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      Paul followed behind Erel. The young Olphin’s long, furry tail swayed from side to side as he glided across the moss-covered ground, leaving no trace of his passing. His excitement was unmistakable, as Paul watched the twitch of Erel’s ears, his every movement tense with anticipation. Erel had something to show the human, but he was nervous.

      Paul—called Olpa by the Olphin—had spent years earning the tribe’s trust. Today he would meet Davax, the most feared force on Preenkon. He tried to slow his breathing, to calm himself. His jaw tightened as he fought back fear. No other being outside the Olphan tribe had ever been granted this honor.

      Davax was a god to the Olphin. To outsiders, he was considered a nightmare. Even Erel, who frequently visited the dragon, was uneasy about this meeting. If things went well, Davax would accept Paul as an ally. If not, the human could become his next meal. The dragon’s rule was absolute.

      The journey was long and treacherous, made worse by the narrow path overlooking deadly drops. Gusts of wind sometimes blew dust into their faces, momentarily blinding them. At one point, Paul tripped and slid, nearly tumbling over the edge. His knees were bruised and his hands raw as he managed to stop his slide. But Erel was an excellent guide and pointed out dangers to avoid and easier paths up the rugged mountainside.

      They climbed for hours. When at last they reached the cave’s mouth, Paul stopped, heart pounding, and drew in a deep breath. Hands trembling and head aching, he sat for a moment on a flat rock just outside the cave. Erel waited patiently as the human recovered his strength.

      Then, from the darkness of the cave, came the deep, thunderous sound of an enormous beast breathing—slow and powerful. Startled, Paul jumped to his feet.

      As they stood at the entrance, Erel motioned for Paul to enter. Several piles of bones lay scattered along the walls. Shuddering, he let out a long sigh as he stepped to the center of the opening with Erel by his side. Erel bowed low toward the shadowed depths of the cave and muttered something softly in the Olphin tongue. Rising again, he crossed to the far side, leaving Paul standing alone.

      Something stirred. Paul’s ears caught a faint rustling sound like claws scraping bare rock. He held his breath. Then a pause. Paul’s eyes widened as Davax moved into the blood-red sunlight of Preenkon.

      He was enormous, with scales gleaming like hammered emeralds. His head brushed the roof of the cavern twenty feet above. With quiet dignity, he walked to the center of the cave. As he drew closer, the ground trembled under his feet. Involuntarily, Paul stepped back. The dragon’s brilliant golden eyes narrowed as he studied the newcomer Erel had brought to him.

      Paul swallowed hard, caught between awe and terror. His first instinct was to run, but he forced himself to remain still. He had to appear brave, no matter the cost.

      Time itself seemed to pause as Davax lowered his majestic head. In that suspended moment, Paul and Davax stood face to face. The enormous dragon studied him. Then the dragon lifted his head high and roared. The cave itself seemed to quiver. As Davax lowered his head again, he locked eyes with Paul, his gigantic mouth only inches away. As the dragon exhaled, his hot breath hit Paul directly in the face, but somehow, he stood his ground and fought the urge to scream.

      Paul’s eyes shot to Erel, standing uneasily in the shadows, concern etched in the corners of his mouth and eyes. Looking back at the dragon, Paul shuddered visibly. Fighting panic, he waited for Davax to decide his fate.
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            THE QUIET TOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      The humming started at 5:37 a.m. in the small town of Woodhill. It was faint—barely more than a whisper—and lasted only a few seconds. Most people slept through it, the way they might sleep through distant thunder rolling far beyond the horizon.

      George didn’t.

      He woke with a sharp intake of breath, heart hammering, the sound already fading as he pushed himself upright in bed. For a long moment, he sat perfectly still, listening, waiting for it to return. It didn’t.

      George swallowed and pulled the blanket tight beneath his chin. He kept his eyes fixed on the ceiling, careful not to look toward the nightstand beside him. Some things were better left unseen, especially at his age.

