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			The Discussion Begins

			“Peter, can you talk?” 

			Despite all his time as a caretaker, he found telepathy unsettling when it occurred. He had good reason—a sudden voice in his head, out of nowhere, sometimes interrupted a most unusual activity. David, the most likely “caller,” once caught him in the middle of what turned out to be his third strike in a baseball game. He also startled him during his class presentation. And no, just in case you’re imagining it, he never used his incredible gift to cheat (as tempting as that might be). It could have been any of the many people he knew who were capable of telepathy, but Peter quickly realized it was Catia.

			“Hey, Catia,” Peter answered in his head. “What’s up?”

			“Do you remember what we talked about just before leaving Russia?” she asked.

			Although the rescue of Sasha’s father was more than a year ago, he knew exactly what she was asking. “Of course I do. I’m amazed we haven’t talked about it before now.”

			“I think we’ve avoided it long enough!” continued Catia. Over the last year, the three musketeers, as they came to be known by the caretakers, avoided talking about the horrifying experience. Holus reminded them how fortunate they were to find a way back from the strange land, plus they had too much going on to think about it. “So, what do you think?”

			

			“I think you know what I think,” chuckled Peter. “I’m ready to go back...” Peter hesitated a moment before he finished his thought, “…but only if it’s safe. Let’s meet in our great room, and I’ll get Dave. He’ll be excited that we’re talking about this stuff. And maybe you could stay for dinner. My mom hasn’t seen you in ages, and she thinks you’re great.”

			“Only your mom?” kidded Catia.

			Peter knew what she was doing but decided to steer clear of their short-lived relationship. “Of course not—David thinks you’re great too,” replied the equally elusive teen. 

			“Okay, silly boy,” answered Catia, fully aware Peter was ignoring her real question. “I’d love to see David, and your mom and dad, but you know that’ll create a million questions.” 

			“I know,” answered Peter, “but it’ll be good to see you, and maybe we can figure out a way to get back. When can you get here?” 

			“I’m in the village now. It should take me about an hour to get to your place.”

			“Sounds great. Dave and I will meet you then.” 

			Peter hustled off to find his brother in the garage, playing with some pulleys and an old washing machine motor. “What are you doing—making an elevator?” 

			The startled younger brother dropped one end of the rope he had rigged between the pulleys. “Aw, Pete, look what you made me do. Now I need to connect all the pulleys again.”

			“Sorry, Dave, but I thought you’d want to know that I just spoke to Catia and she wants to talk about the sphere.”

			David’s frustrated look quickly shifted to excitement. “She does?” 

			

			“Yup, she’ll be in the great room in an hour. I hope you’re not too busy inventing something!” 

			“Are you kidding? I’m there. We’ve avoided this forever. I’m glad she changed her mind.”

			“And guess what?” asked Peter.

			“Whatever I guess you’ll tell me I’m wrong, so…what!?” 

			“She said she’d stay for dinner!”

			“No way! Mom will be excited.”

			“Let’s go ask her,” said Peter. “I haven’t said anything yet. Don’t forget we’ll probably have a ton of questions to answer.”

			“Yeah, I know. Hopefully, we’ll be consistent.”

			The boys found their mom weeding the garden. “Hey, guys, what are you two up to?” asked the smiling lady.

			“We have two questions for you,” replied Peter. “Do you mind if we go to the forest?”

			“Not at all. You two haven’t been there in several weeks. So what’s number two?”

			“Is it okay if Catia has dinner with us tonight?”

			Mom’s face lit up as she stood from her gardening duties. “Really—she can come to dinner?”

			“Mom,” said Peter apologetically, “I hope you don’t mind, but I already asked her, and she said she could.”

			“I don’t mind at all. She’s such a polite, considerate, and beautiful girl. I’ll get something started as soon as I clean up. You two have the nicest friends. I also liked Sasha and Alexey. Let’s plan for 6 p.m.”

			“Thanks, Mom,” replied Peter, “we’ll be back just before six.”

			“By the way, where is she staying?”

			And there it was! Mom was already questioning their mysterious friend only sixty seconds into the conversation.

			Peter glanced at Dave to let him know he would answer. “Not sure, Mom, she has a few friends she stays with.”

			“Will she be staying the night?” 

			

			“I don’t think so. She usually can’t stay long and returns to Brazil.” 

			“That’s got to be expensive—flying back and forth to Brazil!”

			Mom could see a look of frustration on her son’s face. “Sorry, Peter, I know I’m a busybody. I’ll stop.”

			Both boys knew their mom wasn’t a busybody. She wanted to make sure all was well.

			“Maybe you could ask Catia these questions when she gets here,” replied the thankful boy. “If it’s okay, we’re off to the forest.”

			“Have a good time, guys, and call me on the radio if anything changes.”

			“Will do, see you, Mom.”
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			David Has the Answers

			Catia was already in the great room by the time the boys arrived. They found her viewing the replicator machine in the workshop. “Hi, Catia, how’ve you been?” asked Peter. 

			Catia didn’t answer and kept her gaze on the replicator machine as the boys approached from behind. “Do you remember how this thing works?” she asked as she turned to greet her best friends. “Are you kidding me? I haven’t seen you two for the last two months. Peter’s beginning to tower over me, and Dave is my height. What is it with boys? David is almost as tall as Jordao.”

			[image: A boy and two girls are standing together.  Description generated by AI]

			Peter was fifteen, and David was almost thirteen. They were growing like weeds, as is so often the case with teenagers. And their minds were growing even faster. With dozens of multi-day experiences packed into seconds, their minds easily outpaced their lanky bodies.

