk-taker. Jesse was surprised that Caroline almost agreed with him. I’m not so sure we should go it alone. And Matt, he wants us all to have the new weapons strapped over our shoulders, just to make a point. 
 
    “You’re thinking again,” Jeremy said as he punched Jesse lightly on the shoulder. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “What do you think of Steve’s idea?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “We both know he’s a hothead, but this time he might be right,” Jeremy said as the rest of the team came out of the barrack. 
 
    “That’s a new one,” Steve said with a big smile. “So this time I might be right.” 
 
    “Bathe in the sunshine of approval, buddy,” Matt said. “It doesn’t come your way often.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, they were standing in front of the general with the new weapons strapped to their backs. 
 
    “I’ve been relieved of duty,” General Wisecoff said. “Apparently my impassioned plea for your request cast a dark shadow over my psychological stability. I’m being replaced by tomorrow morning. In the meantime, I’ve been ordered to escort the Alpha-6 team off the base and strip you of all weapons.” 
 
    “General,” Caroline began. 
 
    “No, Captain Strong!” The general put up his hand to stop her from talking. He looked a little devious. “You’ll be escorted off the base at nineteen hundred hours. You will leave all weapons behind. In the meantime, carry on with your normal duties.” 
 
    Caroline started to say something, but the general put up his hand to stop her. 
 
    “Dismissed!” 
 
    As they left the office, a colonel followed close behind. 
 
    “That was strange,” Jack said quietly as they walked away. 
 
    They heard a voice from behind. “I’m Colonel Smith. The general has asked me to help you before you leave tonight.” Of average height and weight and in his late forties, Smith walked and talked like a guy with high energy waiting to explode. “He suspects you’ll be needing supplies for your journeys. He also expects you might decide to leave before nineteen hundred hours, so he’s asked me to help you with anything you need. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We had a feeling he couldn’t support our request,” Caroline said, “but we didn’t mean for him to lose his command.” 
 
    “Once another general sees what he has seen, he’ll be vindicated,” Colonel Smith said. “He’s not worried. What do you need?” 
 
    “We have two objectives today,” Matt said. “First, we need to get the Osprey fueled and supplied. We need all weapon systems loaded and ready, as well as food and medical supplies on board.” 
 
    “And second?” the colonel asked. 
 
    “I need to supply you with weapons, lots of weapons,” Matt said. “It’ll take most of the day. I’ll need your complete logistics crew here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Done.” The colonel left and was back in two minutes. “You work with Master Sergeant Barr. I’ll go with the others to prepare the V-22.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan,” Matt began. “I need you to build two wooden crates, one for ammo and one for weapons.” 
 
    Matt took his weapon from over his shoulder and laid it on the ground in front of the twenty or so airmen waiting to help. He made a copy, and two weapons lay on the ground. The airmen gasped. He copied again, and there were four. The airmen started to clap and cheer. He copied again, and there were eight. Once there were thirty-two, he stopped. 
 
    “I need you to create a wooden crate to hold an appropriate number of these weapons,” Matt said. “I want the crate to be sturdy for shipment, and once loaded with the weapons, light enough for easy handling. Take the weapons and create the crate.” 
 
    Half a dozen airmen grabbed the guns and left. 
 
    “Now I need a simple crate created to hold the ammo,” Matt said as he started to copy the small yellow box. Once he got to 256, he stopped. “Create a shipping container that will hold these boxes. Make sure it will be easily shipped and handled. When you return, bring three cans of spray paint: yellow, blue, and red.” 
 
    Another half a dozen airman gathered up the yellow boxes and left. 
 
    “I’ll need one sturdy pallet and a forklift,” Matt said. 
 
    The remaining airmen scurried off. 
 
    While they were gone, he created 256 blue boxes and 256 red boxes. The airmen brought a pallet, and Matt copied the pallet three times. It only took half an hour to get the small crate back. It was packed with four across, twelve down, and four deep, for a total of 192 boxes per crate. 
 
    Matt had them dump the boxes out on the ground and created three duplicate crates and had them painted yellow, blue, and red. They packed the crates with the colored boxes. 
 
    Matt started with the yellow crate. He created forty crates and had them stacked on one of the pallets. Once the yellow pallet was loaded and strapped down, he did the same for blue and red. He had the forklift move the three pallets next to each other. Matt climbed on top of a nearby Humvee to get a better look, and Matt doubled the three pallets to six and then to twelve. He had them stacked and continued doubling until there were 12,288 pallets. 
 
    The crate with the weapons inside was waiting when Matt came down from the Humvee. They were able to put ten weapons per crate. The routine was set. Matt began copying crates of weapons, and twelve crates were stacked onto a pallet and tied down. Matt doubled the pallets sixteen times and finished with 12,288 pallets. 
 
    “Chief Master Sergeant Barr, get these distributed to all of the military at the thirteen domes,” Matt said. “They need to be there tomorrow to allow for training.” Then he created another pile of weapons and ammo for Travis AFB. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It’s six thirty, Jesse thought. We have to leave before seven. We just made it. The trip might be a waste of time, but they had to try every option. If Torron attacks before we’re ready, we may never recover. 
 
    Caroline turned to Jeremy, who was sitting in the copilot’s seat. “Why are we going to Seattle?” 
 
    “We want to look up an old friend,” Jeremy said. “Actually, we want to look up his family. We knew him from Africa back in 1865. I’m sure he’s dead by now, but his family might still be there.” 
 
    “Who is it?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Mr. Hill,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “T-Bone!” Steve yelled from the back. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I know, I know,” Jeremy said. “I’m looking it up on my iPhone. There are a thousand Hills in Seattle, but there’s a restaurant named Pirate’s Cove. I looked it up on the Internet and found that the restaurant chain is the oldest in Seattle, established in 1867. It’s over a hundred fifty years old.” 
 
    “That’s two years after we left T-Bone in Africa,” Matt said. “He said he would open a restaurant when he got there. That must be his.” 
 
    “The restaurant has six locations around Seattle and is privately owned by the Hill family of Woodinville, Washington,” Jeremy added. “It looks like their corporate offices are at that location in Woodinville.” 
 
    “There must be a shopping center in Woodinville,” Caroline said. “I’ll have a Humvee waiting for us there.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
The Alliance Dies Tonight 
 
      
 
    It was nine thirty and after store hours when the Osprey landed in the Woodgate Mall’s parking lot. The main headquarters for Pirate’s Cove was only a couple of blocks away from the mall. 
 
    The look of the Pirate’s Cove began in the parking lot. Light posts, guardrails, flags, and the building itself all looked like a pirate’s cove. Even the pirate flag was a copy of the one Captain Greyhawk flew over the cove on Four Peaks Island. 
 
    The restaurant was busy. The line at the door proved the success of the establishment. It was no surprise the décor on the inside was as authentic as that on the outside. The big surprise was the four life-size pirate statues in the entryway. Although dressed like pirates, they were exact replicas of the Alliance. 
 
    “Well, we’ve come to the right place,” Jesse said, seeing the statues. 
 
    “They’re here,” announced the hostess. She picked up the phone and made a call. “Mr. Hill will be here in fifteen minutes. He’s been waiting for you. Please follow me.” She led them to a room at the rear of the restaurant reserved for private parties. “I’ll get the food and drink.” Without taking an order, she turned and left. 
 
    Surprised, Jesse said, “Look at this.” 
 
    A steady line of waiters and waitresses started loading the three tables lining the walls with everything on the menu. An assortment of drinks was set up on a fourth table. 
 
    “How did you get this ready so fast?” Jeremy asked one of the waitresses. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Hill placed the order half an hour ago,” the waitress answered. 
 
    “Please help yourself,” the hostess said. “Mr. Hill will be disappointed if you don’t eat while you wait. He’s told us you have little time and must make the most of every minute.” 
 
    Caroline was busy signing to Haven while they ate. Steve and Jack were having an intense conversation, and Matt, Jeremy, and Jesse sat quietly in the corner of the room. All were eating a great meal. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Jesse said. “I don’t believe my eyes.” She jumped up from the table and ran to the door. “I was about to say you haven’t aged a bit, but you’ve always looked old. No offence.” 
 
    “None taken,” T-Bone said. His wrinkled, sunbaked skin hadn’t changed, and he was still a little on the chubby side, with a salt-and-pepper short-cropped beard and hair pulled back in a ponytail. 
 
    Jesse gave T-Bone a big hug and held on to him. 
 
    “That was great,” T-Bone said. “Thanks for the hug. I haven’t felt this good in years.” 
 
    Slatel followed T-Bone into the room. 
 
    “You haven’t aged a bit in the last hundred fifty years,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Yeah, that makes me more than four hundred years old,” T-Bone said. “I’ve lost track.” 
 
    “When you were in Africa, you had no potions or elixirs,” Steve said. “How did you stay alive?” 
 
    “Good question. I knew Torron wouldn’t let me bring all of my notes, formulas, and elixirs with me to Africa, so long before the war in Africa started, I made copies of everything, including samples of all the elixirs and potions. I placed them in a false bottom of several rum kegs. The kegs were sent to Africa as part of the army supplies. Once the rum ran out, the kegs were tossed in a pile of trash and left behind when the Torron army left. Luckily, I recovered them after you left. I continued to use the life-extending elixir, so . . . here I am.” 
 
    “How did you know we were coming?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Slatel found me today around noon,” T-Bone said. “I have a private airstrip at my compound and have radar available. Once I spotted you on the radar, I called in the order. Do you like the food?” 
 
    “It’s great,” Matt said. “It tastes somewhat familiar.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the same recipe I’ve been making since I was on the Charlotte with Captain Forthnight,” he said with pride. 
 
    “I hate to break up the reunion, but we have pressing business to take care of,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “We didn’t know what to expect when we came here,” Matt said. “Our hope was that maybe, just maybe, your expertise had been passed down from generation to generation. And if so, just maybe your family could help us defeat Torron. To find you here gives us great hope. She’s here to win. She has new technology, new weapons, and a huge army.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been watching on Fox News,” T-Bone said. “Nothing penetrates the domes, and when the domes are attacked, the result is catastrophic for the US forces.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We found them!” General Haflyf exclaimed as he barged into the queen’s private quarters. “They’ve flown back into the Seattle area. They landed a few minutes ago in a little town east of Seattle. We sent six Nectorians to check on them. The report will be back here in a few minutes.” 
 
    “That’s real good news,” Torron said as she walked out of her bubble bath. Her clothes replaced the bubbles, and she motioned for them to go. “We’ll watch the attack in the Mega-Crystal. We must defeat the Alliance before the war begins. If we’re successful, there will be nothing to stop us. I will rule over Earth.” 
 
    They entered the control room, and the queen sat down on her throne to watch. 
 
    “The Nectorians have reported,” the general informed the queen. “The Alliance and several others entered a compound in a Humvee about an hour ago. The compound is on the north side of a small town. They’re currently in the mansion located in the center of the compound. Only one of the six Nectorians returned. The other five are still there. If there’s any change, they’ll report it.” 
 
    “Send three Oar-7s and completely destroy the entire compound,” Torron said. “I want nothing left standing. Nothing! The Alliance dies tonight.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    An airman burst into General Wisecoff’s office at Travis AFB. “Sir, we have activity at the dome. The one at the lake. There’s major movement inside.” 
 
    “Send up ten F-18s, have them stay five miles from the dome, and let’s see what happens,” the general said. “Do not engage unless ordered. I want four drones up. Keep them over the dome so we can watch the action.” 
 
    They quickly went to the command center. 
 
    “The four reconnaissance drone pictures are on the big screen,” one of the airmen said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It was 1:00 a.m., and the F-18s were patiently circling about five miles away from the dome. The small drones hovered a thousand feet above the top of the dome, which was two miles high. 
 
    The pale blue dome was lit up by the light within. Two red arcs of light appeared on the north side of the dome, about a hundred feet long. The lower one was curved upward, like a smile; the higher one was curved downward, like a frown. The two arcs began to move toward each other until the tips of the arcs touched. The shape created by the two lines turned deep blue. Three Oar-7s flew through the deep blue opening. Three of the F-18s engaged the Oar-7s. There was a short dogfight at first, with both sides dodging and flying around as they tried to take each other out. 
 
    One of the F-18s got one of the Oar-7s in its sights and launched a missile. Right on target, it exploded, and the Oar-7 was engulfed in a huge ball of fire and smoke, but an instant later it came out of the burning cloud unscathed. All three Oar-7s shot north at supersonic speeds. As they left the area, a pale blue translucent barrier surrounded each of them. Another barrier formed behind the Oar-7s—a pale blue wall that followed them. All six F-18s turned to follow the Oar-7s. The first F-18 to hit the barrier exploded in a ball of fire as it crashed into what seemed to be a solid wall. The other planes either turned straight up or to the side and narrowly missed hitting the barrier. 
 
    “The barrier is about a mile in diameter,” one pilot reported. “We can go around it and catch them on the other side.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “The military thinks they’re fighting against another conventional army,” Jeremy said. “They’re not. They aren’t listening to us at all.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say they don’t understand,” Caroline said. “They know they’re fighting aliens from another planet. They also know their technology is much more advanced than ours.” 
 
    “Yes, but they refuse to listen to us,” Steve said. “They’re a bunch of idiots. We know Torron, and we will be the ones to figure out how to defeat her.” 
 
    “Patience,” Jack said. “Together we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Patience? We don’t have time for patience. It’s after midnight Saturday night, and they will attack on Wednesday. That gives us only three days to get ready.” Steve grew quite animated. 
 
    “Calm down, Steve,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Steve shoved Jeremy into the nearby couch. “We’ve been too patient. It’s time for action. We need to move now.” 
 
    A blaring alarm began to sound. 
 
    T-Bone jumped to his feet. “Quick, no questions. Follow me.” 
 
    They ran down a hallway to a set of stairs leading down. Other people in the house were also hurrying down the stairs. At the bottom, they all filed into an elevator. The elevator had handrails around the walls and four posts going from floor to ceiling in the middle. 
 
    Once they were all in, T-Bone asked, “Is anyone missing?” 
 
    “The staff is all here.” 
 
    “The family is all here.” 
 
    “Hold tight to a pole or rail,” T-Bone said. He pushed the down button, the doors closed, and the elevator dropped like a rock for several seconds and then slowed to a stop and the doors opened. 
 
    They stepped out into a forty-foot-square room. It was a simple bomb shelter, with kitchen, beds, and living space all in one room. A second room held food and supplies. 
 
    Before they could ask a question, they heard explosions from above. The bomb shelter shook violently, and dust fell from the ceiling. The explosions and rumblings lasted about fifteen minutes. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The five remaining F-18s raced to catch up to the three Oar-7s. As they came over a hill, they could see the three Oar-7s hovering over the Hill compound. They were destroying the compound from three sides. The F-18s attacked the three Oar-7s. There was no contest. Two of the Oar-7s continued to blast the compound while the third attacked the five F-18s. The Oar-7 raised up high in the sky and hovered there. The incoming barrage of missile and gunfire from the F-18s exploded on the surface of the Oar-7. It spun around, and as each of the attacking F-18s came into view, it shot a single laser beam and, one at a time, brought all five down. The devastation ended, and the three Oar-7s shot south and out of sight, breaking the sound barrier. Three sonic booms shook the ground below. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A pilot from one of the OAR-7s, along with a Nectorian, entered the queen’s control room. 
 
    “What is your report?” the queen asked. 
 
    “We watched the compound from the time the Alliance entered until the Oar-7s arrived,” the Nectorian reported. “The Alliance was in the compound when we hit them.” 
 
    “The compound was completely leveled,” the pilot reported. “Nothing escaped.” 
 
    “You’re sure you killed the Alliance?” the queen asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the Nectorian said. “We watched the area in and around the compound for any movement until the sun came up. Nothing survived.” 
 
    Pleased, the queen smiled and walked back to her personal quarters. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Then there was silence. 
 
    “You do bring destruction in your wings, my friends,” T-Bone said. “We’re one hundred feet below the surface. We’re safe here for now.” 
 
    “The alarm?” asked Jeremy. 
 
    “I had it put in when I built this place and have upgraded it several times over the years. It was set to sound if incoming aircraft were heading directly at this compound. It was designed to give about a two-minute warning.” 
 
    “What happened up above?” Haven signed to Caroline. 
 
    T-Bone looked at Haven and signed back. “The compound was destroyed by Torron. She must have found out the Alliance was here.” 
 
    “Alliance?” Haven signed. 
 
    Caroline signed back to Haven and explained who the Alliance was and how important they were to the battle that would start on Wednesday. 
 
    “Follow me,” T-Bone said and led them to another room. He sat at a control console and brought up a screen. “I have drones on the roof of my restaurant. I’ll fly one over the compound to see what’s happening.” 
 
    They watched as the drone lifted off and soon flew over the devastated compound. There was nothing left, not even the outer walls. Everything had been leveled. Only small fires remained. 
 
    “Well, that was more destructive than I thought it would be,” T-Bone said, rubbing the gray beard on his chin. 
 
    “You expected this to happen?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yes, I knew you would eventually find your way here, and Torron might find that out,” T-Bone said. “If she did, she would level the compound in order to kill the Alliance. I’ve planned for this scenario for a hundred and fifty years. I knew you would come, and I knew Torron would try to kill you. It was a lucky guess that it would happen right here. But like all good Boy Scouts, I was prepared. Once her black clouds began to bring her army, my family and staff have practiced getting down here every day.” 
 
    “This must have cost a fortune, and now you’ve lost your compound,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m wealthy because of this.” T-Bone walked to a wall full of pictures and pointed to one frame on the wall. “This is the note Steve slipped to me before you left Africa.” 
 
    The simple frame held an aged and weathered note behind glass. The note read as follows: 
 
      
 
    Invest in the following companies—Westinghouse, General Electric, Microsoft, Apple, Google, and Amazon 
 
      
 
    “You gave T-Bone this list?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I figured if he made it to Seattle, his family could invest when the companies first got started,” Steve said. “Who knows, maybe they could get a head start.” He gave T-Bone a high five. 
 
    “What now?” asked Caroline. 
 
    “We wait until just before dawn,” T-Bone said. “By then, Torron’s people will be gone, and we can get to the surface. Don’t worry. We’re not stuck down here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
Four Hundred Years Old 
 
      
 
    “This tunnel is two miles long,” T-Bone said. “It ends right below my restaurant. I’ve built a complete home and lab beneath the restaurant.” 
 
    They were riding on golf carts through a well-lit tunnel. It took less than ten minutes to make the trip. An elevator took them to the lab. 
 
    “This is where I spend most of my time,” T-Bone said. “I’ve been preparing for your arrival ever since I came to Seattle in the summer of 1867. I believe I’ve got everything ready.” 
 
    This is spectacular, Jesse thought as she looked around. The room has to be at least a hundred feet square with twelve-foot ceilings. At one end was a chemistry lab, in the middle was a physics lab, and at the far end was a medical lab. 
 
    “I have all the comforts of home upstairs and all the comforts of my hobbies down here,” T-Bone said. 
 
    “Hobbies?” Caroline said. “This looks like a place of business to me.” 
 
    “Well, it’s taken a hundred and sixty years to get it to this state.” T-Bone smiled. 
 
    Haven started signing to T-Bone. “How old are you?” 
 
    T-Bone signed back and said out loud, “I was born in 1610, so that would make me about four hundred years old, give or take a few years.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Haven signed. 
 
    “One thing I learned from Queen Torron is how to make a potion that stops aging,” T-Bone said out loud and signed. “That’s why she doesn’t age, and why those she likes don’t age. I’ve kept myself from aging only to help the Alliance when they return. Once the queen is defeated, I’ll stop taking the potion and will destroy its formula. One might think living forever would be a blessing. It’s not. It’s a curse. God didn’t intend for this life to be forever. He intended for us to come here, be tested for worthiness, and return to him.” 
 
    “Only the worthy ones will return to him?” Haven signed. 
 
    “No, we all return to him. We’ll all see his face again. The real question is not, ‘Will we see him again?’ The real question is, ‘What reward do we have waiting for us when we get there?’ He’s said that there are many mansions in heaven waiting for us. The question each of us must ask is, ‘Have I lived worthy of a mansion in heaven?’ Only you will know the answer to that question. It’s between you and your God.” 
 
    “All right,” Steve interrupted. “Enough of the religious stuff. We have a war to win. What do you have for us?” 
 
    The tour of the lab took an hour or so. 
 
    He’s created the same lab he had on Gandoral, Jesse thought. The difference is this lab has more detail, better organization, and more modern equipment. 
 
    “I’m still trying to bring the dead back to life.” T-Bone seemed a little perplexed. “I suppose it’s the same issue as living forever. It doesn’t fit God’s plan, so I guess it’s not possible.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Steve said under his breath. “Dead is dead.” 
 
    T-Bone went into the other room while Alpha-6 continued to look around. 
 
    “We’re screwed,” Steve whispered to Jesse. “He has no idea about the technology Torron has developed. All he has are elixirs and potions that will do nothing to help us. He has potions to drink that change the color of your hair and the color of your skin. He has elixirs that when added to food, help you have a clear mind and one that changes the color of your eyes. I think he even has Love Potion Number Nine. I thought he would have some real solutions.” 
 
    “I’m a little disappointed too,” Jesse said. “I’ve looked at every bottle, jar, and test tube he has. There are hundreds of potions and elixirs. There must be something we can use.” 
 
    “He can get rid of your zits, but not Torron,” Steve said sarcastically. 
 
    “We need to get back to Travis,” Caroline said. “The best way to help is to advise the military and help them.” 
 
    “Remember,” Jeremy said. “Torron believes we’re dead. That could give us an advantage.” 
 
    “Okay, but how do we take advantage of that?” Steve asked. “Her technology seems to be much more advanced than ours. We don’t have a chance.” 
 
    “I would agree,” Matt said. “But we also know that her advanced technology relies to a certain extent on her magic. It’s our job to figure out the connection.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The V-22 lifted off from the parking lot of the mall as the sun was coming up in the distance. The sunrise was spectacular. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” Matt asked. 
 
    “We’ve been ordered back to Travis,” Caroline answered. 
 
    “We should be trying to get to Torron before the battle begins,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “We know that Torron is inside the dome at the lake,” Jesse added. “Take us there and drop us off.” 
 
    “I have to follow orders,” Caroline said. “When we reach Travis, you can make your case to General Wisecoff. I have my orders.” 
 
    “I thought you were on our team,” Steve said. “You’re not. What about you, Jack? Are you on our team?” 
 
    “Like the captain, I have to follow orders,” Jack confirmed. “We’re on your team, but we’re also in the military and must follow orders.” 
 
    “After all you’ve learned, you still believe the military is the best solution?” Jeremy said. “You’re delusional.” 
 
    “Listen, we’ll be at Travis in a couple of hours,” Caroline said. “I know you need to get to Torron. I’ll back you up with whatever plan you come up with. We need to get the general on the same page we’re on.” 
 
    “Okay, but we’re running out of time,” Jeremy said. “If the war starts before we get to Torron, a lot of people will die and there will be a lot of destruction.” 
 
    Steve was clearly ticked off. “You had better get out of our way.” 
 
    “Steve.” Jesse put her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s give the general one more chance. We would be better off if the military was on the same page as we are, right?” 
 
    Steve sat back in his seat, closed his eyes, and shook his head. “We’re wasting valuable time,” he muttered. Then he opened his eyes as something occurred to him. “I thought Wisecoff was being relieved of his command.” 
 
    Caroline nodded. “So did I. I guess the president had a change of heart.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Alpha-6 team sat patiently along the wall in the control room watching military personnel scurrying from one place to another. Haven was glued to Caroline. The large table in the middle of the room now had a huge map of the West Coast of the United States spread out on it. On the map were thirteen blue domes covering the thirteen locations where the Torron army had been deployed. Spread out all over the map were small flags of different colors representing the US military. There were twenty or so small ships representing the navy sitting in various locations along the coast. Some were submarines. 
 
    “This is madness,” Jeremy said to Matt. “They can’t really think they have a chance against Torron, can they?” 
 
    Steve shook his head and sighed. “They don’t get it.” 
 
    General Wisecoff finally broke away from the planning and approached the Alpha-6 team. “I have a couple of minutes. What do you have for me?” He led them to his office. 
 
    Caroline took Haven aside and signed the conversation to her. 
 
    The general looked at Haven. “You look like a real warrior.” 
 
    Haven smiled. 
 
    “As you know, the battle starts on Wednesday,” Jesse said. “That’s day after tomorrow. We need to learn more about Torron’s plan and what new magic she’s brought with her.” 
 
    “Have you had any luck attacking the domes?” Matt asked. 
 
    “No, every time we try to get close, they attack with brutal force,” the general said. “None of our missiles can penetrate the domes.” 
 
    “So the missiles don’t have any effect?” Steve asked. 
 
    “We’ve hit them with everything except nukes,” the general confirmed. “The domes are in the middle of our cities, so hitting them with nukes is out of the question. We believe they’re using the domes to protect themselves while their army is getting put in place. If they had no fear of an attack, they wouldn’t have needed the domes. They would have attacked us right out of the sky.” 
 
    “You’ve faced their aircraft, haven’t you?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Yes, and they’re protected by the same force that’s protecting the domes,” the general answered. “We have to bring down the protective shields or we’ll have little or no chance of defeating them.” 
 
    “We’ve been telling you that since we first met,” Steve said sarcastically. “You think you know it all . . . you don’t. We know Torron better than anyone.” 
 
    Matt stepped in. “We know that without our help, you won’t be able to defeat her army. Okay, I said it. You can’t defeat her army. We . . .” He pointed to the Alliance. “We must defeat the evil queen of the Underworld, Torron. Our only hope is to either drive her back to Gandoral where she came from or kill her. We’ve found it to be difficult to kill her, so pushing her and her army back to Gandoral is our best option.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m listening,” General Wisecoff said. “How do we send her back to where she came from?” He looked straight at Matt. 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” Matt started to explain. “Each time we face the queen is different. The only consistent thing is that we sent her back to Gandoral each time, but each time was different.” 
 
    “I’m a little confused,” the general said. “You want me to listen to you, but you have nothing to say. Do I have that right?” 
 
    Matt said “yes” and Jeremy said “no.” 
 
    “Which is it?” the general asked. He pointed at Matt. “You go first.” 
 
    “It’s yes because we need you to listen to us as we learn what to do,” Matt said. 
 
    “And no because we need you to let us do what we do,” Jeremy explained. “We have to get to the queen. We can only do this if you give us our freedom to move around. The Alpha-6 team was a great idea. Caroline and Jack can help us when we need it and make sure that communication lines stay open between all of us.” 
 
    “We believe you haven’t fully recognized what you’re facing,” Jesse said. “You’re building up a conventional warfare defense against an unconventional enemy. Yes, she has troops, some men, some creatures. They can be killed. Yes, she has weapons and aircraft. Under normal conditions, you could go head-to-head and eventually win, perhaps. What you’re missing is her magic. She’s combined technology and magic. It’s never been done before. The Alliance needs to figure out where her Achilles’ heel is and exploit it.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” the general asked. 
 
    “We need to get close to her,” Matt said. “It’s dangerous, but it’s the only way.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s against my better judgment, but you do what you need to do, and I’ll do what I need to do. Captain, you keep me informed, and Sergeant, you keep them safe.” The general turned and went back to the command center. 
 
    “What now?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “You need to take us back to the lake,” Matt said. “Torron is inside the dome at the lake. If we can set up camp near the dome, we’ll have a better chance of figuring this out.” 
 
    Caroline looked at Haven and signed to her. “You need to stay here where it’s safe. We’ll be going into a dangerous place. You can’t come.” 
 
    Haven scowled and signed back. “The safest place is with you.” 
 
    “You can’t come. That’s final.” 
 
    “It’s almost midnight,” Jack said. “We can be ready in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Gather your things,” Caroline said. “We leave in thirty.” She watched Haven kick a chair over as she left the room.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
Surrender 
 
      
 
    Everyone except Caroline slept during the three-hour flight. The Osprey set down in a clearing about five miles south of the dome. Caroline had brought them in low and undetected. They unloaded the electric ATV and the small trailer and piled all their supplies and equipment onto the trailer. 
 
    “The electric ATV will be quiet as we approach the dome,” Jack said. “We’ll still have to carry our backpacks.” 
 
    “We have to get moving,” Caroline said. “We’re about five miles south-southwest of the dome. It’ll be slow going, but we should make it before the sun comes up.” 
 
    “Before we leave,” Matt said, “we’re going to need some help.” He picked up a softball-sized rock and went to a nearby boulder. He hit the boulder three times, hard, waited a few seconds, and hit it again three times. As he was about to hit the boulder the third time, Slatel came up out of the ground. 
 
    “Marble-head,” Steve said. 
 
    “Yeah, I was about to scare you again, but it’s no fun anymore,” Slatel said. “Why are we so far away from the action?” 
 
    “Torron is in the dome about five miles from here.” Matt pointed at the dome in the distance. “We need you to scout the area while we make our way to the dome. We have to figure out how to lower the shields protecting her army. We’ll set up camp near the dome and work from there.” 
 
    “I’ll check it out and report back what I learn. I’ll get you later, Steve.” He sank into the ground. 
 
    “Before we go, we need to look at the map,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Jesse pulled the leather case from her knapsack. She pulled the ancient map from the folder and spread it out on the hood of the ATV. 
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    Jeremy pulled the scroll out. It read as follows: 
 
      
 
    Danger is extreme. Move forward carefully. The dome has a weakness in its core. Beware of Hagred and Margot. They’re waiting for you to defeat Torron. Torron is a brutal queen, but Hagred would be worse. Both must be dealt with. Don’t be distracted by well-meaning generals. Remember, you are the Alliance. It’s the Alliance’s responsibility to protect Earth from Torron. Only you can defeat her. Be energized, be encouraged, be unwavering, be the powerful Alliance you have created. Once you capture the Bracelet of Witstal and the Wand of Wongate, you will possess all the tools to push Torron, Hagred, and the evil army back behind the Gates of Horgon. You will first place the four Symbols and then the Bracelet of Witstal on the Gates of Horgon, locking all the evil behind the gates. You now stand on a razor’s edge—to the left, massive failure—to the right, glorious and final success. Go and succeed. 
 
      
 
    “What does it mean, the weakness is ‘in its core’?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Not sure yet,” Jeremy answered. 
 
    “Here we go again.” Steve threw his arms up and hit a nearby boulder with his fist, splitting it in two. “I thought we were after Torron. Now we’re after Hargett’s older brother, Hagred. Now we have two enemies. It keeps getting worse.” 
 
    “I saw two people who looked like Hagred and Margot at the practice range when I was practicing with the new weapon,” Jeremy said. “I didn’t get a good look at them because of the uniforms they were wearing. I thought it was my imagination playing tricks on me.” 
 
    “So they’re here,” Matt said. “I wonder if Hargett is here somewhere. I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “We have to stay focused on Torron,” Jesse said. “We’ll deal with Hagred and Margot after we deal with the queen.” 
 
    “We need to get moving,” Jack said. 
 
    “Show me on the map where you want to set up camp,” Steve said. 
 
    “Where this square is,” Matt said, “like the map shows. It’s in between two guard posts and close to the entrance.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Steve said as he unhitched the trailer. “Walking takes too much time.” He picked up the trailer and flew into the night sky. In a minute, he was back for the ATV. Within half an hour, he had carried the entire party and all supplies to the site. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It was 10:00 a.m., Tuesday. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Torron asked as she entered her control room. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” Jensen answered. “We’ve connected to the World Wide Web and are ready to stream live to the whole world.” The MIT graduate had worked tirelessly to get everything in place. He smiled as the queen put her hand on his shoulder. “If you stand right over here, I’ll start the streaming when you’re ready.” He led her to a spot where she should stand and pointed at a camera. “The camera is there. You’ll be able to see yourself on the screen to the right.” 
 
    The queen stood still for a moment, then nodded to Jensen, and the video started. 
 
    The Internet had been taken over by Torron. Her shield appeared on every screen for an entire minute to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A sergeant burst into General Wisecoff’s office. “General, you need to come to the command center now!” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jack had just set up the satellite uplink and had gotten the Internet working when Torron’s shield showed up on the screen. “Hey, look at this.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron presented a shocking image to the world. She looked evil and menacing, her favorite persona. Her black eyes stared out from skin resembling withered leather: gray, wrinkled, and dried. Her stringy white hair hung down to her waist. She wore a black formal dress with a high collar, both decorated with diamonds and lace. The crown consisted of two golden cobra snakes facing each other in front with a giant diamond in a gold setting standing between them. She looked terrifying and inviting at the same time. 
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    “I am Torron, queen of the Underworld,” she began in a deep and haunting voice. “I’m speaking to you to warn you of the coming devastation you will face if you don’t surrender. I will be the ruler and queen over the whole Earth. There is no escaping the inevitable. I’m here by the authority of Lord Zolog, king over all of the universe. Earth is the key to completing a total takeover of the entire universe. I’ve come with an overwhelming army and unbeatable weapons. I have two thousand three hundred aircraft, thirteen command ships, thirty-five sea craft, over five hundred twenty-five thousand soldiers ready to attack, and more on the way. You cannot win a war against me. I do not wish to destroy your cities and kill your people. Surrender and there will be no need for war. 
 
    “You may be asking, ‘If we surrender, what will life be under Queen Torron?’ You will all be answering only to me. I will rule. I will be the law, the judge, the jury, and the executioner. If you follow my commands, you will live a good life. If you rebel in any way, you will be put to death. I find this system to work quite well. Once a world has been taken over, it only takes a few months for every creature to realize how to get along and be prosperous. Those who cooperate and support me rise to the top. Those who cooperate live a good life, and those who don’t cooperate are taken out of the system. It’s really quite simple. 
 
    “Tomorrow, Wednesday, at ten a.m., the initial attack will take place. The intention is to secure strategic assets, such as power plants, water sources, food supplies, transportation centers, communication centers, and all military facilities on the West Coast of the United States. By Thursday morning, all residents of the metropolitan areas around Vancouver, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego will be required to report to their local high school for registration. Every person, young or old, must register. You will receive one of these.” Torron held up a small green button. “It will be implanted under your skin, behind your right ear. We will monitor your every move and conversation. You will obey my rules or the device will end your life. 
 
    “If any of my soldiers or military equipment is attacked—any—I will consider the cease-fire to be canceled and full all-out war will begin. Your military has already faced some of my army. Surely, they recognized the futility of war. 
 
    “Tomorrow, you will start a new life. I guarantee everyone will share in the bounties of this world equally. There will be no poverty, no hunger, and no sickness. You’ve a great future to look forward to. 
 
    “Do not attack my army. You do and you will die.” 
 
    The queen’s shield appeared on the screen, and the transmission ended. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Caroline, you have to tell the general not to attack,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I don’t think he has a choice,” Jack said. “He has to defend the United States. That’s his job.” He sat down on a small boulder and leaned back against the pale blue dome wall. 
 
    “Why not attack?” Caroline asked, surprised at Jessie’s suggestion. “He can’t let the aliens take over the West Coast without a fight. He has to defend the country.” 
 
    “We’ve seen their power,” Steve said. “It’ll be a slaughter if he fires on Torron’s army.” 
 
    “Let her think she’s been successful,” Matt pleaded. “Let her believe she’s won. That’ll give us time to figure out where her weakness is and how to defeat her.” 
 
    “We only need a little more time,” Jeremy added.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
Rocket-Propelled Grenades 
 
      
 
    “We need to get inside the dome,” Matt said. “The only way to figure out how to lower the shields is to get inside and work from there.” 
 
    “Okay, how do we do that?” Steve asked. “As far as we know, there’s only one way into the dome, like the one in Oakland. There are no gangs going into this dome. We can’t simply walk in.” 
 
    Hands flat on the dome, Haven leaned her forehead against it, her eyes closed. 
 
    Caroline got her attention and signed to her. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I can feel a low-pitched vibration in the dome,” Haven signed back. “It’s in the surface.” 
 
    The surface looked smooth, but to the touch, it was like fine sandpaper. 
 
    Caroline put her hands and head on the surface. “I don’t feel a vibration.” 
 
    All of the others did the same, with no confirmation. 
 
    “I can feel it,” Haven signed. “It’s there. I know it.” 
 
    Slatel came up out of the ground a few feet away, right up against the dome. “I may have found something. As I told you before, it’s not a dome, but a sphere. The one in Oakland was smooth all over with a pipe leading out from the bottom. At the bottom of this sphere, there’s a large metal pipe extending another mile into the earth. I’ve created a tunnel from here to there so you can see it yourself. The tunnel is about four miles long and is quite steep, so be careful. It’s a long way. We should go now.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    This tunnel is just wide enough to walk down, Jesse thought as they went deeper into the small tunnel. Caroline, Jack, and the boys have to duck down a little to get through. It smells like dirt. 
 
    At first the path was quite steep, but now it started to level out, and the dome was no longer on their right side, but overhead. It took almost an hour and a half to reach the bottom. Slatel was right. A three-foot diameter pole exited the dome at the bottom and went straight into the ground below. 
 
    Caroline placed her right hand on the pole. “I can feel a vibration.” She looked at Haven. “Is it the same vibration you felt?” 
 
    Haven placed her forehead on the pole, then nodded yes. 
 
    Slatel had cleared a fifteen-foot diameter cavern around the pole, with the dome ceiling about ten feet up. Not all the dirt had been removed from the bottom surface of the dome. 
 
    Steve rose up off the floor to the ceiling and scraped a little more dirt off the dome. There were two rows of bolts around the pole. He continued to expose the ceiling, eventually exposing a hatch in the bottom of the dome. It was bolted closed with a single row of bolts. 
 
    “Maybe this is how we get in,” Steve said with a smile. “Torron would never suspect us coming in from down here.” 
 
    Jeremy looked at his watch. “I’m sure glad to have my watch back. It’s one thirty in the afternoon. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    Steve continued to hover below the hatch. With laser beams from his eyes, he melted off the sixteen bolts and lowered the hatch to the ground. “Let me look around up there first,” he said as he rose up through the hole. He was gone for a few minutes and then returned. “The coast is clear. There doesn’t seem to be any guards.” He helped everyone up into the dome. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Gary had a modest home in Rancho Cucamonga. When it was built forty years ago, he put in a basement, uncommon for Southern California. He lived there by himself, and the place looked like he did. Unwashed dishes were stacked in the sink, and his bed was never made. 
 
    As the three men entered the house, Gary picked up a few dishes and a pizza box from the living room and moved them to the kitchen. “You saw the two domes when we came out of the mountains. One is in Ontario, and the other is at LAX. The freeways have ground to a stop with people trying to get out of the city. Half of them are running out of gas. We can join them and find ourselves twenty miles east sometime next week or we can make a stand, right here, right now.” 
 
    “This isn’t like hunting deer,” Sammy said. 
 
    “Yeah, these aliens shoot back,” Johnny said. “And besides, you heard the woman on the Internet. She’s declaring a cease-fire. You don’t want to start a war just because you can.” 
 
    Gary opened a secret door in the wall of his den. It led down to the bunker under his home. “Come down here. You’ll see that the army isn’t the only defense the United States has.” 
 
    The bunker had three major rooms. First was a living area with a kitchenette, three sets of bunk beds, a bathroom, and an entertainment area. The entertainment area was more of a computer/monitoring room. The second was a well-organized small-arms room. It had rifles, handguns, automatic weapons, and ammunition. The third was a well-organized large-weapons room, stocked with several bazookas, rocket-propelled grenade launchers, and other weapons that couldn’t be identified. Crates of ammunition were stacked against the far wall. 
 
    “We have everything we need to defend ourselves,” Gary said as he showed Sammy and Johnny around. “You’ll remember these weapons. It’s only been fifteen years since we were in Afghanistan together.” 
 
    It only took about an hour to load up the Humvee that had been parked in Gary’s backyard.  
 
    “I can’t believe you got an exact replica of the Humvee we were in,” Sammy said. “It’s a military vehicle. How did you pull it off?” 
 
    “Sammy, you question the Humvee?” Gary said. “I would have thought the weapons would be your biggest concern.” He slid in behind the wheel and started the engine. 
 
    “I guess with money and connections, you can buy just about anything,” Johnny said as the three headed against the traffic toward Ontario. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “All of your forces are in place as planned, Your Highness,” General Haflyf reported. “There are two thousand three hundred Oar-7s, thirteen Krak-4s, and thirty-five Revilos in place. Also, the five hundred twenty-four thousand troops are in place, forty thousand per dome. Most are Humongers, but all of your creatures are represented. This includes the Locals. We’re ready for war. We move on your command.” 
 
    “You’ve done well, General.” The queen sat back on her throne, pleased with the report. “And you, Smalik, what have you to report? Have you found Hagred?” 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” Smalik said. “We haven’t found either Hagred or Margot. We’ve checked all of the surveillance recordings from every dome. Nine days ago, they were in the Miramar dome for several hours. We have no idea where they are right now. However, while looking for Hagred, we saw this.” He pointed to the Mega-Crystal. 
 
