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Chapter One – Winter Rains
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Will looked out the window through the magnifying glass. For a moment the world was distorted looking like it curved around him. Then he pulled his head back. The perspective returned to normal. He was bored, so he had snatched the magnifying glass off his father’s desk and started walking around the house with it up to his eye. He almost tripped over things several times. He had hoped the sun would come out, so he could focus its light through the magnifying glass into a beam that would catch on fire the pile of twigs he made out in the yard last week. But outside the rain just kept coming down. Will frowned realizing the twigs must be soaked by now.  

It had been raining like this for several days since his father left on his business trip to St. Louis. Will realized it was rainy weeks like this when he really missed the sun. Even the Winter sun. But the worst part about all this rain was that it could have been snow. The temperature had climbed above freezing earlier in the week, and it was not predicted to drop back down until after the weekend. As a result, the little snow they did have on the ground was quickly washed away. And the small stream that ran through the backyard was now overflowing its banks, threatening to flood more of the yard. It certainly didn’t feel like winter. It just felt miserable. 

When Will heard Ken coming down the stairs, he quickly hid the magnifying glass in his pocket. Ken looked just as gloomy as Will felt.

“Well,” Will said, “I guess there’s no sledding today.”

“No kidding,” Ken agreed, “it’s not supposed to get cold again until next week. And then all this rain will be gone.”

“I wonder how much snow we missed?”

“The weather report said two inches of rain fell yesterday, then if another two inches falls today that would be around forty inches.”

“Forty inches? You mean like over three foot of snow?”

Ken nodded. “This could have been the snowstorm of the decade if it would have hit last week..... or next week.”

“But it had to come this week,” Will said. 

He turned and walked away from the window and over to the couch, where he plopped down the way his mother always told him not to do. He noticed a book on the coffee table. He picked it up and looked it over. It was titled The Prince and the Pauper. The author was Mark Twain.

“Looks like Mom’s reading another thrilling story.”

“That’s mine,” Ken said.

“You’re reading one of Mom’s books?” Will asked in disbelief.

“It’s homework,” Ken said.

Will started flipping through the book. 

“No pictures,” he said, “how do you understand the story?” 

Ken frowned. “Very funny,” he said.

“When do you have to finish it by?” Will asked, setting the book back down on the table.

“Monday. And I haven’t even started yet.”

“Oooh,” Will said, “you better get cracking. It’s not going to read itself.”

Ken smiled. “You know how much I love fiction. I just can’t get started. I was planning to read a chapter a day when I first borrowed it from the library. I didn’t do that, so now I got to read the whole thing in one weekend.”

Will was just thinking how Ken always messed up with things he didn’t like doing, how he always waited until the last minute, when an idea came to him. 

“Hey, why don’t we go to the Garden?”

“Today?” Ken asked, “in this weather?”

“Duh. It’s probably nice there,” Will said, “it’s always nice there.”

“I just told you I got to read that book.”

“Exactly,” Will said, “you could read the whole book there. And when you get back, only a couple of hours will’ve gone by.”

Will was referring to the fact that time passed differently in the Garden than in the regular world. They had spent days in the Garden and come back to find that only a few hours had passed.

“That’s true,” Ken said, sitting up.

He looked over his shoulder to make sure that their mother was nowhere near, then he leaned forward and whispered, “but what do we tell Mom?”

“Let’s just wait for her to go shopping,” Will whispered back, “then we can leave a note that we went to Dan’s house, and we’ll be back for dinner.”

Ken thought for a moment. “I still don’t think she has Dan’s mother’s phone number.”

Will didn’t like lying to his mother, but he couldn’t tell her they were going to play outside like they usually did when they snuck off to the Secret Garden. Not on a day like today.

“Wait a minute,” Ken said, “you’re not feeling like something bad is going on in the Garden, are you?” 

Ken knew his brother Will had a strong connection with the Secret Garden. Sometimes he could tell when something bad was happening there. Will paused for a moment and looked around the room.

“Nope,” he finally said, “I’m getting nothing.”