			

			“I am?” asked the perplexed younger brother.

			“Yes, I just left him. You’re almost the same height. And Peter must be at least two inches taller. How can this be?”

			“You know as well as I,” answered Peter. “It’s genetic. How tall was Jordao’s father?” 

			“Probably a little taller than Jordao,” replied Catia.

			“Our dad is pretty tall,” said Peter. “Usually, the boys follow their dads and the girls follow their moms, but not always.”

			“Well, we might be taller, but you’re more beautiful than ever,” said Dave. Peter stared at his brother with disbelief, and Catia blushed, remembering the night on the Gulf of Finland, when David called her the magic that brings the night together.

			David grinned at their reaction to his unexpected comment. “What?!” he continued. “You are!” 

			“Thank you, David, but you’ll give me a big head if you say things like that. I remember when you both called me the queen, not long after we met. Even Luke called me your majesty in the strange land. I enjoyed the pampering, but I’d rather know you’ll always have my back.” 

			Whether David was kidding, as he often was, or slowly seeing Catia as more than an adventurous companion, no one would know. He smiled and reached out for a hug. “Of course, we have your back. And speaking of Luke, do you think we should involve him in our quest?”

			“I do,” answered Peter. “He knows the land just as well as we do.”

			“I agree,” added Catia, “but Fortis knows even more than all of us. I remember Eli asking him if he knew where other openings were between our world and the strange land.”

			“Before we get crazy,” interrupted David, “tell me what you think of this. I know we haven’t talked about any of this stuff for a year, but I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

			

			Catia and Peter looked at one another and smiled. “Wow, I’m surprised,” chuckled Catia.

			“Yeah, me too,” kidded Peter. “But what have you got?”

			The younger boy shook his head at his scoffers and began.

			“Luke might be some help, but I agree with Catia that Fortis is the guy to ask. If he can get us through another portal—hopefully closer to the sphere and away from the maze—then I think we’ll be good to go.” 

			“Okay, smart guy,” interrupted Peter, “what happens if we can’t get the sphere to work?”

			“Pete, nothing seemed broken. We had eight locks cleaned out. I think the other four still had dirt and pebbles in them. We just needed more time. Plus, this time, I’ll bring some lock-picking tools, and I have a tiny battery-operated vacuum we can use.” 

			“But suppose the sphere is gone when we get there?” continued Peter.

			“Then we’ll use one of Fortis’s openings to get back. If it’s away from the Tenebrae, we should be good.”

			“David,” interrupted Catia, “even if you—I mean we—get the machine working, how do we get back home?”

			“Best question yet! I figure we reverse the order of key slots that we turned.”

			“C’mon, Dave,” said Peter, “there must be dozens of different combinations we could use. If you remember, you just kept turning the next key slot down until all twelve rings were spinning and the entire sphere was glowing. Reversing the order is no sure thing!”

			“Peter’s right, why would reversing the order return us to the great room? We could end up anywhere!” said the wide-eyed girl.

			“Pete, there’s way more than dozens of possibilities, and you’re right, Catia—we could end up anywhere. But what does it matter? We can always get back.”

			

			Peter looked at Catia. “Do you know what he’s talking about?”

			“Nope, and I doubt he knows either.”

			“How do you know there’s way more key possibilities?” asked the confused older brother.

			“Dad didn’t know it, but he helped me figure out how many possibilities there are.”

			Peter looked more confused than ever. “What are you talking about?”

			“I asked him how many combinations could be made by pushing twelve buttons in a different order. He didn’t know, so we did some research. Have you ever heard the term factorial?”

			Catia and Peter shook their heads.

			“If you have two buttons—one next to the other—how many ways can you push them?” asked the young instructor. 

			“Simple,” replied Peter. “First the left one, then the right. Or reverse it, and first the right one and then the left.

			What about three buttons?” continued David. 

			Catia began to solve the problem in her mind, but Peter, the sketch artist, grabbed a pencil and paper from the nearby bench, drew three circles, and labeled them 1, 2, and 3.

			Catia answered five, and Peter said six. 

			“Sorry, Catia—Pete’s right,” announced David.

			Peter showed Catia his sketch, and she quickly realized which button combination she had missed.

			[image: A series of numbers are written on a white background.  Description generated by AI]

			

			“That was easy,” said Peter. “Twelve can’t be that bad.”

			David chuckled and continued. “What about four buttons?”

			Peter drew another sketch and began writing each combination. Catia decided to watch him and make suggestions as he added button combinations. “Okay, Dave, we’ve got twenty-four.” 

			“Great, but I’m not asking you five buttons because we’ll be here all afternoon.” 

			[image: A grid of numbers with circles around them.  Description generated by AI]

			“C’mon, it can’t be that bad,” replied Peter. 

			“What would you say if I told you 120 different combinations?!”

			“Seriously?!” added Catia.

			“You win, little brother. How many ways can twelve buttons be pushed?” 

			The younger boy grinned. “How does 479 million ways sound?”

			Catia smiled and shook her head. 

			“No way!” replied Peter.

			“Yes way!” answered David. “If it took a second to turn each key, it would take more than fifteen years to try all of the combinations.”

			

			Peter sighed and looked at Catia. “He loves this stuff.” 

			“So, how’d you figure the number of combinations?” asked Catia. 

			“It’s pretty simple. Just multiply the number of buttons—or key slots in our case—by each smaller number.” 

			“For five slots, it would be 5x4x3x2x1, which equals 120. For twelve slots, it’s 12x11x10x9x8x7x6x5x4x3x2x1. I already did the math. It’s 479,001,600.”