    A video came up showing Steve practicing with one of Torron’s weapons on the practice range, followed by a video of Jesse on the range. 
 
    “That’s all we have, but needless to say, the Alliance was in the Oakland dome four days ago.” 
 
    To the surprise of Smalik, Torron sat back on her throne and smiled. “We don’t have to worry about the Alliance. They’re all dead.” Then her mood changed, and she stood up and screeched. “Even though the Alliance is no longer a threat, I want the top general and top security officers from Miramar and Oakland replaced immediately. Bring them here at once.” She got in Smalik’s face. “I want Hagred and Margot here tonight. No excuses.” She stormed off. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We can’t let the aliens take the West Coast without a fight,” President Davidson said in a video feed from the Oval Office. With him were the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the secretary of defense, the secretary of Homeland Security, the vice president, the secretary of state, the secretary of the treasury, and the assistant to the president for national security affairs. 
 
    “I agree, Mr. President,” General Wisecoff said. “We have to defend ourselves. We got a message from the Alpha-6 team. They recommend we allow the aliens to start their takeover to give them time to bring down the protective shields. If the shields remain in place, we’ll have little chance for success.” 
 
    “I argue, if we allow them to start taking the West Coast, it will be nearly impossible to stop them,” said General Thomas, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “Once the West Coast is gone, the country is gone.” 
 
    “If we give up on the West Coast,” argued the vice president, “the entire country will be demoralized. It will be difficult to come back.” 
 
    “What are the odds that Alpha-6 can bring down the shields?” the president asked. 
 
    “They’re confident,” General Wisecoff answered. 
 
    “I’m asking you, General.” The president pressed him for an answer. “What is your opinion?” 
 
    “They’re teenagers, sir,” the general answered. “I don’t know how to judge their capability to bring down the shields. We need to assume they can’t and work from there.” 
 
    “Okay, assume the worst,” the president said as he sat back in his chair. “What’s your plan?” 
 
    “In consultation with the entire National Security Council, we’ve decided to take a defensive posture,” General Thomas said. “The more we attack, the more damage we’ll receive. The evacuation of the cities started the day they began to arrive, ten days ago. Most of the cities have been evacuated. We believe their aircraft and domes have the shields, but their ground forces will be vulnerable. In the beginning, we’ll focus on the ground forces and try to distract their aircraft. Before the ten a.m. deadline, we’ll have a delegation attempt to negotiate with the aliens. They’ll approach the dome at Riffe Lake at nine a.m. Alpha-6 team has confirmed the queen is in that dome.” 
 
    After listening to the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the president looked into the monitor at General Wisecoff. “God be with you and your men. We must not fail. You’re facing the first wave of total world domination by an alien force. Hopefully, there will be a peaceful conclusion or at the least, a delay in the fighting to give Alpha-6 more time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
No Way, José 
 
      
 
    The room was forty feet in diameter and extended up as far as the eye could see. A metal stairway with no handrail hugged the wall as it climbed from the floor to the top of the two-mile-high room. A pale blue glow came from a shaft that extended from deep in the ground below, through the floor, and out of sight, as it rose up through the center of the large, circular room. Below the floor of the dome, the shaft was metal, but once inside, the shaft became transparent. Inside the large tube were a number of glasslike pale blue tubes extending from the floor going out of sight above. 
 
    “The pipe I saw entering the dome at Oakland looked just like these,” Slatel said. “I went to the bottom of the metal shaft outside. At the bottom, these pale blue tubes or pipes extended out underground. I counted twelve of them.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Jeremy said. “These twelve tubes must be how the other twelve domes are communicating with this one. If we cut these, they won’t be able to communicate.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Caroline said. “What if these are some kind of energy sources for the domes? Cutting them could unleash an unknown force. Some of these lines go from here all the way to San Diego. We have to be careful.” 
 
    “We have to figure out exactly what they are before we destroy them,” Matt agreed. 
 
    “The map,” Jesse said as she pulled the folder out of her knapsack. “Jeremy, get the scroll. Let’s see what they say.” 
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    Jesse spread out the map on a nearby table. The scroll read as follows: 
 
      
 
    The power of the dome is partially nuclear and partially magic. You cannot stop one without the other becoming unstable. Nuclear is mechanical. Shutting it down only requires experience. The magic side must be removed within ten seconds of the nuclear shutdown or the entire system will go unstable. You must have the right combination of magic, potions, and elixirs to accomplish the task. The answer is with the Wand of Wongate, with Jaban, and with Oiltex to remove the magic of the shield. Danger is extremely high. 
 
      
 
    The map showed the inside of the dome, pointing out the most important locations: the queen’s residence, a control room next to the queen’s residence, and a large structure in the center called the power station. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Steve asked. “We don’t have the wand, and we don’t have Jaban or Oiltex, whatever they are. We’re totally unprepared to do anything here.” 
 
    “Yeah, in fact we know the wand is in the Cathedral of Gardenel,” Matt said. “That’s back on Gandoral.” 
 
    “T-Bone has both the potion Jaban and the elixir Oiltex,” Jesse said. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Jeremy asked. “He showed us several hundred bottles with tiny labels. We didn’t take the time to look at all of them.” 
 
    “I saw them all and remember every one,” Jesse said. “There were two hundred thirty-two to be exact, one hundred twenty-one potions and one hundred eleven elixirs. Jaban, the potion, was in a dark green jar with a lid, about the size of a jar of jam. The elixir was in a small light purple vial with a cork in the top.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just great,” Steve lamented. “We’re here and what we need is either in a different world or it’s fifty miles away in a bunker under a restaurant.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea on how to get this done,” Jeremy announced. “We need to do an experiment first. Slatel, you can move quickly through the ground, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Slatel confirmed. “The harder the ground, the faster I can move. I can move fastest through rocks.” 
 
    “You can’t take anything with you, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Slatel answered. 
 
    “You can’t feel pain?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Steve, plunge your fingers into Slatel’s chest and create a cavity, pulling some of the stone out in your hand,” Jeremy directed. 
 
    Slatel stood still while Steve plunged his fingers into his chest as directed. 
 
    “Matt, take the stone from Steve’s hand and create a door to cover the hole in Slatel’s chest,” Jeremy said. 
 
    When completed, the door closed perfectly. 
 
    Jeremy took a gold coin from his knapsack, placed it inside the cavity, and closed the door. “Go test it out. See if you can travel through the ground with a foreign object embedded in your chest.” 
 
    Slatel didn’t hesitate. He jumped down through the hatch in the floor. The others watched from above as he disappeared into the ground. In a minute, he was back. “I traveled through dirt, sand, and rocks. The gold coin is still here. I’ll go to T-Bone and get the potion and elixir. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Marble-head,” Steve said with a hint of sarcasm. “Okay, what about the wand?” 
 
    “That will be your job,” Jeremy said with a smile, punching Steve lightly on the shoulder. “You still have the urn that connects to Gandoral?” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Steve said. He rummaged around in his knapsack, pulled the glass urn out, and handed it to Jeremy. “Are you planning to go to Gandoral to get the wand?” 
 
    “No, you are.” Jeremy started to hand the urn back to Steve. 
 
    Steve put up his hands. “No way, José. No, no, I’m not heading back into the queen’s lair. You can do that.” 
 
    “That’s not logical,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Jesse agreed. “You said it yourself. The drop from the urn to the floor of the cavern is fifty or sixty feet. You can fly. We can’t.” 
 
    “That would be an easy fix,” Steve said. He looked into his knapsack and pulled out a rope. “Here. Use this and lower yourself down.” 
 
    “That’s not the real problem, Steve. The real problem is, if any of us goes, it would take a week or two to hike across Gandoral, through the Longline Region, and into the Black Forest to get to the cathedral. You could get there and back in an hour or less. You’re the only one who can get the Wand of Wongate in time. It has to be you.” 
 
    Steve huffed and puffed and shook his head in frustration, then reluctantly took the urn from Jeremy. “You’re going to owe me even more than you already do,” he said as he looked into the top of the glass urn. 
 
    “No, no, this is you getting even with the rest of us,” Jeremy said. “You continue to be a pain in the butt. I’m not sure you’ll ever make it up.” 
 
    Seeing Steve giving that look through his eyebrows, Jesse stepped between them. “Get the job done quickly,” she urged Steve. “We’re running out of time. We’ll drop the urn down to Slatel. When you return, Slatel will pull you out. You bring Slatel with you when you fly to the top of this chamber. We’ll be waiting for you there.” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m going back to that evil place on purpose,” Steve said. He placed the urn on the floor and put his right hand into it. 
 
    Haven, Jack, and Caroline watched wide-eyed as Steve was sucked into the small opening in the top of the urn. 
 
    Jesse picked up the urn and dropped it to Slatel. He placed it on the ground next to the large metal shaft. He looked up and waved goodbye as he slipped into the ground. 
 
    “Let’s go up,” Matt said as he led the group up the circular stairs. “We’ll see what we can learn about the queen and the dome. Be careful. With no railing, it’ll be more and more  dangerous the higher we get, so stay close to the wall.” 
 
    “It’s two miles straight up,” Jesse said as she followed Jeremy. “Let’s see, that’s about ten thousand five hundred sixty feet. If each step is ten inches, there will be twelve thousand six hundred seventy-two steps. I’ll replace our strength every thousand steps or so. If it takes me two minutes to revive all of you each time, it’ll take about an hour and a half to make the climb.” 
 
    “You did all that math in your head?” Jeremy said as he followed Jesse up the stairs. “That’s incredible. Especially since math wasn’t your strong point.” 
 
    Jack followed Haven to bring up the rear. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Slatel walked into the Pirate’s Cove. It was two in the afternoon, and there were only a few customers in the dining room. They turned and stared at the little stone man. 
 
    “Haven’t you ever seen a walking stone before?” Slatel asked. He bowed to them and went to the back of the restaurant. 
 
    “Slatel! What are you doing here?” T-Bone asked. “Aren’t you helping the Alliance?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m here to get a potion and an elixir from your inventory.” 
 
    “Well, I have both,” T-Bone said. “Come with me.” 
 
    Slatel followed him through a secret passage and down four flights of stairs. They got into an elevator and went down to the lab level. They entered the room with all the jars, bottles, and vials. 
 
    “Wow, how many are there?” Slatel asked as he surveyed the collection of mixtures. 
 
    “Two hundred thirty-two, to be exact,” T-Bone said with a proud smile. “One hundred twenty-one potions and one hundred eleven elixirs. What are you looking for?” 
 
    “Do you have a potion called Jaban?” Slatel asked. 
 
    “Let’s see. It should be over here.” T-Bone looked at labels, wiping dust off of several. 
 
    “It should be in a dark green jar,” Slatel said. 
 
    “Ah, yes, here it is.” T-Bone handed it to Slatel. “How did you know it was in a dark green jar?” 
 
    “Jesse told me. The elixir we need is called Oiltex. It’s in a small light purple vile with a cork in the top.” 
 
    “Yes, here it is,” T-Bone said. “That made it easy to find. How did you know and what do you need them for?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Slatel said. “Jesse remembered every one of your bottles and vials. I don’t know how she does it. She pulled it out of her head. Here, slip the jar and vial into this cavity.” Slatel opened the door on his chest. “They need these to bring down the shields. At least, we think they will.” 
 
    T-Bone put the two precious liquids into Slatel. “Where are they right now?”  
 
    “I can’t tell you, but I can tell you it looks pretty bad.” Slatel looked concerned. “We have to bring down the shields before the war starts. I have serious doubts that it will be done in time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
Back to Gandoral 
 
      
 
    Steve lowered himself to the floor of the large cavern. He opened his knapsack and pulled out a strong flashlight. 
 
    I wish I had one of these the last time I was here, he thought to himself as he flashed the light on the wall where the small cave was located. Ah, there it is. 
 
    He put his knapsack over his shoulder, flew to the small opening, and crawled in. It wasn’t long before he emerged into the large cavern where the lava lake had been. 
 
    Yeah, this is how I remember it. He shook his head. I really don’t know what to do now. If I remember right, the lava lake was under the volcano. 
 
    He started to fly to one of the entrances to the cavern when he saw twenty or so Humongers emerge from one opening pushing and beating several hundred Imphogs. He rose to the ceiling and stayed there, watching the soldiers moving the Imphogs through the cavern and out the other side. 
 
    Okay, what’s wrong with this picture? There’s supposed to be a truce between the queen and the Imphogs. They can’t be killed, so what’s going on? He decided to follow them. They must know a way out of here. I wonder why the Imphogs are being tortured and chained together. I wonder where they’re being taken. 
 
    Steve followed well behind the last four Humongers. He stopped at the opening and moved in behind a pile of boulders off to the right. Steve watched the Humongers prodding and hitting the Imphogs as they put twenty in each cage. Once a cage was filled and locked, a dragon was hooked to the top of the cage. Then the dragon flew off into the distant orange skies. 
 
    A face appeared in a nearby boulder, startling Steve as it came out of the surface, nose first. The rest followed as the full face protruded from the boulder. The eyes opened and looked around, then stared at Steve. To Steve’s surprise, the face quickly sank back into the stone surface of the boulder and was gone. 
 
    Steve watched the Humongers loading the Imphogs for another ten minutes. 
 
    I’ve got to get going. I have to get the wand and return to Earth. We’re running out of time. 
 
    As he was about to fly toward the Black Forest, a Rocpean came up out of the ground right next to him. “Steve, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Steve almost jumped out of his skin. “You marble-heads have to figure out how to come out of the ground without scaring the snot out of people.” 
 
    “Sorry if I scared you,” Mumford said. “What are you doing back on Gandoral?” 
 
    Steve looked at him curiously. “You’re Mumford, the king of the Rocpeans, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m here to retrieve a magic wand,” Steve said. He pointed to the cages. “What’s going on with the Imphogs?” 
 
    “Torron has destroyed the Celestor and torn up the treaty. She can’t kill the Imphogs, so she’s decided to round them up and ship them off to the Valley of Darkness. We’ve learned that she intends to use some kind of new wand to destroy them but wants to move the entire clan far away before doing it.” 
 
    “I thought they couldn’t be killed,” Steve said. “That’s why the original treaty was signed and the Celestor was saved.” 
 
    “Torron’s new chief high priest, Smalik, has become quite a gifted sorcerer. He’s combined technology with witchcraft and has made a whole new line of devastating weapons. We’ve watched over the past two weeks while Torron moved a great army to Earth. You must have seen it.” 
 
    “Yes, I have,” Steve said. “She has a protective shield around her army. She’ll be hard to defeat. Say, I know how you can help me.” 
 
    “Before that, I have a question. Do you know what happened to my son? He hitched a ride on a tub of oil on its way to Africa a hundred and fifty years ago, and I haven’t heard from him since. Did he get to Earth safely?” 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Steve said. “He’s there now. Actually, he’s waiting for my return.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” Mumford said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need to find the Cathedral of Gardenel,” Steve said. “It’s in the Black Forest. Slatel helped us find it once before. It’ll be overgrown with vines and hard to find. Slatel was able to search for the foundation. Could you do that for me?” 
 
    “I’ll get some help,” Mumford confirmed. “We’ll be waiting for you at the northern entrance to the forest.” 
 
    “I’ll be there before you,” Steve said. 
 
    To Mumford’s surprise, Steve darted into the sky and disappeared. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Gary and his friends had cut into a military convoy headed toward the Ontario dome. The Humvee and trailer fit right in. 
 
    “It looks like I-10 has been cut off by the dome,” Sammy said. 
 
    “All civilian traffic is heading out of town,” Gary said. “We’ll stay in line with the military heading toward the dome. There’s a tall building at the corner of Mercedes Lane and Inland Empire Boulevard. We’ll try to get there if we can.” 
 
    “You know this area pretty well,” Johnny said. 
 
    “Yeah, I went to Valley View High School in Ontario,” Gary confirmed. “These streets are my old stomping grounds. There, see that building up ahead? That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    The ten-story oval-shaped building was only a couple of blocks away when they were stopped by military police. Fully dressed in military clothing, the three friends looked official. 
 
    “Where are you headed?” the soldier asked. 
 
    Gary pointed at the building. “We have orders to set up on the top of that building over there.” 
 
    “What’s in the trailer?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “Our equipment,” Sammy said. “We’re a forward position sniper team. We have all the toys.” 
 
    Gary went with the soldier and pulled back the tarp covering their weapons. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll say you have all the toys.” The soldier helped replace the tarp. “Good hunting. From what I’ve heard, this is going to be a big one.” 
 
    Once at the building, it took two hours to get all the weapons and ammo to the roof. 
 
    “Look over there,” Johnny said as he pointed at a large doorway in the side of the dome. “There are aliens and people going in and out of the dome through that doorway.” 
 
    Looking through binoculars, all three watched as the Torron soldiers welcomed the gang members into the dome. 
 
    Just then, two rocket-propelled grenades were fired from a position on the other side of the line. They hit an invisible barrier. All the gang members ducked or hit the ground. A laser beam shot from inside the dome decimated the US Army attackers. The gang members got back up, and the line continued to move into the dome. 
 
    “Well, now we know why no one is stopping the flow into the dome,” Johnny said. 
 
    “The news reports said the domes are four miles across and two miles high,” Sammy said. “I’m not sure what kind of damage we can cause.” 
 
    “We’ll do our part,” Gary said, “and others will do their part. When we put it all together, we’ll defeat these aliens and kick them right back to where they came from. No one, I mean no one, messes with our freedom. We’re Americans, we’re free, and we’ll stay that way.” 
 
    “And if we die in the process?” Sammy said, knowing the answer before asking the question. 
 
    “It’s not where or when you die that counts when you die fighting for freedom and liberty,” the three recited in unison. 
 
    They laughed and gave each other enthusiastic high fives. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Slatel popped up out of the ground right next to the open urn. “Steve, are you there?” he asked, leaning close. “Steve! Are you there?” I guess not, Slatel thought. He put the jar and vial on the ground next to the urn. I’m sure it’ll take at least another hour for Steve to get back. What should I do? I guess I could sit here and wait, but maybe I could learn something helpful by looking around topside. 
 
    He smiled and sank into the ground. Only a minute later, he came out of the ground a few yards away from the entry gate to the dome, the edge of the lake right behind him. When two of Torron’s generals walked out of the gate and headed toward the lakeshore, he quickly sank into the ground and came up just ahead of the generals, where he transformed himself into a flat rock. 
 
    The two generals walked right up to Slatel. One sat down on him, while the other put his foot on Slatel and leaned on his knee. 
 
    “What do you think?” Haflyf asked. 
 
    “It’s not for me to have an opinion,” Hasmin answered. “The queen gives the orders and we follow. It’s the best way to live a good long life. You of all people should know that.” 
 
    “I’ve also learned, if you don’t speak up when you know something could go wrong, she’ll blame you for that too.” 
 
    “Damned if you do and damned if you don’t,” Hasmin lamented. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “Do as the queen has commanded,” Haflyf said. 
 
    “Well, we’ve already demonstrated our military superiority, so we shouldn’t have to cause maximum damage,” Hasmin said. “Maybe we could take the West Coast with little or no damage. There would be less to rebuild later on.” 
 
    “You’re not looking at the big picture, Hasmin. The West Coast of the United States is a tiny part of the world. If we completely devastate the West Coast, the rest of the world will easily fall. If we’re merciless, the world won’t want to provoke us ever again. The sacrifice of the entire West Coast would be well worth it, given we gain the rest of the world with little or no resistance. The queen is right. No mercy, even if they raise the white flag.” Haflyf scraped the mud off his boot onto the boulder he was leaning on. 
 
    The two generals headed back into the dome. 
 
    Slatel waited until they were out of sight, then rose up out of the boulder into himself. He shook his head as he rubbed the mud off his face, then sank back into the ground. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It took a little longer than I thought it would, but we’re finally at the top of the stairs, Jesse thought. Steve should be back soon with Slatel and T-Bone’s concoctions. Even if we have the Wand of Wongate, the Jaban potion, and the Oiltex elixir, I’m not sure how to use them. There have to be a thousand combinations. 
 
    “You’re daydreaming again, Jesse,” Jeremy said. “Should we wait here in this narrow hallway or should we go through the door?” 
 
    The stairs had led them out of the large, deep cavern and into a narrow hallway. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s on the other side,” Matt said. “I’d rather wait until Steve returns before we go.” 
 
    “I agree,” Caroline said. “Let’s wait until Steve and Slatel return.” 
 
    The hallway was just wide enough to walk in and about fifteen feet long. At one end were the stairs leading down, and at the other end was the small black door. If they opened it, they would have to duck down to enter. 
 
    They sat waiting, with their legs crossed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
The Situation Room 
 
      
 
    The president entered the Situation Room. The entire National Security Council was there, the mood tense, with vigorous debates taking place all around the room. Screens displayed live feeds from various places on the West Coast. All thirteen domes were labeled by location. Six screens showed troop movements, ten screens showed civilian evacuation efforts, and one screen broadcast from Travis AFB. The other five screens were feeds from news organizations. 
 
    “What is the latest, Mark?” the president asked his chief of staff. 
 
    The room went quiet. 
 
    “Our air power is in place, the ground forces will be in place by zero hour, and . . .” 
 
    The president interrupted him. “By zero hour, you mean ten a.m. tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. President, by ten a.m. tomorrow morning,” Mark said. “The Pacific Fleet won’t be fully in place, but we’ll have sixty percent of the fleet ready by zero hour.” 
 
    “Sixty percent?” the president questioned. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Approximately forty-five ships, two hundred twenty aircraft, and twenty-three thousand navy and marine corps personnel. The rest will be here within the week. Can we speak privately, sir?” 
 
    “Yes.” The president motioned for the two to talk in the corner of the room. 
 
    The debates in the room started back up. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s a deep divide in the national security team,” Mark said. “The Homeland Security adviser, secretary of energy, and the treasury secretary want to wave the white flag. The vice president, secretary of state, and the secretary of defense want to have a vigorous defense of the country. We’re running out of time. A decision must be made.” Mark shook his head. “The ultimate fate of the nation—indeed, of the world—depends on what you decide right here, right now.” 
 
    “I understand there are two camps about what to do tomorrow,” the president announced as he sat at the head of the conference table. 
 
    Everyone quieted down and took their seats. 
 
    “One is for surrender. The other is to defend our nation. I have a strong opinion on the subject, but before I say anything, I want to hear two well-crafted and complete position statements. I’ll return in one hour. While I’m gone, I want the two sides to get together, pick a spokesman, and plead your case. I’ll make a decision once I’ve heard both sides. Now go conference together and be ready in one hour.” 
 
    President Davidson left the room, followed by his staff. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Steve arrived at the north entrance to the Black Forest, five Rocpeans were waiting. “Wow! You guys really are fast,” he said as he settled to the ground. 
 
    “King Mumford said you needed help,” one of the Rocpeans said. 
 
    “Yes, I need to find the Cathedral of Gardenel,” Steve said. He pointed to the southwest. “It should be in that general direction. If you search underground, you should hit the foundation. I’ll be overhead. Once you locate the cathedral, start a fire. I’ll see the smoke and come to you.” 
 
    “The king said you know where Slatel is,” another one said. 
 
    “Yes, he’s on Earth working with the Alliance against the queen,” Steve said. “I don’t have a lot of time. Find the cathedral.” 
 
    The Rocpeans sank into the ground, and Steve flew into the air, crisscrossing the area just above the treetops. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We don’t know how long it will take for Steve and Slatel to get here,” Jack said. “It took a couple of hours to climb the stairs, and we’ve been sitting here for more than thirty minutes now. I suggest we see what’s on the other side of the door.” 
 
    “There’s no place to hide here,” Caroline pointed out. “Once the door is open, we have to go through. If someone from the queen’s army decides to open the door, we’re dead. There’s no room to fight, and we can’t retreat. I agree with Jack. We should see what’s on the other side of the door.” 
 
    “I agree,” Matt said. “We’re in a pretty bad spot here.” He looked at Jeremy. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I’ve been uneasy since we sat down in this narrow hallway,” Jeremy said. “It’s small, and if we’re forced back down onto the stairs, there’s no rail. We’d be in a bad spot if attacked here. I say we go in.” 
 
    Jesse nodded in agreement, and they all stood up. She went to the door and placed both hands on it. It was warm to the touch. It had a wheel in the center with six latches, three on each side. She looked back at the others. “I’ll take a look.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Jeremy warned. “You’re the healer.” 
 
    She smiled and put her head straight through the door. She waited for a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the bright light, but the light was so intense, her eyes never adjusted. She withdrew her head and turned to Matt. “I need a pair of sunglasses.” 
 
    Matt rummaged through his knapsack, pulled out a small canteen, and placed it on the floor. Turn into sunglasses, he thought, and it did. He handed the sunglasses to Jesse. 
 
    She put them on, stuck her head through the door again, and came right back out. “Darker.” 
 
    Matt made them darker, and she put her head back through the door. She looked around long enough to see what was happening and came back out. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s no one in the room,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I’ll go in and see if there is another door,” Matt said as he opened the door and went in. But, as soon as the door closed he came right back out. 
 
    “There is a good reason no one is in the room!” Matt exclaimed. “There are electric arcs jumping from the ball in the center, burning holes in the floor, walls and ceiling. It’s really dangerous in there.” 
 
    “Did you get a look around?” Jeremy asked. 
 
     Yes, the room is round, about the same size in diameter as the cavern we just climbed. The ceiling is probably thirty feet high. The tubes from below come up out of the floor in the center of the room and enter a large sphere-like globe.” 
 
    “Sphere-like globe?” Jeremy asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Jesse jumped in, and tried to explain. “I saw it too, it was round like a sphere, but it had flat sides.” 
 
    “Spheres don’t have flat sides,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Well, that’s why Matt said it was sphere-like. It was like a sphere but had flat sides.” 
 
    “What did the flat sides look like?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “I didn’t spend a lot of time looking at the sphere,” Jesse said, frustrated. “All I know is there were flat spots on the sphere.” 
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    “It was probably a dodecahedron (dō-de-kə-hē-drən),” Jeremy said. “It would look like a sphere with flat sections. Each section would have five sides.” 
 
    “This one had flat triangles on it too,” Jesse added. 
 
    “Then it’s a snub dodecahedron,” Jeremy said. “They have a combination of five-sided flats mixed in with triangular-shaped flats. They make a pretty cool-looking sphere. Even though it has flat places on the surface, it looks like it has a smooth surface.” 
 
    “The surface was definitely not smooth,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Okay, then it’s likely a snub dodecadodecahedron,” Jeremy said. “It has a rough surface.” 
 
    Jesse gave Jeremy a quizzical look and shook her head. “Really? I knew you were into geometry, but a snub dodecadodecahedron?” 
 
    “Well, that’s probably what it is,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jack said. “It’s a big ball with bumps. What else is in the room?” 
 
    “The tubes from below come up through the floor and into the sphere. The sphere seems to be fixed in the air halfway between the floor and the ceiling. Another tube goes from the bottom of the sphere to the floor and then through the wall next to a door. If we are right there are thirteen tubes, one for each dome. There’s a light source in the center of the globe. That’s where the intense light is coming from. Electric arcs are dancing on the inside of the globe. Every now and then, an electric arc escapes the globe and shoots across the room, burning a one-inch hole in the wall, floor, or ceiling, depending on where it hits. There are hundreds of the holes around the room. There’s a second door on the opposite side of the room. It’s similar to this one with a wheel and six latches.” 
 
    “So we have two issues,” Caroline said and signed to Haven. “First, the danger of crossing the room, and second, we don’t know what’s on the other side of door number two.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
Wand of Wongate 
 
      
 
    I need to help the Imphogs, Steve thought. They helped us when we needed help. He scolded himself. First things first. I need to get the wand, and we need to defeat Torron. Then I can come back to help the Imphogs. That’s it. I’ll come back . . . if I’m still alive. 
 
    Steve spotted smoke rising from the forest about a mile away. He got there in a flash and landed right in front of the cathedral. 
 
    “Thank you for locating the cathedral for me,” he said to the Rocpeans. 
 
    He began tearing the vines off the front of the building, uncovering the double front doors. He ran his fingers over the nine Symbols carved into the wood. 
 
    “These are the nine Symbols of Power,” he said, looking over his shoulder at the Rocpeans. “The Alliance has seven of them. Once I get the Wand of Wongate from inside the cathedral, we’ll have all of them except the Bracelet of Witstal. If we find the bracelet, we’ll be invincible.” 
 
    The hinges squealed and groaned as Steve pulled open the double doors. Part of the roof had collapsed since he was there last, and the vines had made their way inside. The once majestic cathedral had been reduced to a web of vines. 
 
    How am I supposed to find the wand in this mess? 
 
    Steve went to work clearing the vines from the cathedral, carrying bundles up through the hole in the roof. He made fast work and when about half the vines had been removed, he found the pedestal. It had been crushed by the falling debris from the roof. He looked around and found the urn a few feet away, also crushed. He looked through the broken pieces to no avail. There was no wand to be found. He continued to clear the cathedral until it was completely free of the vines. All that was left were leaves and small sticks. 
 
    He sat quietly on the floor in the corner. 
 
    It was supposed to be here. I was to come here, pick it up, and get back to the dome. Easy-peasy. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The loud discussions and arguments ceased as President Davidson entered the Situation Room. 
 
    “Johnson, let’s hear your side first,” the president said as he sat down. 
 
    He listened for an hour and a half to both sides. 
 
    One side contended that surrender was the best option. “We cannot win because of their protective shields and advanced technology. We would lose anyway. Therefore, surrender would save lives and property. Yes, we would be subject to rule by an invading force, but we have no viable alternative.” 
 
    The other side said, “We can never surrender our freedoms to an evil dictator. We have no idea what her end game is. Surrender would be the end of the United States and would lead to the downfall of the rest of the world.” 
 
    “What do you know about those kids . . . the Alpha-6 team?” the president asked. “General Wisecoff, you’ve talked to them. What is your opinion of what you know of them?” 
 
    General Wisecoff appeared on a large screen. Everyone turned to hear his answer. 
 
    “To be quite honest, at first I was skeptical. Their story of magic and time travel was hard to swallow. However, I’ve witnessed their capabilities firsthand and am convinced they’ll play a central role in the defense of our nation. They keep telling me, to defeat the aliens we must drive the queen back to where she came from. Driving her back is the key to winning this battle.” 
 
    “Have they said how that gets done?” Davidson asked. 
 
    “No,” General Wisecoff answered. “I’m told they’ve faced her four times before in the past. Each time has been different. Each time they had to figure out how to defeat her. This time is no different. They’re currently working on a solution.” 
 
    “Sir, if I may?” the director of the Central Intelligence Agency interrupted. “They’re only sixteen years old. This is life and death. There are millions of lives at stake. Hocus-pocus won’t be enough. I . . .” 
 
    The president raised his hand, stopping the director from continuing. “I’ve listened to both sides. I know the consequences of either decision. We will not surrender our great nation to a thug. This evil queen must be driven back to where she came from. Our forefathers down through the history of our great nation sacrificed life, limb, and treasure to preserve our freedoms. We must step up now to do the same. We will stand and fight. The losses may be great, but if we give in, there will be a greater loss, that of freedom and liberty. As Patrick Henry said so long ago, ‘Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!’” The president stood. “We will try diplomacy first at nine a.m. If that doesn’t work, we must be prepared for battle. We will never retreat.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Okay, it has to be here, Steve thought. Maybe it’s mixed in with the leaves and sticks. He got up and began flying around the room, faster and faster, until a whirlwind began to form. He went so fast, the whirlwind picked up all the leaves and blew them out through the hole in the roof. All that was left were the small sticks and twigs. He got to one end of the room and blew hard. The force of his breath blew the sticks into one corner. He and the five Rocpeans sorted through the pile of sticks. 
 
    When they had gotten about halfway through, one of the Rocpeans held up a wand. “I think I found it.”  
 
    “Yes, I think that’s it,” Steve said as he was handed the wand. 
 
    It looked like a crooked stick with several knots along the shaft. The only thing that separated it from a twig was the four-inch handle. Made of the same wood, it was smooth with a carved knob at the end. 
 
    “I’ll test it outside.” 
 
    They all went out through the double doors into the Black Forest. The Rocpeans stood behind Steve. 
 
    One hundred yards, Steve projected. 
 
    A beam shot out for one hundred yards. Steve swept the wand first to the left and then to the right, and all of the trees and underbrush were cut down for a hundred yards. 
 
    Done, Steve projected. 
 
    The beam came back into the wand. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back,” Steve said. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to help the Imphogs?” one of the Rocpeans asked. “They’re about to be exterminated.” 
 
    “I thought they couldn’t be killed,” Steve said. 
 
    “That was before Smalik,” the Rocpean said. “Smalik has become a great wizard. He’s been doing experiments on the Imphogs for years. Just before Torron left for the battle on Earth, he had a breakthrough. He can now kill the Imphogs. They’re being rounded up as we speak.” 
 
    “Are they being killed right now?” Steve asked. 
 
    “No, they’re being rounded up and taken to the Valley of Darkness and put in a hidden detention center where they’ll be executed under Torron and Smalik’s supervision,” he answered. 
 
    “So nothing happens until they return, right?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Not that we know of,” the Rocpean answered. “Right now, they’re only rounding them up. That’s all we know.” 
 
    “I shall return,” Steve said. He dropped the wand into his knapsack and flew into the distant sky. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We have the go-ahead for war,” General Wisecoff said to his commanders. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Colonel Smith said. “All ground forces are disbursed into the local communities. All aircraft have been divided up into smaller groups and deployed to private and commercial airports across the western third of the country. The navy has moved all ships off the coast and spread them apart. The Canadian military has followed our lead. When Torron’s military attacks, they won’t find us huddled in easy-to-hit pockets. We’re spread out and ready, sir.” 
 
    “Well done, Colonel. I want this base completely evacuated by zero eight hundred hours tomorrow.” The general looked around the room. 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Overnight, we’ll move our main command center to Nellis Air Force Base outside of Las Vegas.” The general walked out of the meeting. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Well?” Torron stood in front of Smalik, waiting for an answer. “Well?” 
 
    “We haven’t found either Hagred or Margot,” Smalik said. “They were spotted in the Miramar dome over a week ago, but no one has seen them since.” 
 
    With a stern look on her face, Torron’s eyes turned black. She pointed her scepter at Smalik. “I won’t kill you,” she said slowly. “You’re too important to me, but you will suffer.” 
 
    Black chains flowed from the end of her scepter and wrapped tightly around the wizard from the waist up. He grunted in pain as the chains pulled even tighter. She motioned to the guards that had been standing on either side of Smalik to take him away. They led him to the cages at the far reaches inside the dome and locked him up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
We Stand and Fight 
 
      
 
    Is it three longs, three shorts, and three longs, or is it three shorts, three longs, and three shorts? Steve asked himself as he hovered below the small opening in the roof of the cavern. Looking a little doubtful, he said to himself, I think it’s three shorts, three longs, and three shorts. He pounded the rock on the ceiling, sending the SOS. 
 
    Slatel jumped to his feet and looked into the urn. “Steve, are you there?” 
 
    “I’m here,” the answer came back, and Steve’s hand came up out of the urn. 
 
    Slatel took Steve’s hand and pulled him out. “What took so long?”  
 
    Steve shoved the urn into his knapsack. “I’ll tell you when we get to the others. Jump on my back, and I’ll take you with me to the top.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Slatel asked. “I weigh a ton, literally a ton.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” Steve answered. 
 
    Slatel hopped up on Steve’s back, and they flew through the hole in the bottom of the dome and up to the top of the stairway. They found the others sleeping in a narrow hallway just outside a small door. 
 
    “I’m back,” Steve said as he kicked Jeremy’s foot, startling him into consciousness. 
 
    “Really! Do you have to do that?” Jeremy stood up, nose to nose with Steve. 
 
    Jesse stepped between them. “Now, now, children. We’ve got work to do and not much time.” She pulled out her cell phone. “It’s two twenty-three a.m., and we need to move.” 
 
    “Before we go, I have to tell you something,” Slatel said. “I overheard two generals talking. They have orders to attack at ten even if the US military stands down. At ten o’clock, Torron’s war begins, no matter what.” 
 
    “We have to get this information to General Wisecoff,” Caroline said. “How can we get this to him?” 
 
    “There aren’t any bars on my phone,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “First things first,” Matt said. 
 
    “Why were you waiting here?” Steve asked. 
 
    Jesse described the room on the other side of the door. “I think Jeremy and Matt have a solution,” she added, “but we wanted to wait for you so we all went through together.” 
 
    “You’re afraid to go without me?” Steve said with a smile. 
 
    “No,” Jesse said. “Once through the room and through the door on the other side, we don’t know what we’ll be facing. I’ll peak through once we reach the other side, but no matter what’s there, we’ll have to go through. We thought it wise to go with the full power of the Alliance. We can’t do that without you.” 
 
    “So you’re afraid.” Steve smiled. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Jack asked Steve sarcastically. 
 
    “Wait,” Matt said and quickly took Jesse’s sunglasses and copied them for the team. 
 
    They had taken their weapons out of the knapsacks and were ready for anything. Jeremy nodded and Jack opened the door. 
 
    The crackling of the electric arcs inside the globe was continuous with the occasional sharp, loud, thunder bumper made by the lightning striking the wall and floor. 
 
    Jeremy stepped inside the small door with Matt right behind him and created an ice tunnel from the door on their side of the room to the door on the other side. Once the ice tunnel was complete, Matt waved his hands and the ice turned to steel. 
 
    The occasional lightning that had been striking around the room became intense, striking the new steel tunnel continuously as the Alpha-6 team, Slatel, and Haven ran through to the other side. The strikes began to filter through the steel wall. One hit Jack. Another hit Haven. Because they were the last to cross the room, the rest of the team didn’t notice they were hit until they started to open the other door. 
 
    “Jack and Haven are down,” Caroline yelled. 
 
    Steve held out his hand to stop the others and then shot down the tunnel and grabbed Haven, who was the closest. By the time he went back for Jack, he had been hit three more times and was nonresponsive. 
 
    “We have to move fast through the door, no matter what’s on the other side,” Matt said to Jeremy. “Once you start to open the door, they’ll know we’re coming.” Matt pulled on the wheel in the center of the door, but he couldn’t budge it. He motioned to Steve to give it a try. 
 
    Steve smiled. “See, you needed me,” he said under his breath. 
 
    Steve easily turned the squeaking wheel and pushed the groaning door open into the next room. There were three Humongers and two men in the control room. Taken by surprise, they went for their weapons. Caroline took out three of them, and Steve took out the other two. In seconds, it was over. 
 
    They decided to push the bodies into the room where the electric arcs were dancing around. Jack and Haven had both passed out. Jesse sat with Jack first. Hit in the shoulder, the hip, the hand, and the foot, he was barely alive. His wounds were large. Once Jesse stabilized Jack, she moved on to Haven. Haven had only been hit once, but the arc had burned a hole the size of a hard ball right through her left thigh. It had cut through her femur, so the leg flopped around as she was moved. 
 
    After both Haven and Jack were stable, the group started to explore the control room. Every switch, button, dial, and lever was protected by a force. When trying to push, pull, or turn any of the controls, the group would get a shock. The only thing in the room not protected was a space where the workers had lived. 
 
    “Look at this,” Caroline said. She pointed to a work schedule on the wall. “It looks like they’re on twelve-hour shifts and came on at midnight. No one will be coming to replace them until noon.” 
 
    “All the controls in the control room are locked down,” Jack said, “but I found some communications equipment over here.” He was leaning over a desk in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Can we use it?” Caroline asked. 
 
    Jack smiled. “It looks like a standard shortwave radio. There’s an operating manual here.” He picked it up and skimmed through it. “Some of the instructions are in a language I don’t understand, but the rest is in English. It basically says this is a standby system, to be used if all other communications fail.” 
 
    “See if you can get out on the radio,” Caroline said. 
 
    After a few tries, Jack made contact. “This is Alpha-6. Get this message to General Wisecoff at Travis AFB. We’re working on a solution to the problem. Please be informed, white flags or not, the battle begins at ten hundred hours. This is Alpha-6. We’re working on a solution to the problem. Please be informed, white flags or not, the battle begins at ten hundred hours. This is Alpha-6. We’re working on a solution to the problem. Please be informed, white flags or not, the battle begins at ten hundred hours.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Why are we moving?” Sammy asked as he loaded up his arms with weapons. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Gary said. “I feel uneasy. When we got here, I was positive this was the place we should be, but the longer we’re here, the stronger the urge is to move. I’m getting the feeling this building is not the place to be when the battle begins. I think we should park ourselves someplace low where we can easily hide and from which we can easily move around.” 
 
    Gary and his two friends settled down in a group of trees and bushes about a hundred yards from the entrance to the dome. 
 
    “They have to come out of the dome at some point,” Gary said. “When they do, we’ll be right here to greet them.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The radio room was crowded. 
 
    “Where did the signal come from?” General Wisecoff asked. 
 