“Because, you know, if we go there, and we get involved in another adventure, I’m not going to be able to get any reading done.”

Will nodded. “If something comes up,” he said, “you can stay in the Garden with Mr. Heep and read your book. Murdock and I will take care of whatever it is. I promise.”

Mr. Heep was a blue man that lived in the Garden. He helped out when asked. Murdock was the First Attendant of the Lady of the Garden, a cat-like fellow who did not like being called a cat. He was their protector, advisor, and friend.

Ken shook his head slowly at what Will was saying. He knew that Will and Murdock would probably not take care of everything by themselves. They hadn’t in the past. He knew if he went, and something happened, he would probably get dragged along into whatever adventure Will jumped into with Murdock.

“But we got the judo tournament,” Ken said.

“That’s next weekend.”

“But you know how we always get really tired after spending time in the Garden.”

Will shrugged his shoulders. “We’ll have all week to rest up.”

Ken looked at Will. Going to the Secret Garden was not something he wanted to do on that Saturday. But he wondered if he said “no”, would Will still go without him? He got up from the couch and walked over to the back window. The rain was now coming down in buckets. 

Ken sighed. “Alright, I’ll go. But let’s try to make it a short visit.”

“Agreed,” Will nodded and smiled.
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Chapter Two – Just In Time


[image: ]


“Young masters,” Murdock greeted the brothers. 

The First Attendant of the Lady of the Garden was sitting in the soft grass just beyond the circle of stones. His fur was orange like the first time they met.

“Murdock!” Will shouted. He picked up his staff and quickly got up off the ground. 

The brothers had to use the mysterious circle of stones in the field behind their house to enter into the Secret Garden, which was not on any map you could buy. When the brothers moved from one place to the other, they usually got dumped on the ground.  

“You knew we were coming?” Ken asked, also getting up on his feet. He had on his backpack, where he had stashed his reading assignment, The Prince and the Pauper by Mark Twain. 

“I sensed someone using the Stone,” Murdock said.

Will and Ken removed the coats they wore and shook off the cold. The Garden was warm, and the sun hung high in an orange sky. There was a slight breeze from the north that caused the tall, soft grass of the meadowlands to bow and rise back up like waves on the ocean.

“It’s like it’s always summertime here,” Ken said.

“Lately there have been a few nights that were colder than usual,” Murdock said.

Ken looked at Will, who shook his head.

“I’m telling you, I didn’t sense anything.”

Will dropped back down on the ground and began taking off his wet shoes and socks. He usually went barefoot in the Garden, so that his feet could always be in touch with the land and the magic of the Lady that flowed through it. Ken usually kept his shoes on when he was in the Garden, but since they got soaking wet when they had to wade through the flooded stream behind their house back in Michigan, he started taking them off. 

“Well, how are things going?” Will asked.

“You have arrived just in time,” Murdock said, “a grave problem has arisen.”

Ken gave Will another hard look. 

“I am telling you,” Will said, “I didn’t.....”

“Alright, alright,” Ken said, “but obviously there’s something wrong.”

“Do you want to go back?” Will asked Ken

“No, I don’t want to go back now that I’m here. But....”

“Young masters!” Murdock shouted, “whatever disagreement you are having, it can wait. There is a matter that is more urgent and needs your immediate attention.”

Ken and Will looked at each other, surprised by Murdock’s tone.

“What’s the problem?” Will asked.

Follow me and I will explain on the way,” Murdock said in a more normal tone of voice, and without another word he started running in the direction toward the Garden.

The brothers gathered up their socks and shoes.

Murdock stopped and turned around.

“Hurry now!” he said, “they are waiting!”

“Alright, alright,” Ken said.

And the brothers started running after Murdock.

“You got him mad,” Will said to Ken.

“Me? I think you’re the one who ticked him off,” Ken countered. “Wait. Did Murdock just say they are waiting? Who’s they?”

The brothers ran faster, trying to hold onto to their wet coats, shoes, and socks. 