			“Sorry, David,” said Catia, “it’s not looking good. We’re not trying more than 479 million combinations.”

			“Yeah, we need the Book of Codes,” said Peter. “There’s no way to know where we’d be going.” 

			“But Peter, remember Dimitri’s note? He said he destroyed the book,” added Catia. “We could spend a lot of time looking for something that doesn’t exist.”

			It was clear David wanted his companions to exhaust their suggestions before he spoke up. “Pete, it would be great if we could find another book. And maybe Luke has some ideas, but suppose there isn’t one. What then?” asked David. “And Catia’s right—there’s no way we’ll try 479 million combinations.”

			“I sense a suggestion is coming,” said Catia. “What are you thinking?”

			“Guys, all we need to know is one combination.”

			Peter and Catia stared at David as if he were about to reveal an amazing secret.

			“The one we already have!” chuckled Dave.

			The looks on his companions’ faces shifted from amazement to confusion. 

			“What are you talking about?” asked Peter. “What good is that?”

			“We’ll always return to the strange land, and we can go home through one of Fortis’s portals. Plus, we get to experiment with 479 million combinations. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find the one that gets us home. It’ll be great.”

			

			Catia and Peter were speechless. It took at least a minute to respond.

			“It sounds scary, but I kind of like it,” replied Peter.

			“I’m not so sure,” offered Catia. “I never liked the spot where the sphere landed.”

			“We could try it once,” answered Dave. “If we have a problem, we’ll quit.”

			“But first we need to talk with Fortis and Luke,” said Peter.

			“What about Eli?” asked Catia. 

			“Let’s ask Fortis and Luke first,” replied Dave, “and go from there.”
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			Making Plans

			“Catia, why don’t you contact Luke? And Pete, you should contact Fortis,” said Dave. 

			“Real nice, little brother. You think of the idea and then get Catia and me to do the dirty work. I hope we don’t have our heads handed to us.”

			“But Pete, Fortis likes you, and Catia is considered Her Majesty by Luke. You’ll have more luck.”

			David’s suggestion was eventually accepted. Within the next hour, Luke and Fortis were sitting in the New England Great Room talking with the young caretakers. 

			“So, what’s this all about?” asked Luke. “I was pleasantly surprised to hear from Her Majesty.” Catia smiled and shook her head, knowing that she’d probably have that title forever.

			“I, too, was surprised,” offered Fortis, “but more curious why you asked me here. Whatever the reason, it is good to see you all.”

			“And it’s so good to see both of you,” answered Peter. David and Catia glanced at one another, amazed that Peter assumed responsibility for such an unlikely idea. “We know this sounds crazy, and we don’t want to waste your time,” said Peter as he looked intently at both men. The older boy shifted his eyes toward Fortis. “Can you get us back into the strange land?” 

			

			Fortis stared at the young teenager for several seconds. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

			“I know it’s crazy, but could you?”

			“I can’t believe you’re even considering something so dangerous,” replied Fortis. “I’ll bet Eli and Holus don’t know of your idea.”

			Each young person stared and said nothing.

			Luke chuckled and shook his head. “I know what this is all about. You folks want to get the machine back.”

			The young caretakers’ silent smirks answered his question. 

			“Of course I can,” answered Fortis, “but I’m not sure that’s what you really want.”

			“Oh, but it is!” laughed Luke. “Even I wouldn’t mind getting it back. We worked so hard only to lose the sphere in such an unimaginable spot.”

			The youngsters were overwhelmed to hear Luke promote their cause. 

			“But what about Eli and Holus? Shouldn’t we tell them?” asked Fortis. 

			“We could,” replied Luke, “but I’m pretty sure they won’t agree.”

			Luke’s support prompted Peter to speak up. “We just want to see if we can get the machine back. If we can’t, we’ll leave and never return.”

			Fortis studied the faces of everyone in the room before he replied, “If it means that much to you, I’ll do it. I owe Peter my life.”

			“Wait a minute!” interrupted Peter. “I owe you my life as well. We’re even. Don’t do it for that reason.”

			“Say what you’d like, my good friend, but I am eternally grateful. But before we get ahead of ourselves, I need to know the location of the machine.”

			The youngsters were ecstatic that Fortis and Luke were willing to help. They went on to explain where the machine landed and David’s ideas on how they could use it—if indeed they could get it functioning once again.

			

			Talk continued until Fortis offered his best guess on where to enter the strange land. “I know of a portal to the south of the machine, but it will take half a day to get to our destination. Fortunately, the Tenebrae never travel in this area, but unfortunately, we need to be on the lookout for the Servus.”

			“Why?” asked Dave. “They should leave us alone because they already know you.” 

			“That was in my old form. No one will recognize me with my new body.”

			“Totally forgot!” said David. “What will happen if they see us?” 

			“They’ll try to capture us,” answered Fortis. “When I was a Tenebrae, I would encourage the Servus to find more strangers. We called them Stultus. These were the people who were enticed or wandered unexpectedly into our land. I would reward the Servus with food, clothing, and other sought-after goods, just as I would be rewarded by my superiors.”

			“Do you think we could give the Servus gifts to leave us alone?” asked Peter.

			“Interesting idea!” replied Fortis. “I’ve never heard of it being tried. Someone mysteriously disappearing from Earth, never to be heard from again, usually had nothing on them of any value to the Servus. But it may be worth a try. Let me think about it.” 

			“Fortis,” said Luke, “how did you get to that awful place?”