    “It was a shortwave radio signal. We triangulated it to be somewhere southeast of Seattle. The transmission was so short we couldn’t pinpoint the location.” 
 
    “What did it say, word for word?” the general asked. 
 
    “‘This is Alpha-6. Get this message to General Wisecoff at Travis AFB. We’re working on a solution to the problem. Please be informed, white flags or not, the battle begins at ten hundred hours.’ The message was repeated three times.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the president,” Wisecoff said as he left the radio room. 
 
    A few minutes later, he was speaking to the president.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. President, I believe the Alpha-6 team. What they’re saying is that we have no choice. The war will start whether we surrender or not, so don’t labor over the decision to stand and fight.” 
 
    “Okay then, Godspeed,” President Davidson said as he disconnected. 
 
      
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jesse opened the map onto the table, and Jeremy pulled out the scroll. 
 
    “The map shows three rooms,” Jesse said, pointing at the map. “The collector room is the one we just came through. Then there’s a room called the core, and one called the mixing room. Look at that one. Do you see the lettering on the cylinders? It’s the same lettering that’s on T-Bone’s mixtures. The XR1 is the elixir, and the 2YL is the potion. Let’s take a look.” 
 
    Slatel opened the small door in his chest and handed the jar and vial to Jeremy. 
 
    Jeremy squinted as he tried to read the small print on the two containers. He shook his head and looked up at Matt. “She’s right. The elixir is Oiltex-XR1, and the potion is Jaban-2YL. That’s impossible on several levels. First, how could you possibly have read the labels, then remembered every one? And how did the letters on the containers get onto Torron’s cylinders or tanks or whatever they are? It’s impossible.” 
 
    “I don’t know how, but I can remember anything I put my mind to,” Jesse said. 
 
    “We know with our powers, anything is possible,” Matt said. “What does the scroll say, Jeremy?” 
 
    Jeremy finished unrolling the scroll. It read as follows: 
 
      
 
    First, Steve is the master of the Wand of Wongate. He and only he wields its powers. Place a curse on the potion and elixir, saying, “I curse the potion Jaban and reverse its effects on the core.” Then say, “I curse the elixir Oiltex and reverse its effects on the core.” Once the curses are completed, add the potion and elixir slowly to the storage tanks. When the potion and elixir are added, the liquid in the storage tanks will begin to degrade. You must leave immediately. Danger moves from very dangerous to extremely dangerous. “Well, nothing new there,” Steve said. “We’re always in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re the man, Steve,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m the master of the wand,” Steve said with a smile. “I am all powerful.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the way he said that,” Jack quietly said to Jeremy. 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” Jeremy replied. 
 
    “Remember what the scroll said the last time we read it. The answer is at the core. We need to find this room.” Matt pointed at the map. 
 
    “The core looks like it could be above the collector,” Caroline said. “I say we try those stairs over there.” She headed to stairs leading up to the next floor. 
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 Chapter 30 
I’ll Go 
 
      
 
    The sun was rising in the east as Gary, Sammy, and Johnny settled into their new digs. They had scattered their weapons and ammo around the area in strategic locations. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Gary asked the other two. 
 
    “Yes,” they both answered. 
 
    “I wonder why the military is so far back,” Johnny said. “They’re at least a mile away from the dome.” 
 
    “Maybe they know something we don’t,” Sammy said. 
 
    Gary took his headphones off. “Well, I’ve been listening to the chatter. They don’t know what to expect, so as a precaution, they’re setting up a one-mile perimeter. We’ll have a front row seat when this thing starts.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re waiting for them to attack,” Johnny said. “We should be taking them down now.” 
 
    “It’s been impossible to penetrate the domes,” Gary said. “Every attempt has been a catastrophe. Apparently, there’s a special team trying to bring down their protective shields.” 
 
    “A special team?” Johnny asked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s the Alpha-6 team. What I’m hearing doesn’t make sense. The team claims to have magic powers. Also, the aliens have mixed technology with magic. That’s why they have an advantage over us.” 
 
    “It sounds like hocus-pocus to me,” Sammy said. “When they come out of that dome . . . dead will be dead, magic or no magic.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The humming from the thirteen pods in the dimly lit room was almost deafening. 
 
    “These pods are much larger than they looked on the map,” Haven signed to Caroline. 
 
    “Yes,” Caroline signed back. “You can’t hear it, but the humming coming from the pods is loud. Almost too loud.” 
 
    “I can feel the vibrations,” Haven signed. 
 
    “Over here,” Jeremy yelled. He pointed to a door on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    Holding their ears, they hurried through the door and closed it behind them. The noise was now tolerable. They found themselves in a huge room dominated by an enormous dark green storage tank at least forty feet tall and sixty feet in diameter and labeled Y2L. Another large pale purple tank sat beside the bigger tank. This tank was about twenty feet tall and fifteen feet in diameter and was labeled XR1. A third tank, smaller and blue, about six feet tall and four feet in diameter, was labeled 5ND. The colors of the three liquids could be seen flowing in clear glass pipes from the tanks. The pipes led from the tanks to a mixer and from there out of the room to the core. Everything was well organized and labeled. 
 
    Steve went to a nearby table and placed the potion and elixir in the center. He removed the lid from the potion and took the cork out of the elixir. He moved the potion to the edge of the table. 
 
    They all gathered around the table. Haven kept slightly behind Caroline. 
 
    After looking at everyone, Steve pulled the Wand of Wongate from his belt and pointed it at the jar of dark green potion. “I curse the potion Jaban and reverse its effects on the core,” he said. A singular beam of bright light shot from the tip of the wand, encircled the jar, and eventually entered the top of the jar. The dark green potion began swirling. It turned pure white, then settled in as a bright red liquid. 
 
    Steve placed the lid back on the red jar and moved the elixir to the edge of the table. He pointed the wand at the elixir and said, “I curse the elixir Oiltex and reverse its effects on the core.” Again, a singular beam of bright light emanated from the tip of the wand, encircled the small vial, and eventually entered the top of the vial. The pale purple elixir began swirling. It turned pure white, then settled in as a bright yellow liquid. 
 
    “What now?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I’ll fly to the top of the large tank and see if there’s a way to pour the potion into the tank,” Steve said as he picked up the jar and flew to the top. He yelled down. “Yes, there’s a hatch up here.” 
 
    Steve opened the hatch and slowly poured the red liquid into the tank full of dark green liquid. As the red liquid hit the green liquid, the green liquid began to bubble around the entry point. By the time Steve had finished pouring, the area bubbling was turning red, and the red continued to spread. Steve closed the hatch and came back down. 
 
    He grabbed the yellow vial and flew to the top of the second tank. He opened the hatch and dribbled the elixir into the pale purple liquid. Again, the pale purple liquid began to bubble as the yellow liquid entered the purple liquid. The area around where the yellow liquid was entering began to turn yellow. 
 
    Steve put the hatch back in place and went back to the floor. “Done,” he said. “It’s going to take a while for the liquids to mix together, maybe hours. What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s seven forty-six,” Jack said. “The war will start in a little over two hours. Do you think it will mix by then?” 
 
    “Realistically, no,” Jeremy said. “It has to mix in the tanks, then go through the mixer. After that, it goes to the core. The pods are next, and then it goes to the collector. After all of that, it leaves for the domes. Some of the domes are hundreds of miles away. There’s no way it’ll make it before ten.” 
 
    “San Diego is nine hundred miles away as the crow flies,” Caroline said. “This will take days, not hours.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “We actually have two issues.” 
 
    “Only two?” Steve asked. 
 
    “First issue is, we don’t actually know if adding the potion and elixir to the storage tanks will do the trick. Will it take down the shields? We don’t know. Second, if it does work, it won’t be in time. The war will start with Torron having the advantage, and she’ll do a lot of damage before the shields come down.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s something else you could do,” Haven signed to Caroline. “You’ve defeated her in the past. Four times, right?” 
 
    “Haven wants to know if there’s something else you can do,” Caroline said. “You’ve faced her before.” 
 
    “We have to get close to her to figure out what to do,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “If you defeated her four times in the past, why is she still alive?” Jack asked. 
 
    Matt corrected him. “We actually only defeated her three times: once in the thirteenth century, once in the seventeenth century, and once in the nineteenth century. Each time, we forced her to return to Gandoral, where she rules. We didn’t kill her. The other time we faced her was in the fifteenth century. We were on Gandoral, the Underworld to you. We started the fifty-year war and left before we actually faced her.” 
 
    “Somehow, we need to get information about the magic she’s using and how to counter it,” Jeremy said. “We’ve learned from our past experiences that a direct confrontation with Torron could be a disaster. Going head-to-head with her won’t work.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Steve announced. “She wants me to join her. I’ll go and join with her.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Jesse said, clearly surprised at the idea. “First of all, she wouldn’t trust you. You would be dead before you could say hello.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Steve said. “She’s been after me since we crossed through Whispering Pass on our first trek. I really don’t know why, but she wants me to join her.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Matt said. “She has the powers of the Underworld. You have the powers of the Alliance. Working together, there would be no one to stop the two of you from taking this world, consolidating all power over Gandoral, and conquering other planets in the universe.” 
 
    “Other planets?” Jack asked. 
 
    “You really don’t think there are only two planets in the universe that have advanced life, do you?” Jeremy asked. He observed the looks on everyone’s faces. “T-Bone told me that before he went to Africa with Torron, she told him there were at least several hundred other planets with advanced civilizations. He said she wanted to rule them all.” 
 
    “It’s all about power,” Caroline said. 
 
    “Yes, power,” Jeremy confirmed. “The reason Earth is the first and most important target is because of the Alliance. If she could consolidate the two sources of power, her powers coupled with those of the Alliance, there would be no limit to what she could achieve. What you’re suggesting, Steve, would be very, very dangerous.” 
 
    “You’re not going alone,” Matt said. 
 
    “I have to go alone.” Steve insisted. “I will go alone.” 
 
    “No, I’ll disappear and be at your side in case you need help,” Jesse insisted. 
 
    “Okay, here’s the plan,” Matt said. “Slatel, you stay here and watch the colors of the pipes and let us know when they change and start flowing into the core. When you’re done, jump to the bottom of the two-mile shaft and join us on the surface. Steve, you take the rest of us down and back to the surface. Then you and Jesse will attempt to get inside the dome. We’ll keep in touch by two-way radio communications. Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
Revilo—Harbinger of Death 
 
      
 
    It was 9:37 before Steve walked up to the double doors leading into the dome. He stood thirty feet in front of them waving a white flag. Only a few minutes went by before the doors opened and four Humongers surrounded him. They searched him for weapons and looked into his knapsack. When they found nothing, they led him into the dome. Jesse followed behind, invisible to the Humongers. 
 
    The doors closed, and the Humongers stepped away from Steve. Immediately, he was hit with a barrage of lightning, knocking him to the ground. He shook violently and then went quiet. 
 
    Jesse rushed to his side and held his hand in hers. It’s working, she thought. Did she mean to kill him or only send a message? 
 
    I think she was sending me a message, Steve projected. She also took my powers away. 
 
    You can hear my thoughts? Jesse asked. 
 
    Yes, and you mine, Steve projected. I’m good. Stand back. Steve sat up. 
 
    Torron floated down from the balcony overlooking the entire inside of the dome and settled in front of Steve. “This is a surprise, I thought you were dead,” she said as she walked a circle around him. “Why are you here? The battle for Earth starts in less than fifteen minutes.” 
 
    A little shaky, Steve stood up. “I was thinking about your last proposal.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking. If I were to join with you, together we would be unbeatable, likely the most powerful duo in the universe.” 
 
    The queen led Steve to her private quarters. “In order for that to happen, we would need all nine of the Symbols of Power. How many do you have?” 
 
    “I only have one.” He pulled the Symbol out from under his shirt and showed it to her. 
 
      
 
    “Is the rest of the Alliance alive? I know you have more than that,” Torron said. 
 
    “Delay the start of the battle until tomorrow, and we can discuss how to get the other Symbols,” Steve said. 
 
    A deep foghorn blasted away. 
 
    “You’re too late,” Torron said with a crooked smile. “The battle has begun. Take him to the cages.” 
 
    Steve didn’t struggle but went willingly to the cages with four Humongers escorting him. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The foghorn blasted at every dome. Torron went to the control room. She sat on her throne and watched the action taking place in the Mega-Crystal, concentrating her attention on the Bay Area domes. 
 
    A hole began to open up in the top of the dome. It was like a circle opening to a wider and wider diameter until it was large enough for the Krak-4 mother ship to pass through. 
 
    Two A-10 aircraft shot rockets into the hole as it opened. Even though the hole was there, the pale blue shield was still in place. The rockets exploded on the surface. The mother ship ignored the A-10s. 
 
    Once through, the hole closed. The mother ship rose straight up above the dome until it reached twenty-six thousand feet, about five miles high, and became stationary above the dome. 
 
    Movement could be seen in the water next to the domes. There were six domes that touched the water: one in Seattle, one in Portland, two in the San Francisco Bay, one in Los Angeles, and one in San Diego. A large door opened in the dome under the surface of the water, and five Revilos left each of the six domes. 
 
    Torron watched the action taking place in the San Francisco Bay Area. Seven of the Revilos went straight north and under the Golden Gate Bridge into the open sea. Three of the Revilos stayed in the bay and began destroying every boat and ship in their path. 
 
    The seven that went out to sea began engaging the ships in the area. There was no discrimination. Commercial, private, and military ships were all being attacked. 
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    A Los Angeles-class fast-attack submarine fired several torpedoes at the Revilos as they came into view west of the Golden Gate Bridge. The torpedoes hit their targets but exploded on the shield with no damage to the Revilos. The Revilos were quick under water and were on top of the submarine before it could react. The giant claws grabbed the submarine and crushed it easily into three pieces. 
 
    The thirty Revilos continued to devastate the boats and ships up and down the West Coast. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
Oar-7 Attack Fighter 
 
      
 
      
 
    The foghorn blasted. About a hundred feet above the ground, a slit that went all the way around the circumference of the dome opened up and continued to open until it was about fifty feet high. Hundreds of Oar-7 attack fighters began flying out in all directions. They immediately came under fire from the ground and the air, but the rockets and bullets fired at them failed to penetrate the pale blue protective shield. The Oar-7s simply ignored the bombardment from the ground and air and headed to their ground targets. 
 
    Following the Oar-7 attack fighters, hundreds of dragons and firebirds with Humongers as their riders came flying out. Dressed in black clothing with black cape and black hood, the riders kept their faces hidden under the hoods. 
 
    While the Oar-7s attacked the infrastructure, the dragons went after the civilians. Fire and destruction erupted in neighborhoods around the domes. Eventually the dragons spread out across the cities, spreading their destruction. 
 
    The US military continued to attack the Oar-7s and dragons with no effect. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “By the end of the day, we’ll have destroyed the West Coast infrastructure,” General Haflyf said. “All bridges, all power stations, all oil and gas refineries and distribution centers, and all hospitals and schools will be demolished.” 
 
    “What is happening with the military response to our attack?” Torron asked, obviously pleased. 
 
    “Just as you predicted, Your Majesty, they’re attacking with no success,” the general responded. “We’re ignoring them until our initial objectives have been achieved.” 
 
    “Drake, I need you to go back to Gandoral and prepare the second wave,” Torron said. “The West Coast will fall in fourteen days. I want the second wave  
 
      
 
      
 
    of domes, Oar-7s, mother ships, and soldiers starting to leave Gandoral so they arrive here in fifteen days. Next, we’ll hit ten of the major cities between the coast and the Mississippi River.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The foghorn blasted. 
 
    Gary looked at his watch. Ten o’clock, he thought. Right on time. “Here they come.” 
 
    As the mother ship rose and the fighters began flying out of the dome, the large door opened and soldiers began to emerge. At first, they were men, and then all the other creatures began to flow out. 
 
    “Every one of them has a blue aura around them,” Sammy said, looking through binoculars. “I think it’s the same protective shield the dome has.” He handed the binoculars to Johnny. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Johnny said. “The aura of one of the soldiers is going off and on. Look at the short guy next to the tree over there.” He handed the binoculars to Gary. 
 
    Gary watched as a second soldier came to the aid of the first. The second soldier tapped on the top of the first’s helmet. The aura continued to flicker. They took the helmet off. The second soldier reached into his backpack and pulled out a small, gold-colored button. He pulled a button off the top of the helmet, tossed it away, and put a new one in its place. The first soldier put his helmet back on, and the aura surrounded him without a flicker. 
 
    “I’m going to try something,” Gary said. “See that big ugly one standing next to the lamppost?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sammy said. 
 
    “Watch through your scopes.” 
 
    They all had their scopes trained on the Humonger. 
 
    “On top of his helmet . . . do you see the gold button?” 
 
    “Yes,” Johnny said. 
 
    “Can you see that the blue aura starts below the button?” Gary asked. “That means the button isn’t protected. I’ll shoot the button off the helmet. Sammy, once it’s gone, shoot him in the head.” 
 
    All their rifles had silencers. The button disappeared, the aura disappeared, and the Humonger suddenly jerked backward and fell to the ground. 
 
    “We need to get this information to the military right away,” Johnny said. 
 
    “I’ll send a message on my radio,” Gary said, “but I’m not sure how much good it will do. Taking out the button is a tough shot.” 
 
    “Hey, there are three of those big guys headed our way,” Sammy said as he signaled for silence. 
 
    “Knives,” Gary whispered and motioned to hit the tops of their helmets with the butt of the knife handle. 
 
    They waited until the three had passed them and jumped them from behind. The quick hit to the button on top of the helmet turned off the shield. They then quickly slit their throats. 
 
    “This is the message I want to send,” Gary said as they dragged the three bodies into the bushes. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron was watching several monitors, each showing the battle in different cities. 
 
    One monitor showed the Los Angeles freeway bridges being destroyed. Another showed the Space Needle in Seattle coming down. 
 
    “The Oar-7s are quite lethal. Your engineers have done well, Mr. Jensen.” Torron sounded almost gleeful. “You will have a significant role in ruling over this planet. Bring Smalik to me.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Smalik was brought in. 
 
    “Take the chains off him,” Torron said. 
 
    It was clear he had been beaten badly. Once the chains were removed, he fell to his knees. He struggled to speak. “What do you wish me to do?” 
 
    “The Alliance is still alive,” Torron said with distain. 
 
    “What? That can’t be,” Smalik was surprised. 
 
    “I will deal with them later; I have one of them locked up. You are important to me so you are safe for now. I need you to finish the task I asked you to perform. Find Hagred and Margot and bring them to me.” Torron waved for him to leave and turned her attention back to the Mega-Crystal. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “They’re going after the infrastructure and civilians,” General Wisecoff said on the phone. “Mr. President, we can’t stop the attack. They’re attacking shipping up and down the coast. They’re attacking the civilians fleeing on the freeways. There’s no hint of morality. They’re attacking the most innocent of our nation, ignoring the military altogether.” 
 
    “General,” Colonel Smith interrupted. 
 
    “Mr. President, I have to go. I’ll keep in touch.” The general seemed impatient. “What is it, Colonel?” 
 
    “We heard from a civilian at the Ontario dome,” the colonel said. “Apparently there’s a gold button on the top of the aliens’ helmets that energizes their protective shield. Our tech guys say it has to be electronic. It has to be communicating with the dome. The civilians are being brought here. They have three of the helmets with them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
The Bridge Is Out 
 
      
 
    For days the traffic jam across the Golden Gate Bridge was relentless, but at least the traffic was moving. All lanes were heading north with the exception of one lane that headed south, reserved for emergency vehicles and a military convoy going into the city. The jam-up this morning was caused by a six-car crash inside the Robin Williams Tunnel, just north of the bridge. The cars were stopped on the bridge, and streams of people were walking and running on the sidewalk and down the middle of the lanes. 
 
    Foghorns blasted in the distance, and the sky was filled with attack fighters, dragons, and US military aircraft. 
 
    Four dragons landed on the two bridge towers, two on each tower. With loud screeches, they dove toward the cars below, spewing flaming saliva on both cars and people. The cars began exploding. 
 
    At the same time, two Revilos grabbed the towers from below. Their giant claws easily crushed the steel structures, and the bridge began to fall. Because the towers weren’t completely cut in two, the bridge collapsed slowly, allowing most of the people to survive the fall. There were thousands climbing onto the structure still showing above the water. 
 
    In downtown San Francisco, the Oar-7s were blasting at the ground level of all the tallest buildings. The Transamerica Pyramid was the first to fall. Other buildings fell as the destruction continued. 
 
    All of the cities in the San Francisco Bay Area were starting to burn. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Steve? Jesse projected. We need to get out of here before Torron comes for you. 
 
    She’s probably real busy right now, Steve replied. We should try to do some damage on our way out. 
 
    What do you have in mind? 
 
    First, I need to get my powers back. Steve rummaged through his knapsack. Ah, here it is. He pulled out a small vial with green liquid in it and held it up to the light. 
 
    Jesse walked through the cage wires and sat down beside Steve. The vial from under the volcano. 
 
    That’s right. Put it on me, Steve directed. 
 
    Jesse pulled the stopper out of the top of the vial, releasing a wisp of green fumes. Oh, I forgot, she thought. It smells like bacon. She put a drop of the thick liquid on her forefinger and gently rubbed it into Steve’s forehead. 
 
    It only took a few seconds before Steve turned beet red and began to sweat and have convulsions. Eventually, he settled down and passed out for a few minutes. Then without notice, he jumped to his feet and shook his head. “Where the heck am I?”  
 
    “Trying to delay the start of the battle didn’t work,” Jesse said. “We need to get out of here.” She reappeared and then walked right out through the thick wire mesh that made up the cage.  
 
    Steve used the laser beams from his eyes to cut through the wire, and they both went to the door. Jesse took Steve by the hand, and they disappeared. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “It’s working,” Slatel announced on the two-way radio. “At exactly the same time, the dark green tube turned bright red and the purple tube turned bright yellow. They both are now flowing into the mixer. I’m watching the tubes coming out of the core, and the pale blue is changing to a light orange. I’m leaving now.” 
 
    He ran through the lightning barrages and onto the stairway leading to the bottom of the dome. Instead of walking the two miles down to the bottom, he simply jumped. He fell, crashing back and forth against the stairs on both sides, destroying most of the stairs on his way down. He landed at the bottom in several pieces. He pulled himself back together, jumped the last few feet to the ground below the dome, and sank into the ground. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We don’t know if that will bring down the shields,” Jeremy reminded Caroline. “If it does, the first dome to lose its shield will be this one. It’s the closest one to the core.” 
 
    Caroline, Haven, Matt, Jack, and Jeremy were at the campsite next to the dome, waiting for Steve and Jesse to return. 
 
    Slatel came out of the ground and sat next to Jeremy. 
 
    They saw a flicker on the surface of the dome. The pale blue shield was flickering off and on. Mostly on. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “What’s happening?!” Torron screeched. 
 
    The screens were flickering. 
 
    “It’s just a power interruption,” Jensen said. “We have backup power. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Drake recruited you from MIT. He said you were the top of your class.” Torron walked across the room and stood nose to nose with Jensen. “Did my son make a mistake bringing you on board?” 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” Jensen said. “The technology we have here is solid. Don’t worry. I’ll go check the core to be sure.” He turned and left. 
 
    As Jensen ran across to the center of the dome, the flickering got worse. Now the shield was off as much as it was on. 
 
    “Have you checked the core?” he yelled as he entered the room. 
 
    “We’ve called them with no answer,” a technician said. “The core is locked from the inside. We can’t get in.” 
 
    “Break it down, now!” Jensen paced nervously as two Humongers began kicking in the door. He went into the control room and hurried up the stairs to the core. He opened the door. “No, no, no! How could this happen?” 
 
    The tubes running from the pods to the core were no longer pale blue. They were pale orange. 
 
    He hurried down the stairs to the control room. By now the flickering was mostly off. He rushed to a control panel and put his thumb on a fingerprint identifier. A drawer opened in front of him. In the drawer were switches, gauges, and buttons. He pulled a lever identified as Core Emergency Shutdown. All flickering stopped. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “It worked!” Jeremy exclaimed. “The shield is down. Get the general on the line and let him know. The others will be down as soon as the liquid gets to the other domes.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Look!” Jesse exclaimed. “The shield just came down.” 
 
    “Not all the way,” Steve said as he pointed at three Oar-7s leaving through the open slit in the dome wall. “The shield is still up on the aircraft leaving and the soldiers. They must be on a different system than the domes. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jensen flipped several switches and turned a few knobs, then pulled down a handle labeled RF System On. It took almost five minutes for the pale blue shield to come back up. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The invisible Steve went around the inside of the dome, tipping over Oar_7s and upending equipment and supplies and generally making a nuisance of himself. After a couple of minutes of complete havoc, he stood next to Jesse. “Hop on.” 
 
    Jesse climbed onto Steve’s back, and they followed an Oar-7 through the slit in the dome. Jesse looked back at the dome as the shield turned back on. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    In the middle of Caroline’s message to the general, the shield came back on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
The Shields Are Down 
 
      
 
    Jensen was meeting with the queen in her private quarters. “I’ve already sent word to Gandoral. The backup tanks will be on their way here within the hour. We’ll get them in three days. It’s not clear exactly what happened, but the Alliance must have poisoned the Y2L and XR1 tanks. Once we get the replacement tanks, it’ll take only a couple of hours to get the systems back in place.” 
 
    “If there’s a delay, what happens?” Torron was not in a good mood. 
 
    Quite nervous, Jensen didn’t answer right away. “Well, Your Highness, worst case?” he finally said. “Worse case is, the domes begin to fail eighty-four hours from when they stopped getting the mixture. In our case, the clock started two hours ago.” 
 
    Furious, Torron turned to Smalik. “Gather all my priests and generals to the control room,” she demanded. “Have all of the generals in the other domes on video. The strategy must change now.” The look in Torron’s eyes gave no doubt she meant business. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Be ready!” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jesse and Steve landed at the campsite and reappeared. 
 
    “Well, it almost worked,” Haven signed. 
 
    “What did she say?” Jeremy asked Caroline. 
 
    “She said it almost worked,” Caroline said. “There was a delay of about five minutes between when it went off and when it came back on.” 
 
    “We could do a lot of damage in five minutes if we were ready,” Jack said. 
 
    “The closest domes are Seattle, Portland, and Vancouver,” Caroline said as she picked up the radio. “General Wisecoff, General Wisecoff . . .” 
 
    “Yes?” the general answered. 
 
    “The shields in Seattle, Portland, and Vancouver will be down in the next few minutes,” Caroline said. “When they go down, you’ll have about five minutes before they come back up. Do as much damage as possible while they’re down. Give the orders now and call me back ASAP.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Portland 
 
    The shield protecting the Portland dome was already down by the time the US Air Force got the orders to attack. They were able to do some damage, but it was minimal. The Torron Oar-7s devastated the air force jets. A few incoming missiles from offshore navy ships hit the target before the shield came back up. The remainder of the missiles hit the shields and exploded on the surface. 
 
    Seattle 
 
    The air force jets were already in the area when the message came through. They scrambled to the dome and found the shield already down. They attacked with everything they had. As soon as they did, the Oar-7s that had been concentrating on the city destruction turned back toward the dome and engaged the air force jets. A fierce battle ensued. The air force was able to inflict major damage to the dome structure and some damage to the interior before being confronted by the Oar-7s. Once the Oar-7s attacked, all but one of the air force planes was shot down. Seven parachutes floated to the ground. 
 
    Vancouver 
 
    The Canadian Air Force had been keeping their distance when the call came in. They flew toward the dome, and from a distance of several miles, witnessed the pale blue shield come down. They immediately launched all of their missiles and hit the dome from all sides before the Oar-7s knew what had happened. The hit on the dome was so devastating, the complete dome structure failed, and the dome collapsed. The mother ship stationed two miles above the dome began to wobble. Then it went out of control and crashed into the ground several miles away from the dome. The instant the mother ship hit the ground, all of the shields protecting the Oar-7s and soldiers came down. A fierce battle ensued in the air and on the ground. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    There was panic in the room as Torron entered. She looked at the Mega-Crystal and could see the fighting taking place in Vancouver. “What’s happening?” she demanded. 
 
    “The dome collapsed and the mother ship was destroyed, causing all the shields to come down in that area,” General Haflyf said. 
 
    “Once the shield came down on the dome, they attacked,” Jensen said. “They were ready. They knew the shield was coming down.” 
 
    “Why is there a delay?” Torron asked. “Have the new shield come up as soon as the old one goes down. You have to protect the domes at all cost.” She sat on her throne with her knee bouncing up and down as her rage continued to rise. Her black eyes stared at Jensen through her eyebrows, making her already wrinkled and pocked face even more sinister-looking. 
 
    “Your Highness, we cannot start the RF System up before the Chem System goes completely down,” Jensen said. “There’s a two hundred seventy-five second delay between the shutdown of the Chem System and restoring of the shield by the RF System. That’s about four and a half minutes. The domes are vulnerable during that time.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it would have been wise to tell us that?” Torron yelled as she stood up and pointed her staff at Jensen. 
 
    Before she could pronounce a curse, Smalik stepped in between them. “I know you’re angry, as you should be,” he said in a controlled voice, “but you must not get rid of Jensen. We need him.” 
 
    “We need to focus on the issue at hand,” General Haflyf said. He turned to the rest of the military officers in the control room. “Cease all current operations at the rest of the domes and have the Oar-7s surround the domes and protect them during the power transition.” 
 
    The word went out, and the Oar-7s began to create protective formations around the remaining nine domes. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Did you ask the general if they knew what time the shield came down on the Vancouver dome?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Yes, he told me it went down at one nineteen,” Caroline confirmed. 
 
    “Vancouver is about two hundred miles from here,” Jesse said. “Therefore, the liquid travels about twenty-eight or twenty-nine miles per minute. It will hit the San Francisco Bay Area around one thirty-three, Los Angeles around one forty-four, and San Diego around one forty-seven. You should send that to the general.” She reached into her knapsack for an apple. 
 
    Jeremy had a questioning look on his face. “Okay,” he said to Jesse, “I should know by now not to be surprised, but I am every time you do that.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Jeremy. Things are popping into my head. The distances from here to the cities and the velocity of the liquid seemed to be second nature to me.” She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s simply one of my powers.” 
 
    “What, to know everything?” Jeremy said. “That’s one of your powers?” 
 
    “Why not? Are you threatened by it?” Jesse smiled. 
 
    “I would think that the most logical one would get that kind of power, and that would be me,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Steve had been listening in on the conversation. “Because you’re the smart one in the Alliance?” he said sarcastically. “He’s not threatened. He’s jealous.” Steve laughed. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    San Francisco Bay Area 
 
    “The shields will be coming down at any time,” the pilot said. “Once they come down, launch everything we have.” 
 
    The shield over the Oakland dome dropped first. Within seconds, the San Francisco shield came down, and the San Jose shield fell right after that. Missiles were launched from fighter aircraft and ships offshore. There were so many incoming missiles, the Oar-7s were swamped. Even though they were able to shoot down most of the incoming missiles, enough got through to do major damage. The San Jose dome completely collapsed, bringing down the mother ship with it. The other two domes, even though damaged, still stood, and the shields came back up. All aircraft and soldiers from the San Jose dome were left vulnerable. The US military took advantage of that, and a fierce battle ensued south of the Bay Area. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Los Angeles 
 
    Ten minutes after the shields went down in the San Francisco Bay Area, the shields at Bob Hope, Ontario, Los Angeles, and John Wayne airports all started falling. Because there was a little more time before the shields came down, the military was a little better prepared. As the shields came down, the fighters and offshore ships and submarines launched the same attack as was done in the Bay Area. However, four B-1 Lancer long-range strategic bombers delivered eight cruise missiles each. All twenty-four cruise missiles were targeted at the four mother ships. 
 
    All but one of the cruise missiles were shot down by the Oar-7s. The one that got through hit the mother ship over Ontario. It plunged straight down, collapsing the center of the dome. When the shields on LAX, Bob Hope, and John Wayne airports returned, the Ontario shield failed to do so. The battle in the Ontario area was fierce. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    San Diego 
 
    Both the US military and the Torron forces had learned lessons from the previous attacks. A navy ship ten miles offshore took a chance and launched five cruise missiles, one minute apart, at the mother ship. The first two hit the shield before it dropped. The third and fourth were shot down by Oar-7s. The fifth made it through and took down the mother ship. It fell straight down, crushing the dome over Miramar. The dome and mother ship over San Diego survived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
Fifty-Mile Limit 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” the soldier said to General Wisecoff. “From the three damaged helmet buttons, we were able to piece together one operating button. Take a look.” 
 
    He reached out and plugged the button into the top of the helmet he had placed on a table. A blue shield covered the helmet and the table below it. 
 
    “You can safely touch the shield,” he said. He put his hand on the helmet. “But you can’t damage the helmet. Here’s one of the others that I hit with this ax.” He laid a badly damaged helmet on the table, then took the ax in hand. With as much force as he could muster, he hit the helmet just in front of the button. The helmet didn’t move, and the ax bounced off. The soldier next took a baseball bat and hit the helmet on the side with enough force to hit a long ball home run. The bat broke, and the helmet didn’t move. The soldier picked up the helmet and tossed it up and down in his hand. “This is what we’re up against.” 
 
    Gary picked up the damaged helmet and inspected it. “Did you learn anything about how they work?” 
 
    “We haven’t learned much yet,” the soldier said. “It looks like the cloaking mechanism is actually buried in the outer skin of the helmet. The helmet is communicated with and powered up by the button. We’re sending the three helmets and buttons to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena.” 
 
    “Not a good idea,” Gary said. “That’s too close to the Ontario and Bob Hope airports. We’re in Las Vegas at Nellis Air Force Base. Send it to RTW Aerospace. They’re right here in Las Vegas. They create advanced weapon systems and are leaders in the innovation of advanced electronic systems. The number one engineer there is John Handy. Tell him Master Sergeant Gary Hyatt sent you.”  
 
    The general looked at Gary for a second and then nodded and motioned for the soldier to leave. The soldier pulled the button off the top of the helmet, picked up the two helmets, and left. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Vancouver, Ontario, Miramar, and San Jose domes are down,” a technician reported. “Portland and Seattle sustained major damage but are functioning. San Francisco, Oakland, Los Angeles, Bob Hope, John Wayne, and San Diego are fully operational.” 
 
    “We have nine functioning domes, including the one we’re in,” General Haflyf reported. 
 
    “Is the crisis over?” the queen asked, in no mood for more bad news. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” Smalik said. “All of your priests and military commanders are either here or on the video feed, as you requested.” 
 
    Torron turned toward her throne and then back to Smalik. “I thought I told you to go after Hagred and Margot. Why are you still here?” 
 
    “I was about to leave with two Humongers when the crisis hit,” Smalik answered. “I came back to help.” 
 
    “Get out of here! I don’t want to see you ever again unless you have Hagred and Margot with you. Go, go!” Torron sat on her throne. “Now that the Alliance is back in play and there remains a possibility the shields could go down again, I want no mercy. Devastate every city. Level them all. I want nothing left standing. Go directly after their military. Take no prisoners. No prisoners! We were going to take it one step at a time. Given the crisis we just experienced, we can no longer gamble with time. I want the battle for the West Coast wrapped up in the next forty-eight hours. By three p.m. on Friday, I want Hagred and Margot at my feet, dead or alive, and the battle ended.” Torron motioned for Jensen to follow her to her quarters. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness?” Jensen asked. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Our clock started at around one, right?” Torron said. 
 
    “Yes, we need the new tanks in place by midnight on Saturday,” Jensen said. “This dome will start deteriorating around one a.m. on Sunday morning. The fix will be in place before the deterioration starts.” 
 
    Torron shook her head. “You had better be right.” She had a look in her eyes of mistrust as she waved for him to leave. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “General, you have to hear what is going on in the San Diego area,” Colonel Smith said as he burst into General Wisecoff’s office. 
 
    They went to the command center to watch the monitors and listen to the chatter. 
 
    “The Top Gun pilots are luring the alien aircraft out over the Cleveland National Forest and over Whale Peak,” the colonel said. “Once the alien craft crosses over the peak, its shield drops. Other planes lie in wait, and as the alien ship’s shield goes down, they’re destroyed. It looks like the distance is about fifty miles when the shield fails.” 
 
    “Okay, move all assets out past fifty miles from the closest dome,” General Wisecoff said. “Have teams of fighters lure what they can and have others organized to shoot down the alien ships as the shields go down.” He continued to watch and listen to the action. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Alpha-6 had moved from the camp to a place where they could watch the main doors to the dome. 
 
    Slatel’s hand came up out of the ground and grabbed Steve by the ankle. Steve jumped so high that he took Slatel with him, up about forty feet. Slatel let go, and they both came back to the ground. 
 
    “You little gravel head,” Steve said. “You almost made me pee my pants. You’ve gotta stop with the surprise attacks. They’re not funny anymore.” He pounded Slatel over the head and drove him into the ground. 
 
    Slatel smiled and shrugged at Jesse as he sank into the ground, then popped right back out. “That was worth it,” he said to Steve. 
 
    They heard rustling in the bushes and instantly readied themselves for a fight. Matt had pulled White Lightning all the way back and was ready to kill whatever came out of the bushes when two hands appeared. 
 
    “It’s only me,” T-Bone said. “It’s T-Bone. Don’t shoot.” 
 
    “How did you find us?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Drones,” T-Bone said. “Remember, I have drones. I’ve been watching you ever since you left.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” Jesse asked. “It’s quite dangerous.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that,” T-Bone said. “Actually, it’s more dangerous than you think. I’ve come to deliver a message from Hagred.” 
 
    “Hagred?” Steve said. “He’s here? Hagred, Hargett’s older brother, is here?” 
 
    “Yes, he wants to help you defeat Torron,” T-Bone said. 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” Jesse said. “He’s a scoundrel. No, he can’t be trusted.” 
 
    The doors to the dome creaked and groaned as they opened and three dragons were led out by three Horkins. Two Humongers and a man dressed in purple robes mounted the three dragons. 
 
    “There’s no shield around the dragons,” Jeremy said quietly. 
 
    The dragons took flight. 
 
    “Matt, bring down the Humongers,” Steve said. “I’m going after the third one.” He flew into the afternoon sky. 
 
    Matt unleashed four consecutive arrows in rapid succession. All four found their targets. Two dragons fell out of the sky, spewing streams of fiery saliva as they crashed into the forest. 
 
    Steve caught up with the third dragon as the other two were hit. He landed on the dragon’s neck just ahead of the rider and drove his oversized sword into the dragon’s neck. As the dragon began to flail out of control, Steve turned to the rider, grabbed him around the waist, and flew back to the others. Once on the ground, Steve pinned the man against a nearby tree and pulled back his hood. 
 
    “Smalik?” T-Bone said with surprise. “I thought you would be dead a long time ago, but here you are.” T-Bone sounded happy to see Smalik. 
 
    “You know this guy, T-Bone?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he was Torron’s high priest a hundred and fifty years ago,” T-Bone said. “What are you doing in purple robes?” 
 
    “Do you remember the advice you gave me about how to stay alive around Torron, T-Bone?” Smalik asked. 
 
    “Yes, I said you need to be too important to her to lose,” T-Bone said. 
 
    “Well, it worked,” Smalik said. “After you left, I studied your notes and learned your craft the best I could. I then was able to work with the engineers and scientists from Earth to advance what you had done. I’m now the most powerful wizard on Gandoral, right behind Torron herself.” 
 
    Steve pointed the Wand of Wongate at Smalik. “Do you know what I have in my hand?” 
 
    “No,” Smalik replied. 
 
    “I have the Wand of Wongate in my hand,” Steve said. “No wand has greater power. Don’t make any sudden moves. If you do, your extra-long life will end here.” 
 
    Smalik put up both hands. “I completely understand.” 
 
    After rummaging around in their knapsacks, the Alliance tied, blindfolded, and gagged Smalik. Then Steve reached into his bag, pulled out a set of headphones, put them on the wizard, and started a repeating loop of Led Zeppelin. 
 
    “Now, what were you about to say?” Matt asked T-Bone. 
 
    “Hagred wants to help you,” T-Bone said. 
 
    Jesse began shaking her head. “No, no, we can’t trust him. He’s almost as bad as Torron, maybe even worse. Even his older brother, Hargett, didn’t trust him.” 
 
    “He’s a different form of the same enemy,” Matt said. 
 
    Jack couldn’t keep quiet. “Look, I don’t know this guy, but if he can help, shouldn’t we at least listen?” 
 
    “I agree with Jack,” Caroline said. “I think the old saying holds in this case.” 
 
    “What old saying is that?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “The enemy of your enemy could be your friend,” Caroline said. “We should listen to what he brings to the table.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “I didn’t want him to know where you were, so we’ll be meeting him at a small airport near the beach,” T-Bone said. “It’s a little more than fifty miles from here. The airport is Hogan’s Corner Airport.” 
 