      A few blocks away, young Mike Matthews slept on, unaware that anything had happened at all. On his nightstand sat a small glass bowl, the water inside perfectly still. His goldfish drifted near the surface, gills slowing, as if the room itself had forgotten how to breathe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Woodhill, Illinois, was a quiet small town, sitting in a forgotten corner of Midwestern America. It was the kind of town where adults liked things to be predictable. They worked their jobs, celebrated with their friends, raised their children, and slept at night, knowing everything was safe.

      Peaceful and normal—until the hum started. That summer, things changed in ways no one could predict. Adventure often likes to hide in the shadows, and when it steps out, it can be more thrilling than you imagine—and more dangerous.
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      Late spring softened the air, fresh with promise. Summer was quickly approaching. Dandelions filled lush lawns and pushed through cracked sidewalks. Birds sketched quick lines across a liquid blue sky. Two blocks from the high school, at the corner of Ashford Street and Main Street, a small, red-painted diner rested beneath a hand-lettered sign:

      AL’S SNACK SHACK

      Few people in town called it that. To most in Woodhill, it was just The Shack. It wasn’t much to look at: peeling trim, a plain glass door, four roomy booths lining one wall, and a scatter of small tables in the dining area. It was like hundreds of other diners in hundreds of other small towns, but to the teens of Woodhill, it was their social center.

      School had just let out when three teen girls stepped in, laughing and talking loudly. They made a beeline for their usual table by the big window in front of the diner.

      Camelia Turner—Camie for short—worked the day shift. She spotted them immediately but didn’t rush over to wait on them. There was no need. They were regulars, and she knew their order by heart. As she watched them take their seats, Camie placed her purse under the counter and put her apron on, making certain the order book and straws were in her apron pockets.

      Beth Harmon flopped into her seat first, shoulder-length blond hair glinting under the lights. She had a quick smile, a pleasant face, and a voice that demanded attention. When Beth spoke, people always listened. Her blue eyes sparkled when she spoke, and everyone loved her.

      Susan Shaw slid into the seat next to her. Shorter than Beth, she had a round face and warm blue eyes. She was more self-conscious than the other two and seldom had an original thought. She worshiped Beth and would do anything to please her.

      The third girl in the group was Hildy Reynolds. She was as tall as Beth, with long black hair and thoughtful brown eyes. Hildy was the quiet one. The deep thinker. The silent scholar. School came easy to her, but socially, she would rather fade into the background. As she slipped into the chair, her dark eyes drifted toward the window as if listening for something no one else could hear.

      The three had been inseparable since grade school. Hildy loved both her friends, though sometimes she would rather be alone. They were more social. But Hildy dreamed of faraway places and impossible adventures, all the while knowing she was too timid to chase either.

      Beth launched straight into a rant. “Honestly Hildy, why are you freaking out over history? Everyone hates that class. It’s the most boring one in school.”

      Susan nodded. “Totally. Mrs. Hilbert could make a revolution sound like a bedtime story. I stop listening after about five minutes!” She looked over at Beth in anxious agreement.

      Beth continued, “See? Even Susan agrees.” Susan relaxed a bit and smiled at this. “Besides, what are you worried about? You already have an A in there.”

      Hildy shrugged. It wasn’t really about history class. Lately, she found herself staring into space during all her classes, the world slipping sideways as if something unseen were pulling at her thoughts. And she hadn’t slept well last night. She had woken up early for no apparent reason and could not fall back to sleep. “I don’t know. I just… worry I’ll blank out during the final test.”

      “Oh, come on,” Beth continued. “History is just so, I don’t know, unnecessary, don’t you think? If I ran the school, I would drop history completely. Replace it with something useful—fashion design or TikTok strategy.”

      Hildy smiled faintly. She knew better than to argue, but as she looked out through the smudged glass at the sunny street, a strange thought crossed her mind: What if things were different? What if something in my life changed and everything became more exciting? Wouldn’t that be great?

      Before Hildy could respond to Beth’s question, Camie arrived at the table. “Hi girls. How’s it going? The usual order, I suppose?”

      Beth smiled at Camie and said, “Yeah. The usual. Thanks Camie.”

      Susan nodded, and as Camie turned away, Beth quickly changed the subject. “So—have either of you seen the new guy? Mike Matthews?”