			Fortis hesitated, a profound sadness filling his face. “I wandered through a portal just like many other Stultus. Unknowingly, we were all evaluated for advancement. It could happen quickly or take hundreds of years before we become a Tenebrae. However, most of us remained just like Horace and Nona. Much to my discredit, I advanced much sooner than most. Please know I am not proud of my past.”

			

			“Fortis, we are all thankful for your change of heart,” replied Luke. “So many of us never change.”

			An odd silence suddenly settled over the group. Even the most talkative members sank into self-reflection. But it didn’t last long. Of all the people, Catia was the first to speak up. “Let’s try it!”

			“Now?” replied Peter. 

			“Why not?” added David. 

			“Yes! Why not?” repeated Luke. 

			All eyes were on Peter and Fortis, waiting for confirmation of Catia’s incredible suggestion.

			“I guess!” replied Peter.

			“But only if you help me get some supplies that might be suitable for the Servus,” answered Fortis. 

			“And I need my tools and mini vacuum for the sphere,” added Dave. “I need to go home.”

			“What about the keys?” asked Peter. “We’ll need the keys!” 

			“Are you kidding me?” said Dave. “I totally forgot. Of course we do! Does everyone have their key?”

			“I left mine back in Brazil,” said Catia.

			“And mine is hanging in my room as a reminder,” answered Luke. 

			Catia’s curiosity got the best of her. “A reminder of what?”

			“Of foolishness, pride, courage, and love. You folks can decide who deserves each word.”

			“That’s easy, Luke,” answered Catia. “We all do!”

			Luke smiled. “Thank you, Catia. You’re a sweetheart. I guess you can add kindness.”

			“And I can add one more word,” said Peter. “Focus! Do you guys want to go back and get your keys, or should we make new ones? I have mine in the laboratory.”

			

			“Sorry, smart boy,” chuckled Luke. “Let’s make them here. It’ll be a lot easier.” 

			Peter sighed and rolled his eyes. Luke’s comment reminded him of their mutual nastiness almost a year ago. Fortunately, he held off calling the old man Dumbo. “Thanks, Luke, I’ll get on it right away.”

			The group was flabbergasted that they’d come to an agreement. David retrieved his tools and two empty backpacks without disturbing Mom; Fortis gathered items that might be acceptable to the Servus; Luke and Catia gathered food, water, supplies, and several more backpacks for the half-day trek to the sphere; and Peter was in charge of key making. 
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			Meeting Jarli and the Other Women

			“Fortis, where is the portal, and how do we get there?” asked Luke. 

			“The location is in Australia. Hopefully, one of the great rooms is close by. Otherwise, we’ll have a longer journey than I thought.”

			“I can get us to the great room near Alice River,” said Luke. “One problem, though, the caretakers there will want to know what we’re doing.”

			“Do you know any of them?” asked David. 

			“I’ve met all the women, and worked mostly with Kalina and Lowanna, but I’m not sure that will help with our plight.”

			“Do you know Jarli?” asked Peter. “She seemed nice.”

			“She was very helpful in finding us,” answered Luke. “You seem to have made friends with her during our rescue. Maybe you could explain our problem.”

			“Really? You want me to explain?” replied Peter.

			“C’mon, Pete, you’ll do fine!” interrupted David. “And maybe we won’t see anyone. Let’s just do it and see what happens.”

			Everyone understood David’s impatience and moved their gear toward the window-in-time. 

			

			“Are we all set?” asked Luke. With a thumbs-up from everyone in the group, he began adjusting and lighting the candles in the room. “Just one more candle adjustment—this will give us several extra minutes to move our gear through the portal.”

			David was fascinated by Luke’s final setting. “Luke, I’ve never seen that before. Is it in the Book of Great Room Codes?”

			“You’ve probably never had to use it. There are many such adjustments that make space-and-time travel a little more convenient. Let me show everyone how to time the opening. It can come in quite handy.” 

			Despite their rush to get to Australia, junior caretakers Peter, David, Catia, and Fortis were excited to learn more about the windows. When the lesson was finished, Peter and Fortis moved through the portal to receive gear from David, Catia, and Luke. By the time they finished, they realized they were being watched by three women in the Great Room in Australia. 

			“So, who’ve we got here?” asked one of the women. 

			Luke’s heart sank as he raised his head. He had hoped David’s earlier statement about not seeing anyone would prove to be true. A brightly dressed lady stood at the head of the table, staring at the strangers. “Alinta, is that you?”

			“Yes, it is! And is this the famous Luke?” she responded. 

			“Famous?” he answered. “Why would you say such a thing?”

			“Everyone knows of your plight in the strange land. Were these young folks part of your ordeal? And who is this young man? Is this Fortis?”

			“Yes, my dear lady. You are correct on all accounts.”

			“Then welcome. Please take a seat at our table. May we bring you some refreshments?”

			“I think that will be appreciated,” answered Luke as he scanned his partners.

			

			Alinta asked one of the women to gather refreshments, but wasted no time returning to her questions. “So, who are your friends, and why are you in our part of the world?”

			Luke introduced everyone but stopped short of elaborating on any details involving his friends. “Do you know our story?” asked Luke.

			“Jarli has told us what she knows. I’m sure there must be much more.”

			“Is Jarli around?” asked Luke. 

			“She is sleeping. I’m sure you’ve forgotten the time change. It’s 2:00 a.m. in Alice River. But I’ll get her.”

			“Alinta, please don’t bother her. We can wait,” answered Luke.

			“No, Luke, she and all of us will be anxious to hear what you and your friends have to say.”

			Within minutes, Alinta returned with Jarli, the leader of the great room in Australia. 