    “We can’t get the V-22 off the ground,” Jeremy said. “The alien ships will shoot us down. How do we get out of here?” 
 
    Caroline looked at Steve. “If you’ve been watching, the alien ships have been all heading toward Seattle. There are no real important targets in this area. I think if we’re able to get to the V-22, and if we fly at treetop level, we might be able to get out of here. Can you get us to the V-22?” 
 
    “You know what?” Steve said. “I have more talents than being a taxi shuttle service.” He picked up Jesse under one arm and Haven under the other and flew into the afternoon sun. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The sun was setting when the word came in that the alien ships were no longer being lured away from their task of destroying the cities. 
 
    “They chased the US aircraft to the fifty-mile mark but stopped at that point,” Colonel Smith said to General Wisecoff. “The good news is, we shot down sixty-two of the alien crafts before they caught on. The even better news is, it took them this long to realize the mistake they were making. They’re not so bright.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
Hagred and Margot 
 
      
 
    Steve shook his head and watched as the V-22 lifted off the ground. This is the noisiest machine I’ve ever heard, he thought. We’ll never get out of here without attracting attention.  
 
    Steve was flying just ahead of the V-22. The Alpha-6 team, along with Haven, had gotten twenty miles from the lake dome when two alien ships started to chase them. 
 
    Steve headed straight at the one on the right. He couldn’t damage the ship, but he discovered he could use his strength to change the ship’s direction. He got on top of the ship and began pushing it toward the ground. He drove the ship at supersonic speed straight into the ground, demolishing it. 
 
    The second alien ship was attacking the V-22. Caroline was dipping and dodging to avoid being hit. A few bullets pierced the fuselage, and two hit Haven and Jack. 
 
    Steve jumped the alien ship from above. The ship dipped hard to the right. To keep his balance, Steve grabbed what looked like a handle or knob. The centrifugal force of the dive put a lot of force into Steve’s grasp of the knob. It broke off in his hand, and Steve went flying away. He regained his balance and headed back toward the alien ship and noticed the shield was down. He attacked the ship by pushing it into the ground. 
 
    Jack opened the door of the V-22 and let Steve in. 
 
    “I think this is what gives the aircraft its shield,” Steve said as he handed the hockey-puck-sized button to Jack. 
 
    “The chatter on the radio says we’ll be safe when we’re fifty miles away from the dome,” Caroline said. 
 
    As Jesse attended to Jack and Haven, Caroline flew the plane west to the coast and then turned north, setting down at the Hogan’s Corner Airport. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “They said they would be here,” T-Bone said. “Give them a little more time. We’re fifty or sixty miles from Seattle, and with the battle blazing away, it will likely take them longer to get here.” 
 
    “We have better things to do than to sit here waiting for someone who might be able to help,” Steve said. “I never liked the guy anyway, and Margot was a spy. We should leave.” 
 
    “I’m with Steve,” Jeremy said. “We can’t put our trust in those two. Hagred likely killed his brother, and she’s a spy. It’s almost midnight. We need to get back to the lake dome and figure out how to drive Torron back to Gandoral.” 
 
    Just then they heard a loud whirring sound, and out of the dark sky appeared an Oar-7. 
 
    The Alpha-6 team immediately got into combat position. 
 
    “Don’t attack!” Caroline yelled. “If they were going to kill us, we would already be dead.” 
 
    Three legs extended down, one in front and two in the rear. Each leg had three fingerlike extensions that softened the landing. A door on the underside of the ship slid open, and a ladder extended to the ground. Two people exited the ship and walked toward the team. 
 
    Hagred wore a black cape with a red lining and carried a small black satchel over his shoulder. Margot wore a deep purple jumpsuit with silver trim and a headband that was also purple. On the front of the headband was a brilliant sapphire in the center of a spray of diamonds. 
 
    “We want to help you fight Torron,” Hagred said as he walked up. 
 
    “We don’t trust you,” Steve said as he stepped in front of Hagred. 
 
    “Steve, relax.” Margot touched his arm. “Listen to our story. Then decide if you want to trust us or not.” 
 
    “How did you get your hands on an alien ship?” Jack asked. 
 
    “We stole it from the Ontario dome,” Margot answered. “The Humongers are weak-minded.” 
 
    “There’s a hangar over here,” Caroline said as she pointed to the hangar on the north side of the runway. “Let’s talk inside.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    General Wisecoff was sleeping on a cot in his office, fully clothed. At 12:30 a.m. Thursday morning, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Yes? What is it?” 
 
    Master Sergeant Barr entered. “The tech guys have an update for you.” 
 
    The two left for the command center. 
 
    “What do you have?” the general asked as he entered the room. 
 
    “It’s really strange, sir,” Captain Starritt said. “They’re using the L-band. We use it for GPS system communications. They’re communicating on this band at around 1.57 gigahertz. We can’t quite figure out how to decode it or interrupt the signal yet. There’s a random signal that’s working between one and two gigahertz. The random signal seems to have two purposes. The first is to communicate with and power up the shields for the helmets and their aircraft. The second is to scramble our GPS systems to create chaos with our systems. The signal is attached to a complex polynomial. We’re close to duplicating the signal. Once we capture the signal, we’ll be able to block it successfully.” 
 
    “Give me an ETA on the solution,” the general said. 
 
    “By morning, sir,” Starritt said. 
 
    “Before dawn,” the general said. 
 
    Starritt nodded and left. 
 
    “Put everyone on alert,” the general said. “Get all air and sea assets in position at the sixty-mile mark by zero five hundred hours. Alert all ground forces to be ready for an attack on the aliens at zero five hundred hours. Wake me at zero four thirty hours.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Wow, that’s an old airplane, Jesse thought as she walked passed the Cessna 120. I don’t think this meeting with Hagred and Margot is worth having. He’s a scoundrel, and she’s a spy. What good can come from this? 
 
    There was an old desk and chair pushed up against the far wall with an old beat-up filing cabinet standing next to it. 
 
    Jeremy created a fireball, and Matt positioned it overhead. Matt signaled them to step back, then motioned for the chair to move out of the way and the desk to move into the center of the room. He transformed the desk into a large, round conference table and the wobbly chair into a high-backed office chair. He duplicated the chair until he had enough for all, and they sat at the table. Once they were all seated, Matt looked across the table at Hagred. “Why did you call this meeting?” 
 
    “I believe I can help you defeat the queen,” Hagred answered. 
 
    “Before we start,” Jesse interrupted, “what happened to Hargett?” 
 
    “Well, that’s a long story,” Hagred said. “We don’t have time right now.” 
 
    “We’ll take the short version,” Jeremy insisted. 
 
    “After you left Africa,” Margot began, “it took twenty years, but the three of us eventually reconciled our differences. We helped the natives set up trade agreements and formed a great and wealthy nation. About forty-five years ago, Torron’s son Drake found us in Africa. He tried unsuccessfully to lure the three of us back to Gandoral to join the preparations for the battle that’s going on right now. However, somehow Drake managed to kidnap Hargett. We haven’t heard from him since. We assume he was killed by the queen at some point.” 
 
    “We travel back and forth between Gandoral and Earth whenever needed,” Hagred said. “We haven’t seen or heard of Hargett since he was abducted.” 
 
    “You travel to and from Gandoral at will?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Margot said. “Once we reconciled, Hargett showed us the portal from the island to Gandoral. Between Hargett and Hagred, they figured out how to open and close the portal without the seven stones. The words are ‘Enter Gandoral’ from the island side and ‘Enter the island’ from the Gandoral side. It’s pretty simple, and it works.” 
 
    “We know you don’t trust us,” Hagred said. “I wouldn’t if I were you, so let’s make it simple and you can decide if we’re in or out.” 
 
    Matt looked around the table at the rest of his team. No one seemed enthusiastic. “What do you suggest?” he asked. 
 
    “You know as well as we do that the battle raging along the West Coast is not the objective,” Hagred said. “The queen is the objective.” 
 
    “Yes, we know that,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “She’s well protected,” Hagred said. “While the shield holds over the lake dome, it’ll be nearly impossible to bring her down. We saw the shields come down for a short period, but they went right back up.” 
 
    Jeremy shot Matt a “don’t say a word” kind of look. 
 
    Matt sat back. “Yeah, we saw that happen too. Do you know how to bring down the shield?” 
 
    “Before the army left Gandoral, I talked to one of the Horkins that worked on the technology surrounding the domes,” Hagred said. “The domes have two energy sources. The first and primary one is chemical. Then there’s a backup electrical system. We believe the chemical system failed for some reason, and the electrical system kicked in.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Steve said. 
 
    “We only need to bring down the electrical system,” Margot said. “If we bring it down, the shield should fall. Then she’s vulnerable.” 
 
    “Can you fly that ship into the lake dome?” Steve asked. 
 
    “No,” Hagred said. “We tried to fly into the Bob Hope dome, but the slit in the dome wouldn’t open. We weren’t attacked. We simply couldn’t get in. We’ve concluded that we won’t be able to get into the lake dome either. If you can help us get in, Margot and I can shut down the electrical system.” 
 
    “How can we get you in?” Jesse asked. 
 
    Margot shook her head. “We know you were inside the lake dome. The Oar-7s have monitors in them. We saw you on the monitor in our ship.” 
 
    The Alliance didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Okay,” Hagred said. “There are cameras everywhere. The video from those cameras is shared with all of the other domes for security purposes. We saw you in some kind of control room. I don’t know what you did, but you brought down the chemical power source. I know you don’t trust us, but we know a little about what you’ve been up to.” 
 
    “We can get you inside,” Caroline said. 
 
    The Alliance looked surprised that Caroline had acted without consultation. 
 
    Matt pointed to Hagred and Margot. “Wait outside.” After the door closed, he turned to Caroline. “You don’t think we should have discussed this first?” 
 
    “No,” Caroline said. “People are dying every minute we waste. Get them inside quick. If they’re successful in bringing down the shields, great. If they fail, we’ll try something different. You were impatient before the battle started. I’m impatient now. Get them inside that dome as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Hagred and Margot don’t know we have Smalik,” T-Bone said. “I want to take him back to my bunker. Maybe I can learn something from him that would help.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Jesse said. “All of our weapons and precious artifacts are in our knapsacks. If we get caught, they’ll likely take them away. Hand them to me.” She held the knapsacks in her hands and disappeared. Before she reappeared, she laid the knapsacks down, and they continued to be invisible. “Here.” She picked up the invisible knapsacks and handed them back. “Look inside. You can see everything. Remember, they can touch them even though they can’t see them. Don’t tell Hagred and Margot. I still don’t trust them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
Friend or Foe 
 
      
 
    Hagred and Margot came back into the hangar. 
 
    “Okay, what’s the plan?” Jeremy asked Hagred. 
 
    “I’ll pretend that you’re my prisoners,” Hagred said. “Torron will see us for sure. Once we have her attention, we’ll all attack her at the same time. She’ll be overpowered, and we’ll take her captive.” 
 
    “You think it’s that simple?” Steve said with a questioning look on his face. “We’ll never get that close. Besides, how can you show Torron that you’ve taken us captive? She knows how difficult that can be. We can’t just walk in. She won’t buy it.” 
 
    “Steve’s right,” Jesse said. “If we walk in with you, she’ll know you’re lying.” 
 
    “I have this,” Hagred said as he pulled a rope out of the satchel he had over his shoulder. The rope was braided from three different brightly colored smaller ropes: red, blue, and yellow. “This is an exact replica of the Ensnaring Cord. It’s said that once it surrounds its victim, it produces a field from which no magic can escape. That’s a myth, only a story. However, most in the realm of magic and sorcery believe the stories are true, and the Ensnaring Cord is out there somewhere waiting to be found. I’ll tell the queen that Margot found it in Africa before we left, and I’m now using it to contain your magic. I’ll convince her that I’ve come to join her and that I am bringing the Alliance to give to her as a gift of good will.” 
 
    Steve began to smile and then chuckled under his breath. “I don’t believe you. What if the Ensnaring Cord is actually the Ensnaring Cord and you ensnare us for real?” He laughed under his breath again. “We’re young and somewhat inexperienced, but we’re not stupid.” 
 
    “Watch,” Hagred said. He pointed his hands at a stack of boxes in the corner of the hangar. Fire shot from his fingertips and set the boxes ablaze. He then shot a black smoke column at the blaze and put it out. He pulled Margot close and swung the rope in the air. 
 
    The rope moved on its own and wrapped around both Hagred and Margot, then broke into two ropes that tightened around each of their waists. 
 
    Once the ropes were in place, Hagred performed the same magic as before. “Torron knows how the rope is supposed to work. When you come in with them tight around your waist, she’ll assume you’re powerless.” Hagred took the two short ropes from himself and Margot, and they combined back into one, which coiled itself up. 
 
    “Put it around me,” Jesse said. 
 
    When Hagred tossed the rope toward Jesse, it uncoiled and wrapped around her waist, shortening itself to fit. Jesse disappeared and then reappeared. 
 
    “Okay,” Caroline said as they all exited the hangar. “I’ll take T-Bone back to his place. Haven, you come with me. Jack, you go with the Alliance, Margot, and Hagred.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Oar-7 had seats for four and just enough floor space to accommodate the rest. It lifted off and disappeared in the dark sky. 
 
    The V-22 now seemed a bit of a clunker compared to the Oar-7, but it lifted off with its cargo and headed toward Seattle. 
 
    Caroline was listening to her radio. She called Jack on his cell phone and asked him to hand his phone to Hagred. “I just heard over the radio to be ready for battle against the aliens at zero five hundred hours,” she said to Hagred. “All air and sea assets are to take positions at the sixty-mile mark from the domes and wait for further orders. All ground forces are to be ready to attack the alien army by zero five hundred hours. Central Command must believe the shields will be coming down again.” 
 
    “If the shields come down, we might be able to fly straight into the lake dome,” Hagred said. 
 
    “You should wait at the sixty-mile mark until the shields come down and then try to get into the dome,” Caroline said. “I’ll alert the air force to give you safe passage.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As soon as they landed in Seattle, Caroline signed to Haven. “I need to get you to Central Command in Las Vegas.” 
 
    “I want to stay with you!” Haven was upset. 
 
    “No, this time we’re not sneaking in through the back door,” Caroline said. “We’re going to be heading straight through the front door, and I’m not willing to risk your life. I’ve arranged transportation for you on a two-seater F-18 Hornet. You’ll be there in less than an hour. I’ll join you in Las Vegas. I promise.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “You said to wake you at zero four thirty hours, sir,” Sergeant Barr said as he shook General Wisecoff’s arm. 
 
    The general hurried to the command center. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Captain Starritt said. “We tested the algorithm on the helmet we have, and the signal was interrupted. We’re ready to transmit the interruption signal through the GPS satellites, which should cancel out all shield signals.” 
 
    General Wisecoff gave the order. “Alert all forces. We’ll send the jamming signal at zero five hundred hours.” 
 
    The clock ticked down the seconds. Once it hit the 0500 hour, Starritt hit the Enter key on his computer, and they watched the screens showing the alien craft and alien soldiers. The pale blue shield continued to glow. The general looked questioningly at Starritt. 
 
    “It’ll take a little time for the signals to degrade,” Starritt said. “Be patient.” 
 
    He had no more finished the sentence than the shields started falling, and the full force of the US military sprang into action. 
 
    “The dome shields are still up,” Colonel Smith said as he pointed at the LAX and San Diego dome screens. 
 
    “They must be on a different system,” Starritt said. “The shields protecting the nine mother ships aren’t down either. They’re the ones broadcasting to the aircraft and soldiers. The only protective shields down are the ones for the aircraft and soldiers. The signals protecting them must have been originating from the mother ships.” 
 
    “We can’t go after the domes and the mother ships, but we can go after the aircraft and soldiers,” the general said as he settled into his chair and watched the action on the screens and the pieces being repositioned on the large map on the table in front of him. “Now we have a real war on our hands.” 
 
    There were small ships and submarines being moved into place. Aircraft squadrons represented by small airplanes were being moved around, and ground forces, represented by small armored cars, tanks, and little soldiers, were also being moved around as the battle raged. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Your Highness, you must come quickly,” Panard, Torron’s high priest, said with urgency in his voice. 
 
    Torron quickly got out of bed. Her nightgown transitioned into fighting  
 
      
 
    armor as she crossed the room to the door. “What has happened?”  
 
    “Most of the shields have failed,” Panard said. 
 
    No one wanted to be in the room when Torron arrived. Livid, she walked straight to Jensen. “What happened?” 
 
    “They’ve jammed our signal,” Jensen said. “We’re trying to come up with a work-around right now. We should be back online within the hour.” 
 
    Torron pulled Panard, General Haflyf, and General Hasmin aside. “What is your assessment?” 
 
    Panard was the first to speak up. “Jensen is quite good. I suspect he’ll be successful in bringing the shields back up.” 
 
    “In the meantime,” General Hasmin added, “even without the shields, we still have the advantage. The Oar-7s are quicker and maneuver faster than the US planes. The weaponry on the Oar-7s and that of our soldiers is more advanced. Yes, because the shields are down, we’ll lose some of our assets, but we’ll still win the war.” 
 
    “I agree with General Hasmin, Your Highness,” General Haflyf said with authority. “It might take a little longer, but this battle will surely be won by your army. War is an unpredictable activity. As we learn what happens on the battlefield, we’ll adjust accordingly. We’ve recalled half of the Oar-7s back into the nine domes that still have their shields up. They’ll be protected until their shields are back in place. The other half will support the ground troops and take on any attacking aircraft. The Revilos are already attacking the ships and will continue. The mother ships still have shields and will continue their repositioning across the populated areas. Their attack should begin sometime this morning.” 
 
    Clearly Torron was concerned, but the reassurance of her high priest and the two generals delayed what might have been a mass replacement of her top advisers. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I still don’t trust these two, Jesse thought. They tell a good story, but their history bothers me. She watched out the window as they approached the dome. Amazingly, they followed four other Oar-7s and went right through the open slit in the side of the dome. The Oar-7 landed without incident. 
 
    “We should sit tight for a few minutes while more OAR-7s land around us,” Hagred said. 
 
    “Jeremy and I will get some Torron uniforms for us.” Jesse took Jeremy’s hand, and they both disappeared and left the craft. 
 
      
 
    As they walked away from the V-22 Jeremy said, “I need to see Hunter.” 
 
    “What, why?” 
 
    “I want to see if she remembers us,” Jeremy said as he looked around. “If I remember the map correctly the dragons are kept over there.” He pointed. 
 
    In a minute they were standing next to a dozen dragons. 
 
    “There she is,” Jeremy said quietly. “Make me visible.” 
 
    The dragons were docile as if drugged. Jeremy made his way to Hunter. 
 
    “Hunter,” Jeremy said. The dragon slowly looked in Jeremy’s direction. “Hunter, it’s me.” 
 
    Hunter reacted violently by standing on her hind legs and giving out a roar. 
 
    “Calm down,” Jeremy said as he put out his hands in friendship. “Do you remember me, I hatched you from an egg and raised you until you were grown. 
 
    Jesse reappeared next to Jeremy. 
 
    Hunter had calmed down and lowered her head to take a closer look at the two. She looked directly at Jesse for a few seconds and then she thought, “You healed me after my first battle with the dragons.” She slapped her tail on the ground three times. 
 
    Jeremy heard her thoughts, “That is right. We know you are now Torron’s personal dragon. We want you to help us defeat her.” 
 
    Hunter reared back up on her hind legs and shook her head, flames shot out in all directions, “I am loyal to my queen. You are my enemy!” 
 
    Jesse quickly grabbed Jeremy’s hand, they both disappeared and ran to safety. 
 
    “For a minute there I thought we made a connection,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Yeah, for a minute,” Jeremy agreed with a sigh. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, there was a hesitant knocking at the door of the Oar-7. Steve opened the door but couldn’t see anyone there. He got pushed aside, the door closed, and Jesse and Jeremy reappeared with two large boxes in their hands. They all got dressed as Locals soldiers, and Jesse handed out Torron rifles. 
 
    “We’re at the far southern end of the dome,” Jeremy said. He turned his attention to Hagred. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “We need to find two places,” Hagred said. “First is the power station. Second is Torron’s control room.” 
 
    “Do you see that round tower in the center of the dome?” Jeremy pointed to a round black structure about ten stories tall. It had only a few windows scattered up the side. “The power station is inside that tower.” 
 
    “While Jeremy and I were looking for uniforms, we saw a cluster of buildings on the far side of the tower,” Jesse said. “Those buildings are likely Torron’s living quarters and control room. All the rest of the structures under the dome look like barracks, maintenance, and storage buildings.” 
 
    They headed for the tower first. Humongers were watching the entrance. 
 
    Jeremy broke away from the rest and approached the guards. He pointed at the two Humongers and said, “You are relieved by order of the queen.” He waved for the others to join him and then continued. “We’ll stand watch in your place.” 
 
    The two Humongers seemed pleased to be released and walked away. 
 
    Inside, the group eventually found the power generators. Margot and Hagred began setting explosives at the base of half a dozen generators and control cabinets. 
 
    When they finished, Hagred handed Jack a remote-control button. “Here, take this detonator. If our confrontation with Torron goes sideways, push the button.” 
 
    “Why not push it now?” Jack asked. “Push it now and end the war.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Hagred said. “You might be able to slow the queen down, but to defeat her, you must attack her. If you don’t push her back to Gandoral, she’ll continue to fight, and she’ll bring more supplies and more soldiers. She has a never-ending supply of both. Once she takes the West Coast, she’ll recruit humans willing to join her, and some that aren’t willing will be forced to join her. She’ll continue to move eastward until total victory over the US is won. Then she’ll move to Europe and Asia. The world will be hers by this time next year. Cutting her power is a short-term delay, not a path to victory.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    With the shields down, the fighting in the air, in the sea, and on the ground intensified. During the previous twenty hours, the major cities had been leveled. Most of the skylines, once distinctive, were now gone. The goal of destroying the major cities of the West Coast in the first twenty-four hours was mostly achieved. The house-to-house, block-to-block, and city-to-city eradication of mankind was now in full swing. 
 
    The US soldiers had been issued the weapons Matt had created. That leveled the playing field. As the alien soldiers were killed, the weapons and ammo were picked up and used. The Torron army, even though ugly and numerous, were not good fighters in comparison to the US forces. Good progress was being made by the US forces on all fronts. 
 
    Two more ships had been crushed by the Revilos before the shields came down. The navy war ships, aircraft, and submarines made devastating attacks on all Revilos once the shields fell. Within two hours, all thirty Revilos had been destroyed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
Who’s Who? 
 
      
 
    “Once the shields came down, the aliens stayed on offence,” Colonel Smith said. “The soldiers became more aggressive toward our military, and their aircraft also became more aggressive.” 
 
    “Likely because their aircraft no longer needed to stay within the fifty-mile radius of the mother ships, they could chase our aircraft to wherever they went, including here in Vegas,” General Wisecoff said. “They’re all over us. How are our boys doing?” 
 
    “Their crafts are quick and fast, but the pilots lack real-time dogfighting skills,” Smith said. “We’re doing quite well. They lose four to five for every one of ours. Most of our pilots make it to the ground. Captain Strong sent a girl about twelve or thirteen here from the Seattle area. What should I do with her?” 
 
    General Wisecoff looked over at Haven and smiled. “Put her in my office with the three guys from Ontario. I’ll deal with them later.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron stood impatiently behind a nervous Thomas Jensen. 
 
    His fingers raced across the keyboard, and sweat dripped onto the Alt key. He moved his head back and forth to crack his neck. “I think I got it.” He looked up at the queen, and without looking at the keyboard, pressed the Enter key. 
 
    Shields began to go back in place. 
 
    “That took entirely too long, Mr. Jensen,” Torron said. “At five thirty, you said an hour or so. It’s been five and a half hours.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” Jensen said apprehensively. “This fix is only temporary. I’ll go back to my lab and work on a permanent solution.” 
 
    “Temporary?” General Haflyf said. “How temporary?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say how long it’ll take for the enemy to hack this signal,” Jensen said. “What I do know is, they will. I need to get back to the lab as soon as possible and put an encryption in place.” He turned and left without getting permission. 
 
    Torron looked down her nose at the MIT grad as he left, then shook her head and sat down on her throne. 
 
    Panard, the high priest, ran into the control room. “They’re here,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “They’re all here.” 
 
    Torron’s mood changed. “Who’s here?” She sat forward. 
 
    “The Alliance, Hagred, and Margot,” Panard said. “They’re here in this dome. They’re here right now.” 
 
    “They’re coming for me.” A crooked smile crossed Torron’s lips, and her eyes turned from blue to black. “I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long, long time. We will end this right here and right now.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    After the sun went down on the first day of the battle, the nine mother ships began repositioning themselves. They lined up along the coastline over the most populated areas. When the shields went down, they continued their move. At 11:00 a.m. Thursday morning, the shields came back up. By midday on Thursday, all the mother ships were in place. The fifty-mile coverage of the mother ships’ umbrella began a slow and continuous march eastward. The Torron soldiers and aircraft operating under the protective umbrellas of the mother ships began the final sweep of the most populated areas. As they moved inland from the coastline, they reeked total destruction of all structures and total annihilation of the population. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    T-Bone drew blood from Smalik’s arm and put it into a blue test tube. He then drew blood from his own arm and put it into a green test tube. He smiled at Smalik. “You took my advice and became irreplaceable to the queen.” 
 
    Smalik was gagged, tied to a chair, and sitting in his underwear. 
 
    “What’s your plan, T-Bone?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “I’ve worked since the day I arrived in Seattle on a potion to get rid of the queen,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Do you have such a potion?” Strong asked. 
 
    “Well, that remains to be seen,” T-Bone said. “I finished the last steps to the process before I came to the lake dome last night. The solution needed to gestate for twelve hours before it would be ready. There’s no real test except trying it on Torron herself. So maybe.” He smiled a bigger smile. 
 
    “The odds?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Good but not excellent,” T-Bone answered. He took a dropper and put three drops of a black liquid into each of the two test tubes. Then he filled the tubes about half-full with a white liquid that ran out of the bottle like honey. He put a stopper on the tubes and put them in a shaker. After shaking for several minutes, he held them up to a light. “I think we’re ready.” He picked up two syringes and filled them to the ten-milliliter level. One was filled with the liquid from the blue test tube, Smalik’s blood, and the other was filled with liquid from the green test tube, T-Bone’s blood. 
 
    “Now, this little trick will wear off in six or seven hours, so we’ll have to move quickly,” T-Bone said as he injected the liquid from the blue test tube into his own arm and then injected the liquid from the green test tube into Smalik’s arm. “Don’t get us confused with each other.” He sat down in a chair. 
 
    It took a minute or so, but T-Bone began to groan in pain, then Smalik followed. They both moaned for a couple of minutes, and at the end, Smalik looked like T-Bone and T-Bone looked like Smalik. 
 
    T-Bone injected Smalik with another liquid. “That will keep him unconscious until he transforms back to himself.” 
 
    T-Bone dressed in Smalik’s clothes, and they put T-Bone’s clothes on Smalik. 
 
    “We need to go to the lake dome,” T-Bone said as he slipped a small red vial into his pocket. 
 
    “You even sound like Smalik,” Caroline said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Jack, stay out of sight,” Hagred said as they changed out of the Torron uniforms and back into their own clothes. “If we’re not back in one hour, push the button. The power will go off, and we’ll be able to capture or kill the queen.” He looked at his watch and then back at Jack. “One hour exactly.” 
 
    “One hour,” Jack said as he looked at his watch. 
 
    Hagred took the Ensnaring Cord from his satchel. As the Alliance stood close together, Hagred whipped the rope out. It surrounded the four, then broke into four individual ropes and tightened around each of their waists. 
 
    Jesse disappeared and reappeared. “Just checking.”  
 
    “Remember, when I say, ‘Long live the queen,’ we all attack her at the same time,” Hagred said. 
 
    As soon as they stepped out of the power station building, they were surrounded by Humongers and escorted to Torron’s control room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
Ensnaring Cord 
 
      
 
    Torron watched the Alliance, Hagred, and Margot on a large monitor as they were being surrounded by six Humongers. I wonder what might have happened if I had convinced Hagred to join me, she thought. He and I could have easily ruled both Gandoral and Earth. From there, we could have expanded throughout the universe. But instead, he . . . She abruptly came back to the present. “Bring them to me,” she commanded. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” General Haflyf answered. 
 
    Six guards escorted the Alliance, Hagred, and Margot into the control room. 
 
    Torron was seated on her throne. “How did you get into this dome?” she asked as the six approached her. 
 
    “We came in an Oar-7, Your Highness,” Hagred said. 
 
    “Why do you surrender so easily?” Torron asked. 
 
    Why aren’t we attacking right now? Steve projected. 
 
    I don’t know. Maybe he knows something . . . Jesse’s thoughts were cut short. 
 
    From behind and without notice, Margot pointed a wand at the Alliance. A whirlwind of bright streaks of light, like beautiful red, yellow, and blue shimmering ribbons, surrounded them. The colorful ropes around their waists turned black. 
 
    Hagred looked over his shoulder at the Alliance and smiled. “I wish to join you,” he said to Torron, “and help you win the war and take over Earth. I believe without Margot and me, you cannot win this battle.” 
 
    “You come to me now? You’re a bigger fool than I thought.” Torron pointed her staff at Hagred. “I should vaporize you right here and now.” 
 
    Hagred put up his hand, as if to stop the attack. Torron lowered her staff. 
 
    “I bring you the Alliance as a peace offering,” Hagred said. “As you can see, Margot found the Ensnaring Cord of old. I have used its magic to capture the Alliance.” 
 
    I can’t disappear, Jesse thought to herself. 
 
    Torron stepped down from her throne and walked up to Jesse with that evil smile crossing her face. “You’re mine now, little girl.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Haven sat quietly in the corner. Gary, Sammy, and Johnny were playing cards at a table across the room. 
 
    Gary kept glancing at the thirteen-year-old. “You okay?” he finally asked. 
 
    Haven sat looking down at her cell phone. 
 
    “Hey, kid, you okay?” Gary asked again, with no response. He got up and went to the girl. 
 
    She looked up. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked again. 
 
    Haven motioned that she couldn’t hear. She went to the general’s desk and got out a piece of paper. “I am deaf,” she wrote. “What do you want?” 
 
    Gary wrote back. “I just wanted to see if you were okay. You look sad.” 
 
    “I’m okay. I have some new friends, so I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Where’s your family?” Gary wrote. “Your mom and dad?” 
 
    “They’re dead. They died on the first day of the invasion.” 
 
    “Do you have other family?” Gary wrote. 
 
    “No, but I found some really cool friends,” Haven wrote. “They’ll end the war against the aliens.” 
 
    Just then, a tremendous explosion ripped through the building. The roof caved in, a couple of walls collapsed, and debris flew everywhere. Before Haven knew what had happened, Gary had grabbed her and pulled her to the floor against the wall, shielding her with his body. The devastating blasts continued for another minute or so. To Haven, it seemed like a lifetime. Then the only sounds were the sounds of agony and pain. 
 
    Buried under debris alongside Gary, Haven could feel Gary struggling to catch his breath. She had several scrapes on her face, internal injuries, and two broken legs. Gary was badly injured. They waited for rescuers. 
 
    “You okay?” Gary mouthed. 
 
    Haven nodded. 
 
    “Sammy and Johnny?” Gary mouthed again. 
 
    Haven looked sadly at Gary and shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    Tears welled up in both Haven’s and Gary’s eyes. Gary’s breathing became labored. He struggled to lift his arm and pointed to his bicep on his right arm. He pointed again. 
 
    Haven could hardly move, but she opened her hands as if to ask, “What?” 
 
    Gary tried to pull his shirt sleeve up, and Haven began to help him. He smiled. She pulled the sleeve up until the armband was exposed. Gary motioned for her to remove the armband, and she did. 
 
    He smiled, nodded his approval, and with his last ounce of strength, motioned for her to keep it. “It’s yours,” he whispered with his last breath. 
 
    Quietly crying off and on for the next two hours, Haven waited for medical help to come. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I finally have you all in one place.” Torron shook her head. “It’s hard to comprehend after all these years.” She reached out to touch the gold chain around Matt’s neck. She pulled on it, and the bright green moon Symbol popped out from under his shirt. She dropped the chain, and the Symbol lay across his chest. She reached to grab the Symbol and was shocked. She backed away. “I thought no magic could be performed while under the influence of the Ensnaring Cord,” the queen said as she looked at Hagred for an answer. 
 
    “The Alliance can’t perform any magic,” Hagred explained. “The four Symbols, however, possess their own magic, separate from the Alliance.” 
 
    “The way I see it, you both have a problem,” Matt said. “Your Majesty, you have a problem because the only way you can get the Symbols is for us to willingly hand them over to you. Hagred, you and Margot have a problem because the only way the queen can get the Symbols is for us to willingly hand them over to her.” 
 
    “We’ll just kill them,” Margot said as she pulled out a dagger. 
 
    “Queen Torron, what happened when you killed Gregory with a dagger?” Jesse asked. “Gregory was a member of the Alliance. He had a Symbol when you killed him. What happened to Gregory’s Symbol after he died?” 
 
    The queen’s face became rigid with disapproval. “The chain and the Symbol disappeared. One minute it was there. The next it was gone.” 
 
    “You can’t get our Symbols unless we voluntarily give them to you,” Steve said. “That isn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. There are ways to get you to change your minds. There is always the easy way, and then there’s the hard way.” Torron had that evil smile on her face. “Quite frankly, I enjoy the hard way the best. I’ll find your parents, and I’ll get the Symbols. It’s a matter of time, and I have all the time I need. Guards, take them to the cages.” 
 
    Eight guards, one on each arm, grabbed the Alliance and took them away. 
 
    “Now, what am I going to do with you?” Torron asked Hagred and Margot. 
 
    Both pulled out wands and immediately began attacking Torron. Electric arcs combined with lasers and fire shot from the tips of the wands. 
 
    Torron’s first reaction was to simply put up her left hand to shield her from the attack. She stood while the attack roared on and pulled out her own wand. Her wand created a simple white beam, one inch in diameter. The beam shot out toward Hagred and Margot, but instead of hitting them, it split in two and surrounded each of them a dozen times and then tightened around them until they dropped their wands and could barely breathe. They stood, each entrapped in a white coil. 
 
    “You are so predictable, Hagred. You truly believe you can defeat me and take my place.” Torron was now standing nose to nose with Hagred. “I rule at the pleasure of Zolog. I will rule Gandoral and Earth. He has given me the authority to take whatever action I deem fit to take charge of both. You could have ruled at my side. Now, you will never take my place.” 
 
    “The Alliance will defeat you,” Margot said. “When they do, Hagred and I will rule in your place.” 
 
    Torron pointed her scepter at Margot, and a stream of lightning hit her and knocked her to the floor. The wand that activated the Ensnaring Cord slid across the floor and under a chair against the wall. The lightning danced all over her body. Then, as if nothing had happened, her body rose back up, seemingly unaffected. She started to say something. 
 
    “Keep your tongue or you will not survive the next time I hit you,” Torron said. She looked back at Hagred. 
 
    “You know you have no real power over us,” Hagred said. “Ultimately, you will fail. When you do, we’ll be there. You are favored by Zolog, but his patience is running thin, and he needs to see real progress or you’ll be replaced.” 
 
    “You’re speaking for Zolog now?” Torron asked. 
 
    “Yes, he was about to throw you aside until he saw your current strategy for taking over Earth. He believes you have a good chance of winning. However, he has seen your failures of the past as well and has set up a replacement plan. If you fail this last time, Margot and I will take your place, finally ruling both Gandoral and Earth.” 
 
    “You will never take my place,” Torron said. 
 
    “I’ve allowed you to capture us, Torron, but your time is limited.” Hagred clenched his fists and broke the bonds that had held him. 
 
    Margot did the same. 
 
    “I’ve delivered the Alliance to you by Zolog’s orders,” Hagred said. “He wants to see if you can truly defeat them. They’re here, they’re in your hands, and they’re ready to be destroyed. The question is, can you capture all nine Symbols of Power and kill the Alliance?” 
 
    Margot and Hagred disappeared. 
 
    Torron stretched forth her right arm, and the wand under the chair flew into her hand. She looked at it curiously and smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
Smalik (T-Bone) 
 
      
 
    “Can you find it?” Jesse asked Matt. 
 
    “I know it’s in here someplace,” he answered. 
 
    “It never ends with you two,” Steve said sarcastically. “There’s no way out of these ropes. You heard them. As long as we’re ensnared by the cord, we’re powerless.” 
 
    “If we don’t figure something out quick, we’re doomed,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Doomed?” Steve said. “That’s a little extreme, isn’t it? You’re getting to be a ‘glass-half-empty’ kinda guy. I’m disappointed.” 
 
    “She’ll torture us until we give up the Symbols,” Matt said. “The real problem is, she has many devious ways to torture us. She’ll use them all.” 
 
    “Not only us,” Jeremy said. “She’s going after our parents.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A soldier sitting at a surveillance monitor got up and went to General Haflyf. “There’s an ATV approaching the main entrance. There’s a driver, and it looks like a body is strapped to the back of the ATV.” 
 
    “Have the guards report who it is,” the general ordered. 
 
    A few minutes later, word came that it was the queen’s high priest Smalik and a captured wizard. The general had them brought to the control center. 
 
    “You failed me again, Smalik,” the queen said. “I sent you after Hagred and Margot, and what did you bring me? Mr. Hill? Why? I’m surprised he’s still alive.” 
 
    “I heard on the way in that Hagred and Margot were already here,” Smalik (T-Bone) said. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Not your concern,” Torron said, obviously perturbed. “Why do you bring me that old man?” 
 
    “He’s been working with the Alliance to defeat you,” Smalik (T-Bone) said. “I thought it best to bring him here to see if we can learn anything from him. As you already know, he’s an excellent conjurer of potions and elixirs. We need to know what he’s dreamed up against you.” 
 
    “He’s unconscious,” Torron said. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, we got into a little scuffle, and he fell and hit his head,” Smalik (T-Bone) said. “He’ll come around soon, and I’ll find out what he knows.” 
 
    “Throw him into one of the cages,” Torron said to the guards. 
 
    The guards hauled T-Bone (Smalik) to the cages. 
 
    “I have the Alliance in one of the cages,” Torron said. “They have the Ensnaring Cords around their waist, so there is no urgency to deal with them right now. I need to concentrate on the battle. I’ll deal with them later.” 
 
    “Ensnaring Cord?” Smalik (T-Bone) asked. “I thought that was a myth. Is it true?” 
 
    “Yes,” Torron said as she held the wand in her hand. “The cord is useless without this wand.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” Smalik (T-Bone) asked. 
 
    Torron handed the unique black wand, about eighteen inches long, to Smalik (T-Bone). The shaft consisted of three small cords tightly braided together, and the handle consisted of three larger cords tightly braided together. 
 
    Smalik (T-Bone) handed the wand back. “You must keep this in a safe place.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jack looked at his watch. The one-hour time limit was approaching. He put his thumb on the button, ready to destroy the power station. He watched the second hand counting down the seconds. Right at the one-hour mark, Jack pushed the button and squinted his eyes in expectation of an explosion. Nothing. 
 
    He ran back into the power station and grabbed one of the bombs Hagred had placed there. He carefully took it apart. It was a fake. 
 
    Oh boy, they’re in trouble, Jack thought to himself. 
 
    He headed toward Torron’s control room. Armed with the Torron weapon given to him by Matt, he would be a deadly opponent. He killed seven Humongers, two Horrintines, and five Markers on his way to the front door of the control room. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron heard the commotion outside the main door. “Take care of that,” she told General Haflyf. She motioned for Smalik (T-Bone) to follow her back to her private quarters. 
 
      
 
    The doors to the control room swung open, but before Jack could fire his weapon, he was captured, disarmed, and subdued by the Humongers waiting behind the doors. 
 
    “Throw him in one of the cages,” General Haflyf said. “We’ll let the queen decide his fate.” 
 
    They took him to the cages, where he joined the Alliance. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jesse asked after the Humongers left. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay,” Jack said. “My pride is hurt a little. That’s all. I can’t believe they got the best of us. Are you okay? Where are Hagred and Margot?” 
 
    “They betrayed us like I thought they would,” Steve said. “Once a snake, always a snake.” 
 
    “As it turns out, these cords around our waists really do take our powers away,” Jeremy said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Everyone is dying, Haven thought as tears streamed down her dusty, dirty cheeks. I can’t move my legs. Why did this stranger give me an armband? She was holding Gary’s lifeless hand. Explosions shook the ground all around, causing more dust to rise up. I’m going to die right here. I’ll never see Caroline again. She closed her eyes and passed out. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I want a damage report ASAP,” General Wisecoff commanded. 
 
    “It was a hit and run, General,” Colonel Smith said. “Our aircraft are chasing them back to the battlefield.” 
 