“Murdock, wait!” Ken said, “tell us what’s going on?”

Murdock stopped suddenly and turned around. Both brothers nearly ran into each other to keep from bumping into Murdock. They dropped their coats, shoes and socks.

“I am afraid to say that Gibson is missing!” Murdock said.

Gibson came to the Garden when he was a child along with his mother. His mother was the sister of Lady Anna, the previous protector of the Secret Garden before Will earned that title after the Lady Anna passed away. Now everyone called Gibson’s mother the Lady of the Falls, because that’s where she lived. At the waterfall. When the brothers first met her, she was a little strange. But after her son, Gibson, was returned to her. She became friendlier to them. And her son, Gibson, although he was older now, was also a friend of theirs in the Garden. 

“Missing?” Ken and Will asked at the same time.

“For how long?” Ken added. He started picking up his shoes and socks.

“We realized he was missing just before you arrived,” Murdock said, “That is when I perceived someone was using the stone. I immediately considered that Gibson might have gone back to the Land Beyond The Stone. But the Lady of the Falls assured me that he would not do such a thing.”

Ken looked at Will. “We didn’t see anybody on the other side,” he said.

“And it’s cold back there,” Will added, “It’s the middle of Winter.”

Murdock held up a paw. “Word has been sent across the Garden and into the lands beyond. All parties are now gathering to discuss his sudden disappearance,” Murdock said.

“Wait,” Will said, “I’m getting the feeling you think he didn’t just wander off, but something bad happened to him?”

“You are correct,” Murdock said, “we suspect Gibson was kidnapped.”

He then turned and started moving quickly again down the path toward the Garden.

“What?” Ken asked. And he took off after Murdock. Will came behind.

“I said we suspect Gibson was kidnapped,” Murdock repeated, this time shouting back over his shoulder, “now please hurry. There is no time to waste.”

The brothers ran after Murdock, catching him where the path branched around a large stone.

“Do you think John Silver had anything to do with it?” Will asked as they came around to the other side of the boulder.

John Silver was a notorious troublemaker who once tried to take over the Secret Garden, and another time kidnapped Ken and Will’s nephew.

“Nobody has seen the old pirate for quite a long time now,” Murdock said, “why would you think it was him?”

“I don’t know,” Will said, surprised by Murdock’s question.

“Who else could it be?” Ken asked, “I mean who else do we know that would kidnap somebody?”

“Yeah, Murdock,” Will agreed, “if not John Silver, then who?”

Murdock suddenly stopped again, and this time Ken and Will bumped into each other and both tumbled to the ground.

“Do you remember those toadmen?” Murdock asked.

“You mean the ones who were waiting for us when we got back from the Wildwood?” Will asked, once again getting up off the ground.

“The ones looking for Gibson,” Ken added.

Murdock nodded. “Yes, those ones,” he said, and seeing that Will and Ken were both now back on their feet, he turned and started running down the path again. The brothers threw their hands up in the air. Then they quickly picked their wet clothes up off the ground and started running again after Murdock. 

When they caught up to him, Murdock looked back at them.

“Toadmen have been spotted near the Garden along the edge of the Wildwood several times recently,” he said over his shoulder, “I had the Master Gardener and some of the woodcutters looking out for them and reporting to me if they saw them.” 

Here Murdock paused for just a moment.

“And then just this morning,” he continued, “they were spotted at the Waterfall.”

“No!” Will said.

“Didn’t they learn their lesson the first time?” Ken asked.

He was of course referring to how Will had scared off the toadmen using the Lady’s magic by turning their weapons into flowers and making their horses lie down and fall asleep.

Murdock stopped suddenly again, but the brothers were further back this time. They were able to jump to the side and avoid crashing into each other.

“He’s got to stop doing that,” Ken said to Will.

“Apparently they did not learn their lesson,” Murdock said to them, “I warned the Lady of the Falls, but she did not take my words seriously. And now Gibson is missing. He did not come to see his mother this morning as he promised he would.”