			“Luke, Peter, Catia, David, and Fortis! It is so good to see you all!” said Jarli. “What brings you here at this time of the morning?”

			“Please sit, Jarli,” said Luke as he sat at the table. “We have a great favor to ask of everyone,” answered Luke. “Perhaps Peter would like to continue?”

			Peter was speechless that Luke dumped the entire matter on him. “Ah … yes, ma’am, thank you again for what you did,” said the surprised teenager.

			“As I said more than a year ago, you are most welcome, Peter. So, what favor do you ask?”

			Peter internally debated his response. After ten agonizing seconds, he came straight to the point. “We want to return to the strange land and try to get the sphere working again.”

			“Is this acceptable to Eli and Holus?” she asked. 

			Peter looked at Luke, hoping for help, but none came. “We haven’t asked either one.”

			

			“And why is that?” asked Jarli. 

			Peter’s woeful glance toward Luke persuaded the old caretaker to speak up.

			“I think you know as well as I.”

			“Yes, I do. Most likely, he would not want you to place yourself in such danger again. You must understand, Luke, he and Holus were very concerned that you and the others were missing and unreachable. He felt helpless—something I have never seen in him.”

			“From the looks on everyone’s faces, the plan seemed doomed before it even started.” Luke continued to argue his point. “But Jarli, thanks to you, you were able to contact us,” replied Luke. 

			“No, Luke, not thanks to me!” insisted Jarli. “It was only possible because Eli used all of us, and most importantly, he asked the Maker for His help. Tell me, Luke, when you were searching for a way out of the maze, why is it you ‘inadvertently’ traveled off course to find three dead men at the end of a passageway going nowhere? Wasn’t it amazing that one of them was carrying a hidden note confirming the message read by Eli while he was in the stars? And what about the second man who just happened to be carrying a key that allowed everyone to escape the maze? Can that be coincidence?” Jarli shifted her gaze toward Fortis. “And when you were looking for a way to escape Malum, why did this handsome young man have a change of heart to help you despite the consequences? No one can answer these questions except the Maker. But I am digressing! I will help you, despite your unwillingness to ask our leader, but first, I must agree with your plan.”

			Clearly, the youngsters, Luke, and Fortis were overjoyed by Jarli’s willingness to help. They all volunteered part of the plan. The only part that made no sense was their inability to return to a safe place. 

			

			“Sorry, Jarli, we don’t know the settings to return to a great room,” volunteered David.

			“David, are you telling me that every time you travel away from the strange land, you must return to the same place? And, to make matters even more complicated, you have no idea where you’re going each time?”

			“Yes, ma’am. That pretty much sums it up. But the machine is amazing...”

			“It is,” interrupted Luke, “and it took so long to unravel the secrets. It would be a shame not to continue our investigation.”

			“I agree, Luke,” answered Jarli, “but returning to such a dangerous place is foolishness.”

			“But not with Fortis,” offered Luke. “He once lived in the horrid place and knows where the portals are.”

			“Some, Luke, not all!” interjected Fortis.

			“Fortis, where is this portal?” asked Jarli.

			“Hopefully, it’s still in the same place,” he replied. “I haven’t been there in many years. The Town was called Mount Isa.” 

			“Mount Isa? Are you sure?” 

			“Yes, but that was long ago.”

			“Unfortunately, Mount Isa is more than 450 miles to the west, and much has happened in the past one hundred years. It has become a mining town. Would your portal disappear?”

			“Not likely!” answered the disappointed young caretaker. “But it might be suspended in the air and out of reach. This could happen when changes such as mining or earthquakes occur on the Earth.”

			“It may be awkward,” replied Jarli, “but not out of reach. Remember, you are now a caretaker. We can fly. I’ll get us to Mount Isa. Then it will be up to you to find the portal.” 
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			The Trip to Townsville

			“Alinta has arranged a ride from our great room to the Townsville airport,” said Jarli. “It will take at least two hours in the opposite direction, but a plane to Mount Isa will save us much time. We will eat breakfast in Townsville and get an early flight.” 

			“Us?” replied Luke. 

			“Of course, us!” answered Jarli. “I will be joining your band of idealistic dreamers seeking the unknown.” 

			Many in the group smiled, but Alinta shook her head. “Be careful, my newfound friends, she has always been a dreamer herself.” 

			Jarli glanced across the room at her tattletale friend. “A dreamer, yes, but also mindful,” replied Jarli. 

			Alinta knew Jarli was an exceptional lady—born with an extraordinary imagination, the ability to read minds, and experience incredible visions. But she also knew these same gifts could be her downfall. Whether Jarli knew it or not, Alinta always had her back. Accurately describing the Sagum (the center of the windows-in-time) was only the latest of many visions she had experienced over her 375 years as a caretaker. 

			“Please wear something warm,” announced Jarli. “It’s winter out there.”

			“What’s the temperature?” asked Peter. 

			

			“Eleven degrees,” answered Alinta. 

			“Eleven?” complained Dave. “I didn’t bring a coat for that kind of weather.”

			“David, eleven degrees Celsius, not Fahrenheit,” said Catia. “Same system as Brazil—you’ll be fine. That’s fifty-one degrees.”

			“The ride starts out a bit bumpy. We’ll be following Keelbottom Creek into some hilly areas, but it eventually flattens out on dirt and paved roads,” continued Jarli.

			“Will we see kangaroos?” asked David. 

			“Probably not because it will be dark, but we might get lucky and see some of the smaller tree kangaroos in the headlights,” answered Alinta. “And if you’re interested, Townsville has conservation parks and sanctuaries for wallabies, kangaroos, dingoes, and koalas.”