    “They hit the hangars and buildings, not the runway,” Sergeant Barr said. “We’re still in business. They hit us hard and then left. We’re destroying many of them as they try to get back to the safety of their shields.” 
 
    “I want a count on injuries and casualties,” the general said. “What about my office? There were four civilians in there. Are they okay?” 
 
    “I’ll check,” Sergeant Barr said. “That end of the complex was hit the hardest.” 
 
    A few minutes later Barr returned. “Your office took a direct hit. I have men digging through the debris. I’ll report back as soon as we find the civilians.” 
 
    When Barr returned to the general’s office, Sammy’s and Johnny’s bodies lay on the floor next to the door. 
 
    The soldiers looking through the rubble heard Haven moaning. They quickly uncovered her and Gary. Once they got the heavy beams off of them,  
 
      
 
    they laid Gary’s body next to Sammy and Johnny and took Haven to the base hospital. She had the armband clutched tightly in her right hand. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I can’t get this thing off me,” Steve said. He tugged at the cord. “We need to get out of these cords if we’re going to take on Torron.” 
 
    The door to the room where the cages were opened with a bang. Two Humongers threw T-Bone (Smalik) into a cage next to the cage the Alliance was in.  
 
    “It’s T-Bone,” Jesse said. “He’s bleeding from a wound on the back of his head. I think he’s unconscious. We have to help him.” 
 
    “I agree, but we’re a little tied up right now,” Jeremy said. “Pun intended.” 
 
    “I think there’s a loophole with these cords,” Matt said. “They said that while the cords are around our waist, we can’t perform any magic, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jeremy became quite interested in what Matt was saying. 
 
    “And yet, the magic of the Symbols still prevented Torron from taking my Symbol,” Matt continued. “The magic held by the artifacts, like our Symbols, could still be operational. They could still function. Some of them, like a wand, require one of us to activate the magic. But others, like our Symbols, work on their own.” 
 
    “Like which ones?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Okay, let’s think about what we have in our knapsacks,” Matt said. “I’ll name them off, and together we’ll decide if one or more of them has its own magic.” 
 
    “Before you name them off, are there any obvious candidates?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “We know our four Symbols have their own powers,” Jeremy said. “We don’t know the extent of their powers. Let’s try one.” He pulled the purple lightning Symbol out from under his shirt. He went to Matt’s cord and rubbed it like a knife. Nothing happened. He repeated the test for all four Symbols. “Four down . . . many more to test.” 
 
    By 11:20 in the evening, the Alliance had tested Scortak’s Clay, the Seven Stones of Honor, the Crystal of Gardenel, the Rod of Strawnob, the Wand of Cetrekap, the Wand of Wongate, the Shield of Innocence, and the Ax of Norrid. Each time, they tried different incantations, curses, spells, and commands. They even tried pointing the object at the cords and saying nothing at all. 
 
    “We’ve tried everything,” Steve said. “All the curses and all the spells. Nothing works. I think we may have met our match.” 
 
    “Maybe T-Bone will have an idea when he wakes up,” Matt said. 
 
    “Yeah, if he wakes up,” Steve said in his usual sarcastic way. 
 
    “I think we need to turn in for the night,” Matt said. “Maybe we can think of something after we’ve gotten some sleep.” 
 
    They all agreed.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
Small Red Vial 
 
      
 
    As dawn broke on the third day of the battle, the mother ships moved inland from the coast. The Oar-7s and ground troops moved under their protection, leveling all structures and killing all people in their path. 
 
    “They’re showing no mercy,” Colonel Smith said to General Wisecoff. “We have to get the shield down or the entire West Coast is lost.” 
 
    “How is Starritt’s work coming along?” General Wisecoff asked. “Is he any closer to finding a solution?” 
 
    “He’s close, General,” Colonel Smith said. “He’s close.” 
 
    The door to the control room swung open, and Captain Starritt rushed in. “I have it,” he announced. “I have the algorithm. We can upload it right now.” 
 
    General Wisecoff became animated. “Upload it now, Captain. Call all forces. The shields are coming down.” 
 
    Captain Starritt sat down at a computer station and plugged in his flash drive. His fingers raced across the keys. He looked at the general. The general nodded, and Starritt pressed the Enter key. They watched the monitors. After fifteen seconds, the shields began falling. 
 
    Cheers went up in the control room and across every military facility. 
 
    “We’re back in business. Hit ’em hard and fast,” came the order across all branches of the military. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Alliance continued to pull everything out of their knapsacks. The sheer volume of trinkets and other things was astounding. They worked all morning, trying each item, logical or not. They started trying the same ones over again. 
 
    Finally, Steve pointed to Jesse’s belt. “I can’t believe we haven’t tried your dagger, Jesse.” 
 
    “I must be an idiot,” she said. “I’ve been looking everyplace but right here.” 
 
    Steve poked Jeremy in the arm. “So much for the intellectual giant.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Jesse pulled out the dagger. “I guess it was too close to see. Now that I think about it, this dagger has its own powers. When it was in Gregory’s chest, it preserved him. No one commanded it to do that. When I faced Torron during our first trek, I didn’t command the dagger to shoot lightning and fire at her. It did it on its own.” She held up the dagger. “I remember what Gregory said just before I took the dagger from his chest. I asked, ‘Can it be used like a magic wand?’ He said, ‘Yes, but it must be used wisely. All you need to do is point it or throw it and think or say the spell, and it will be. You must be very, very careful. Once you learn how to use it, it can become an ultimate power. Thus, this ultimate power can lead to corruption. Use it sparingly. It is a dangerous, two-edged sword. Use it only when there is no other way.’ Maybe this is the answer.” 
 
    “You remember that word for word?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” Jesse asked. 
 
    Jeremy smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, so much for brain power,” Steve said impatiently. “If it works, we’ve wasted valuable time. Try the dagger.” 
 
    She took the dagger and slid it under the black rope. It didn’t cut the rope. 
 
    “Maybe it’s not supposed to cut it,” Jeremy said. “Maybe you should use it like a wand and command it.” 
 
    “We can’t command it,” Jesse said. “Remember? We have no magic. We’ve been trying commands on all the other trinkets, but remember what Hagred said. Once the cords are around our waist, we cannot perform any magic. Who should I try it on?” 
 
    “Try it on me,” Matt said. “What are you going to do if you can’t command it?” 
 
    “Simple,” Jesse said. “I’ll point it and see if it knows what to do on its own.” She pointed the wand at Matt’s ropes. 
 
    They waited, but nothing happened. As Jesse was about to give up, a small red spark jumped from the tip of the dagger, then a yellow spark, then a blue spark. The sparks began flowing from the tip—red, yellow, blue—and became bright, shimmering ribbons of light surrounding Matt. When they stopped, the black rope around Matt’s waist had turned back to the braided red, yellow, and blue rope. 
 
    The streaming ribbons continued. They encircled the other three until all the black ropes had turned back to their original red, yellow, and blue. Then, without warning, the four individual ropes unwrapped themselves from around the waists of the Alliance and became one rope. It coiled itself up into Jesse’s hand. She put the cord into her knapsack. 
 
    Slipping the Dagger of Valdar under her belt, she said, “I’m keeping this where I can get to it in a hurry.” 
 
    Steve used his super strength to tear open the cages. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Our shields went down again, Smalik (T-Bone),” Torron said as she pointed to the monitors in the room. “We’re giving them a good fight, and we outnumber them. We’ll win because of sheer numbers.” 
 
    Smalik (T-Bone) was looking at several monitors showing the battles around the mother ships. “A mother ship is falling.”  
 
    “They’re expendable,” Torron said. “Once the shields were compromised, they had no real purpose any longer. Let them fall and destroy more of the cities below them. You can see from the monitors, the green area in each city is held by the earthlings, and the red is held by my army. You can see that we’re having a lot of success on the ground. Follow me.” Torron walked out of the control room to her private quarters. “You were supposed to bring Hagred and Margot to me. Instead, you brought Mr. Hill (Smalik). Why?” Torron was livid. 
 
    “In my search for Hagred and Margot, I ran into T-Bone, Mr. Hill to you. It’s a pretty good chance he would have a connection with the Alliance. I thought I would bring him here and then go back out and continue my search for Hagred and Margot,” Smalik (T-Bone) said. 
 
    “They were already here,” Torron said, looking at Smalik (T-Bone) carefully to see his reaction. 
 
    “Here? When?” Smalik (T-Bone) asked. 
 
    There was an explosion in the control room. The queen pushed Smalik (T-Bone) ahead of her as they went to her control room. 
 
    Steve had the Wand of Wongate in his hand, Matt had the wand of Cetrekap, Jesse had the Dagger of Valdar in her left hand, Jeremy held the ax of Norrid in his right hand and the Shield of Innocence in his left. Jack had the Torron army weapon at the ready. 
 
    The main door had been blown off its hinges as the Alliance entered. Steve used the Wand of Wongate to hit the Mega-Crystal. The images of the battles raging on the West Coast vanished as the ball cracked in several places. The cracks continued to grow until the ball burst into a thousand pieces, and the liquid inside the ball exploded into the air. The Alliance ducked as the liquid headed in their direction, but to their surprise, the liquid evaporated before it hit them. The cloud of vapor, initially white, turned yellow before dissipating. 
 
    Jeremy was busy throwing the Ax of Norrid, killing the soldiers in the room. Quick and efficient, the ax would hit its target and would return to his hand. 
 
    Jesse used the Dagger of Valdar to destroy all the monitors in the room. In a matter of seconds, the room was destroyed and cleared of any opposing enemy. 
 
    The door to Torron’s quarters opened, and Torron pushed Smalik (T-Bone) into the room ahead of her. Surprisingly calm, she walked straight to her throne and sat down. “You are either very brave or very stupid. Either way, you will die today.” 
 
    “Either way, you can’t get the Symbols we have,” Matt said, stepping out in front of the others. “You lost this battle before it started.” 
 
    Torron smiled. “You still have no clue who you’re dealing with, do you? I have powers given to me by Zolog, the ultimate ruler of the universe.” 
 
    “You and Zolog are evil,” Jesse said. “Your goal is to enslave the creatures of the universe, to use and abuse them.” 
 
    “You’ve seen the creatures on Gandoral,” Torron said. “There are no contentions there. No issues.” 
 
    “There are no contentions and no issues because anyone who complains is killed,” Steve said. “You use ethnic cleansing to rid the population of any dissenters, like you’re doing right now to the Imphogs.” 
 
    Matt, Jesse, and Jeremy looked surprised at the revelation. 
 
    “Acting against the treaty you made with them, you’ve destroyed the Celestor and are currently rounding up all the Imphogs to execute them,” Steve said. “Are the Rocpeans next?” 
 
    “How would you know that? Who told you that?” Torron became suspicious. 
 
    “No one,” Steve said. “I saw it myself. Your lies and deceits are only surpassed by your treachery. You are evil and can never be trusted, even when you make treaties that you say Zolog has authorized. You can’t help yourself. You’re a pathological liar.” 
 
    “Well, I am who I am. I put my goals and Zolog’s goals ahead of all else. First, I’ll get a major foothold on Earth, and then I’ll return to Gandoral to cleanse that planet of any dissenters.” Torron stood up and pointed a wand at the Alliance. “I will rule over two perfect civilizations. Before I kill you, I have something to show you.” 
 
    As she raised the tip of her wand, the brilliant green moon Symbol around Matt’s neck began to rise up. It continued to rise until it eventually came off of Matt, it didn’t turn white but stayed green. 
 
    Matt snatched it out of the air and put the chain back around his neck. 
 
    “You see . . . I can get the Symbols. You are not invincible. You die now.” Torron pointed the wand, and a barrage of lightning, laser light, and fire shot across the room at the Alliance. 
 
    Jeremy jumped in front of Matt and held up the Shield of Innocence. A force field spread across the room, with Jack and the Alliance behind the shield. The shield deflected the oncoming attack and splintered in all directions. One of the deflected splinters from the blast hit Smalik (T-Bone). He lay motionless on the floor, with smoke rising from his clothing. 
 
    Once Torron realized she was facing the Shield of Innocence, she twisted her wrist to the right, and the blast turned into a concentrated cobalt-blue laser beam. The concentrated energy began to affect the barrier put up by the shield. 
 
    Jeremy looked over his shoulder. “The force field won’t hold much longer. Are you ready? We attack on three. One, two, three.” 
 
    The force field came down at the same time that Torron twisted her wrist back to the left and brought the full force of the attack back on to the Alliance. The Alliance shot back. Jeremy threw the Ax of Norrid. Torron put up her left hand, stopping the ax, and the ax returned to Jeremy’s hand. 
 
    Torron was fully engaged with Jesse, Matt, and Steve. The fire, lasers, and lightning from Torron’s wand were met with the lightning from the Wand of Cetrekap, the Wand of Wongate, and the Dagger of Valdar. The two forces pushed back and forth, seemingly equal. However, Torron’s power began pushing the collision point of the two forces closer and closer to the Alliance. 
 
    Jeremy went unnoticed by Torron as he stepped aside and began building a huge ice wall behind the queen. Once the wall was complete, Steve flew behind it and pushed it over, crushing the throne and landing on top of Torron. 
 
    The Alliance started celebrating, but it was too early to celebrate. From under the heavy ice wall, a blue glow began to grow until it made the entire wall shimmer in a blue hue. Water began to run from underneath the wall, and then a hole broke through and Torron rose into the air above the Alliance. 
 
    “Now you’ve made me mad,” she said. “Are you so naive that you think dropping a wall of ice on me would somehow kill me or get rid of me? You are mistaken. I’ve lost my patience. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    She pointed her wand again, but this time, a flow of energy ten times that of the first energy flow came streaming out of the tip. The Alliance was sorely overpowered. While Steve, Matt, and Jesse used their powers, Jeremy rained lightning down from above. Surprised when the attack came from above, Torron used her right hand with the wand and raised her left to protect herself. While dealing with both, she sank back down to the floor. Even with the addition of the lightning from Jeremy, she was still winning the battle. She was getting closer and closer to the Alliance. 
 
    Smalik (T-Bone) stirred and sat up against the wall. He shook his head to clear his thoughts and clarify in his mind what was happening. Then he jumped to his feet. No one noticed him. He pulled a small red vial from his pocket and walked closer to Torron. She glanced at him but ignored him as she continued to push on the Alliance. He threw the vile hard at the queen’s feet. The vile exploded with a blast so great, it knocked Smalik (T-Bone) and the Alliance to the ground. 
 
    The powers of both the Alliance and the queen stopped. The explosion had created a thick red smoke cloud around the queen. The smoke cloud didn’t move like a normal cloud. 
 
    Jeremy got up and walked to the cloud and touched it. “It’s like a balloon,” he said as he pushed on the surface. He turned to Smalik (T-Bone). “I don’t understand. First, why did you turn against your own queen, and second, is she dead?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
Red Balloon? 
 
      
 
    While Steve and Matt held their wands pointed at Smalik (T-Bone), Jesse rushed to Jack’s side. He had been injured during the battle with Torron and was bleeding badly. 
 
    Not Jack, not Jack, Jesse thought. He’s been so helpful and has become a good friend. Not Jack. He’s dying. His heart is going so slow, it’s hard to believe any blood is getting to his brain. She pulled him into her lap and concentrated. Please God, help me with this . . . I can’t let him go. 
 
    “I’ll ask again,” Matt said insistently. “Why did you turn against Torron?”  
 
    “I’m not Smalik,” he said, a smile crossing his lips. “I’m T-Bone. I traded places with him to get close to Torron. She’s not dead. Her capability to create curses and spells and to command her wand is severely limited, but not totally gone, so she can still be a menace.” 
 
    “How do we know you really are T-Bone and not Smalik?” Steve asked, then looked over at Matt. 
 
    “Smalik would never cross Torron,” Matt said. “Never, ever.” 
 
    Jesse was sobbing. “Matt, I’m losing him.” 
 
    Matt motioned for Steve and Jeremy to join with him. The three sat down next to Jesse and put their hands on Jesse’s shoulders. Energy from all four began flowing into Jack until his heart rate and breathing returned to normal. 
 
    Jesse looked at the others with tears rolling down her face. “It’s working.” She squeezed out a little smile from underneath the tears. 
 
    Jack regained consciousness and sat up. 
 
    “We almost lost you, Jack,” Jesse said. 
 
    “We’re glad to have you back,” Matt said, and the others agreed. 
 
    “What do we do with Torron?” Jeremy asked, moving on. 
 
    “We should kill her here and now,” Steve said. “Before she can do any more damage.” 
 
    “You really haven’t figured this out, have you?” Smalik (T-Bone) said. “You can defeat the queen, but you cannot kill her.” 
 
    “I don’t remember hearing that rule,” Steve said. “The rules change all the time. When did this rule take effect?” 
 
    “When we were originally being instructed by the first Alliance, I asked how we defeat Torron,” Jesse said. “Oar said, and I quote, ‘Good question. You must first retrieve all four Symbols. You will be battling Torron during each trek. You must hone and perfect all of your new skills. Depending on your strength and skill level, the final battle will either be fought in the Underworld or in the human world. The place for the battle will be determined by your abilities. If you are strong, the battle will take place in the Underworld. If you are weak, it will be fought here, in the world you know and live in. Because you were weak when you entered this Safe Haven, Torron was able to break into this world and wage war against you here. When you finally get all four Symbols, and if you are strong enough, you will be able to drive her advancing army into the Underworld, and the final battle will be waged there. This would be the best situation. If you are not strong enough to keep the battle in the Underworld, it will continue in the human world, and a worldwide conflict between good and evil will ensue. In either case, you must push the battle back into the Underworld. Once there, you must push Torron and her wicked army back through the Gates of Horgon. These gates must be closed, locked, and sealed with the four Symbols. Once the Symbols are in place on the gates, Torron, her army, and Zolog himself will be locked up behind them forever. Then man will be free to make his own choices between good or evil.’” 
 
    “Okay, you say that was word for word,” Steve said sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes, word for word,” Jesse said. 
 
    “They never told us we couldn’t kill Torron,” Steve said. “They always leave out some small detail. Why?” 
 
    “Well, they did tell us how to defeat her,” Matt said. “We need to move forward. What should we do next? Torron is in this balloon. Should we cut her out?” 
 
    “No, we want Torron’s high priest to cut her out. Smalik will believe she’s dying and order the Torron troops back to Gandoral,” Smalik (T-Bone) said. “I’ll get us out of here. This little trick, the switch of identities, could be wearing off at any minute. Let’s go.” 
 
    Smalik (T-Bone) led the way. As the various guards started to approach, he merely waved them aside, and they let the Alliance, Jack, and Smalik (T-Bone) walk right out of the dome. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    T-Bone (Smalik) began to stir. He groaned and sat up. He looked around, dazed. 
 
    A guard nearby poked a rod through the cage and hit T-Bone (Smalik) hard on the head. 
 
    Surprising the guard, T-Bone (Smalik) grabbed the rod and pulled the guard to the cage. “Why do you have me locked up here?” he asked. 
 
    “Her Majesty ordered you to be locked up in the cage, Mr. Hill,” the guard said sheepishly. 
 
    “I’m not Mr. Hill,” T-Bone (Smalik) said. “I’m Smalik, the queen’s sorcerer. Let me out or I’ll turn you into a mouse.” 
 
    The guard handed T-Bone (Smalik) a mirror. Smalik was surprised to see the face of Mr. Hill. Then he felt a terrible pain across his entire body. He dropped the mirror and fell to the floor. The guard watched as he convulsed and transformed back into Smalik. 
 
    Smalik stood up and demanded, “Get me out of here. I’ll change clothes and meet you in the control room.” Moments later, he was standing in front of the red cloud-like balloon. 
 
    “We didn’t know what to do,” a nearby soldier said. “So we did nothing for fear of making things worse.” 
 
    Smalik walked around the balloon, poking it with his finger every now and then. He shook his head. “We have to get her out of the thing, whatever it is. Give me your knife.” 
 
    A nearby soldier handed a particularly evil-looking knife to Smalik. Smalik carefully punctured the balloon, but it didn’t deflate. He cut a small hole in the side of the balloon and peeked in. 
 
    There she was, standing in the same pose as when T-Bone threw the small red vial at her. She had the same determined look on her face, her outstretched hand pointing her wand in the direction of the Alliance. 
 
    Smalik cut the balloon enough to get it off of Torron. Minutes later, he had Torron lying on a bed with two doctors attending her. 
 
    One of the doctors came and spoke to Smalik quietly. “She’s dying. If we don’t get her back to Gandoral, we won’t be able to save her.” 
 
    “Why Gandoral?” Smalik asked. “Tell me what you need, and I’ll send for it. The battle must continue. We must continue. We must win. It’s now or never.” 
 
    “It would take six days for the round trip to Gandoral,” the doctor said. “What we need wouldn’t get here in time. She won’t die, but she’ll never recover if we don’t get her back as soon as possible.” 
 
    “If she leaves Earth, her magic goes with her,” Smalik said. “If her magic goes, all of the Torron forces will collapse. Are you sure this is the only solution?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure,” the doctor said. 
 
    “When we get back to Gandoral and when she wakes up, if she doesn’t agree with what we’ve done, we’ll all be sent to Skornes-Tarude,” Smalik said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, we know.” He looked at the other doctor. 
 
    “The battle here is finished in either case,” the second doctor said. “If we stay, her magic will diminish as her coma deepens. Eventually, there will be no magic, and her army will be defeated. We need to get as much back to Gandoral as possible before everything collapses.” 
 
    Smalik turned to General Haflyf and said reluctantly, “Retreat.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
It’s Not Over Yet 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sergeant Barr rushed into General Wisecoff’s office to find the general and several other people moving debris and looking for survivors. Gary, Sammy, and Johnny had all been removed from the room. 
 
    “General, you need to see this,” a soldier announced. 
 
    The soldier and the general hurried out of the room. 
 
    The general looked at the screens. Every dome had a black cloud going from the dome into the northeast sky. The Oar-7s were scrambling to get back into the protection of the domes. The mother ships were falling out of the sky. 
 
    “Why?” General Wisecoff asked. “They were getting the better of us. If they had kept it up another day, I would have recommended we let them have the West Coast. Most of it is already destroyed, and most of the civilians have been evacuated.” 
 
    “I don’t know why, but they’re leaving,” Colonel Smith said. “Their shields started to fail about ten minutes ago. We’re taking down as many as we can before they get back in the domes. Their foot soldiers are running back to the domes as well.” 
 
    Several screens showed the ground forces being chased back into the domes. 
 
    “It’s a full retreat, sir,” Smith said as yells of victory went up through the command center. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    In a clearing about a mile and a half away from the dome, Caroline fired up the engines on the V-22 Osprey. She looked toward the dome in the distance. “Look, there’s a gray cloud forming at the dome.” 
 
    The others scrambled to the front windshield. Sure enough, a small gray cloud was forming on the northeast side of the dome, about halfway up the side. Once formed, it turned black and extended into the northeastern sky. 
 
    “They’re leaving,” Jeremy said. “They’re leaving.” 
 
    They gave high fives all around. 
 
    “Look over there,” Matt said, pointing in the direction of Seattle. “Their aircraft are retreating to the dome for the trip back to Gandoral.” 
 
    “The shields have failed,” Caroline said as she lifted the V-22 off the ground. “They’re being shot down by air and ground forces as they try to get to the dome. We’ll head to Nellis Air Force Base outside of Las Vegas. That’s where General Wisecoff is and where I sent Haven. It’s about eight hundred miles, so we should be there in two and a half hours or so.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Smalik loaded Torron, strapped to a stretcher, onto one of the Oar-7s heading back to Gandoral and turned to General Haflyf. “Move the army first. Cram as much as you can into the next three days. During that time, the influence of Torron’s magic will dwindle away. The shields are already gone, so move as many personnel as possible. While moving the army, fly as many Oar-7s as you can, but the army is more important. We can replace the machines easier than soldiers. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, move the soldiers and Oar-7s,” Haflyf confirmed. “The rest stays.” 
 
    Smalik boarded the Oar-7 with Torron and lifted off into the black cloud. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “There it is,” Caroline said. “Nellis Air Force Base. We’ll be able to see Haven in a few minutes.” 
 
    The V-22 came to rest on the tarmac. Ten minutes later, they were at Haven’s bedside. 
 
    “She has some serious internal injuries,” the doctor said. “I don’t expect her to live through the night. She’s got internal bleeding that we cannot stop. I’m sorry. We’ve done all we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor,” Jesse said. She sat down in a nearby armchair. “Bring her to me,” she said to Matt and Steve. 
 
    They disconnected the IVs and took the oxygen mask away. The doctor and nurse tried to stop them, but Jeremy, Caroline, and Jack held them back. They watched as Haven’s limp body was placed in Jesse’s lap. 
 
    “Remember, Jesse,” Jeremy reminded her, “she’s deaf and wants to stay that way.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can heal one thing without healing the other,” Jesse said. “I’ll try.” She gently held Haven close to her. 
 
    “What does she mean?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “Watch,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Haven’s labored breathing started to calm down and be more regular. Color began to return to her face. The scraps and cuts healed. Her eyes behind her eyelids began to move. It took about five minutes, but then Haven opened her eyes and smiled as she saw Caroline. She held out her arms and went straight into Caroline’s. 
 
    The doctor and nurse were speechless. 
 
    “Bring me all your wounded,” Jesse said. “Your worst cases first.” She spent the rest of the day healing those who were injured during the battle. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Jesse gets like this after a battle,” Jeremy said to T-Bone. “She feels the need to help as many people as she can. She has a gift, and she wants to share it.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” T-Bone said. “She should. However, we have to go as soon as possible. You know what’ll happen if we don’t get to Gandoral and finish this for good. Torron will be back.” 
 
    General Wisecoff heard the last sentence as he entered the room. “She’ll be back?” 
 
    “Um, yeah,” Matt said. “The battle isn’t over because Torron’s leaving. Her goal is to dominate Earth. She’s been trying for twelve hundred years to dominate this world. She’ll be back unless we finish the battle. It’s our responsibility, the Alliance’s responsibility, to end this never-ending conflict. It’s between Torron and the Alliance.” 
 
    “We can help,” the general said. “What do you need? We’ll send an army to help you.” 
 
    “You still don’t understand,” Jeremy said. “All the armies of the world can’t defeat her. You can die in the battle—the queen’s soldiers can die in the battle—but that won’t defeat the queen. If you took a great army to Gandoral, a lot of people and creatures would die. However, the only true defeat would be for the Alliance to defeat Torron herself. You can’t defeat her. Only the Alliance can defeat her.” 
 
    “Can I send a special forces unit with you for your protection?” General Wisecoff asked. 
 
    Matt looked at Steve, Jeremy, T-Bone, and Slatel. None of them objected. 
 
    “I suppose a small unit could be helpful,” Matt said. “Not more than six. But remember, they’ll be there to protect the Alliance. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Make it four,” Jeremy said. “We want Captain Strong and Sergeant O’Rinski to go with us. That will make six.” 
 
    Matt and Steve agreed. 
 
    “Agreed.” The general left to make arrangements. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
Four Peaks Island 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been to the island a lot,” T-Bone said. “I have one of my restaurants there.” 
 
    “You do?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Yes, and no matter how many times I tried, I could never figure out how to open the portal without the seven stones,” T-Bone said. 
 
    “Hagred and Margot told us they move back and forth to Gandoral through the portal on Four Peaks Island all the time,” Jeremy said. “If we can get to the island, we can get to Gandoral. I wonder what the island is like now.” 
 
    “You say Hagred and Margot have been going back and forth?” T-Bone said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jeremy said. “Apparently they found a way to open the portal without the stones, and now all you have to say is ‘Enter Gandoral’ from the island side and ‘Enter the Island’ from the Gandoral side. Pretty simple.” 
 
    “The old city has been converted into a tourist destination,” T-Bone said. “The cave that contains the portal has been sealed up with a door and a lock.” 
 
    “How do we get there?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Is there an airport on the island?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Yes, there is,” T-Bone said. “I’ve flown in several times visiting my restaurant. It’s a good airport.” 
 
    “I’ll arrange transportation,” Caroline said. “Get ready to leave within the hour.” 
 
    Caroline and Haven left. 
 
    “What do you think will happen with Haven?” Jesse asked Jeremy. 
 
    “She’s stuck to Caroline,” Jeremy said. “I hope Caroline takes her in. They seem to be made for each other.” 
 
    They walked through the rubble of the air base to the command center. A few minutes later, Caroline joined them. 
 
    “These are the four special forces that will go with you,” General Wisecoff said. “Are you sure you don’t want more help than this?” 
 
    “Armies of thousands can’t do what we need to do,” Matt said. “We’ll push Torron back behind the gates just like we pushed her out of this world. This is our destiny.” 
 
    “Captain Strong has commandeered a Gulfstream for your journey,” General Wisecoff said. “She’ll pilot the plane. Captain Jordan, one of the special forces team, will copilot. Captain Jordan, would you introduce your team?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the captain said. He turned to his team. “I’m Captain Joey Jordan, JJ for short. This is Sergeant Patricia Martin.” 
 
    She saluted, then shook Matt’s hand. “My handle is Trish.” 
 
    “This is Sergeant Scott Henning,” the captain said. 
 
    “Scotty.” 
 
    “This is Corporal Bobby Raymond.” 
 
    “Rocky.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team,” Caroline said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “You can come with us as far as the island,” Caroline signed to Haven. “I don’t want you to go with us through the portal. You would become a distraction, and we can’t afford any distractions. We must be completely focused. You’ll stay with T-Bone on the island until we return, okay?” 
 
    Haven nodded. 
 
    The Gulfstream was taxiing to the end of the runway when Caroline came on the intercom. “Our destination is eleven thousand two hundred and fifty-nine miles away as the crow flies. We’ll take the polar route, crossing over Greenland and Iceland into Berlin, Germany. We’ll refuel in Germany and go the rest of the way. The Gulfstream can fly at around six hundred miles per hour. I figure with a one-hour layover in Germany, the trip should take us between nineteen and twenty hours, depending on the prevailing winds. We should arrive around nine or ten Saturday night.” 
 
    “If we can get into the portal by midnight, we’ll beat Torron to Gandoral by two days,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “We’ll have a lot to organize before she gets there,” Matt said. “We should talk about strategy.” 
 
    “Haven, where did you get that bracelet?” Jesse asked. “I don’t remember you having a bracelet.” 
 
    T-Bone signed to Haven. 
 
    “Gary gave it to me,” Haven signed. 
 
    “Gary?” 
 
    “After the bombs destroyed the general’s office, I was trapped under the rubble with Gary,” Haven signed. “We had been talking. Just before he died, he gave me this bracelet. It has magic.” 
 
    “What magic?” Jesse asked. By now, all four members of the Alliance were listening in on the conversation. 
 
    Haven took the bracelet off, stretched it out, and put it on her head like a crown. “See? It can be whatever size you want it to be.” 
 
    T-Bone interpreted her signing and signed what the others said to her. 
 
    “Can I take a look?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Haven signed and handed the bracelet to Jesse. 
 
    It was a solid ring, the size of Haven’s head. 
 
    Jesse hung the crown over her wrist, and it shrank to bracelet size. “I believe this is the Bracelet of Witstal,” Jesse said. “Haven, this is the ninth Symbol of Power.” 
 
    “What?” Jeremy said. “The Bracelet of Witstal? Let me see.” 
 
    Jesse handed the bracelet to Jeremy. He examined it and handed it to Matt. 
 
    “This is really a surprise,” Steve said. “If Haven would be so kind as to let us borrow the bracelet until the war with Torron is over, we might have an outside chance of winning this battle.” 
 
    “If you let us borrow the bracelet, I promise to return it to you,” Jesse said. 
 
    Haven thought for a moment. “I’ve been listening to all of you ever since you took me in,” she signed. “I know you need all nine Symbols to defeat the queen. I freely give this Symbol to the Alliance as my part in the war against Torron. You don’t need to return it to me.” 
 
    Jesse smiled at Haven. “Your generosity is only exceeded by your sweet spirit.” 
 
    “Thank you, Haven,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “This is the last piece of the puzzle, and now we will have a fighting chance,” Matt said. “You’re great.” 
 
    Steve gave Haven an uncharacteristic hug. “Thank you.” 
 
    “We need to plan,” Matt reiterated. 
 
    “Not me,” Steve announced. “I’m catching up with the games on my phone and getting some well-deserved sleep.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A couple hours later, Caroline came in from the cockpit, and everyone was asleep except Steve, who was playing a game on his phone. Caroline continued back to the bathroom. On her return to the cockpit, she stopped and sat across the aisle from Steve. 
 
    Steve looked up. “Who’s flying the plane?” 
 
    “JJ is. How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Really?” Caroline said. “I’ve heard all the stories. If I were you, I’d be a wreck.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re not me. I’m fine.” Steve went back to his game. 
 
    Caroline continued to sit across from him. 
 
    After a couple of minutes, he looked up at her. “What?” 
 
    Caroline reached across the aisle and touched Steve’s arm. “I know you lost your coach in a terrible car accident and now your father. Losing either one could crush someone, but losing both is devastating. I know about the loss of those close to you, and I know you’re hurting inside.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Steve’s eyes, and he tried not to look directly at Caroline. “I’m fine. Leave me alone.” 
 
    “The four of you have been close friends for years, ever since you were little. This anger you have for Jeremy is tearing the friendship apart.” 
 
    “He and I are no longer friends. We’re here together because our fathers forced us to be here.” 
 
    “Do you believe in what the Alliance is doing?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “In the beginning, I thought it was stupid, but as we went on the treks and our powers became more evident, I’ve changed my mind. We’re on a great quest, and it’s our destiny to confront Torron and do our best to defeat her. Yes, we have a destiny. I can’t deny that.” He wiped at the tears streaming down his face. 
 
    “Is the rift between you and Jeremy unrepairable?” 
 
    Steve thought for a minute. “I am quite stubborn. I’ve always been stubborn. I guess it’s my nature. I got on a path that drove a wedge between us, and now everything he does irritates me.” 
 
    “Can you see yourself getting out of that destructive path?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I know the death of my coach years ago started me down a dark path. I blamed everyone, when in reality the only one to blame was the drunk driver that T-boned our car. As far as my dad is concerned, it was the luck of the draw. Like Jesse said, it could have easily been Jeremy’s father we picked up last.” 
 
    “You have an opportunity to heal the Alliance, to bring them together tighter than ever before. You can give strength to the Alliance that they’ll need as you face Torron in the last battle. It is your destiny to defeat the queen, and you can bring stability and strength to the Alliance. I believe you can heal the wounds created over the past couple of years. It is your destiny, your choice. I hope you recognize this is the time for healing.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to think about,” Steve said. He wiped his cheeks and went back to his game. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We spent nineteen and a half hours in the air with Steve curled up in the corner seat and either asleep or playing games on his phone,” Jeremy complained. “He’s completely disengaged. He drives me crazy.” 
 
    “He’ll be there when we need him,” Jesse said as they stepped out of the plane. “He always is.” 
 
    “Where are we on the island?” Matt asked. 
 
    “The airport is called Crossbones Flats International, if that gives you a clue,” Caroline said. 
 
    “Crossbones Flats,” Steve said. “This is where we met Ten, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, now he talks,” Jeremy said sarcastically. 
 
    “Hey, I’m the sarcastic one, not you.” Steve patted Jeremy on the shoulder as he passed him. 
 
    A lot of changes, Jesse thought as she watched the countryside go by. The bus they were on was traveling on a dark, narrow, two-lane road. Homes and condos along the beach. I would never have thought this island would become a tourist destination. I wonder what it looks like during the day. Probably pretty spectacular. 
 
    “Daydreaming again?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Jesse sighed. “We were here a little over a month and a half ago for us, but over three hundred fifty years ago in island time. It feels strange seeing the changes.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t really see the changes until we come back and you can see the place in the daytime,” Matt said. 
 
    The bus stopped in front of the old cave. All ten members of the team plus Slatel, Haven, and T-Bone got out and approached the cave, where a woman waited at the entrance. 
 
    “This is Sandy,” T-Bone said. “She and I will watch Haven until you return.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Caroline signed to Haven. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    Haven walked away with Sandy, looking back longingly at Caroline. 
 
    “The cave has been sealed with a solid steel wall and door,” Steve said. 
 
    The door looked like it had been opened recently. The lock was new. Steve started to pull it off the door. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, Steve,” T-Bone said. “Here’s the key.” He handed the key to Steve and went to his restaurant. 
 
    Steve unlocked the padlock, grabbed the handle, and tugged on the heavy door. Its hinges groaned in agony, but the door opened easily and they all went inside. The cold, damp air smelled like wet dirt. Jeremy threw up a couple of lightning balls, and Matt located them as they walked to the back of the cave into a large bunker. The white paint was peeling off the walls. 
 
    Matt went to a cabinet standing next to a wall. He reached up and removed a plaque, exposing a cavity. Jeremy took a candlestick off the table in the center of the room and handed it to Matt. Matt slipped the candlestick snugly into the cavity. When he turned it a quarter of a turn clockwise, the cabinet swung out of the way and a small door opened. 
 
    They went inside, and Jeremy and Matt lit up the room. Jesse pulled a lever next to the door, and the door closed behind them. They could hear the cabinet sliding back into place on the other side. 
 
    Timeworn paintings graced the walls, along with weapons of war: swords, javelins, battle-axes, and shields. Two doors stood at either end of the rectangular-shaped room. The first was the door they had come through from the bunker. The second was the entrance to Gandoral. 
 
    Matt approached the large wooden door at the other side of the room. It had Alliance-like carvings all over it and a golden doorknob in the center. He grabbed the doorknob and opened the door. There was nothing there. 
 
    Matt put out his hand and encountered a wall. He pressed his hand against it. “It’s the same as before. It feels like a jelly-filled balloon. When I push it and take my hand away, the doorway goes back to its original shape.” He stopped for a minute before speaking the words everyone was waiting for. “Enter Gandoral.” 
 
    The filmlike barrier melted away, and a dimly lit room came into focus on the other side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
Cotton 
 
      
 
    The Alliance, Slatel, and the special forces team went through the door into Gandoral. 
 
    Jesse went to the opposite wall and pulled down a lever. A large stone door moved into the room and then out of the way. They stepped through the opening into a chamber at the base of the Tower of Master’s Keep. She pulled a second lever, and the door closed. 
 
    “It’s been almost six hundred years since we were here last,” Jeremy said. “We should go to the top to see what’s changed before we do anything else.” He began to climb the stone stairs. 
 
    “Wow!” Matt said. “Torron has been busy. It looks like most of the Longline Region has been turned into military bases. Some have runways.” 
 
    “She’s preparing for another invasion,” Jeremy said. “Look over there. There are ten mother ships sitting on the ground.” 
 
    “And hundreds of Oar-7s on the runways,” Steve said. 
 
    “This makes it even more urgent we get this done sooner rather than later,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Way over there to the east is a huge pale blue dome, much larger than the domes we saw on Earth,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “So you believe that the eleven of us will be able to defeat this entire war machine?” Trish asked.  
 
    “Okay, you can create little balls of light, and Steve can fly,” Rocky said, showing a little doubt in his voice. “This looks like a suicide mission. We need to get reinforcements and get them here fast. Eleven against . . . what, a million?”  
 
    “Let’s see what the map and scroll show us,” Jesse said as she pulled the folder from her knapsack and then pulled the map out of the folder. She spread the map out on the ledge. 
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    Jeremy unrolled the scroll. It read as follows: 
 
      
 
    There are many on Gandoral who will follow you. You must raise an army of Gandorians. The city of New Cambridge in the Broward Region has been deceived. You must convince them to join you in this battle against Torron. The key is Dieter Schmidt. He will not be easily convinced. All Torron loyalists must be pushed behind the Gates of Horgon. You must root them out with the Dagger of Valdar and the Shield of Innocence. When the queen realizes the end is near, she will become desperate, fierce, and unpredictable. She will be ruthless in her quest to defeat you. Do not lose focus. Danger is extremely high. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, there it is,” Rocky lamented. “We have six trained soldiers. We’ll be facing millions of desperate fighters on the other side. Why do you think we have a sliver of a chance?” 
 
    Steve grabbed Rocky by his shirt, lifted him off the ground, and looked him in the eye. “You may be older than me and bigger than me, but you’re not stronger than me. Stop sounding like defeat. You’re embarrassing your fellow special forces teammates. You are not here to fight Torron or her army of creatures. You’re here to protect us, the Alliance, so we can complete our mission. Stop whining, man up, and do your job.” Steve pushed him away as he let him back down to the floor. 
 
    Rocky looked through his eyebrows at Steve and shook his head. “Be careful, little man. One day I won’t be here to protect you.” 
 
    “Cool your jets, Rocky,” Trish said. “We have a job to do. What do we do first?” 
 
    “Torron will arrive here tomorrow,” Jeremy said. “We have a day or two to get ready. Slatel, go talk to your father and have him spread the word that the final battle against the queen is about to begin. Have all the leaders of the clans opposed to Torron meet with us at sunrise tomorrow at the base of the Celestor. We’ll make plans then.” 
 