Murdock appeared to be frustrated and even a little angry. Will looked at Ken, wondering if he was going to say something to their old friend, but Murdock started running again toward the Garden.

“Did you send anyone after the toadmen?” Will called after him, “They couldn’t have gotten far.”

“They have horses with six legs,” Ken reminded him, “remember?”

“Oh, that’s right.”

“Who would I send, young master?” Murdock asked without turning around. 

Will felt the bite, not just of Murdock’s question, but also the tone of his voice. It felt like he was saying that Will had asked a dumb question. Something was definitely not right with Murdock, and Will told himself he would find out what was going on. It couldn’t be just because Gibson had disappeared. But there was no time to say anything more about it as they reached the Garden. In the distance they saw a crowd of people gathered near the Forever Rainbow. Will recognized many of those he had come to know and love- Mr. Heep, The Lady of the Falls, the Monkey King, and..... what? There standing next to the Lady of the Falls was Gibson.
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Chapter Three – A Change in the Story
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“Welcome back,” the Lady of the Falls said to Will and Ken as they walked into the center of the gathering.

“My Lady,” Will said with a bow. He then turned and bowed to the Monkey King, who smiled and showed his teeth, a sign of respect among his people.

Looking around, Will nodded at everybody until he came to Gibson, who met his look with interest.

Gibson smiled. 

“As you can see, I am not missing,” he said.

“Thank the Lady for that,” his mother, the Lady of the Falls said.

Of course, she was not referring to herself, but the mysterious Lady of the Garden. 

“Then it was a false alarm?” Will asked.

Gibson shook his head. 

“I’m afraid not. The Shepard Boy is missing,” he said.

Murdock let out a deep sigh.

“Gibson was late returning from the Wildwood,” the Lady of the Falls explained, “At first, I was concerned, but not too worried. He had returned late before. But then one hour became several hours, and I heard that toadmen had been seen heading north pulling a cart with captives from the Garden.”

“Captives?” Ken asked, “so it’s not just the Shepard Boy?”

The Lady nodded, then turned to a burly, little woodcutter, who stepped forward.

“I saw about a dozen of them toadies with their blue ponies just west of the Wildwood about three clicks from here,” he said.

“Did you notice how many ‘captives’ were in the cart?” Ken asked.

“From a distance I would say a sharp dozen,” the woodcutter said.

Ken looked at Will. “I wonder who else is missing?”

“Murdock, where is Mr. Pi?” Will asked.

Here Mr. Heep stepped forward. 

“Mr. Pi said he was going out to the Open Lands,” Mr. Heep said in his slow, soft voice, “to update his count.”

“A bunch of buddlewogs and snuggle bunnies,” Murdock muttered.

“What’s that?” Will asked.

“Nothing,” Murdock said.

But Will had definitely heard a tone in Murdock’s voice that he had not heard before. He looked to Ken, but his brother was now talking with Gibson.

“Murdock, please send for Mr. Pi,” Will said, “tell him I’d like to see an updated count of all the creatures in the Garden.”

Murdock nodded. Then took a step closer to Will so he could almost whisper in his ear. 

“You should also speak with his highness, the Monkey King,” Murdock said quietly to Will, “we need to request that he increase his patrols. His lands are closest to the Wildwood where the toad men were spotted.”

Will nodded, waited a moment, then turned toward the Monkey King.

“Your highness, if possible, can I speak with you? In private?”

The Monkey King nodded.

Will sometimes felt silly saying things like ‘your highness’. It was very awkward at first, but he realized he was starting to become better at it. He just had to be careful not to speak this way when he was back home in Michigan. 

Somebody grabbed his shoulder. It was Gibson.

“Are you going after them?” Gibson asked.

“Yes, as soon as I speak with the Monkey King.”

“I’ll send word to my friends in the Wildwood and ask for their help.”

“Thank you,” Will smiled, “I may have the Lady’s magic, but at the moment I’ll take all the help I can get.”