			“If everyone is ready, the van is outside,” announced Jarli. 

			The group piled into the large vehicle and quickly set off toward Townsville in the dark of night. An hour into the trip, David needed a rest stop. “Sorry, guys, can we stop for a minute?” asked David. “Good call, Bro,” whispered Peter. “I need to go too.” Alinta, the driver, pulled off the dirt road alongside a wooded area and a small pond and offered the boys flashlights. “We’re good,” announced Peter, “the moon is bright. We’ll be right back.” 

			The bright night helped them find adequate cover to relieve themselves, but unfortunately, relief never occurred. A telepathic message rang out in each of their heads: “Danger, boys! Go into the ethereal space. Do not hesitate!” 

			Not knowing if someone was playing a joke, David turned in Peter’s direction to ask if he heard the warning. What he saw was terrifying. “Pete, don’t move—there’s two glowing eyes near the ground moving in your direction.” Peter, also skeptical of a joke, turned to confirm David’s observation. As he spied the glowing eyes below, he instantly began his transition to the ethereal world. To his shock, his movement caused the eyes to move rapidly toward the back of his legs. The older teen felt something touch his legs as he disappeared. David joined his brother in the ethereal world, and both quickly moved away. Reappearing a safe distance away, the boys studied the outline of the glowing eyes only to discover a confused fifteen-foot-long crocodile lying where Peter once stood. 

			

			[image: Two ghostly figures are standing on a grassy hillside near a tree.  Description generated by AI]

			“Are you kidding me?” announced Peter. “Whose voice was that, and where did that thing come from?” 

			“Let’s find out,” replied Dave. 

			As they headed back to the van, David noticed that Peter’s pants were torn. “Pete, don’t be alarmed, but your pants are ripped, and I think your leg is bleeding.”

			“I thought the bugger got me. Wow, that was close.”

			“The bugger?” chuckled Dave. “We’re not talking mosquitoes here.”

			“Glad you think it’s funny.”

			“C’mon, Pete. He’s hardly a bugger—more like a monster. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

			When they returned to the van, all eyes were on Peter, overjoyed that he was okay. Luke tried to make light of the frightening experience. “How’d you make out?” asked Luke. 

			“No problem, but I still have to go!” he said with a straight face.

			“Oh, boys, I’m so sorry what happened,” said Jarli. “I can’t believe we didn’t warn you about the crocodiles.”

			“Was that you in my head?” replied Peter. 

			“Yes, I could see it happening. I should have warned everyone before we left. Please forgive me.” 

			“I’m okay, Jarli. If you hadn’t said anything when you did things, it might have been much worse. That was a huge crocodile. Do all crocodile eyes glow in the dark?” 

			

			“They do,” replied Alinta. “It’s an amazing adaptation of the eye. Crystals behind the retina will reflect back the light of the day. That croc was a saltwater croc. They’re much larger than the freshwater crocodiles.”

			“Wasn’t that pond freshwater?” asked David. 

			“It is, but saltwater crocs can live in freshwater. They live wherever food is available.”

			Jarli briefly interrupted Alinta’s wildlife lesson. “Peter, you and David should finish your business, then we’ll fix up that wound. But this time, Jarli and I will be your bodyguards.”
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			Meeting Ecca

			The ORT, or Orb Rescue Team, as David jokingly called the group, safely reached Townsville in the early morning, had a great breakfast, and after loading supplies, set off toward Mount Isa in a small jet. 

			“Will it take long to get there?” asked Peter. 

			“A little more than ninety minutes,” replied Alinta. “I’ve reserved a place to stay while we search for the portal. Hopefully, it won’t take long to find it.”

			“Peter, how is your leg doing?” asked Catia as she turned in the seat in front of him. “I was so worried about you. That wound was large.” 

			“Thanks, Catia. I feel fine after the caretakers’ prayers. Our gifts are amazing.”

			“Yes, they are,” replied the young lady, “and so are you. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

			Peter blushed, wondering if Catia still had feelings for him, but his thought quickly disappeared with David’s interruption. 

			“Look at that land down there! It’s more barren than the strange land.”

			Most of the group peered through the window at a red, brown, and tan landscape covered in a smattering of dead grasses and shrubby trees. Scoured dry riverbeds showed areas where water must have flowed in the past. 

			

			“I only see one two-lane highway and almost no houses,” continued Dave. “How does anyone live here?”

			Knowing most of her guests weren’t aware of Australia’s history, Jarli decided to provide a short lecture for anyone interested. “David, most of the population in Australia lives along the eastern and southeastern coast in areas where freshwater and climate are favorable. Another small area also exists around Perth, in the southwestern corner of the country. However, most of the country is covered in deserts or is otherwise uninhabitable. Surprisingly, Mount Isa, which is closer to the interior, is somewhat an exception to the rule. Although hot in the summer, they have the Leichhardt River and two lakes to supply them with water, plus they have the zinc and copper mines to support the community. In addition, they are home to the third-largest rodeo in the world. It looks like we’re here. I see the airport on the right side. We’ll be staying at the Outback Motel. Once everyone is settled, let’s meet in the dining room.” 

			It was mid-morning by the time everyone met in the motel dining room. In a small town, Jarli knew their privacy would not be their own, so she asked everyone to gather outside under a nearby redgum tree. 

			“I know it’s a bit chilly out here, but strangers in the dining room are prime targets for nosy people. We need to be discreet while going about our business. Are you folks ready?” asked Jarli. 

			“We’re ready, but is Fortis ready?” asked Luke. “I have no idea how he’ll find the portal.”