    “We need transportation,” Scotty said. “There are trucks on the road down there.” He pointed to a road about a mile away. “We’ll borrow one of those.” 
 
    “We’ll head for the city of New Cambridge to talk to this Dieter Schmidt guy,” Matt said. “Can you get a loyal Horkin to meet us there, Slatel? We need someone we can count on to get us inside the city undetected. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Slatel said. “I’ll ask my father. He’ll know someone we can trust.” He jumped over the side of the tower. 
 
    Rocky watched in amazement as the little man fell to the ground. “Why did he jump?” 
 
    Slatel didn’t hit the ground like Rocky had expected. Instead he simply slipped straight into the ground as if slipping into water—no splash. 
 
    “It’s his way of saving time,” Matt said. “He’s probably halfway to his father by now. Let’s go.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We’re pushing the aliens back into the domes,” Colonel Smith said as he entered General Wisecoff’s makeshift office. “They’re only fighting back in self-defense.” 
 
    “We need to teach them a lesson,” General Wisecoff said. “We don’t want them to ever return. Hunt them down. Don’t take any prisoners.” 
 
    “Once they reach the domes, they’re protected,” Smith said. “The domes still have their shields up.” 
 
    “Get as many as possible before they get to the domes,” Wisecoff said. “What about the black clouds? Have we been able to penetrate any of those?” 
 
    “The ones that are attached to the standing domes seem to be impervious to our attacks. The four from Ontario, San Jose, Miramar, and Vancouver have weaknesses. We don’t know what we’re firing at, but if we fire continuously into the cloud, eventually we hit something and it falls out of the cloud to the ground.” 
 
    “Send attack helicopters to the four clouds and have them concentrate their fire on the clouds,” the general said, looking Smith in the eye. “I want to kill as many as we can while they’re retreating. No mercy!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I don’t know why I sit around when I could easily fly to the city and grab the guy and bring him to the Alliance, Steve thought. Jesse and Matt believe we need to approach this guy with care, sweet-talk him into joining us. I say we kick his butt and demand loyalty. We’ll see. We’ll probably run out of time. Then we’ll kick his butt and demand loyalty. 
 
      
 
    Jack was driving the vehicle too fast for the road conditions. Dust billowed up behind the vehicle, letting everyone know they were coming. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a three-wheeled truck before,” Matt said. 
 
    “I’m not sure you can call it a truck,” Steve said. “It’s more like a three-wheeled motorcycle with a pickup bed attached to the back.” 
 
    “Yeah, barely big enough to fit us all in,” Trish said. 
 
    “We’re not all in,” Scotty said. “Rocky and I are riding on the rails.” 
 
    They went over a bump in the road, and both Scotty and Rocky lifted two feet off the rails before coming back down. No harm, no foul. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    An hour later, the Alliance and the special forces team were waiting in a grove of trees and underbrush for the Horkin to show up. 
 
    “We all have our jobs,” Matt said. “It’s the Alliance’s job to push Torron and her evil army back behind the Gates of Horgon. It’s the special forces team’s job to protect the Alliance.” 
 
    “It’s a waste of time to have them here,” Steve said. “We don’t need their protection. We’ve done just fine without them.” 
 
    “Well, we’re here to stay, so get over yourself,” Scotty said. “We have about seventy-five years’ experience in combat and training between us. How long have you been fighting this queen?” 
 
    “Oh, let’s see . . . a little over six months,” Jeremy said. “Of course, we faced her and her army five different times in five different centuries. We started going after the queen in the thirteenth century. When did you start fighting her army? Two weeks ago? How did that work out? Without us, you’d still be fighting her on the West Coast.” 
 
    “Settle down, Jeremy.” Matt said. 
 
    “You do your job,” Caroline said, “and we’ll watch your six.” 
 
    “Watch our six?” Jeremy said under his breath. “Where does that come from?” 
 
    “Was that a rhetorical question, or do you really want to know?” Jesse asked Jeremy quietly. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Jeremy asked. “Really.” 
 
    “It means to watch your back,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Okay, I get that, but why six?” 
 
    “If there was a large clock on the floor and you were standing in the middle facing the number twelve, the six would be behind you,” Jesse said. “Watching your six is watching your back. Get it?” 
 
    “You know what?” Jeremy said. “You’re smarter than you look.” 
 
    “Look, there’s a man with a hood over his head standing near the gate, waiting there,” Rocky said. “Do you think he’s our contact?” 
 
    Slatel popped up out of the ground. Startled, Rocky and Scotty jumped. 
 
    Steve laughed. “Marble-head, I see you’re picking on someone else.” 
 
    “Cotton is his name,” Slatel said. “He’s loyal to our cause and is well connected throughout New Cambridge.” 
 
    Slatel sank into the ground and popped up next to the Horkin. They talked for a second, Slatel disappeared, and the Horkin walked to the underbrush where the Alliance was waiting. 
 
    “I’m Cotton,” the Horkin said as he shook everyone’s hands. “Is it true, what Slatel told me? Is it true that you’re going to get rid of Torron? That doesn’t seem possible. No one has the power to do that, no one.” 
 
    “We’re the Alliance of the Quad,” Matt said. 
 
    The four pulled out their four Symbols. They glowed bright. 
 
    “We have the power to push the queen and her army behind the Gates of Horgon and lock the gates. However, we need to raise a loyal army. Loyal to us, not Torron.” 
 
    “Everyone in the city is loyal to Torron,” Cotton said. “They won’t turn.” 
 
    Just then the gates to the city opened. A black jeep pulled out, and the gates closed. The men and soldiers inside the vehicle pulled off their oxygen masks as they passed close to where the Alliance was hiding. 
 
    “That’s Hans Schmidt,” Cotton said. “That’s strange. They took his mask off. He’ll surely die. I wonder where they’re taking him.” 
 
    “Hans Schmidt? Is he related to Dieter Schmidt?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yes, he’s Dieter’s younger brother,” Cotton said. 
 
    “Why is it strange?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “First, no one leaves the Broward Region unless they’re heading back to Earth. I knew that Hans wasn’t happy here, but I didn’t know he had requested to go back to Earth. Second, if he were going back to Earth, they would be taking him to the queen’s castle. That’s where the earthlings come and go from. They’re heading north. There’s nothing up north except the Valley of Darkness. It’s forbidden to go there. You can’t even get close. It’s too well guarded.” 
 
    “That’s where Torron is taking the Imphogs,” Steve said. “You wait here. I’ll follow them and see what’s going on.” He held out his hand to Jesse. “Do your thing.” 
 
    Jesse took his hand, and they both disappeared. She reappeared not holding his hand. 
 
    “You stay here out of sight,” Steve said. “I’ll be back as soon as I find out what’s going on.” 
 
    The wind caused by Steve’s departure kicked up some leaves and a little dust. The group settled in as the sun began to slip behind the mountains in the west.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 
The Mayor 
 
      
 
    Steve was flying about a hundred feet above the black jeep. The jeep had joined several trucks traveling the dark road below. In the distance, he could see reflection of bright lights coming from a valley up ahead. He flew ahead to see what was in the valley. 
 
    The road split. The first road continued straight ahead, and the second road turned off to the left and stopped at the edge of a valley. A truck was unloading dead bodies onto a conveyor belt leading down into the valley below, and the bodies were being burned in a furnace. 
 
    Steve watched as the black jeep stopped at the conveyor belt and a man was taken from the jeep and shot, then loaded onto the belt. Steve recorded what he had seen with his cell phone. He then flew down to the belt as Hans’s body was lowered into the valley. He searched his body and found a distinctive ring on his hand. He took the ring, then followed the trucks heading down the other road.  
 
    They stopped in front of a maximum-security prison, and the Imphogs were forced to go inside. Steve got close enough to see thousands of Imphogs sleeping on the ground inside the high fence of the prison. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Cotton had brought a change of clothes for them all. He also brought helmets and oxygen tanks for each of them. 
 
    “What are the tanks for?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “The air inside the walls of the city is poisonous to everyone out here,” Cotton said. “We can’t go in there without breathing gear, and they can’t come out here without breathing gear. It’s not only unsafe. It’s deadly.” 
 
    After the soldiers loaded up their backpacks with weapons and supplies, Jesse made the backpacks and the Alliance’s knapsacks disappear. They followed Cotton through the main gate and through a decontamination chamber and then into the Broward Region. The ride to New Cambridge took a little over an hour. 
 
    This city is like any major city in the US, Jesse thought. It was modern, with people moving around in cars and bicycles. It was almost midnight, and people were out and about. There’s a lot of life going on, even at this late hour. This is unbelievable. Everyone seems to be happy. How can this be, living under a tyrant like Torron? There are some who have the breathing gear on. They must be from outside of the wall. 
 
    “I’ll get you to the capitol building,” Cotton said, “but you’ll have to get in and to the mayor on your own.” 
 
    “Mayor?” Matt said. “Dieter Schmidt is the mayor?” 
 
    “Yes, and he’s a hard man to get in front of,” Cotton said. “It’ll be difficult to see him.” 
 
    “Not so difficult,” Jeremy said. “We can handle that part. You get us to the capitol.” 
 
    Soon they were standing across the street, looking at a large wall surrounding the capitol compound. 
 
    “The mayor lives in the capitol complex,” Cotton said. He pointed at the gates. “You have to get through those gates and then get to the residence. I have Flox waiting for you on the inside. He’ll lead you to the residence and get you inside. Flox is a little paranoid, so be nice to him.” 
 
    Jeremy led the group to the gates. Two guards stepped in front of him, weapons held across their chests. 
 
    Jeremy looked at the guard on the right and waved his right hand. “These visitors are welcome. Let them pass.” 
 
    The guard turned to the second guard and said, “These visitors are welcome. Let them pass.” 
 
    The guards stepped aside and let them through the gates. 
 
    Once inside, Flox met them. The little Horkin looked like he had stopped growing when he was ten years old. His face was hidden behind the breathing gear. “Why do you want to go to the residence?” he asked. “Without an invitation, you could be arrested. If they arrest you, I could lose my job. I need this job. Are you going to cause trouble?” 
 
    “Settle down, Mr. Flox,” Jesse said. “We won’t cause any trouble.” 
 
    “It’s just Flox. Why do you want to see the mayor?” 
 
    “You ask too many questions, little man,” Steve said. “Just take us to the residence.” 
 
    Flox escorted them to the residence, muttering, “I’m not a little man.” 
 
    They walked for about three minutes. 
 
    “I’ll wait out here for you and escort you back to the gate,” Flox said as he backed into the shadows. 
 
    Sounds of a party came from inside. Rocky and Scotty were stationed at the door with weapons ready as the rest entered. There were thirty or forty people in the large room. The team had their weapons ready as they came to the entrance to the room. 
 
    Mayor Schmidt was starting to make a toast. “I congratulate all of you.” He lifted his glass. “Your efforts to prepare the Torron army for battle against the invading army of the planet Dastor have been proven successful. The alien planet that was about to invade Earth has been stopped before they could launch their attack. Their capability to come to this planet has been crushed.” 
 
    The room exploded with cheers. 
 
    The mayor put up his hands to quiet the crowd. “The cutting-edge technology developed here will now be available to our brothers and sisters on Earth.” 
 
    Another round of cheers went up. 
 
    Jeremy put out his right hand, and a bolt of lightning hit the floor in the center of the room. The thunder was deafening. Everyone in the room ducked down and looked at the Alliance. All of the Alliance team members took off their breathing gear. The crowd gasped. 
 
    Steve flew over the crowd and landed next to the mayor. Six guards rushed into the room from six different entrances. Matt waved his hand and turned their weapons into soft, droopy clay. 
 
    Jesse walked across the room as the crowd parted and went up to Schmidt. “You’ve been misled. The Torron army has been attacking the West Coast of the United States for the past two weeks. She started landing there fifteen days ago. The battle began five days ago and ended yesterday. She has been defeated on Earth and is currently on her way back here.” 
 
    Schmidt shook his head. “No, that’s not true.” 
 
    “Look at this video,” Jesse said. She showed the mayor some video of landmarks being attacked. 
 
    “How do I know those are authentic?” Schmidt asked. 
 
    Steve looked Schmidt in the eye. “Where do you think your younger brother went tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a fool,” the mayor said. “He never liked it here. He thought something wasn’t quite right with this place. He requested a transfer back to Earth. We can come and go as we wish, you know.” 
 
    “Really?” Jeremy asked as he walked up. “So people come here from Earth?” 
 
    “Yes,” Schmidt said. “They can stay as long as they like.” 
 
    “And then they can go back to Earth, like your brother?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Schmidt answered. 
 
    “Once you go back to Earth, you can’t return, right?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “You could,” Schmidt answered. 
 
    “To your knowledge, has anyone ever come back after leaving?” Steve asked. 
 
    Schmidt thought about it for a few seconds. “Not that I can remember.” 
 
    “The reason they never come back from Earth is because they never go back to Earth,” Steve said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” Schmidt asked. 
 
    “You’ve been duped,” Jeremy said. “You come here, but you never return to Earth.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s not true.” Schmidt began to shake. “My brother just left. It takes three days before he’ll be back on Earth.” 
 
    Steve handed Schmidt his brother’s ring and showed him the video on his phone. “This took place in a valley north of here. Check it out. No one leaves Gandoral. You’ve been building a war machine to take over Earth. The technology you’ve developed will never find its way to Earth unless you work with us to permanently stop Torron. I know this is a lot to digest, but we don’t have much time. You need to look into what we’ve told you.” 
 
    “We can’t leave the city to check out what you’re saying,” Schmidt said. 
 
    “There,” Matt said. “That statement should be enough to convince you. Why can’t you leave the city?” 
 
    “The atmosphere is controlled inside the Broward Region for us,” Schmidt said. “We cannot survive outside the city. All of our sensors confirm the danger. The sun here will kill us faster than the lack of oxygen.” 
 
    “Wow, and you’re the smart ones,” Steve said. “There’s nothing wrong with the air or the sun. You should check your sensors. Investigate the valley. We’ll be back in the morning for your answer. Will you join us or fight against us? We need to know.” 
 
    The team left. 
 
    Sitting outside the Broward Region entrance, Jeremy said, “We’ll know within the hour if they’re for or against us.” 
 
    “Within the hour?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “Yeah, if they’re against us, Torron’s army will be notified and we’ll see a tremendous movement of troops,” Jeremy said. “If they’re truly thinking about what we said, there will be no troop movements. It’s simple logic.” 
 
    By 2:00 a.m., the team had camped a mile or so away from the gates to the Broward Region. Steve motioned for Jeremy to join him away from camp. They walked far enough to be out of voice range. 
 
    “Yeah, what is it?” Jeremy asked suspiciously. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking a lot about you and me. Even though I’ve been relentless, you’ve tried to be my friend.” 
 
    “You’ve been a jerk,” Jeremy said and started to walk away. 
 
    Steve grabbed Jeremy’s arm. “Don’t go. I have something to say.” 
 
    Jeremy pulled his arm free of Steve. “You always have something to say. You blame everyone around you for your misfortunes. Sometimes it’s justified, but most of the time, it’s not. You are a royal pain.” 
 
    “Look, you’re right,” Steve said. “I’ve been a royal pain.” He looked into Jeremy’s eyes. “I don’t want to do this anymore.” 
 
    Jeremy’s countenance changed. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Steve had a solemn look on his face. “You’ve always been my best friend. I don’t want to fight with you anymore.” His eyes began to tear up. “I know my father’s death was only the luck of the draw. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “You know that Jesse, Matt, and I want you to be back in the team, part of the four musketeers,” Jeremy said. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Steve said. 
 
    “Why now?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “I had a long talk with Caroline on the flight to the island. She helped me see that I needed to fix this. I want back in.” Steve had tears streaking his cheeks. 
 
    “You’re so stupid,” Jeremy said, choking up. “You’ve never been out.” He gave Steve a hug, and they walked back to camp. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    General Wisecoff and his staff were in the command center watching the monitors. 
 
    “Look!” Colonel Smith exclaimed. “The dome at the lake near Seattle is starting to crumble.” 
 
    Sure enough, the top of the dome started caving in. 
 
    “The shield is down,” the general said. “Strike with everything we have.” 
 
    Only a minute or so later, Smith spoke again. “General, the dome in Seattle is caving in. They will all fall. Next will be the ones in the Bay Area, then LA, and then San Diego.” 
 
    “I want a full attack on every dome the minute it starts to cave in,” Wisecoff said. 
 
    “The dome at the lake is completely down,” Smith said. “The black cloud is starting to leave. It’s taking the soldiers and equipment with it.” 
 
    They watched the monitor for the lake dome. As the end of the black funnel cloud retracted into the sky, all of the remaining soldiers and equipment were vacuumed up into the funnel. The cloud disappeared into the northeast sky, and one by one, the other funnel clouds did the same. Within an hour, they were all gone. 
 
    The mood across the entire country was jubilant. There were celebrations in the White House, in the command center at Nellis Air Force Base, and every other place around the country and indeed around the world. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We have to get to the Celestor by sunrise,” Jeremy reminded the group. “We’ll see what kind of support we get.” 
 
    “We have to be in two places at once,” Caroline pointed out. “We need to see what the mayor will do and be at the Celestor in the morning.” 
 
    “I say we split up,” Steve said. “Caroline, Scotty, and Rocky stay with me. We’ll find out what the mayor has decided and then join you at the Celestor around midmorning.” 
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” Matt said. “By noon tomorrow, we should know where we stand.” 
 
    “By my calculations,” Jeremy said, “Torron should be arriving on Gandoral sometime tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “We don’t know what condition she’ll be in, but we do know she was in bad shape when she left Earth,” Jesse said. “We should try to mount an attack as soon as possible to catch her at her weakest.” 
 
    “Get three hours of sleep,” Matt said. “We’ll get up before the sun and head out.” 
 
    Jeremy whispered to Caroline, “Thank you for whatever you said to Steve.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Caroline said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 
The Celestor 
 
      
 
    The sun was peeking over the horizon when the Alliance drove into the town square. 
 
    Oh my, Jesse thought as the full destruction of the Celestor came into view. The tree looks like it was hit by multiple strikes of lightning. Split down the middle, the tree had three sections broken off halfway up. The three sections of the trunk are still attached to the main trunk and have fallen onto the village below. What a mess. What a tragedy. 
 
    The Alliance team was introduced to the king of the Imphogs, the king of the Horkins, the king of the Nectorians, and the king of the Rocpeans. 
 
    “All four of the clans want to join you in this battle,” Slatel said. 
 
    “Torron has created the largest army in the history of Gandoral,” Mumford, king of the Rocpeans, said. “Some are in the forest between the volcano and the mountains, but most are either in the castle or in the Longline Region.” 
 
    “There is a way to consolidate the Torron forces,” Enro, king of the Imphogs said. “If we could get to the military command center high in the tallest tower of Torron’s castle, we could activate the Hogmat Beacon. They use the signal to bring all soldiers to the parade grounds. It’s a signal used to gather them for celebration.” 
 
    “If we can sound the signal right away, they’ll think Torron has had a great victory,” Jeremy said. “Once she arrives back here, they’ll know she’s lost the battle on Earth and also know the battle for Gandoral is just beginning. We need to move fast. We can’t wait to see what Schmidt will do.” 
 
    “Schmidt?” Jasor, the king of the Nectorians, asked in astonishment. “He’s the one who’s developing the technology that will dominate all of Gandoral, Earth, and the rest of the universe. You can’t believe he’ll join us. He’s as evil as the queen.” 
 
    “I know this is hard to believe, but for a hundred years, the Broward Region and the city of New Cambridge have been lied to,” Jeremy said. “They believed they were developing technologies to protect Gandoral and Earth against invasion from other planets. They believed the only place safe for them was within the walls of the city. All of their sensors had been rigged to show the atmosphere outside of the walls was uninhabitable for them. They were totally fooled by Torron.” 
 
    “Do you trust them?” Jasor asked. 
 
    “We’re not sure yet,” Jeremy said. “I do believe they were duped. We’re not sure with this new understanding, which side they’ll come down on. We’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    “In either case,” Matt said, “we need to move quickly to sound the beacon.” 
 
    “Caroline, you come with me,” Jesse said. “Matt, you and the others work with the four kings to come up with a strategy. We’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Kinser can get you into the military command center,” Pankor, king of the Horkins, said. “He works there. You can be in the tower in less than an hour.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Waiting is killing me, Steve thought. The sun has been up for an hour, with no sign of Schmidt. If these guys are so dumb that they get tricked for what, a hundred years, I’m not sure I would trust their judgment enough to have them join us. 
 
    The main gate to the decontamination chamber opened, and Schmidt and three other men walked out into the morning sunlight. Schmidt looked at his hands and gazed at the orange sky. He shook his head. “We’ve been tricked. The amazing part is we bought it hook, line, and sinker. The traditions of the generations before us pulled us into this realm of deception without us questioning the fundamentals.” 
 
    “Look, we don’t have the luxury of lamentation,” Steve said forcefully. “We need to act. Are you in or out?” 
 
    “We’re in,” Schmidt said. “My brother and a lot of close friends are in the Valley of Darkness. Torron can’t get away with what she’s done.” 
 
    “We need to push the Torron army and all of her followers back behind the Gates of Horgon,” Steve said. “Once that’s done, the Alliance can lock her there forever.” 
 
    “Gates of Horgon?” Schmidt asked. 
 
    “I don’t have time to bring you up to speed on all the details,” Steve said. “Work with your engineers and scientists to come up with something that can help with this fight.” 
 
    “There are thousands of Oar-7s waiting to be sent to Earth. We can disable them all with signals from our control center. That will take them out of the battle. We have a generous supply of weapons. We’ll organize a fighting army to support you as well.” 
 
    “Prepare every able-bodied man and woman for battle,” Steve said. “Make plans to move them. I’ll let you know where as soon as I know. How about communications?” 
 
    “Here,” Schmidt said as he reached into his pocket. He handed Steve a telephone. “You can contact me on this device.” 
 
    Steve laughed. “A flip phone. You’re a little behind on this technology. We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Steve and his companions jumped into a truck and headed toward the Celestor. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron has cut down a third of the forest to put in a military base, Jesse thought. 
 
    The base was a filthy place, located west of the parade grounds, with unkempt buildings and barracks. There weren’t many soldiers around, only a few military vehicles and a couple of damaged Oar-7s. Jesse and the others walked out of the military base and into the parade grounds. 
 
    “This is where all the remaining military will gather once the beacon is sounded,” said Kinser, the Horkin that would escort the Alliance into the castle. “It’ll only take four or five hours to get them all here. We won’t have any trouble getting in. This truck is cleared, and I’m cleared.” 
 
    Jesse and Caroline were invisible. They could see faint images of each other, but no one else could see them. 
 
    The truck stopped at the main gate. The Humonger looked around the truck and then waved it through. 
 
    Jesse and Caroline followed Kinser through a maze of stone hallways, in and out of various rooms, until they finally came to the military command center, located in the top of the largest tower of the castle. From that vantage point, they could see everything from the mountains in the west to the Broward Region in the east. The large blue dome completely dominated the skyline and horizon to the east. 
 
    Jesse and Caroline stood against the wall, avoiding the three Humongers in the room. Jesse had the Dagger of Valdar in her hand, and Caroline held her service weapon. 
 
    “No, no, no, I’ve been given an order to sound the Hogmat Beacon by Drake,” Kinser said to the Humonger in charge of the center. “Torron is coming this afternoon, and he wants all of the soldiers here to give her a hero’s welcome.” 
 
    The Humonger lifted the cover off and pushed the button. The Hogmat Beacon began blaring. The foghorn-like bellowing lasted a full minute and echoed across the countryside. 
 
    Drake rushed into the room. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Kinser said you ordered the Hogmat Beacon to be sounded,” the Humonger said. 
 
    “I did no such thing.” Drake grabbed Kinser by the throat and lifted him off his feet. “Just what are you up to, Kinser? I’ve always wondered about your loyalty. You will tell me or die.” Drake’s eyes turned from blue to black. He looked through his scrunched eyebrows at Kinser, and then electric arcs began flowing from Drake’s hand into Kinser’s throat and down through his body. 
 
    Jesse and Caroline jumped into action. Caroline began firing her weapon, and the three Humongers in the room went down. At the same time, Jesse pointed the Dagger of Valdar at Drake. An orange laser-like beam shot from the dagger and hit Drake in the side. As it did, the orange beam split in all directions and completely encapsulated Drake. 
 
    Drake dropped Kinser’s lifeless body to the floor. He turned toward the source of the beam, seemingly unaffected by the orange glow surrounding him. He waved his hand, and a gray dust spread around the room, settling on Jesse and Caroline. He extended both hands, one in Caroline’s direction and one in Jesse’s direction. A force field hit them both and knocked them unconscious to the floor. 
 
    Oh, my head, Jesse thought. What happened? She slowly opened her eyes. Everything was out of focus. Drake! Drake came into the room. We attacked him. She began to struggle. I’m tied up. Jesse could see the dusty outline of Caroline tied to a chair next to her. She also saw the faded shadow of her knapsack lying on the floor where she had been standing. She kept searching until she eventually saw the small, faded shadow of the Dagger of Valdar on the floor in the corner of the room. She glanced over at Caroline and saw her gun lying on the floor next to her.  
 
    Drake put his fingers under her chin and lifted it up. “You made a big mistake coming here. I’ll use you and your friend to get the rest of the Alliance.” He looked into her eyes. “If you think my mother is the only source of power on Gandoral, you’ll be sadly mistaken. I have greater power than the queen, and I will rule in her place someday.” 
 
    “Doesn’t she have to die before you can rule in her place?” Jesse asked. “She’s killed everyone who has threatened her authority. Why are you still alive? What’s her plan for you?” 
 
    Drake ignored the questions and turned to four Humongers. “Take them to the dungeons. Be sure they’re securely locked away and place extra guards at their cell.” 
 
    I should have practiced this a little more, Jesse thought. I should be able to use one of Matt’s powers . . . She concentrated and moved the dagger and the gun into the knapsack. The Humongers stood her and Caroline up, with one Humonger on each side holding them by their arms, their hands tied behind their backs. As they bumped into each other, Jesse made them reappear. 
 
    Just as they were escorted out of the room, Jesse moved the knapsack into her hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 
Between the Eyes 
 
      
 
    “If the Alliance is here, something has gone wrong with the battle for the West Coast,” General Tyd said. “We must assume the worst.” 
 
    Drake shook his head slowly. 
 
    “I think the general is right,” Kondyk, the high priest said. “Torron must be in trouble.” 
 
    “All reports for the past week have been extremely positive,” Drake said. “Maybe because of the success there, the Alliance has decided to come to Gandoral. Maybe they’re trying to do something here that could help the efforts against the queen back on Earth. That’s also a possibility, right?” 
 
    The general was hesitant to be at odds with Drake, knowing his volatile personality. “Anything is possible, Your Highness, but the best path at this point is to assume the worst. By doing that, you may be putting a plan together that’s a little overkill, but you can always pull back much easier than trying to beef up later.” 
 
    “Okay, General Tyd, put all our forces in place to capture or kill the Alliance,” Drake said as he looked down on the parade ground. “All of my army is already assembling. Give the orders to prepare for war.” 
 
    “This is a good decision, Your Majesty,” Kondyk said. “The queen will be surprised when she returns. You will have either captured or killed the Alliance, something she’s been trying to do for hundreds of years.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “They should have been back by now,” Jeremy said. “Slatel, have you heard anything?” 
 
    “No, but I’ll send some scouts to see what’s going on,” Slatel said. “They’ll find her.” He sank into the ground. 
 
    Steve flew in. “All the armies are on the move, heading toward Torron’s castle.” 
 
    “I’m worried about Jesse and Caroline,” Jeremy said. “They should have been back by now. Slatel went to see what he could learn.” 
 
    “Marble-head will find them,” Steve said. 
 
    “Marble-head?” Slatel said as he came up out of the ground. “Really?” 
 
    “That was quick,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “What did you find out?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Our spies in the castle were already on their way to find me,” Slatel said. “That’s why I got back so fast. Jesse and Caroline were captured by Drake, Torron’s son. They’re in the dungeons below the castle. They seem to be okay, only imprisoned.” 
 
    Six trucks rolled up from the Broward Region. Schmidt and his men got out of the trucks. 
 
    “We’ll be ready to join your attack in a few hours,” Schmidt said. “We’re currently arming the remaining Oar-7s and distributing weapons to all able-bodied men and women.” 
 
    “These men and women that are being armed, are they trained as soldiers?” JJ asked. 
 
    “No, they’re civilians,” Schmidt said. “Most have never held a gun before.” 
 
    “Trish, Scotty, Rocky, and Jack, come with me,” JJ said. “We can’t train an army in an afternoon, but we might be able to teach them not to close their eyes when they pull the trigger. Take us to your civilian army. When we return, we’ll deploy the civi army to the rear. They’ll be backup for us. It would be suicide to put them out front. As you plan, keep that in mind.” 
 
    The five war-hardened veterans left with Schmidt. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jesse stood up, and the ropes tying her hands together simply fell to the floor. She went to Caroline and untied her hands. 
 
    “Your hands were tied behind your back,” Caroline said. “How did you get untied?” 
 
    “Well, it’s simple,” Jesse said with a smile. “I can walk through walls. If I can walk through walls, getting my hands loose was just ‘walking through the rope,’ so to speak.” 
 
    “Why did you let them lock us up?” 
 
    “I wanted to give Drake a false sense of security.” Jesse stuck her head through the dungeon door, then pulled back in. “If he really believes he’s more powerful than his mother, he’s going to be very surprised today.” 
 
    “Why today?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “There are four guards out there,” Jesse said. “We’ll take them by surprise. This all ends by midnight tonight. I want to try something.” She motioned for Caroline to join her at the wall opposite the door. Reaching into her knapsack, she pulled out Caroline’s gun and handed it to her. “Press the barrel of the gun against the stone wall.” 
 
    Caroline scrunched her eyebrows but followed directions and pressed the barrel of the gun against the stone. 
 
    “Okay,” Jesse said. “I can take you with me when I disappear. I wonder if I can take you with me when I walk through walls.” 
 
    Caroline raised her eyebrows, a doubtful look on her face. “No, I’ll stay here, thanks.” 
 
    Jesse held out her hand. “Take my hand and press the gun against the wall again.” 
 
    Caroline followed directions and pressed the gun against the wall, but this time the barrel of the gun slipped right into the wall. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll go through the door together,” Jesse said. “I’ll have the dagger, and you’ll have the gun. If they surrender, we’ll throw them into the dungeon. If they resist, we’ll kill them. One thing—when you go through the door or any wall, you’ll experience some dizziness. It passes pretty fast. Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Jesse took Caroline’s hand and they went to the door. 
 
    Just before they went through, Jesse said, “Don’t let go. If you do, you’ll get stuck inside the door.” 
 
    They rushed through the door, surprising the four Humongers. The Humongers started to charge, but Caroline was quick and killed two of them. They placed the other two in the dungeon. 
 
    Slatel poked his head up through the floor behind Caroline, startling her. 
 
    She turned and let go two rounds right between the eyes. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”  
 
    “Luckily, you can’t kill a rock,” Slatel said. “I need to be a little subtler. Your reflexes are much faster than Steve’s.” 
 
    “Let Matt know we’re on our way back,” Jesse said. “We should be there in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Will do.” Slatel slipped back into the ground. 
 
    Jesse took Caroline by the hand, and they disappeared. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Drake climbed onto his dragon and headed for the black cloud that had carried the queen to the lake. “What’s happening?” he yelled. “What’s happening?” 
 
    Out of the mouth of the cloud, black smoke was falling, wounding soldiers and damaged equipment. They were being removed as fast as they were hitting the ground. 
 
    Drake grabbed the arm of a wounded Humonger. “What has happened?” 
 
    The Humonger struggled to speak. “The queen is dying. She’s following us home. She’ll be here in an hour.” 
 
    Drake was mortified. He stood motionless, trying to process the information. 
 
    “Your Highness,” General Tyd said. “If she’s still alive, we must prepare for her arrival.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Have the doctors stand by in the queen’s residence,” Drake commanded. “Also, have all appropriate potions and elixirs brought there as well. For now, we’ll assume the wizard Smalik is with the queen. Between the doctors and Smalik, they should be able to help her.” 
 
    Drake climbed back into the saddle, and the dragon leaped into the air, heading back to the castle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 
Acid Bath? 
 
      
 
    Steve heard the bushes move behind him and slowly pulled the large sword from the scabbard on his back. He swung around as Jesse and Caroline reappeared. They both ducked just in time for the sword to trim the tops off the bush they were in. 
 
    “A little jumpy, Steve?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” Steve said. “We could end this today if we don’t blow it.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Jesse asked. “Have you and the four kings come up with anything?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jeremy said. “As you know, the Imphogs and Rocpeans can’t be killed.” 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean they can’t be killed?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Well, the Rocpeans are rocks, and you can’t kill a rock,” Matt explained. “The Imphogs, on the other hand, can be cut down in battle, but their dead body sinks into the ground and they come back out of the nearest living tree or bush. So even though killed, they come right back into the fight.” 
 
    Jeremy continued explaining. “Since the Rocpeans and Imphogs can’t be killed, they’ll be out in front as we attack. They’re getting in position as we speak. They’re lining up in the forest north of the parade grounds.” 
 
    “The Horkins and Nectorians will be behind them,” Matt said. “They’ll be followed by the Freedom Fighters from New Cambridge. I created shields and duplicated them enough times to outfit every soldier. The primary purpose of the shields is to protect the soldiers from the fiery saliva of firebirds and dragons.” 
 
    A roaring cheer came from the parade grounds. 
 
    “I’ll go see what’s happening,” Steve said, but before he could get off the ground, Jesse grabbed his arm and they both disappeared. 
 
    Jesse reappeared and said, “No sense in taking any chances. Be careful.” 
 
    The leaves kicked up as Steve flew into the sky. 
 
    “Steve’s acting strange,” Jesse said to Jeremy. 
 
    “Yeah, he apologized to me last night,” Jeremy said loud enough for Matt to hear. “He’s wants back in. He is truly wants to be a team player again. You know, the four Musketeers.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Steve watched from high above as a dragon pulled a large, tubular-shaped trailer out of the smoke and headed straight toward the castle a half mile away. The trailer was encapsulated by a pail blue shield. 
 
    I’d like to attack Torron before she has a chance to recover, but her shield is in place, Steve thought. When we’re ready and we’re pushing you back . . . shield or no shield, you will be defeated. Right now, you and your army have no idea that we’re about to strike. Surprise. The Alliance is back.  
 
    Steve reappeared holding Jesse’s hand. “The queen has arrived from Earth. I would have attacked her, but she was protected by the same pale blue shield she had on Earth.” 
 
    A truck worked its way through the thick forest and stopped. 
 
    “We’re here, but we’re short on weapons,” Jack said. “Matt, can you help us out?” Jack laid the Torron rifle and nine boxes of ammo next to it: three red, three yellow, and three blue. “We need an additional eight hundred, if you please.” 
 
    Matt quickly made 1,024 duplicates. He looked up to see something coming down out of the sky through the treetops. It was Hagred and Margot. 
 
    “Yes, we can fly,” Hagred said. “It’s really not that difficult.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “That’s not much of a welcome,” Margot said. 
 
    “How did you get here?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “The same way you did, I suspect,” Hagred said. 
 
    “Why are you here,” Jesse asked. “To pick up the pieces after we get rid of Torron?” 
 
    “We want to help you defeat Torron,” Hagred said. “Maybe if we help you, you might find it in your hearts to reward us.” 
 
    “There are no rewards available here, only victory,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “You can’t help us,” Matt said. “You have a lot of gall to come here at all after you betrayed us on Earth.” 
 
    “Please go away,” Jesse said. “Watch us defeat the queen. Once she’s gone, we’ll consider talking to you. You’re the pickle in the middle. No one wants the two of you.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron was still clothed in her fighting armor. 
 
    “Put her on the bed,” one of the doctors said. 
 
    Drake watched as the doctors worked on his mother. He shook his head. Why couldn’t she have died on Earth? I can’t sit by and wait for her to die. She has created a never-ending life for herself. I was to rule either Gandoral or Earth, but now? She’s failed again. Zolog won’t let this failure pass without consequence. I fear that he’ll give Hagred and Margot Gandoral. My only hope is to capture and kill the Alliance. I have Jesse in the dungeons. I only need the other three. 
 
    Torron’s skin was dried up and gray. She lay like a corpse, with her mouth gaping open and her lifeless, dull eyes staring at nothing. 
 
    After looking her over carefully, one of the doctors said, “She’s alive, barely. I’ve created the life-nectar bath for her.” 
 
    Four Humongers carried the tub into the room, filled with a turquoise liquid that was thick like honey. When they put the tub down, a little bit of the liquid sloshed out onto the floor. The acid-like substance bubbled up and ate a small hole in the stone. 
 
    “Be more careful,” the doctor said to the Humongers. “Put her in the cage.” 
 
    They brought a wire cage into the room, laid it down on the floor next to the tub, and lifted Torron from the bed and placed her in the cage. They fastened the top of the cage over her so that she was completely encapsulated in wire, then hoisted the cage up above the tub and lowered it into the thick liquid. As she was lowered, bubbles rose up and the clothing she was wearing began to dissolve. 
 
    Once she was completely under the liquid, the doctor turned an hourglass over. “She must stay submerged for exactly one hour.” 
 
    Everyone except Drake, Smalik, and one doctor left the room. 
 
    “Do you think she’ll survive?” Drake asked the doctor. 
 
    “She’s tough, but I’m afraid she may be too far gone to be able to recover,” the doctor answered. 
 
    Smalik was looking down into the turquoise liquid. The cage and the  
 
      
 
    liquid created an eerie-looking distortion of Torron’s body. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Are we ready?” Matt asked JJ. 
 
    “Almost, but are you sure you want to start a battle this close to sundown?” JJ asked. “It’ll be dark in three or four hours.” 
 
    “We end this now, before the queen has a chance to regain her power,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Is everyone in place?” Jeremy asked. 
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    “Nearly,” JJ said. “There are about three hundred and fifty Rocpeans on the front line. Behind them are a little over eight thousand Imphogs. Sixty-five hundred Nectorians will fly in above the Rocpeans and Imphogs. About forty-seven hundred Horkins will follow them. In the rear are five thousand Freedom Fighters from New Cambridge. The volunteers are still forming in the rear, but should be in place soon. By my calculation, we’re about twenty-five thousand strong. They’re all highly motivated and are ready to attack.” 
 
    “The parade ground is open and flat by definition,” Jack said. “We’d be crazy to step out to face the Torron army. We should draw them into the woods on the north edge and flank them on the east and west.” 
 
    JJ thought for a minute and then agreed. “We’ll split the Freedom Fighters into two groups: half to the west in the trees there and half in the trees to the east. The Rocpeans and Imphogs will begin firing from the tree line on the north edge of the parade ground in thirty minutes. No one on either side should fire on the Torron army until they reach the tree line. Then pour everything into the battle.” 
 
    “We have thirty minutes,” Jeremy said to the Alliance. “Let’s look at the map and scroll.” 
 
    Jesse motioned for them to get to a more private place, and they went behind a truck nearby. She opened the map, and Jeremy got the scroll out. 
 
    The scroll read as follows: 
 
      
 
    You must be careful to execute the final battle in a way that not only pushes the queen behind the Gates of Horgon, but all of her evil followers must also be pushed back behind the gates. The good creatures of Gandoral must demonstrate their sacrifice for freedom and liberty before Torron can be defeated. Their heroism must be enshrined in the memories, the stories, the myths, and the legends of this planet. Once that’s accomplished, use the wands of power to super-energize the Shield of Innocence. Once energized, use the shield to push all the evil back behind the gates. Use the Symbols to lock the gates and the Bracelet of Witstal to seal the locked gate. 
 
      
 
    “How do you interpret that?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “It sounds like we have to have a physical battle before the shield will work,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “So the good creatures of Gandoral have to shed their own blood before the shield will work?” Jesse asked. “Does that make sense?” 
 
    “I don’t see how it can be avoided at this point,” Steve said. “We’ve set the table for war. Casualties are a product of war.” 
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    Jesse went straight to JJ. “I’ll be setting up a medical center right behind the lines in the middle of the north side of the battlefield. I want Horkin runners to bring all the wounded to me there. Please set aside a large contingent of runners. I want every wounded soldier to be brought to the medical center.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Caroline said. 
 
    “Great, let’s get started.” Jesse led Caroline into the forest, heading toward the front line. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 
Battle for Gandoral 
 
      
 
    “Drake, we can’t wait for the queen,” General Tyd said. “An army is gathering on the north side of the parade grounds. It looks like the Rocpeans, Imphogs, Nectorians, and Horkins are all involved. Surprisingly, there are a great number of people from New Cambridge also in the mix. Our soldiers have been gathering in the parade grounds ever since the Hogmat Beacon sounded. Most don’t have weapons. We have to move quickly.” 
 