Will now moved away from everyone and closer to the Monkey King who already stood apart from the others. Murdock followed close behind. Will got right to the point and asked the Monkey King to increase his patrols along the lands bordering the Wildwood. The Monkey King agreed, but he asked if Will could do him a favor in return. Will was about to ask him what the favor might be, when Murdok interrupted.

“Your highness,” Murdock said to the Monkey King, “the agreement that exists between our lands is that we will mutually come to each other’s aid in times of trouble. Not exchange services.”

Will was surprised. It was not like Murdock to speak forcefully like this to anyone. The Monkey King reacted by folding his hairy arms in front of him. Will sensed the tension in the air. Surprised, he looked at Murdock to do something. But Murdock just stared at the Monkey King, who stared right back at him.

The Lady of the Falls approached. 

“Excuse my interruption, but we have heard that the King of the Dragons is sending an envoy. He will be here soon to offer any assistance he can.”

Hearing this, the Monkey King smiled at Will, baring his teeth in a most polite way.

“Of course I will increase our patrols,” he said, and he gave Murdock an icy look before turning once more to Will, “please remember who came to your aid first.”

“You are our most important ally,” The Lady of the Falls said.

And still smiling, the Monkey King left them. Will looked first at Murdock, then at the Lady of the Falls. He was not sure what to say. Murdock was still glaring at the retreating figure of the Monkey King. The Lady of the Falls was watching Murdock with a look of concern.

“We should leave as soon as we can,” Murdock said, then he turned and walked away.

The Lady of the Falls waited for Murdock to go out of earshot. 

“The Dragon King is not really coming,” she said to Will.

He looked a little confused. “Then why did you say he was?” he asked.

She glanced once more at the retreating figure of Murdock.

“I made it up. You know how competitive the Monkey King is with the King of the Dragons. I figured he would agree to whatever you were asking him if he thought the Dragon King was on his way to offer help.

Will nodded and smiled. “That was quick thinking. Thank you. But....”

Here he paused trying to find the right words. When he didn’t say anything, the Lady of the Falls finished his sentenced for him, “but what is wrong with Murdock? Is that what you’re wondering?”

“Yeah.”

The Lady of the Falls sighed.

“Poor Murdock,” she said, “he thinks he is getting old.”
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Chapter Four - The Chase
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“What?” Ken asked, “did Murdock find a grey hair?”

Will shushed him. He did not want their friend to hear they were talking about him. He had just told his brother what the Lady of the Falls told him. That Murdock thought he was getting old. 

Ken moved closer and lowered his voice. 

“Why does he think he’s getting old?” he asked.

Will shrugged his shoulders.

“Alright, we’ll find a way to talk to him about it later,” Ken said, “when nobody else is around.”

Will nodded his agreement. 

“Now let me tell you what Gibson said,” Ken offered.

He began to tell his brother how Gibson was going to try and get some help from his friends in the Wildwood, but before he could finish, Mr. Heep came over. He wanted to know who was going to look after the Shepard Boy’s sheep, since he was the one most likely kidnapped by the toadmen. Then right about when Will was going to say something about the sheep to Mr. Heep, Mr. Pi showed up with the count of who was missing from the Garden. But before he got into the details, he wanted to make sure that Will understood that he would not be completely sure about his count until later that afternoon. But before he could make Will understand, the burly, little woodcutter interrupted. He wanted to see if he should get back to cutting out some dead trees, or if he should stick around, in case they needed any help.

“Murdock, can you please talk to Mr. Heep. He always listens to you. And Ken, please tell the woodcutter he can go back to what he was doing before all this started. I think we have enough help. I’ll talk to Mr. Pi.”

“We should depart without haste,” Murdock said.

Ken nodded. “Gibson gave me an idea about which way the toadmen went. He said he found their trail leading off across the hills.”

“Alright, alright,” Will said, “we’ll leave from here in five minutes. But there’s one more thing I’d like to do before we leave.”

“What’s that?” Ken asked.

“Murdock,” Will asked, “did the Lady Anna use gramble dogs for tracking down lost items?”

“As a matter of fact, she did.”