			Everyone glanced at Fortis, waiting for a response. 

			“I already have some clues,” answered Fortis. “We just need to get closer.”

			“So, where’s closer?” asked Luke. 

			“I remember the Leichhardt riverbed. Sometimes water was flowing, other times not,” said Fortis. “It has meandered some, but seems to be in roughly the same location. The other landmark I remember is a road crossing the riverbed.”

			

			“Not sure that’s helpful,” said Luke. “There must be dozens of roads crossing the river.”

			“I’m afraid I agree,” said Jarli. “Any idea which one?”

			“There were almost none a hundred years ago, so I’m guessing it’s one that has remained over time. It’s probably paved.”

			“Fortis, how would you know what the portal looks like from this side?” asked Luke. “It seems to me you were on the other side looking out.”

			“You don’t understand, Luke. In my younger years, I would venture into this world to entice people into ours, and I was handsomely rewarded each time. Like I said earlier, I am not proud of my past.”

			“You mean to tell me you had a chance to flee from that land, and you didn’t take it?”

			“Whoa, Luke! You still don’t understand. I had no choice!”

			“What do you mean, you had no choice?” replied Luke. “Everyone has a choice.”

			Fortis started crying. “Maybe at first I had a choice, but he was far too strong for me. I’m not sure you’ll ever understand.”

			Unexpectedly, Peter interrupted the sensitive conversation. “Luke, I don’t think you’ll understand unless it happened to you.”

			“Thank you, my good friend—you remember!”

			Peter smiled as Fortis regained his composure. “I do.” The wise young boy turned toward Luke and stared into his eyes. “Don’t judge him, Luke. Fortis had no choice. I, too, was almost overcome by Malum’s mind control. To imagine Malum’s control seems unbelievable, but to experience it is very real.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Luke.

			

			“I’ll never forget the brief moment when I cared about nothing, and all of life was meaningless. I was quickly forgetting everything I ever knew. Thankfully, Horace spoke just in time to save me.”

			“Malum’s mind control was insidious,” continued Fortis, “probably like drug addiction in today’s world—a mindless existence, you might say. I never had the desire to leave until these special youngsters came along.”

			“I’m sorry, Fortis,” said Luke. “I should have remembered. Without your change of heart, none of us would be here today.”

			“And without the three musketeers and the Maker, I also wouldn’t be here,” replied Fortis. “We are very fortunate.” 

			“Is it okay if I interrupt this moving conversation?” asked Alinta.

			“I’m sorry I brought it up,” replied Luke. “As old as I am, I still have a lot to learn.”

			“We all do,” replied Alinta, “but to get back on track, I’m wondering if there is anything else we should be looking for. It may help Jarli see the unseen.”

			“There was a hill,” answered Fortis, “but that could be gone, especially if it were near the mine.”

			“What if we could find an old picture?” asked Peter. 

			“Great idea!” said Dave. “Maybe there’s a library in town that has some old photos.”

			It was an excellent idea. The local library, a repository of thousands of photographs, was run by a librarian who had lived in Mount Isa her entire life. With the help of Peter, David, Catia, and Fortis, dozens of boxes were taken to the study room where the caretakers scoured photos from the late eighteen hundreds to the 1960s. It wasn’t until late in the day that Catia quietly carried a photo album across the room to Fortis. “Take a look at this photo taken in the early 1900s. I see a riverbed, a dirt road, and a hill off in the distance, plus there are men with shovels posing in the picture.”

			

			Peter and David, tired from research, overheard Catia’s comment. They watched as Fortis studied the photo. “Nice find, Catia! We need to find out where this photo was taken. The portal is close.” 

			The rest of the team hurried over to view the photo. “This is excellent,” said Alinta. “Maybe the librarian can help with Fortis’s request.” Alinta left the room, came back with the head librarian, and showed her the picture. “I know this is a crazy request, but would you know where this photo was taken 118 years ago?” 

			“Sorry, ma’am, no one here can help, but Mr. Johnston might know. He’s ninety-eight years old and sort of the town historian. He doesn’t mind answering any questions like yours. I’ll give you his address. He’s within walking distance of the library, or you can use our phone to call him if you’d like.”

			Jarli called and discovered that Mr. Johnston would love to talk about the town’s history. He was a retired schoolteacher willing to meet everyone in the meeting room at the town library in thirty minutes. 

			Many of the caretakers grinned when a spry old man walked into the library. “I know who that is,” whispered David to Peter.

			Peter whispered back, “Yeah, me too! He looks like he was around when the town began. I hope he’s helpful.” 

			“Hello, Mr. Johnston,” said Jarli in her native Australian brogue. My name is Jarli. I spoke to you on the phone. We are so thankful for your help. Let me introduce you to my friends.” 
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			“Oh, please, Jarli, my name is Eric, but everybody calls me Ecca. How can I help you?” 

			Mr. Johnston, or Ecca, as he liked to be called, was filled with information, plus he knew exactly where the photo was taken. “Of all these photos, I’m intrigued as to why you’re interested in this one.”

			Ecca’s use of the word intrigued began a flurry of disconnected thoughts in Jarli’s mind, but none of them were her own. Few caretakers had the ability to read minds, and it was often disconcerting when it occurred. Her mind was filled with the picture of a small, frightened boy watching a man and his dog walk in a dry riverbed. Clearly, the photo had stirred old memories. Knowing Ecca’s age and estimating the age of the boy, she decided to guess at the year this event was occurring. “Ecca, do the years 1931, 32, or 33 mean anything to you?” 

			Ecca’s eyes widened. “Oh, yes, ma’am, 1932 is forever etched in my mind, and I suspect it means something to you as well, especially in light of this location.”