    “Arm the soldiers and order any and all soldiers coming back from Earth to join the battle,” Drake directed. “Get the Oar-7s in the battle.” 
 
    “The Oar-7s are all inside the Broward Region,” General Tyd said. “We can’t access them.” 
 
    Drake screamed and kicked a chair across the room. “Show them no mercy. It’s time to end their lust for freedom.” 
 
    “You know we can’t kill the Rocpeans or the Imphogs, right?” Smalik said. 
 
    “Yes, of course I know that. Have the dragon and firebird riders use the nets to capture the Rocpeans and Imphogs. We’ll capture and isolate them. We may not be able to kill them, but we can get them out of sight and out of mind.” Drake looked at the hourglass. “We have half an hour before we know if the queen is able to lead the battle of Gandoral. Between then and now, we must prepare for battle.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “They know we’re here,” Matt said. 
 
    The Torron army quickly got organized and put up shields to protect themselves. Dragons and firebirds from all over the land began flying into the area. 
 
    Matt immediately went into dragon-killing mode, shooting arrow after arrow and directing them to the closest dragons. He couldn’t keep up, and dragons began swooping down, spewing fiery saliva over the treetops. The Gandorians and Freedom Fighters covered themselves with their shields. They suffered a few minor burns, but for the most part they were protected. The trees above caught fire. 
 
    Jeremy was with Steve and Matt at the front of the northern line, waiting for the Torron army to charge. Matt continued picking off dragons as they came into view, and Jeremy created a large rainstorm that squelched the burning trees. 
 
    Steve stepped out into the open. He lifted ten feet off the ground and began flying back and forth in front of his fellow warriors. “Today we fight for the freedom of Gandoral!” he yelled. 
 
    The soldiers cheered. 
 
    “Today we fight for Earth’s freedom!” 
 
    The soldiers cheered louder. 
 
    “Today we fight for the freedom of the universe!” 
 
    The soldiers cheered louder still. 
 
    “Today we fight for liberty for all and freedom from tyranny!” 
 
    The soldiers cheered for a full minute. 
 
    “Today is the day we fight for ourselves and our families!” 
 
    Again, the cheer lasted over a minute. 
 
    “Freedom!” 
 
    The soldiers cheered back: “Freedom!” 
 
    Steve yelled again, “Freedom!” 
 
    The soldiers yelled back, “Freedom!” 
 
    Steve rose high above the battlefield and yelled, “Freeeeedom!” 
 
    The soldiers cheered loud and long. 
 
    The Torron army started charging forward. 
 
    Then JJ gave the command. “Fire!” 
 
    The Imphogs and the Rocpeans opened fire on the Torron army, but the Torron army shields created a good protection against the oncoming bullets. The Torron army kept moving forward. 
 
    Steve rose up high above the battlefield and then came back down next to JJ. “Their lines are about fifty deep and two hundred across. I estimate maybe ten thousand strong. They’re not defending their east or west flanks.” He rejoined Matt and Jeremy. 
 
    Twelve Oar-7s streaked across the battlefield, chasing the dragons and firebirds out of the conflict. 
 
    “The Oar-7s are chasing the dragons and firebirds away,” Matt said. “We don’t need to worry about them. We can concentrate on what’s in front of us.” 
 
    The wall of Torron soldiers began to enter the forest. They continued to be met with bullets and bombs from the rifles, and then the swords came out. The close combat was much more effective. While the battle between the two sides at the point of contact continued, Jeremy, being protected by Matt and Steve, began a continuous barrage of lightning and hail on the enemy in the back of the front lines, the hail so devastating that the soldiers being hit either were killed or they began to scatter behind the lines. 
 
    JJ sent up a flair. 
 
    The Freedom Fighters waiting on the east and west sides of the field rushed into the field and attacked the retreating army, followed by a half dozen Oar-7s. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Are you seeing what is happening down there?” Smalik asked Drake. “The queen’s army is getting devastated, and you don’t seem to have a clue of what to do.” 
 
    “You think you can talk to me that way?” Drake said and pointed a wand at the wizard. “Being my mother’s little pet won’t save your skin, so watch your tone.” 
 
    “The hourglass is done,” the doctor said. “One hour has passed. Pull her out of the tub.” 
 
    When two Humongers lifted the wire cage out of the thick liquid, the liquid simply slipped away from Torron’s rejuvenated body. Once the last drop had dripped off the wire cage, they put the cage on the floor next to the tub, unfastened the top, and lifted it off. The doctor held up curtains to shield Torron’s nakedness as her eyes opened and she sat up. 
 
    As she began to stand, her clothing appeared, and she was dressed like the queen that she was. Her skin was back to normal, and she looked alive. “What happened?” she asked. “How did I get back on Gandoral and into my castle? Drake, tell me what is happening.”  
 
    After a short review of current events, the queen walked out onto her balcony with a determined look on her face. While she surveyed the battle below, her persona changed from her queenly persona to that of an evil and menacing persona, her favorite. Her black eyes stared out from skin resembling withered leather, wrinkled and dried. Her stringy white hair hung down to her waist. She had her staff in her left hand and a wand in her right.  
 
    “I will end this battle with the Alliance right here, right now,” she declared. She raised the staff in the air, and a great light blue shield covered her entire army. She then swept the wand across the forest on the north side of the parade ground. 
 
    A streak of orange laser light accompanied by lightning and fire crossed the expanse and mowed down the tops of the trees for several miles into the forest. Four square miles of woodland immediately exploded into flames. 
 
    “Pull back my army,” Torron commanded. “This battle is between me and the Alliance. “Bring me Firestar.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jesse was busy healing the wounded when the forest above their heads burst into flames, creating an intense heat too much to bear. 
 
    Jeremy jumped into action and conjured a storm that covered the entire area with rain, putting the fire out in no time. 
 
    Steve rose up out of the forest to see what was happening. A pale blue shield covered the retreating Torron army. 
 
    “JJ, the Torron army is retreating,” Steve said. 
 
    “Why?” JJ asked. 
 
    “They also have a protective shield,” Steve said. “You would think they would be attacking.” 
 
    “Look,” Matt said. “Torron is coming. It looks like she’s on Firestar.” 
 
    As Torron flew across the battlefield, Firestar began spewing streams of fire into the air, creating circles of fire and smoke. 
 
    “Yes, that’s Firestar all right,” Jeremy confirmed. “She’s hard to miss.” 
 
    “Firestar?” Caroline asked Jesse. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Jesse said. “The short version is, Firestar was once Jeremy’s pet and is now the most feared dragon on Gandoral. It looks like Torron wants to talk.” 
 
    Torron dismounted Firestar about fifty yards in front of the Gandorian army. Firestar was huffing and puffing smoke and dripping fiery saliva onto the ground. Torron held up a white flag. 
 
    “Can we trust her?” Steve asked. “She’s evil. She’ll say or do anything to get her way, and right now she wants us dead.” 
 
    “Have your weapons ready,” Matt said. 
 
    Jesse had the Dagger of Valdar in her left hand and the Bracelet of Witstal on her right wrist. Matt had the Wand of Cetrekap in his belt and his bow at the ready. Jeremy held the Ax of Norrid in his right hand and the Shield of Innocence in his left. Steve held the Wand of Wongate in his right hand and his large sword in his left hand. All four had pulled the four Symbols of the Quad out from under their shirts. They shone brilliantly in the darkening of the smoky sky above. 
 
    They walked out to meet Torron, stopping only ten yards in front of her. She was protected by a pale blue shield. Jeremy was out front holding the Shield of Innocence. The shield was setting up a pale green protective barrier in front of the Alliance. 
 
    Hunter! Jeremy projected. 
 
    No reaction came from the dragon. She continued to huff and puff. 
 
    Hunter! Hunter! 
 
    The dragon cocked her head to one side as if to listen. 
 
    Hunter, it’s Jeremy. It’s Jeremy. Do you remember me? 
 
    Firestar shook her head and roared. 
 
    Will you help us? We need your help. 
 
    Firestar tilted her head a little to one side and looked at Jeremy. 
 
    Torron looked back at the dragon. “Settle down, Firestar. Settle down.” 
 
    Firestar put her chin on the ground between her front legs and continued to stare at Jeremy. 
 
    Steve stepped forward. “You want to talk?”  
 
    Torron’s eyes widened, and a sinister smile crept across her lips. “I see you have all nine of the Symbols of Power.”  
 
    “Plus the Wand of Cetrekap,” Matt said. “You will be defeated today.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” Torron said. “I have a few surprises of my own.” 
 
    “You didn’t call this parley to discuss weapons of choice,” Jesse said. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want what I’ve always wanted,” Torron said. “I want you to surrender. If you do, I will reward you with riches and power beyond your wildest imagination. End this quest now and you will have your every wish come true.” 
 
    “If we surrender now, we would have riches and power for the four of us at the expense of freedom and liberty for billions of people and creatures across the universe,” Jesse said. “We’re not interested in doing a deal with you.” 
 
    “Freedom and liberty are overrated,” Torron said. “People don’t want freedom and liberty. There are too many risks. People want to be taken care of. Join me and you can help provide billions of people with everything they need. No one will be left wanting. Everyone will get their fair share of the wealth. You will decide, you will take care of them, you will make the decisions for them.” 
 
    “The creatures of the universe must be free to choose their own fate,” Jesse said. “If they choose to give up their freedom and liberty, that’s their choice. Deciding the fate of the universe is not your responsibility. You are the worst kind of dictator. You murder your opponents and force your people into slavery. No! We will not surrender. Get back on your dragon and prepare to die.” 
 
    “I guess you haven’t learned the great secret yet,” Torron said as she climbed onto Firestar. 
 
    “And what is the great secret?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “I can’t be killed.” Torron laughed a hideous laugh as Firestar leaped into the air. 
 
    Hunter, I raised you. Do you remember me? 
 
    Firestar made a quick turn back toward the Alliance, swooped down, and stared at Jeremy for a few seconds before heading back to the castle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 
Shield of Innocence 
 
      
 
    “Give me the Wand of Torron,” the queen said. “I’ll finish this now. That little Shield of Innocence will never stand up to my power.” 
 
    Smalik brought Torron a black leather case, intricately decorated with designs of dragons and firebirds. She unbuckled the latch and opened the case, revealing a wand inside nestled in red velvet. It was a perfect replica of the wand Steve had snatched from the queen in Africa. Torron took the wand in her right hand. A wide smile crossed her lips as she inspected it. It was about fourteen inches long, with a smooth, five-inch, shiny black handle and a knurly nine-inch golden shaft. A beautifully cut blue diamond was embedded in the butt end of the handle. 
 
    She twisted the cap until it came loose from the handle, then took a knife, made a small cut on her finger, and dripped three drops of blood into the handle. She screwed the cap back on and held the wand up high. “I’m ready,” she said as her face went from concern to determination. Her lips drew together as she contemplated her next move. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “She has something powerful or she wouldn’t have confronted us like that,” Matt said. “We need to attack now, before she has a chance to attack us.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s super-energize the shield,” Steve said. 
 
    “Hold it up facing the enemy,” Jesse said. “When Adaeze and I used it in Africa, all our enemies were on one side and we were protected on the back side of the shield. The front side should face the castle before we super-energize it.” 
 
    Jeremy held up the shield with the front facing the castle. Matt held the Wand of Cetrekap, Steve held the Wand of Wongate, and Jesse held the Dagger of Valdar. 
 
    “The dagger?” Jeremy asked Jesse. 
 
    “Yeah, well, Gregory said it acts like a wand . . .” But before she could finish, all three wands shot lasers and electric arcs dancing on the surface of the shield. The light show lasted a minute or so. Then the lasers and arcs stopped. The shield, which had been silver with a gold A in the center, turned black with a gold A in the center. 
 
    “Okay, how do we use it?” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Steve should hold the shield,” Jesse explained. “When we used the shield in Africa, it took all the strength we had to hold back the demons. It will take all of Steve’s great strength to push Torron back into Horgon.” 
 
    “Something is happening at the castle,” Jack said as he rushed up. 
 
    They went to the edge of the forest and watched as a dozen dragons and six firebirds landed in front of the castle, behind the Torron army. Once they were all in place, they jumped into flight and headed toward the Alliance, spewing fire. Firestar was the lead dragon. The attack was so quick, it caught the Alliance off guard. 
 
    Matt began shooting arrows as fast as possible, but the onslaught was so massive, he could barely take down four or five targets before they were on top of them. 
 
    In desperation, Steve held up the shield. Instantly, a green light emanated from the shield, going from the ground into the sky as far as the eye could see and from horizon to horizon to the right and left. The flames that were about to devour the Alliance simply hit the shield and slipped to the ground. As the fiery saliva hit the ground, it turned to water. Steve walked out onto the battlefield holding the shield in front of him. 
 
    The dragons and firebirds retreated back to the castle. 
 
    “Look,” Jesse said. 
 
    Some Horkins and Nectorians were being picked out of the forest behind the shield and thrown out in front. 
 
    “The shield is cleansing Gandoral,” Jesse said. “All the creatures that are followers of Torron are being thrown onto the other side of the shield.” 
 
    Jeremy looked over his shoulder in several different directions. “The thirteen portals to Earth are closing and retreating into the sky. I hope they’re not returning to Earth.” 
 
    The Alliance walked steadily across the field of battle. The Gandorian army fell in behind them. More unworthy creatures were being tossed in front of the shield. 
 
    “Hey, did you see that?” Matt said. “Over there.” He pointed to the right. 
 
    Both Hagred and Margot had been thrown in front of the shield. They were dusting themselves off and heading toward the Alliance. 
 
    “This is crazy,” Hagred said. “We’re on your side.” 
 
    “The good news is, we don’t have to wonder any longer about your intentions,” Jesse said. “It’s clear which side you’re really on.” 
 
    The two ran toward the castle. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron mounted Firestar. Firestar leaped into the air and carried her toward the Alliance. She hovered a hundred yards or so from the Alliance’s advancing shield. She pointed her new wand at the shield Steve was carrying. Destroy the shield, she commanded. 
 
    A red beam of light two inches in diameter shot from the tip of the wand and hit the Shield of Innocence hard enough to knock Steve to the ground. 
 
    Steve jumped back to his feet and picked up the shield. It had changed back to silver with a gold A on the front, but now there was a hole burned into the center, and it no longer worked. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Jesse asked Steve. 
 
    “I have control over the Wand of Wongate,” Steve said. “It’s supposed to be the strongest wand ever conceived.” He handed the shield to Jeremy, pulled the wand out of his belt, and pointed it at Torron. The beams from the two wands met halfway between them, the place where the two came together exploding as the two beams struggled to overpower one another. 
 
    Matt grabbed Steve’s knapsack, and Steve let it fall from his shoulder. Matt dumped the entire contents out onto the ground. Jeremy knelt down beside Matt, and Jesse came to help. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    The distance between Torron and Steve was shrinking as Torron walked in his direction. 
 
    “We’re looking for the wand that Steve took from Torron in Africa,” Matt said with urgency in his voice. 
 
    “Here it is,” Jesse said as she held it up. 
 
    “Cut your finger, Matt,” Jeremy said as he grabbed the wand from Jesse and unscrewed the cap off the handle. 
 
    Matt dripped three drops of blood into the handle. Jeremy screwed the top back on and handed it to Matt. 
 
    “I’m renaming this the Wand of Matthew,” Matt said and smiled as he held the wand up in the air. 
 
    “Go get her,” Jeremy and Jesse said at the same time. 
 
    Matt turned to the battle between Steve and Torron. Torron was only a few feet away from Steve. His hand shook, and sweat ran down his face. He was about to go down on his knees when Matt hit Torron with a second beam. 
 
    Torron appeared surprised at the power coming from the wand that Matt was holding. Jeremy shot a beam from the Wand of Cetrekap, and Jesse joined in with the Dagger of Valdar. The beams began to drive Torron back. When she reached Firestar, she mounted the dragon and flew back to the castle. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Can it be fixed?” Jesse said to Matt. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Matt said. “It’s got a hole in the center.” He held up the shield and looked through the hole. 
 
    “How do we drive Torron back into Horgon if we don’t have the shield?” Steve asked. “I think we’re at the end. That shield was great, separating good and evil. How do we do that without the shield?” 
 
    “Matt, can you repair the shield?” Jeremy asked. “You can change the shape of things and change the materials of things. Try to repair it.” 
 
    Matt went to Schmidt. “Can you have one of your guys cut me two pieces of sheet metal the exact shape of the hole in this shield, one to go into the shield and the other to go in the A on the front? I need them now.” 
 
    Schmidt took the shield and came back in a few minutes with the shield and the two pieces of sheet metal. 
 
    Matt turned the shield over and placed the sheet metal into the hole in the shield. I’m not sure this will work, he thought. I’ve never done this before. He had changed materials before, but never tried to copy a material. Oh well, here goes nothing. He closed his eyes and concentrated. 
 
    The paint on the sheet metal burned off, and the sheet metal fixed itself to the shield. The rough edges around the hole smoothed over, and the back of the shield looked like new. Matt turned the shield over and applied the sheet metal to the front. The same thing happened. The shield looked like new. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “We have our protective shields in place, Your Majesty,” General Tyd said. “We wait for your command.” 
 
    “They believe we’re weakened. We’ll wait until full darkness. They’ll believe we won’t attack until morning. We’ll surprise them. Prepare to attack on my command. With our shields up, we’re invincible.” The queen smiled at Smalik and motioned for him to follow her to her private quarters. She closed the door. “I fear Drake is plotting against me. Have you heard any rumors of this?” 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” Smalik said. “Had I heard anything like this, I would have told you right away. What would you have me do?” 
 
    “Find out if there is any truth to this,” Torron said. “I have a feeling he’s working with Hagred and Margot. They’re here somewhere. I can feel their presence.” She waved for Smalik to leave. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Matt said. “We have a shield that looks like the Shield of Innocence, but it’s not. When Steve holds it up and we try to super-energize the shield, nothing happens.” 
 
    “I get that,” Jeremy said. “We’re missing something.” 
 
    “You think?” Steve asked with a smile. “We’re missing the magic.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Jesse said. “We’re missing the magic.” 
 
    “Okay, all-knowing one, what stroke of genius did you have this time?” Steve smiled and nudged her arm. 
 
    “Who created the nine Symbols of Power?” Jesse asked. 
 
    After a moment of silence, Jeremy said, “Cetrekap. The Grand Wizard Cetrekap created all nine Symbols of Power.” 
 
    “Why isn’t the Wand of Cetrekap one of the nine Symbols?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “That’s it . . . that’s it. He used the Wand of Cetrekap to energize the nine Symbols of Power.” Jeremy sounded proud of himself for figuring it out. Then he humbled himself. “You already figured that out.” 
 
    “Yes, all we have to do is use the Wand of Cetrekap to reenergize the shield,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Matt said. “We have no idea what incantation is needed to energize the shield. We can’t point the wand and hope for the best.” 
 
    “Well, we had better think of something fast,” Steve said. “She knows we’ve been weakened. I’m surprised she isn’t already attacking.” 
 
    “How do we get the words to say?” Matt asked. 
 
    “They should be in here,” Jesse said as she searched her knapsack. “Yeah, here it is.” She pulled out a small book and held it up. “The Book of Knowledge. We found it on our second trek in the Underworld. Cetrekap’s book of incantations. It should be in here.” She started thumbing through the pages. 
 
    Matt smiled. “You are a genius. I forgot all about that book.” 
 
    Twenty minutes passed. Steve started making sounds of impatience. 
 
    “Leave her alone, Steve,” Matt said. “She’ll find it if it’s in there.” 
 
    “I got it,” Jesse said. “It’s complicated, though.” 
 
    “I would think it would be,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “It’s a two-phase chant,” Jesse explained. “The first is for the normal shield operation, and the second is for the super-energized operation. This was the last Symbol of Power created. He used the Dagger of Valdar, the Wand of Wongate, the Wand of Cetrekap, the Bracelet of Witstal, and the Seven Stones of Honor to create the magic placed on the Shield of Innocence.” 
 
    They leaned the shield against the tree. Matt placed the Seven Stones of Honor in their correct order on the ground in front of the shield: red in the middle and blue at the top, closest to the shield. Then came green, brown, purple, yellow, and last, orange. He placed them tightly together. 
 
    Jesse took the Bracelet of Witstal off her wrist and stretched it out large enough to place it around the seven stones. Steve pointed the Wand of Wongate, Matt the Wand of Cetrekap, and Jesse the Dagger of Valdar at the seven stones. 
 
    Jesse looked at the book and then turned to the stones. “Become the Shield of Innocence, protecting the righteous from the evil.” 
 
    Lightning and fire erupted from the three wands and hit the stones. In turn, a light green cloud emanated from the circle of stones and rested upon the shield. The lightning and fire stopped as the light green cloud was absorbed into the shield. 
 
    The three pointed the wands at the shield again, and Jesse said, “Create the super-energy Shield of Innocence that will sift the good from evil and will become the tool to drive the evil forces back behind the Gates of Horgon.” 
 
    Columns of green smoke flowed from the three wands, going directly to the shield and becoming absorbed by it. After two minutes, the flow stopped. 
 
    Steve picked up the shield and immediately dropped it. “It’s hot!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Let it cool off,” Matt said as he put the stones back in his knapsack. “Steve, while it’s cooling off, you go take a look at what the queen’s army is doing. We’ll test the shield when you return.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 
Wicked Witch of the West 
 
      
 
    “We’re moving all our assets into the parade ground,” General Tyd said. “The only Oar-7s available were those coming back from Earth. Only a few got through to Gandoral before the portals were closed by the green shield the Alliance held up. This afternoon, we were taken by surprise. Most of the soldiers in the field only had hand weapons. They’re all being supplied with automatic weapons. By morning, we’ll be ready for a full attack against the Alliance.” 
 
    “I want them ready in an hour,” Torron said as she looked out over the darkened battlefield. “The Shield of Innocence has been destroyed. They’ll think we’ll wait until morning to attack. We attack in an hour. Get the army ready now. Even so, they will be a formidable force. We have to surprise them. They won’t stand a chance with Drake and me together against them.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I don’t want to talk to you,” Drake said. “You must leave before the queen knows you’re here.” 
 
    “We made a deal,” Hagred said. “You wanted the queen to die on Earth. We helped the Alliance to defeat the queen.” 
 
    “She didn’t die,” Drake said. “Our deal is off. Get out!” He raised his hand, and a force field pushed both Hagred and Margot to the wall. “If I see you again, I’ll send you to Skornes-Tarude.” 
 
    “We had a deal,” Margot said. “You allowed the doctors to bring your mother back from the dead. You’re the one that failed. We can still rule together. Our combined power can defeat the queen.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea how much power the queen has,” Drake said. “If she knew about this plan you talked me into, she wouldn’t hesitate to send all of us to Skornes-Tarude.” 
 
    “You’re safe,” Hagred said. “You’re her son.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong. Because I’m her son, she expects more from me. I’d be the first to go if she found out.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Torron was livid. Her eyes had turned to black, and her hands were shaking as she stared at the crystal ball, the size of a basketball. The scene she was watching was the discussion between Drake, Hagred, and Margot.  
 
    She screamed and swiped her hand across the table, knocking the crystal ball off its stand. It went crashing to the floor, bouncing until it hit the wall. It spun for a few seconds until it came to a stop, then wiggled and flew back to the table, landing on its stand. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Are we ready?” Matt asked Caroline. 
 
    “Yes, the Freedom Fighters have regrouped,” Caroline said, “and all of them have been instructed to stay behind the Shield of Innocence. Are you sure you don’t want to wait until morning?” 
 
    “No, the longer we wait the better Torron will be prepared,” Jeremy said. “She’ll think we would rather wait until the light of day. She’s wrong. Okay, let’s get this show started.” He held up the shield with the front facing the castle. 
 
    Matt held the Wand of Cetrekap, Steve held the Wand of Wongate, and Jesse held the Dagger of Valdar. All three wands shot lasers and electric arcs dancing on the surface of the shield. The light show lasted a minute or so. Then the lasers and arcs stopped. The shield turned from silver with a gold A to black with a gold A in the center. 
 
    Jeremy handed the shield to Steve. Steve held the shield in his left hand and the Ax of Norrid in his right. His large sword was across his back and his machete was tucked under his belt. Jeremy had the Wand of Wongate and a dagger. Matt had the Wand of Cetrekap in his right hand, a sword in his left, and his bow across his back. Jesse held the Dagger of Valdar in her left hand. 
 
    The Alliance looked at the Gandorians to their right and left. Jeremy laid down his weapons and created a dozen giant fireballs. Matt positioned them high in the sky above the entire distance from where they were all the way to the Gates of Horgon. Jeremy picked up his weapons, and they began the slow march forward. 
 
    The pale green force shield stretched from east to west as far as could be seen. Again, the evil characters from behind the shield were picked up and thrown in front of the shield. 
 
    Jesse looked back over her shoulder. The blackened earth of the parade ground was changing, turning into a field of tall green grass with wild flowers sprinkled throughout. The forest that had been burned out only hours ago was being replaced by full-grown trees and underbrush. 
 
    The Gandorians and Freedom Fighters began to cheer as they walked through the grass. 
 
    “It’s a little early to be celebrating,” Jack said to Caroline. 
 
    “The very idea of a life without tyranny is worth cheering,” Caroline said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Drake, Hagred, and Margot were on their knees in front of Torron. 
 
    She was in her favorite persona, looking evil and menacing. Her black eyes stared out from skin resembling withered leather, wrinkled and dried. Her stringy white hair hung down to her waist. She wore her fighting armor, silver with black trim.  
 
    “You dare to scheme against me. You dare to disobey me. You dare to plan my demise. Drake, I’m so disappointed. You will be tortured before I send you to Skornes-Tarude. Hagred and Margot?” She smiled and shook her head. “The two of you should have known better. I really thought you were smarter than this. You’re so stupid.” 
 
    She pointed her staff at the pair, but before she sent them to Skornes-Tarude, Smalik burst into the room. “The Alliance is attacking!” 
 
    “Skornes-Tarude!” Torron said, and Hagred and Margot vanished. Their clothes lay on the floor with small wisps of smoke curling up out of them. “You stay here,” Torron commanded Drake. “Don’t move!” 
 
    She rushed to her balcony to see the entire area from the tree line in the north to the Gates of Horgon to the south. The pale green protective shield extending from east to west and high into the sky advanced toward the Gates of Horgon. She could see occasional Horkins, Nectorians, and others being rejected from behind the shield. The Torron army was pressing forward. They would be meeting in the middle of the field within minutes. 
 
    Torron went back to Drake, who was still on his knees. “You are lucky,” she began. “The enemy of my enemy is truly my friend today. The Alliance is on the move. As distasteful as this is, we must join forces to defeat the Alliance. If we don’t stop them now, we’ll find ourselves behind the Gates of Horgon trying to explain to Zolog how we got there. That cannot happen.” The queen put out her hand. “Join me. We’ll figure out how to rule together once the Alliance is defeated.” 
 
    “I will agree,” Drake said. “But I want that statement written in your blood.” 
 
    “You’re my son. You don’t trust your mother?” 
 
    “No, Mother, I don’t,” Drake said. “If you want me to help you, I want it in blood.” 
 
    She turned away. “Very well.” She smiled at the obstinance of her son and motioned for Smalik to bring her pen and paper. She cut a deep wound in the palm of her hand and dripped a fair amount of blood into a small jar. She handed the knife to Drake, and he added his blood to the jar. Smalik dipped a pen into the jar and wrote the agreement. Both signed. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Dragons and firebirds began to attack the shield, but the fiery saliva simply bounced off the shield and onto the ground. Firestar was among the attacking dragons and witnessed the shield’s effect of the fiery saliva. As the shield passed over the burning saliva, it turned to water and sank into the green grass. 
 
    As soon as the Torron army came in contact with the shield, the pale blue shield protecting them disappeared. Their weapons couldn’t penetrate the pale green shield. Bullets simply hit the shield and fell harmlessly to the ground. However, the Gandorians and Freedom Fighters could shoot through the shield from the back side. The bodies of the dead Torron soldiers simply disappeared as the shield crossed over them. It didn’t take long for the Torron army to figure out they were doomed. They began to retreat. 
 
    “We’ve got them on the run now,” Steve said. “All we have to do is walk to the Gates of Horgon and lock them in.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure of that,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Why?” Steve asked. “Look at ’em run.” 
 
    “We still have to face Torron,” Jeremy said. “A few hours ago, she burned a hole in the shield. She could do it again.” 
 
    The Torron army was retreating, their line about two hundred yards in front of the shield. 
 
    “Who is that?” Jesse asked. 
 
    The army had stopped and had opened up a passageway through the crowded field. Two individuals stepped out into the open. 
 
    “Jack, take the shield,” Steve said as he handed the Shield of Innocence to him. “Stay behind us and keep moving forward.” 
 
    The Alliance stepped out in front of the shield and walked toward Torron and Drake. 
 
    “Matt, you and I will take Torron,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Jeremy, you and I will take on Drake,” Steve said. 
 
    Lasers, lightning, and fire exploded across the battlefield as the two sides walked toward each other. They spread out, with thirty yards or so between them. 
 
    Jeremy was using the Wand of Cetrekap, and Steve was using the Wand of Wongate, pushing hard against Drake. However, Drake was a formidable opponent. Steve and Jeremy stood shoulder to shoulder as the three clashed. To the surprise of both Steve and Jeremy, Drake began to push forward and walk toward them. The destructive powers of the three wands were crashing into each other. They were now only twenty yards apart. 
 
    Steve looked at Jeremy. “Now! Push!” 
 
    Their combined extra push began to close the gap between them. They got so close, the tips of the three wands touched together and a great explosion took place. Steve grabbed Jeremy, and because of his great strength, stood his ground while Drake was tossed backward twenty yards, landing on his back. It surprised Drake so much he dropped his wand. He scrambled to pick it up, but Steve’s speed got the wand before Drake could retrieve it. 
 
    At the same time, Jesse and Matt were battling Torron. Matt had the Wand of Matthew, and Jesse had the Dagger of Valdar. Together they were in a fierce battle with Torron. Electric arcs, laser beams, and fire crashed into each other as the three wizards walked toward each other. Then Jesse’s eyes began to change color, turning bright orange. Torron’s eyes turned black. 
 
    Jesse held the dagger in her left hand and held up her right hand as if to signal to stop. The beam from the Wand of Torron shifted from meeting the beam from the dagger to hitting Jesse’s hand.  
 
    Two things happened simultaneously. First, Jesse’s persona changed. Her skin began turning to gray wrinkled leather, and her hair turned gray and grew long and scraggly. She looked a hundred years old. The expression on her face was determined and evil-looking. Second, the beams from both Jesse and Matt hit Torron in the chest. The hit took the queen off guard, and she stumbled backward, dropping the wand. Steve swooped in and grabbed the wand before Torron could recover. 
 
    Both Matt and Jesse continued their attack on Torron. 
 
    “Firestar!” Torron screamed. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Firestar brought a surprising attack of fire as she swooped down and picked up the queen. 
 
    Seeing Firestar coming, Jeremy covered the Alliance with a shield of ice. Hunter, Hunter, can you hear me? Jeremy projected. Hunter, can you hear me? 
 
    Holding the queen in her grasp, Firestar flew away toward the castle. A second dragon swooped down to pick up Drake. 
 
    Jeremy melted the ice canopy until it turned to water and drenched the Alliance. “Are you okay?” he asked Jesse. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “You look awful.” 
 
    Steve and Matt approached. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Matt asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jesse said, a little perturbed. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Well, you look like the Wicked Witch of the West,” Steve said. 
 
    Jesse looked at her hands. They were leathery and wrinkled. Her fingernails were long and curled under. She panicked. “What have I done?” she screamed. 
 
    “Calm down,” Jeremy said. “You faced the evil queen, and your incredible powers pushed her back. Don’t be surprised if it gets you all worked up.” 
 
    Jesse held the Dagger of Valdar up and stared at it for a moment. “Gregory warned me this dagger has powers beyond our understanding.” She tossed the dagger on the ground. 
 
    Steve picked it up. “You can’t throw this away. It’s what defeated Torron.” He put the dagger back in its sheath on Jesse’s belt. 
 
    “Jesse, heal yourself,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Jesse wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes. It only took a minute for her to return to normal. 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” Steve said as he took the Shield of Innocence from Jack. They continued their walk toward the Gates of Horgon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 
Gates of Horgon 
 
      
 
    Firestar landed on the queen’s balcony and set the queen down, then turned and looked out over the battlefield. I’m confused, Firestar thought. Why do you call me Hunter? She shook her head and stood still, continuing to gaze out over the battlefield. 
 
    “Smalik, I want General Tyd and my high priest Kondyk here now,” the queen said. 
 
    Smalik ran off the balcony and returned only moments later. 
 
    “They’re making their final push,” Torron said. “We have to stop them. Smalik, what do you have up your sleeve that could help? You must have something.” The queen paced the floor. She could see the green wall moving toward the castle. 
 
    “There is one thing,” Smalik said. He looked up through his eyebrows at Torron. 
 
    “One thing?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s an old compound created by Mr. Hill years ago. He said it was too dangerous to use, so he stored it away in a locked cabinet in the laboratory.” 
 
    “What does this compound do?” Torron stopped pacing and stood directly in front of Smalik. “What does it do?” 
 
    “I know it’s dangerous because it has the power to diminish magic powers,” Smalik said. “It’s been over a hundred years since I had the conversation with Hill about the compound. I’m not sure how it works or what exactly it would be used for. What I do remember is that it could cause catastrophic consequences. This could be good or bad. I really don’t know.” 
 
    “Can you find out?” Torron asked. 
 
    “I’m sure Hill wrote it down in his notes. I’ll go to the lab and get the compound and bring his notes back here.” Smalik rushed from the balcony. 
 
    “General Tyd, you must order your army to stand fast and fight,” Torron commanded. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Tyd said, “they’ll be slaughtered.” 
 
    Before he could say another word, Torron pointed her staff at the general and said, “Skornes-Tarude.” 
 
    He disappeared. All that was left was his uniform in a heap on the floor with a wisp of smoke curling up into the air. 
 
    “Where is General Haflyf? Get him in here.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” General Haflyf said as he came out onto the balcony. He looked at the uniform on the floor and then back at the queen. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You are now in command of all my armies,” Torron said. “I want everything in our arsenal put against the advance of the Alliance. If you can’t stop them, slow them down.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” The general turned and left quickly. 
 
    Torron looked at the green shield. The Alliance had crossed the parade grounds and was starting to walk past the castle. Everyone in the path of the pale green shield stretching from horizon to horizon was being herded toward the Gates of Horgon. As the shield crossed over the castle, it penetrated the walls and continued to push the evil creatures toward the gates. Those that stood their ground were swept away by the shield. 
 
    As the shield passed over the evil castle of Torron, the stone turned from black and gray to white marble and red granite. The evil-looking Torron flags turned into flags of celebration. The dirty, dingy hallways and rooms transformed into clean and well-decorated hallways and rooms. 
 
    As the shield approached the throne room, the queen and her entourage headed to the gates. Firestar landed in front of the gate, and the queen slipped off the saddle and onto the ground. The gate was still closed. 
 
    Smalik caught up with Torron at the gate. He was carrying a two-quart jar filled with glowing purple powder. The label read DR44-911-210, DANGER, DO NOT OPEN and had several sets of skull and crossbones on it. He held a piece of paper in his hand. It was a page torn from Hill’s book. 
 
    Torron took the jar and held it up to the light coming from the fireballs in the sky. “What is the compound, and what can it do?” she demanded frantically. 
 
    Firestar was huffing and puffing to keep the crowd at bay. Mostly smoke, but an occasional flame would emerge. 
 
    “Apparently, Hill was attempting to create the ultimate power,” Smalik said. “According to his notes, it was meant to create your wand. However, the compound did the opposite. It took away ultimate power.” 
 
    “How do I use it?” Torron asked as she continued to look at the glowing powder. A small but discernable smile crossed her lips. 
 
    “It’s not clear,” Smalik said. “It’s a little cryptic, but even a tiny bit sprinkled on a magic wand or other item of magic will instantly remove its magic . . . forever.” 
 
    “Bring Drake to me,” Torron demanded. She looked over the top of the crowd and could see the pale green shield in the distance. It was now past the castle and had reached the Horgon Valley. The huge throng of Torron followers was being pushed up against the outer walls of Horgon. 
 
    Suddenly the Gates of Horgon cracked open, the screaming and groaning of the hinges was deafening. Dust sprang from around the edges of the massive gates, and the crowd backed off as the gates swung open. 
 
    Within moments, Drake was on his knees in front of Torron. 
 
    Torron carefully opened the jar, dipped a small spoon into the powder, and blew the glowing sand over Drake before putting the lid back on. “Drake, demonstrate one of your powers. I would like to see what you can do.” 
 
    Drake hesitated at first but then stood up, pulled his wand from his belt, and pointed it at Torron. “Die!”  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He looked at the wand, shook it, and pointed it again. “Die!” 
 
    Torron pointed her staff at him. “Skornes-Tarude!” 
 
    He vanished even before the look of shock could form fully on his face. 
 
    The Torron army and other evil creatures began pouring through the gates of Horgan, including firebirds and dragons. Firestar was the only dragon left outside. 
 
    Torron mounted Firestar with the jar in her hand and headed toward the pale green shield, landing thirty yards in front of it. 
 
    The Alliance stopped moving forward, all positioned behind the shield. 
 
    As Torron dismounted, Jeremy began to talk to Firestar (Hunter). Hunter, do you remember me? Jeremy asked. Hunter, do you remember me? I’m Jeremy. I hatched you from an egg and raised you until you went on your own. It was a long time ago for you. You were always my favorite pet. 
 
    Hunter shook her head wildly. 
 
    Torron stroked her neck. “Settle down, Firestar,” she said quietly. “Another minute, and we’ll have won this battle.” 
 
    My name is Hunter? the dragon asked. Yes, I do remember being called Hunter. Yes, you were there for my first battle with other dragons. Jesse healed me. Hunter slapped her tail on the ground three times. 
 
    “What do you want?” Matt said as he stepped right up to the shield. “You’ve been defeated. Go behind the Gates of Horgon where you belong, you fumbling, bumbling old witch. You are unattractive and are the ultimate evil. No one likes you. You know that, right? No one likes you.” 
 
    Torron’s eyes widened and turned black. She removed the lid from the jar, walked up close to the shield, and measured out a spoonful of powder. As she was about to toss the powder at the shield, Hunter erupted and spewed a stream of fiery saliva at the wall. The saliva slid off the shield to the ground between the shield and the queen, who was so surprised by Hunter that she fell back and spilled the powder on herself. 
 
    Torron ran screaming all the way to the gates. She stood there as the Alliance began pushing the remaining hoard through. The jar of purple sand simply disappeared as the shield crossed over it. 
 
    Firestar stood looking at Jeremy and then at the gate. She seemed to be confused. I’m not sure what to do, she projected. Do you want me to go away? 
 
    Jeremy stepped through the green shield and walked up to Firestar. I raised you. You were a great friend. I had to leave you here on Gandoral. You only became a predator because of the other dragons around you. You have a good heart. Saving the Alliance proved who you really are. Stay with me. We’ll travel and see our two worlds together. 
 
    Jeremy and Firestar walked through the green shield, and Steve pushed the last of the Torron followers through the gates. The huge gates groaned as they closed. 
 
    The Gandorians and Freedom Fighters erupted in joyous cheers, and the celebrations began. 
 
    Caroline, Jack, JJ, Trish, Scotty, and Rocky all joined the Alliance at the gates. 
 
    “Look at this circle on the gates,” Jeremy said. 
 
    Once the gates had closed, a large circle in the center could be seen, half on one gate and half on the other. Raised about four inches above the surface of the gate, it was about four feet in diameter, with an outer ring six inches wide. The six-inch-wide ring had dragons etched into the surface all around its diameter. Inside the ring were four cavities, very similar to the cavities on the time travel clock. 
 
    “The exact words on the scroll were, ‘Use the Symbols to lock the gates and the Bracelet of Witstal to seal the locked gate,’” Jesse said. “Okay, we put our Symbols in the cavities, but what do we do with the bracelet?” 
 
    “One step at a time,” Matt said. “Jesse, you got yours first. You do the honors.” 
 
    Jesse placed the blue star Symbol in one of the cavities. 
 
    “Jeremy, you’re next,” Matt said. 
 
    Jeremy placed the purple lightning Symbol in a cavity. 
 
    Matt stepped up, took the green moon Symbol from around his neck, and placed it into the cavity with the moon etched into it. 
 
    “Steve,” Matt said. 
 
    Steve stood looking at his Symbol. “You know, it’s not fair. I just got my Symbol, and I have to give it up before I even have a chance to learn its powers. It’s not fair.” 
 