“I thought I read that in one of her diaries,” Will said to Ken, “she put them in the Garden for their good hearing, but they also turned out to have a good sense of smell.”

“But how in the world are you going to get gramble dogs to come here quickly?” Murdock asked.

“Like this,” Will said, and he tapped the ground with his staff and created a silver whistle in the palm of his hand, “Ken used something like this to scare off the yellow coyotes. But it also called gramble dogs.”

Murdock looked unconvinced. Ken nudged Will, and Will handed the whistle to Murdock.

“What do I do with this?”

“Blow into it,” Ken said.

Murdock put the silver whistle to his lips and blew lightly into it.

“You got to blow harder than that,” Will said.

So, Murdock took in a deep breath and blew as hard as he could into the whistle. Of course, there was no sound that came out of it that they could here. Only a dog with more sensitive hearing could hear it. Murdock tapped the whistle and was about to blow it again, when Will stopped him.

“Once should be enough.”

And sure enough, a few minutes later, two floppy-eared gramble dogs came running up on their short, stout legs.

“That was fast,” Ken said.

Murdock handed the whistle back to Will. 

“By now everyone in the Garden must have heard the news about the kidnappers,” Murdock said, “so everyone must want to lend their assistance.”

Will smiled at Ken, and with another tap of his staff, he produced two slings. One he gave to Ken, and the other one he slipped over his shoulder. Then he bent down and picked up one of the gramble dogs and slid it into the sling over his shoulder. The little dog seemed comfortable and did not try to wriggle free. Ken scooped up the second little gramble dog. But he would not stop twisting and wriggling, and Ken was having trouble sliding him into the sling. Will was considering to use some magic to make the gramble dog sleep, when suddenly Murdock stepped forward and hissed at the little dog. Afraid, it pulled its head back into the sling and would not move. 

The brothers looked at Murdock.

“I never had much patience for gramble dogs,” Murdock said as he started walking over to Mr. Heep, “but they are without equals when it comes to catching invisible snakes.”

Five minutes later, Will, Ken, Murdock, and two gramble dogs, one sleeping and one hiding, were tramping across the tall grass toward the spot where Gibson said he had found the toadmen’s tracks. The sun was already dropping in the orange sky toward the western horizon.

“So much for a short visit,” Ken said.

Will ignored him. “Murdock,” he asked, “do you think it will get cold out on the Meadowlands tonight?”

“Yes, I believe it will. I should be fine, but your clothes are still wet.”

With one more twist of his staff, Will made hooded sweaters for him and Ken. Will’s fit well, but Ken’s was a little small. He was still trying to get his head through the neck of the sweater when they reached the place that Gibson had told them about. The grass all around was trampled. It was clear that heavy animals had been there. And there were two trails running parallel to each other, which Will guessed would be the wheels of a cart. They cut a path through the tall grass over the hills to the north. Will took his gramble dog out of his sling. It wanted to continue napping, but he held it out in front of him.

“Toadmen,” he said, “you need to find the toadmen.”

Then he placed the little dog on the ground. As soon as he did, it sniffed the ground and with a yap-yap started running along the cart tracks heading north. 

“Aren’t you going to put your gramble dog down?” Will asked Ken.

Ken didn’t think his gramble dog would come out of the sling as long as Murdock was around, but he said. 

“Let’s keep mine as backup. In case yours gets tired.”

Will got the drift of what Ken was doing. He agreed and announced that there was no sense in tiring both dogs out early. They were not sure how far they would have to go that night. They started after the gramble dog, following the cart wheel tracks. After about a mile they found the little dog sitting and panting in the grass.

“He’s tired already,” Will said.

“Should I use mine?” Ken asked.

“No, let’s just follow these cart tracks. At least until it gets too dark to see them.”

They tried to cover as much ground as they could while it remained light out. But before long the sun was dipping below the horizon, and the stars were coming out in the east.  Will guessed they had gone three or four miles since they left the Garden. Still, they could see nothing ahead of them except the cart tracks leading
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