			Jarli’s journey into the recesses of Ecca’s swirling thoughts was unable to determine anything else. “Ecca, did you see something strange in this area back in 1932?”

			Ecca raised his finger and pointed to a nearby chair. “Please, I must sit. You are asking me something that happened ninety-two years ago that has never been resolved. I was six years old, and I saw a man and his dog disappear into thin air. I told my mother and father, but they never believed me. I came back repeatedly over the years, but never witnessed anything more in all that time. I’ve come to wonder if it really happened.”

			Fortis’s expression suddenly shifted to anger. “What is it, Fortis?” asked Jarli telepathically. “Do you know of this?”

			“Yes, Jarli, I remember very well. It was the only time I experienced a dog passing into a portal. I am so ashamed.”

			

			Jarli returned to Ecca. “Could you show us where this occurred?” 

			“I will show you only if you tell me what is going on,” answered Ecca. 

			“Ecca, please let me talk with my friends. I’ll return in several minutes.”

			Jarli signaled the others to move out of the library. “What do you think? Should we tell him what happened to the man and the dog? I believe he deserves to know, but I defer to the group’s opinion.”

			“I think we should tell him,” replied David. 

			“Me too,” answered Peter, “but only if he agrees to never tell anyone else.”

			“I like Peter’s suggestion,” interjected Luke. “Even if he does tell, no one will believe him.” 

			“But if he sees us disappear, he may also try it,” suggested Catia. “How do we prevent that?”

			“We bring him with us,” said Fortis. “Once he sees the barren land where the sun rarely shines, I think he will forever avoid the portal.”

			“Let’s talk with him,” replied Jarli. “I think Fortis’s suggestion is best.” 

			Returning to the meeting room, the caretakers found Ecca viewing more photos. “Jarli, please check these. They’re even better than the one this beautiful young lady has discovered.”

			Catia blushed, and Fortis moved closer to view the new photos. “Can you take us there now?” asked Fortis. Fortis knew he had misspoken because the caretakers hadn’t decided the issue.

			“Yes, but you need to let me know what is going on.”

			Each member of the group nodded as Jarli stared in their direction. “Ecca, we need to be assured that you will never let anyone know what we’re about to show you.”

			Ecca began sobbing. “Jarli, and the rest of you, I am an old man. This matter has remained with me—and only me—my entire life. No one ever believed my story. I would like to know that I am not crazy before I die. You will have no problem with me, and perhaps I can help you.” 

			

			Everyone was satisfied. “When can we go?” asked Fortis. 

			“Follow me,” answered the excited old man. “It’s less than 0.7 kilometers from the library. For you American folks, that’s less than a half mile. But you may want to consider all the attention you’ll draw.”

			“Ecca, why don’t you be our guide around town. Will that look odd?” asked Jarli. 

			“Not at all, I’m known as the Town historian, and I’ve shown many folks around town.”
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			Discovering the Portal

			Ecca was in good shape for a ninety-eight-year-old man. Talking like a true tour guide, he steered the group past three town blocks to a bridge overlooking a relatively dry riverbed with ponded water in several locations. Ecca pointed to some trees several hundred yards away. “That’s where they vanished! It was somewhere back in the trees. I’ve searched repeatedly but have never found where the man and his dog disappeared.”

			“Will we look peculiar if we walk in the riverbed?” asked Jarli. 

			“As long as there’s no public warning, we’ll be fine. You should never walk in the riverbed with a forecast of rain—it can flood within minutes. And one more thing, everyone up on the roadways, from pedestrians to people in autos, will be watching us.”

			Ecca guided the group away from the ponded water to a dry section of the riverbed below. “Be careful where you step, ladies. Some of the sandy bottom can be soft.”

			“Thank you, Ecca,” replied Alinta. “We’ll do fine.”

			As they walked along the riverbed, it became clear Ecca’s prediction regarding nosy onlookers was accurate. Random attempts at humor—ranging from Hey, Ecca, are the in-laws visiting? Or, hey, old man, getting rid of more bodies?—were repeatedly shouted at the old schoolteacher. Ecca would yell back, kidding with each passing voice. Eventually, a town police officer stopped at the top of the embankment and asked Ecca what was going on. 

			

			Ecca looked at the group and whispered, “I’ve got this.” 

			“Hello, Mick, just some naturalists from out of town. I’m showing them the local plants and animals.”

			“No problem, Ecca. Just remember the restrictions.”

			“Got it, Mick, I already told them.”

			The officer smiled, waved, and drove off. “We should be good now,” said Ecca, “He’ll let the rest of the officers know what’s going on. I told you I’d be helpful.”

			“Fortis, are you seeing or feeling anything that might be helpful?” asked Jarli. 

			“Before you answer that, Fortis, would you let me know exactly what you’re looking for?” asked Ecca.

			Fortis’s glance toward Jarli was met with an affirmative nod, giving him the okay to answer. 

			“Ecca, it’s an opening in space.”

			“Like a wormhole?” 

			The caretakers were pleasantly surprised by Ecca’s comment, but the more they thought about it, the more it made sense. A retired schoolteacher who taught science would know of these theories and might even believe in them. 

			After an hour of searching, some members of the group began to question Ecca’s memory, while others became restless. David looked for frogs in the river, and Peter started throwing rocks at a kite caught in a tree. “Do you get much wind to fly kites here?” asked Peter. 

			 Ecca looked up at the kite and smiled. “We do, young man, especially at this time. That kite looks new—probably came from the rodeo. It’s a shame you folks
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