    Jeremy shook his head. “Give it up, Steve. You’ve never wanted to be on this journey anyway. Now you can end it and go back to your boring life. Put the Symbol in the cavity.” 
 
    Steve raised his eyebrows, and with an “I might as well” look on his face, walked up to the gate and placed the red sun on the gate. 
 
    They stood back and observed. The brilliant colors of the four Symbols looked out of place on the wretched Gates of Horgon. 
 
    Jesse removed the bracelet from her wrist. “Okay, what do we do with this?” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Matt said as he took the bracelet from Jesse. “Look at the dragons on the bracelet and then at the dragons on the ring around the Symbols. They’re the same.” He walked up to the gates. “Maybe this bracelet will stretch . . .” He began to stretch the bracelet out. 
 
    Jeremy stepped in to help. They worked until the bracelet was large enough to fit around the entire circle and then placed it around the circle on the door. 
 
    “I would have never guessed the bracelet could be stretched to that size,” Jesse said. 
 
    “What now?” Steve asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jesse said. “The scroll didn’t say what would happen next, only that the gates would be locked forever.” 
 
    Jeremy sighed with relief. “Okay, let’s go celebrate.” 
 
    Before they took five steps, they heard rumblings and felt the ground shake. They all turned back to the gates. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Jeremy said as he stood ready to lay down a barrage of lightning. 
 
    Matt had his bow at the ready. 
 
    Steve had his oversized sword ready. 
 
    Jesse was ready with the Dagger of Valdar in her left hand. 
 
    The Gandorians and Freedom Fighters went silent and readied themselves for battle. 
 
    The sound intensified and the ground continued to shake as the Gates of Horgon smoothed over. The walls of Horgon and the gates became one smooth continuous wall, with no cracks or bumps in the surface. 
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    “The gates actually sealed up,” Jeremy said. “There are no gates anymore.” 
 
    Then the solid walls of Horgon disappeared. In their place was a lush green valley stretching as far as the eye could see. The four Symbols and the Bracelet of Witstal lay in the grass on the ground. 
 
    “We get to keep them after all,” Steve said with a smile.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 54 
Celebration 
 
      
 
    “What do you think will happen to Torron’s old castle?” Steve asked. “It’s a ghost castle now. No one wants to go inside. Too many bad memories.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jesse said as she looked at the castle. “The Shield of Innocence has renewed the castle. It looks pretty good.” 
 
    “Once the two worlds come together, Earth and Gandoral, there will be a lot of tourism,” Steve said. “The castle would make a great destination. Maybe I’ll come back and run it myself.” 
 
    “What will happen to Haven?” Jesse asked Caroline. 
 
    “Oh, I thought you knew,” Caroline said. “Haven and I will be staying together. I want to adopt her, and she wants me to be in her life. Haven will be fine. I love that little warrior. She has a tough sweetness that cannot be denied.” 
 
    JJ came into the little Horkin café. “We need to go. We’re going to be late for the festivities.” 
 
    The team of ten plus Slatel jumped into the back of a truck and went to Carvase, the capitol of the Imphog clan. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Carvase was a small village with two main roads running through it, one running north to south and the other running east to west. In the center of town was a large circle with the giant Celestor in the middle. The tree had been broken in half by Torron. The top half lay in three pieces going in three directions across the village. The pieces rested on several dozen homes and businesses. 
 
    “When did the tree get destroyed,” Jesse asked. 
 
    “It was two and a half weeks ago,” King Enro said. 
 
    “You should try, Jesse,” Jeremy said. “You’ve been chomping at the bit to try to bring the Celestor back to life ever since Steve said it had been destroyed. Give it a try.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try, but there are no promises,” Jesse said as she looked up at the broken tree. “Last time, the roots were still in the ground.” She walked up to the huge tree and stretched her arms out to hug it. She leaned in, holding the tree for ten minutes with no results. She looked at Jeremy. 
 
    “Keep trying,” Jeremy said. “It’s a big tree.” 
 
    Another ten minutes went by. Jesse backed away from the tree, shaking her head with disappointment. “I need help,” she said and motioned for the Alliance’s assistance. 
 
    The tree was almost sixteen feet in diameter. 
 
    “We should position ourselves on the four sides of the trunk,” Jesse instructed. “Now, all of us at the same time, hug the tree.” After ten minutes, she said, “I can feel something happening. Keep hugging.” 
 
    It only took another five minutes for the wood fibers from the broken tree to begin to reunite. The Alliance could feel the vibration. Once all the fibers had rejoined, the tree began to shake. The Alliance continued to hold on. Then the broken sections of the tree began a slow but steady rise. The Alliance stepped back and watched as the tree finally stood erect, and the cracks in the huge trunk healed over. The crowd cheered. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    I wonder if this is a good idea, Jesse thought. Leaving the portal open might cause some real issues both here and on Earth. The Gandorians seem to want the ability to go between planets at will. That doesn’t seem right. The four kings need to make the decision, but they need to be aware of all the issues. They could get the wrong kind of people coming here for the wrong reasons. Caroline is trying to help them understand, but she’s not getting very far. 
 
    “On Earth we have many different countries,” Caroline said. “We protect our borders so that we control who comes and goes. There are six and a half billion people on Earth. You don’t want them flooding to your planet. You don’t want bad people coming here and causing trouble. However, you do want people to come here. The right people could add to your communities. They could bring technology, innovation, and wealth.” 
 
    “Caroline has a great idea,” Matt said. “You should start out with tough restrictions for those who come and go. You can loosen those restrictions later if you so desire. You set up a port of entry on your side of the portal, and Earth will set up a port of entry on our side.” 
 
    The four kings over the Horkins, Imphogs, Rocpeans, and Nectorians excused themselves and went into another room to talk the ideas over. 
 
    “We’ll celebrate here tonight and then leave in the morning,” JJ said. 
 
    “We simply walk through the portal and we’re there?” Schmidt asked. “Most of the citizens of New Cambridge want to go back. Some want to stay.” 
 
    “Yes, you simply walk through,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “I think we need to prepare for you on the other side,” JJ said. “The island isn’t big enough to have everyone flocking in at the same time. Let us set up food, shelter, and transportation, and then you can start moving back to Earth.” 
 
    The four kings came back in the room. 
 
    “Okay, we will set up a port of entry on our side,” King Pankor said. “We would like some advisers to come and help us get set up.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Alliance, JJ, Trish, Rocky, Scotty, Jack, and Caroline were saying their goodbyes to the four kings and Slatel at the Tower of Master’s Keep. 
 
    “We need to get to the Safe Haven,” Jesse said. “We have work to do.” 
 
    “JJ, you and Caroline take the others, go through the portal, and head back to the West Coast,” Matt said. “I’m sure they can use your help. The Alliance will join you later.” 
 
    The Alliance put their fists out, thumbs up, and said in unison, “Bring the Safe Haven.” 
 
    A large oak tree materialized. The Alliance went up the ladder into the Safe Haven, and the tree vanished. 
 
    “Let’s go,” JJ said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 55 
Rules versus Principles 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” Steve asked. 
 
    “I don’t know . . . limbo?” Jeremy said. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter where we are,” Matt said. “It only matters where we’re going.” 
 
    “The way I understand it, we can move from place to place in our present time,” Jesse said, “but we can’t move to a different time. So, for instance, we could travel like our fathers to and from Gandoral. We could travel to different places on Earth, but only in the present time frame—no real time travel.” 
 
    “I want to ask the pigmies some questions,” Steve said. 
 
    “That’s pretty funny,” Jeremy said. “You haven’t liked any answer they’ve ever given us, and now you want their advice?” 
 
    “Maybe we haven’t asked the right question,” Steve said as he went to the Visualizer. “Let’s get them to the table.” 
 
    They summoned the first Alliance, but they got a surprise when the top of the Visualizer filled with three or four hundred tiny people, all dancing and celebrating. 
 
    “Oar, Lindau, Ishmon, Gaska,” Jesse said. “Where are you?” 
 
    They watched as the crowd all turned and looked at them and began clapping and shouting praises. The crowd parted, and the four original Alliance members stepped forward. 
 
    “We need to talk to you,” Jesse said. “Please come to the Visualizer.” 
 
    The crowd faded away, and the first Alliance appeared at the table. 
 
    “You’ve achieved what the sixty Alliances before you haven’t been able to do,” Oar said. “You must be proud.” 
 
    “You were able to capture all nine Symbols of Power and push the queen and her horde behind the Gates of Horgon,” Ishmon said. “What a great achievement.” 
 
    “The entire planet of Gandoral is now free,” Lindau added. 
 
    “Earth has been saved from the tyrant of darkness,” Gaska said. “Your work is done.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Steve said. “Our work isn’t completed yet.” 
 
    Lindau looked at the others. “I told you so.” 
 
    “The Safe Haven is not a time machine,” Oar said. “You cannot use it as such. We’ve told you that in the past.” 
 
    “If there is a way to make the Safe Haven into a time machine, we don’t know how,” Lindau said. “It’s simply not possible.” 
 
    “That’s your problem,” Steve said. 
 
    “What’s our problem?” Gaska was defensive. 
 
    “You guys don’t know how to think outside the box,” Steve said. “You can only give us the information you know. You don’t connect the dots to a new and innovative solution. You know the rules. You’ve been sharing them with generations of Alliances. You know the rules well.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Steve?” Oar asked. 
 
    “We don’t want to hear the rules,” Jeremy said. “We want to hear the principles behind the rules. What are the principles that govern the rules, and who put the principles in place?” 
 
    “The last time we asked this question,” Jesse said, “you said the following, and I quote: ‘It was created by Cetrekap, the Grand Wizard of Gandoral, around 915 AD as a way to escape Gandoral. He couldn’t get it to work for several hundred years, but right before he died, he found the necessary combination of magic and potions. However, Torron captured him and executed him before he could use it. The Alliance that was active at the time helped him to get the Safe Haven activated, and they began using it from then on. At first it was used as a place to go to be safe from Torron. It wasn’t until the fourteenth century that the Alliance realized it could actually move through time. By trial and error, we learned how to use the Safe Haven to our advantage.’ You said there were no rules written down that govern the Safe Haven and that we might be able to get it to work like a time machine.” 
 
    “So in order to get the Safe Haven to be a time machine, we need to know the principles behind the rules,” Jeremy said. 
 
    The first Alliance went into a huddle. They nodded their heads and waved their hands, then came out of the huddle. 
 
    Oar rubbed his forehead and shook his head. “This is not what you want to hear, but we only know the rules,” he said with a scowl. “We suppose the basic principles are, to be honest, loyal, and moral, the kind of principles that govern a good life. Cetrekap was a God-fearing and genuinely good man. He would have made the principles to be in concert with his own foundational principles.” 
 
    Steve chuckled and shook his head. “We’re on our own . . . again.” 
 
    “Thank you for your guidance over the past few months,” Jesse said. “We couldn’t have succeeded without your help.” 
 
    The first Alliance bowed and disappeared. 
 
    “We need to be good Boy Scouts,” Steve said. 
 
    The others gave him puzzled looks. 
 
    “Well, ‘On my honor, I will be loyal, strong, mentally sound, be moral and loyal to God and country’. Oh and, ‘be helpful, friendly, clean and trustworthy.’ Be a good Scout, and we can make the Safe Haven into a time machine. It’s simple.” 
 
    Jesse shook her head. “You don’t have it quite right. First, the Scout Oath is, ‘On my honor, I will do my best to do my duty to God and my country and to obey the Scout Law; to help other people at all times; to keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.’ And the Scout Law is, ‘A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.’” 
 
    Jeremy raised his eyebrows and smiled as Jesse quoted the Scout Oath and Law word for word. “I don’t think Cetrekap had the Boy Scout Oath and Law in mind when he set up the Safe Haven.”  
 
    “We’re back at square one,” Matt said. 
 
    “Look, if Cetrekap used a combination of magic and potions to activate the Safe Haven, he must have kept a record of the event,” Jesse said. She dug around in her knapsack and pulled out the Book of Knowledge. “The combination has to be in here.” 
 
    “It’s probably written in code,” Jeremy said. “He would want it to be a secret, but still recorded.” 
 
    “I’ll read through the book and see if I can find something,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Try to eliminate the obvious pages,” Matt said. “There might be random pages that don’t fit in. Mark those. That way, in the end you’ll only have a few pages left to check for a message hidden somewhere.” 
 
    Jesse started flipping pages, about one every second. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jeremy asked. “Skimming? You need to read the pages.” 
 
    “I am reading,” Jesse said. “I’m not only reading the pages, I’m memorizing them.” She continued to flip through the book. “One of my powers, I’ve discovered, is a photographic memory. Give me a couple of minutes. Go make a batch of chocolate chip cookies.” 
 
    The boys left Jesse at the Visualizer and went to the kitchen to make cookies. 
 
    Before the cookies came out of the oven, Jesse yelled, “I found it! I found it! It was written on twelve different pages, as notes at the bottom. It’s not a combination of magic and potions. We have all the tools. Apparently Cetrekap was about to make the Safe Haven into a time machine when he was interrupted by Torron. Because of the interruption, the process wasn’t completed. Once completed, the Safe Haven will be a time machine.” 
 
    “What do we have to do to complete the process?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “It can only be performed by a current Alliance,” Jesse said. “That’s us. We need all nine Symbols of Power, plus the Wand of Cetrekap and the Seven Stones of Honor.” 
 
    They laid the five Symbols out on the kitchen table. 
 
    “We need to summon the Quad,” Jesse directed. 
 
    The four put their fists out with thumbs up and touched their knuckles together. 
 
    “We summon the Quad,” they said together. 
 
    When the squatty pyramid appeared, Jesse picked it up and headed to the Visualizer. “Matt, place the seven stones in order, in the center of the Visualizer.” 
 
    Jesse carefully placed the Quad on top of the stones. She put her Symbol into its cavity, and the others followed suit. 
 
    “The oldest member of the Alliance—that’s you, Steve—must wear the Crown of Witstal,” Jesse said as she took off the bracelet and handed it to Steve. 
 
    Steve looked puzzled, but he took the simple gold bracelet with four dragons on it and stretched it out over his head. The bracelet turned into a spectacular golden crown with the four dragons standing on their hind legs, their front legs resting on four huge diamonds. 
 
    Jesse handed Steve the Ax of Norrid and the Shield of Innocence. She handed the Wand of Wongate to Matt and the Wand of Cetrekap to Jeremy. She held the Dagger of Valdar. 
 
    “What now?” Steve asked. 
 
    “We surround the table,” Jesse said. “Matt, you, Jeremy, and I will point our wands at the Quad. Steve, you read the chant I’ve written on this piece of paper, three times.” She looked at the others. “Ready? Okay, Steve.” 
 
    Steve looked down at the paper on the table. “Roe, voe, voe, roe,” he said slowly and deliberately. “Roe, voe, voe, roe. Roe, voe, voe, roe.” 
 
    A low-frequency hum started, then a series of electric arcs emanated from the tips of the three wands. They concentrated on the top of the Quad, but then they began spreading across the table and down to the floor, then throughout the Safe Haven. As the arcs began to advance, the humming noise became more intense, and three laser beams shot from the tips of the wands and hit the Quad: yellow from the Wand of Cetrekap, blue from the Wand of Wongate, and red from the Dagger of Valdar. The lasers danced around the Safe Haven, energizing all the WindElys.  
 
    Once all the colorful WindElys were spinning at top speed, the Shield of Innocence spread out a pale green protective shield. The pale green shield detached itself from the Shield of Innocence and moved to the outer wall of the Safe Haven, then spread itself out until the entire outer wall of the Safe Haven was encapsulated. All the lasers stopped, and the Safe Haven went quiet. 
 
    “Okay then,” Steve said as he took the crown off his head. The crown transformed back into a bracelet, and he handed it to Jesse. 
 
    “Did it work?” Jeremy asked. “Let’s find out. Matt, get the logbook.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 56 
Oliver 
 
    “Timing is everything,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Jeremy is out of this discussion,” Steve said. 
 
    “Not a problem,” Jeremy said as he sat at the Visualizer. 
 
    “There’s an hour delay between travels, right?” Matt asked. 
 
    “We should go back one hour and fifteen minutes earlier than when we picked up Jesse’s dad, Marcus,” Steve said. 
 
    “We have to be careful not to get there before the Symbols are sent into the past by our fathers,” Matt reminded the others. “One hour and fifteen minutes earlier would be Saturday, September fifth, at eleven forty-five a.m. Steve, you do the honors.” 
 
    “Remember, we have to be back in the Safe Haven before the fifteen minutes are up,” Jeremy said. “Otherwise we’ll encroach on the timing to get Marcus. I’m not sure that’s an issue, but there’s no reason to test it out. Steve, go ahead.” 
 
    “Okay, here we go,” Steve said. 
 
    The Alliance inserted the four Symbols into the slots above the clocks. The glow from the Symbols began to pulse, first very bright. A grinding hum could be heard coming from the clocks. The lights and hum continued for about thirty seconds, then a drawer opened, revealing the time-travel clock. 
 
    Steve dialed in September 5, 11:45 a.m., and placed his hand on the black stone. “Take us to the NBC.” 
 
    When the four Symbols popped partway out of the slots, the Alliance put them around their necks. 
 
    “The NBC?” Matt asked as he put his Symbol around his neck. 
 
    “Yeah, the new base camp,” Steve said. “Jeremy, start the timer on your phone.” 
 
    “Do you think the Safe Haven knows what the NBC is?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” Steve said as he opened the hatch in the floor. 
 
    A roaring sound came from the open hatch. Once on the ground, they saw that the Safe Haven was again set behind the RVs. 
 
    “What’s that roaring sound?” Jesse asked. “Look.” She pointed to the sky, where a pillar of pure white light rose up and hit an imaginary ceiling. A white cloud spread out from the pillar in all directions, covering the blue sky with a thin layer of white clouds. Then four colored beams—red, purple, green, and blue—began streaming in four different directions—north, south, east, and west. As quickly as the pillar of white light and the four colored beams appeared, they were gone. The roar ceased. 
 
    “Our timing is perfect,” Jesse said. “Quick, we have to get Brian and get back into the Safe Haven.” 
 
    They rounded the RV and found the four fathers celebrating, giving each other high fives. 
 
    “High fives?” Steve said. 
 
    The fathers were stunned. 
 
    “You threw us to the wolves without warning, and you’re giving yourselves high fives?” Steve was livid. 
 
    “Steve, focus,” Matt said. 
 
    Jesse ran to Brian. “You need to come with us right now,” she insisted. 
 
    “What’s going on, Jesse?” her father asked. 
 
    “Trust us,” Jeremy said. “We don’t have time to explain. We’ll be right back for the rest of you.” 
 
    “Dad, you’re next,” Jesse said to Marcus. 
 
    “Right back?” Steve asked. 
 
    “Yeah, in their time, we’ll be right back,” Jeremy said. “Right?” They headed back to the Safe Haven. 
 
    Brian went up first, and the Alliance followed. 
 
    “Twelve minutes and thirty-two seconds,” Jeremy announced as he closed the hatch. 
 
    They spent the next two hours explaining what had happened and why they came back to save Brian first . . . or was it last? 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Oliver is next,” Jesse said. “I’ve waited the longest. Oliver is next.” 
 
    “Okay,” Matt said, looking at his logbook. “The drawer is already open. When we came back to the Safe Haven from trek number one, the clock read sixty-two days, twenty hours, thirteen minutes, and forty-two seconds.” 
 
    Jesse was standing in front of the time machine clock. “The clock isn’t set up to input the running hours of our Safe Haven clock. It’s set up for a date. What date do we enter? We don’t know the date in the thirteenth century when we left.” Tears began to well up in her eyes. “We can’t go back if we don’t know the date.” 
 
    “We used a date to go back to get our fathers,” Steve said. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Matt said. “We knew the date and time we entered the Safe Haven the first time, so that date was easy.” 
 
    “The only reference we have is the start date of our treks and how much time has passed since the start date,” Jeremy said. “We need to figure out a date from those two pieces of information.” 
 
    “What did the Earth time clock read when we entered the Safe Haven for the first time?” Jesse asked. 
 
    “September fifth at eight hours, thirty-two minutes, and seventeen seconds,” Matt said. “What actual date should we use for the time-travel clock?”  
 
    “Well, if you take the original date, September fifth at eight hours, thirty-two minutes, and seventeen seconds, and add sixty-two days, twenty hours, thirteen minutes, and forty-two seconds, you get November seventh at four hours, thirty-five minutes, and fifty-nine seconds,” Jesse said. “When entering, we should add ten minutes to get there after we left.” 
 
    “You did that in your head just now?” Steve asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Jesse said. “My brain goes into automatic and out comes the number.” 
 
    “Okay then, Jesse, this is your trip,” Matt said. “You put in the date.” 
 
    Jesse stepped up to the drawer, but Jeremy interrupted. “Wait. The Earth time clock started back up when we went back into present time and to get Steve to come back into the Safe Haven, right? The Earth time clock is running along with the Alliance time clock. The Earth time clock is currently reading Wednesday, September twenty-third, one hour, twenty-two minutes, and seventeen seconds, and counting.” 
 
    “Your point?” Steve asked sarcastically. 
 
    “My point is, we have to time travel into the future to November seventh in order to travel to the past,” Jeremy said. “It doesn’t make sense. We really don’t know the date and time when we left the thirteenth century. We only know the date and time from the Safe Haven’s point of view.” 
 
    “It wasn’t an issue going after our fathers because they actually were in the past from the Safe Haven’s point of view,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I’m getting confused,” Steve said. 
 
    “Look, we only know what we only know,” Matt said. “Jesse, set the clock and let’s go.” 
 
    Jesse set the time-travel clock to November seventh at four hours, forty-five minutes, and fifty-nine seconds, laid her hand on the black stone, and said, “Take us to the last place we were at the end of trek one.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As they exited the Safe Haven through hatch number one, their clothing changed to the clothing they were wearing on trek number one. 
 
    “Look,” Jeremy said as he came down the ladder. “The black cloud is still heading back to Gandoral.” 
 
    The ominous black cloud far into the distance continued to get smaller and smaller. There was no sign of Oliver and the band of twenty. 
 
    “They’re gone,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I’ll get them back,” Steve said as he flew into the sky toward the Black Canyon. 
 
    Only ten minutes later and they had already left, Jesse thought. I hope he still loves me. He must. For him, it’s only been ten minutes, for me months. He has to remember me and still love me. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Steve came riding up on a horse, followed by Oliver and the band of twenty. Oliver jumped off his horse and into Jesse’s arms. They hugged and kissed until it was uncomfortable to watch. 
 
    “Jesse, Jesse,” Jeremy said. “We’re watching you.” 
 
    Jesse didn’t ride her horse back to Oliver’s village. She rode behind Oliver on his horse, hugging him all the way. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “I know, I know, but we’ve been here two days,” Jesse pleaded with Oliver. “We have to go. I know you’ll have a great time in the twenty-first century. Because the Safe Haven is a time machine, we can come back any time. Believe me . . . it’s a short trip.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Oliver said. “I’m never letting you leave my side again.” 
 
    “She’s crazy about you,” Jeremy said to Oliver as he was about to follow Matt up the ladder. 
 
    Oliver waved goodbye to his family and went through the hatch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 57 
Kate and Jane 
 
      
 
    Jesse was coming back down from the bedroom upstairs. “He’s out, just like Brian. We’re taking them with us, right?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Steve said. “They’ll all be our partners in the Alliance.” 
 
    “You know we have a lot of issues that have to be settled on Four Peaks Island,” Matt said. 
 
    “I don’t,” Steve said, smiling at Jeremy. “You have issues. Which girl will you pick? Jane or Adaeze.” Steve’s smile widened. “I don’t envy you, they are both great girls.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jeremy said. “I have decisions to make.” 
 
    “You’ve said in the past that you’ve already made your decision, right?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yes, Adaeze,” Jeremy said. “I’ve really fallen in love with Adaeze, but I don’t know how to break it to Jane.” 
 
    Matt consoled Jeremy by putting his arm over his shoulder. “I think Jane will be understanding.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jesse sat at the Visualizer with her head in her hands. I hope we’re doing the right thing by bringing Oliver and the others into the twenty-first century. It’s going to be such a shock to all of them. I don’t know if they’ll be excited or confused. I think the fast pace of the twenty-first century will be the biggest adjustment. 
 
    “You okay?” Jeremy asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Steve said. “Matt, what was the return time from Four Peaks Island?” 
 
    “It was day one hundred forty-three, hour six, minute forty, and second twenty-five,” Matt said and looked at Jesse for the conversion. 
 
    “That would be Wednesday, January twenty-seventh, at three hours, two minutes, forty-two seconds in the morning,” Jesse said. 
 
    “I think we should push it out an hour and set down in the town square,” Steve said. “I don’t want to go back to the Madagascar and run into George.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jeremy said. “Push it an hour and dial it in.” 
 
    “Dial in January twenty-seventh at four hours, two minutes, and forty-two seconds in the morning,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Okay,” Steve said as he dialed it in, then turned to Jeremy. “You call out the place.” 
 
    Jeremy put his hand on the black stone. “Take us to the town square in Jaba Village on Four Peaks Island.” 
 
    “Oliver, you and Brian come with us,” Jesse said. “There will likely be a celebration, and you might just as well join us.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Alliance, Brian, and Oliver stood next to the large oak tree in the middle of the town square. 
 
    “How do I tell her?” Jeremy said nervously. 
 
    “Look, there’s only one way,” Jesse said. “You must tear the Band-Aid off all at once. Don’t sugarcoat it, but also, don’t be mean about it. These things happen all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not to me and not to Jane,” Jeremy said. “She’s a real sweetheart, and I don’t want to hurt her.” He looked over Jesse’s shoulder to see Kate and Jane running from the dock. 
 
    Kate jumped into Steve’s arms. They kissed and then they kissed again. 
 
    Jane ran up to Jeremy and hugged him tightly. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Actually, I am,” Jeremy said. 
 
    “Matt, Brian, Oliver, and I are going to look at the portal,” Jesse said. “We’ll catch up with you guys later.” 
 
    Jeremy and Jane walked hand in hand to the pub located on the square. 
 
    Steve and Kate walked toward the sawmill. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The small pub was quiet and quaint. It was dimly lit, with a bar along one side and half a dozen tables in the dining area. The smell of great food being cooked permeated the room. Jane and Jeremy quietly sat down at a corner table and ordered their meal. They finished eating without much conversation, uncomfortable for both, throughout the short meal. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about coming home with me,” Jeremy said. “I . . .” 
 
    “I’m not going to go with you,” Jane blurted, interrupting him. “I really like you, Jeremy, as a good friend, but I’m not in love with you. I have feelings for someone else, and it would be unfair to me, to you, and to him if I were to go with you.” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    Jane interrupted him again. “I’m so sorry.” She began to cry. “You deserve someone who will be in love with you all the way. Not me.” 
 
    “I . . .” Jeremy was interrupted again. 
 
    “I’m so stupid,” Jane said as tears continued to flow. “I think I’m in love with someone else,” 
 
    “I . . .” This time, Jeremy gently put his fingers over Jane’s mouth to get her to stop talking. She tried to talk through his fingers, so he pressed a little harder and put a finger up to his own lips to get her to be quiet. “I came here to tell you the same thing.” 
 
    Jane looked shocked. 
 
    “I really like you and want to be your friend, but I’ve found my true love. You’re sweet and kind. Anyone would be lucky to have you. I hope this other guy wakes up and sees the sweetheart you are.” Jeremy scooted his chair around the table next to hers and gave her a big hug. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Why are we here?” Matt asked Jesse. 
 
    “We’re here to let Steve and Jeremy spend a little time with Kate and Jane,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Ever since we got back from picking up Oliver, you’ve been a little distant,” Jesse said. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Matt said unconvincingly. “Everything is fine. Let’s get out of this cave.” 
 
    Matt, Brian, Oliver, and Jesse walked out into the sunlight. When they reached the square, Steve and Kate were coming from the sawmill. 
 
    “Kate has invited all of us for dinner at her dad’s house,” Steve announced. “We’ll see you there at dusk.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Jeremy said Jane has a boyfriend, Jesse thought. She never mentioned him all the time we were here. Maybe I misjudged her. She watched as Jane laughed and talked with Jeremy and Matt. She seems comfortable now. I wonder who her boyfriend is and why he isn’t here. 
 
    Brian was sitting in the corner talking to Jane’s father. They were having quite a discussion. Hands were flailing and laughter was boisterous. Jesse and Oliver sat in another corner having a discussion with Steve and Kate. 
 
    “Dinner was more like a party than a dinner,” Matt said to Jane as they stepped out into the cool night air. 
 
    “You heard about Jeremy and me, didn’t you?” Jane asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought you and Jeremy made a real great couple,” Matt said. 
 
    “Hey,” Steve said, “we’re headed to the pub. They’re having a victory party. You know, for them the battle against Torron ended a couple of days ago and we’re the heroes, so they’re throwing a big celebration in our honor. Let’s go.” 
 
    The party went on for hours, with fun had by all. 
 
    “Oliver, Brian, and the Alliance will sleep in the Safe Haven,” Matt explained to Jane as they walked toward Jane’s father’s house. “I had a great time tonight.” 
 
    “So did I,” Jane said. 
 
    “Ahh . . . Jeremy said you have someone special in your life,” Matt said, but then saw the surprised look on Jane’s face. “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.” 
 
    “Well . . . it might be. I mean it could be.” Jane seemed flustered. “Yes, unfortunately I wasn’t in love with Jeremy.” 
 
    “Good news, bad news,” Matt said. “I guess it worked out good for both you and Jeremy.” 
 
    “Well, almost,” Jane said. She stopped walking and turned to Matt. She looked deep into his eyes. “I’ve fallen in love with you. You’re leaving in the morning, and I couldn’t let you go without telling you.” 
 
    Stunned, Matt stood silent. Jane waited for a reply. When none came, tears welled up in her eyes. She turned and started to run toward her father’s home. 
 
    Matt caught up with her, gently grabbed her arm, and turned her around. “I’ve loved you from the first time I saw you. But Jeremy is my best friend. I couldn’t step between the two of you. I couldn’t do that to him.” 
 
    Jane jumped into Matt’s arms and gave him a quick kiss. She backed off a little. “We need to do that again.” She jumped again into his arms, and this time the kiss lasted almost too long. 
 
    Next morning, the entire village gathered around the giant oak tree to watch the Alliance, Oliver, Brian, Kate, and Jane leave on their journey into the future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 58 
Adaeze 
 
      
 
    This is the last pickup, Jesse thought. I hope this goes as well as the others. Oliver and I will date for a couple of years, then get married. We’ll have a great life. She laughed. I can’t believe how it worked out with Jeremy, Matt, and Jane. I guess it was meant to be.  
 
    “How are they?” she asked Matt as he came down the stairs. 
 
    “They’re out like a light,” Matt said. “We’re running out of bed space.” 
 
    “Well, if all goes well, we won’t need the bed space before we get home,” Jesse said. 
 
    “Hey, Matt,” Steve said. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Not until the girls wake up,” Matt said. “We want them to go with us into Africa.” 
 
    Several hours later, Kate came down the stairway. 
 
    “Sleeping Beauty has risen,” Steve said. “Is Jane awake?” 
 
    “Yes, she’ll be right down,” Kate said. 
 
    “Matt and Jesse, let’s get going,” Steve said. “I want to get home.” 
 
    “One hundred sixty-nine days, one hour, twenty minutes, and seventeen seconds.” Matt looked up from the log at Jesse. 
 
    “Jeremy, that translates to February twenty-first at nine hours, forty-two minutes, thirty-four seconds in the evening,” Jesse said. “Set the clock for February twenty-first at nine hours, fifty-two minutes, and thirty-four seconds.” She watched him set the clock. 
 
    Jeremy laid his hand on the stone. “Take us to the last place we were at the end of trek number four.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Adaeze was still standing in the same place when the giant oak tree rematerialized. 
 
    Jeremy was the first to come down the ladder. 
 
    “Did you forget something?” Adaeze asked. 
 
    Jeremy smiled. “Yes, I forgot you.” 
 
    The others were climbing down the ladder. 
 
    “But I can’t go through the hatch, remember?” She had a puzzled look on her face. “I bumped my head on the hatch ten minutes ago.” She saw Brian, Oliver, Kate, and Jane coming down the ladder. She turned to Jeremy, and tears welled up in her eyes. “You’ve come back for me.” She squealed, ran into Jeremy’s arms, and kissed him. She looked at the others and then kissed him again. 
 
    They celebrated the union of the four couples the rest of the day, and that evening, the tribes of the area joined in a massive celebration that lasted until the sun came up the next morning. 
 
    At midmorning they entered the Safe Haven. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They were all there: the four fathers, the four mothers, the new Alliance, Oliver, Kate, Jane, and Adaeze. 
 
    They were laughing and having a good time when Matt asked a question. “How can we possibly have a normal life when the world knows we have great powers?” 
 
    Everyone went silent. 
 
    Ed cleared his throat and looked at the other fathers. “It works like this. When you go into the past, the people you come into contact with, in time, forget. They vaguely remember what happened. The memories become a story, a legend, a myth. In present time, it works a little different. During the event, like the war that just took place, you’re remembered throughout the event. Once the event ends, you’re forgotten.” 
 
    “Photos and videos become blurry,” Marcus said. “When I heal a patient of some catastrophic illness, the records are changed and the illness on record becomes minor in nature.” 
 
    “Your identity is completely protected,” John said. “This allows you to perform great feats and still have a life.” 
 
    “If everyone knew Jesse could heal, she’d have a never-ending line at her door,” Brian said. “The powers you have were developed to save mankind from the evils of Torron and Zolog, not to save the world from the tests of life itself. Yes, you can do miracles that can change the course of history, but that’s a responsibility you want to take seriously. Try to avoid changing history. Another thing, these gifts you have come from God. Misuse them and they will be taken from you.” 
 
    “Use your powers to fight real evil when you see it,” Ed said. “Use them occasionally to help the helpless, but be careful. You hold great powers and must recognize the responsibility that goes with those powers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    I invite you to write a review of this book 
 
    and/or the complete series on Amazon 
 
    Go to this website: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/review/create-review/ref=dpx_acr_wr_link?asin=172446793X 
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    Glossary 
 
      
 
    US Characters                                                          Present Time 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Captain Caroline Strong 
  
      	  Pilot of F-16, part of the Alpha-6 team 
  
     
 
      
      	  Captain Joey Jordan 
  
      	  JJ - Special forces 
  
     
 
      
      	  Captain Starritt 
  
      	  Technician debugging alien cloaking signal 
  
     
 
      
      	  Colonel Smith 
  
      	  Helping the Alpha-6 teak at Travis AFB 
  
     
 
      
      	  Corporal Bobby Raymond 
  
      	  Rocky - Special forces 
  
     
 
      
      	  Cotton 
  
      	  Horkin guide in New Cambridge 
  
     
 
      
      	  Enro 
  
      	  King of the Imphogs 
  
     
 
      
      	  Flox 
  
      	  Horkin guide inside the Capitol Compound 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gary Hyatt 
  
      	  Hunter - Afghanistan Army Vet 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Small 
  
      	  General at the New Base Camp (NBC) 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Thomas 
  
      	  Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Wisecoff 
  
      	  Commanding General at Travis AFB 
  
     
 
      
      	  Haven 
  
      	  13-year-old girl with hearing loss 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jasor 
  
      	  King of the Nectorians 
  
     
 
      
      	  Johnny 
  
      	  Hunter - Afghanistan Army Vet 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kinser 
  
      	  Horkin guide inside Torron’s castle 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mark Byrd 
  
      	  White House Chief of Staff 
  
     
 
      
      	  Master Sergeant Barr 
  
      	  Helping escape at Travis AFB 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mumford 
  
      	  King of the Rocpeans 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pankor 
  
      	  King of the Horkins 
  
     
 
      
      	  President Davidson 
  
      	  President of the United States 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sammy 
  
      	  Hunter - Afghanistan Army Vet 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sargent Jack O'Rinski 
  
      	  Sargent helped at NBC, Alpha-6 team 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sergeant Patricia Martin 
  
      	  Trish - Special forces 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sergeant Scott Henning 
  
      	  Scotty - Special forces 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Torron's Leaders 
 
    
    
      
      	  Dieter Schmidt 
  
      	  Mayer of New Cambridge 
  
     
 
      
      	  Drake 
  
      	  Torron's grown son 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Haflyf 
  
      	  Torron's general at the lake dome 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Hasmin 
  
      	  Torron's general at the lake dome 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Tyd 
  
      	  Torron’s general on Gandoral 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Warsett 
  
      	  In charge of 4 Portals 
  
     
 
      
      	  General Wormlet 
  
      	  In charge of 3 Portals 
  
     
 
      
      	  Hans Schmidt 
  
      	  Dieter Smith's younger brother on Gandoral 
  
     
 
      
      	  Kondyk 
  
      	  Torron’s High Priest on Gandoral 
  
     
 
      
      	  Panard 
  
      	  Torron's High Priest at the lake dome 
  
     
 
      
      	  Smalik 
  
      	  Torron's chief high priest - Grand Wizard 
  
     
 
      
      	  Starfire 
  
      	  Torron's dragon, Jeremy's pet - Hunter 
  
     
 
      
      	  Thomas Jensen 
  
      	  Torron's Technology Specialist from MIT 
  
     
 
      
      	  White Eagle 
  
      	  Smalik's Firebird 
  
     
 
      
      	  Zolog 
  
      	  Gives Torron power, Lord of Underworld 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Places 
 
    
    
      
      	  Broward Region 
  
      	  Area on Gandoral size of Texas 
  
     
 
      
      	  Carvase 
  
      	  Imphog Capital 
  
     
 
      
      	  Celestor 
  
      	  Sacred tree to the Imphogs 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dastor 
  
      	  Fictional planet believed would attack Earth 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gandoral 
  
      	  A far away planet, the Underworld 
  
     
 
      
      	  Gates of Horgon 
  
      	  Entrance to Zolog's kingdom 
  
     
 
      
      	  Jade Lake 
  
      	  Where the parents of the Alliance stay 
  
     
 
      
      	  Los Angeles, dome 8 
  
      	  Bob Hope Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Los Angeles, dome 9 
  
      	  Los Angeles International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Los Angeles, dome 10 
  
      	  Ontario International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Los Angeles, dome 11 
  
      	  John Wayne Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Nagsherd 
  
      	  Original name for New Cambridge 
  
     
 
      
      	  NBC 
  
      	  New base camp, father’s camp site 
  
     
 
      
      	  New Cambridge 
  
      	  Major city on Gandoral, the tech center 
  
     
 
      
      	  OBC 
  
      	  Old Base Camp, kid’s camp site 
  
     
 
      
      	  Portland, dome 4 
  
      	  Portland International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Riffe Lake 
  
      	  Where original Alliance camp was located 
  
     
 
      
      	  San Diego, dome 12 
  
      	  Miramar Marine Air Station 
  
     
 
      
      	  San Diego, dome 13 
  
      	  San Diego International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  San Francisco, dome 5 
  
      	  Oakland International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  San Francisco, dome 6 
  
      	  San Francisco International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  San Francisco, dome 7 
  
      	  Norman Y. Mineta San Jose Int’l Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Seattle, dome 2 
  
      	  Seattle-Tacoma International Airport 
  
     
 
      
      	  Seattle, dome 3 
  
      	  Riffe Lake, Torron’s headquarters 
  
     
 
      
      	  Tillis Air Force Base 
  
      	  2nd Central Command – NE of Las Vegas 
  
     
 
      
      	  Travis Air Force Base 
  
      	  1st Central Command - NE of San Francisco 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vancouver, dome 1 
  
      	  Vancouver International Airport 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Miscellaneous 
 
    
    
      
      	  Hogmat Beacon 
  
      	  Signals all Torron soldiers to parade grounds 
  
     
 
      
      	  Krak-4 Mother Ship 
  
      	  4th generation Torron mother ship 
  
     
 
      
      	  Mega-Crystal 
  
      	  Torron’s 5-foot diameter crystal ball 
  
     
 
      
      	  Oar-7 Fighter 
  
      	  7th generation Torron aircraft – flying saucer 
  
     
 
      
      	  Orion 
  
      	  Code Name for US defense against Torron 
  
     
 
      
      	  Revilo 
  
      	  Giant hybrid – deadly underwater creature 
  
     
 
      
      	  Risen Bugs 
  
      	  Small bugs, cause total loyalty to Torron 
  
     
 
      
      	  Urn of Carnot 
  
      	  Urn found during trek 4 
  
     
 
      
      	  V-22 Osprey 
  
      	  Aircraft used to transport the Alliance 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wand of Matthew 
  
      	  Wand of Torron, now Wand of Matthew 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wand of Torron 
  
      	  New Wand of Torron, created by Smalik 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Potions and Elixirs 
 
    
    
      
      	  Jaban (Y2L) 
  
      	  Used to bring down the dome shields 
  
     
 
      
      	  Oiltex (XR1) 
  
      	  Used to bring down the dome shields 
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