      Susan’s eyes lit up. “Oh yes! I saw him yesterday in the hallway. He’s so tall and handsome. He is really dreamy. And his hair—oh my gosh—so golden.”

      Beth giggled. “Like beach sand. And his eyes are a perfect shade of blue. If he looks at me, I think I’ll just melt.”

      Across the table, Hildy rolled her eyes. “Melt? Into a puddle? Really Beth?”

      “Don’t act like you don’t care,” Beth said. “If you’d seen him, you’d get it.”

      But Hildy had seen Mike. It had been between class periods, moving through the crowded hall with his head down. He hadn’t looked at anyone or smiled. He walked like he was somewhere else entirely, a step out of phase with everyone around him. She had tried not to stare—but she hadn’t forgotten seeing him.

      Camie arrived at their table carrying a tray containing three sodas and a large basket of fries.

      Beth’s brain changed lanes again. “Okay, news. My parents are planning a trip to Michigan when school lets out for the summer. We might rent a boat. Maybe even water-ski. Oh, and speaking of water, the pool is giving swimming lessons this summer! We should all go.”

      “I’m in for that,” Susan said quickly. “I’d love to learn how to swim! What do you think, Hildy?”

      Hildy picked up a fry and slowly looked at it, turning it over in her fingers. “Probably not. I’m… not much of a water person.”

      “You’re afraid, Hildy,” Beth said, not unkindly. “I know that, but that’s why you should take lessons. Once you learn, you won’t be afraid anymore. And besides, it will give us something to do.”

      “And,” Susan added, “there might even be cute boys there.” She looked over at Hildy and giggled.

      Beth and Susan clinked their sodas together. Hildy smiled but said nothing. She didn’t want to talk about boys. Or swimming. Or anything that made the ground feel like it might tilt under her feet.

      Beth continued talking about Michigan but suddenly froze mid-sentence and nearly tipped over her drink. “Guys—look!” She pointed eagerly out the window.

      Outside, a cluster of boys walked past, backpacks slung low, joking as they went. A few steps behind them walked the new boy—Mike Matthews.

      Beth squealed and grabbed Susan’s hand. Susan beamed and started whispering fast.

      Hildy just watched.

      Mike didn’t glance at The Shack. He stared at the sidewalk and kept moving slowly, like someone carrying heavy thoughts. For a flicker of a second, Hildy felt sorry for him. He was new in town and didn’t have any friends yet. As he walked alone in his quiet thoughts, Hildy sensed a kinship. And something else—a tug in her chest, sudden and small, like a thread pulled tight.

      She couldn’t name what it was. But she felt different somehow. Like something important was changing within her. And she wasn’t sure she wanted it to.
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            WALKING HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      As the three girls finished their order, the main topic of conversation was Mike Matthews. “See,” Beth said. “I told you he’s dreamy! What do you think?”

      “Oh yes!” Susan giggled. “Very!”

      But Hildy didn’t speak. She hardly heard what Beth and Susan were saying. She was lost in her own thoughts and feelings.

      For just a heartbeat, Hildy felt an odd connection. Not love. Nothing like that.

      After a while, Beth walked up to the counter to pay since it was her turn. While she waited at the counter, Susan turned to Hildy and said softly, “This was fun, wasn’t it?” Pausing for a moment, she continued, “Listen, Hildy, don’t stress over history, okay? You are the smartest person I know. You’ll do just fine on the test. You will not freeze.”

      Hildy let out a sigh. “Thanks. I know I can overthink things sometimes.”

      “You know, Hildy, you’re braver than you think,” Susan said. “You just don’t see it yet. But I can, and I admire you for that.”

      The words landed deeper than Susan knew. Hildy almost hugged her.

      Beth bounced back. “All paid for! Move it, before my mom loses her mind.” Beth’s mom was strict, but with a spirited girl like Beth, Hildy understood why.

      As the girls waved to Camie and stepped into the bright May afternoon, the sunlight made them squint. The air smelled like cut grass and warm pavement. Beth and Hildy were next-door neighbors, but Susan lived in the opposite direction. When they reached the corner, they waved goodbye to Susan, then headed home together.

      Beth kept talking—Michigan, boats, summer, boys—but Hildy’s thoughts drifted: the history test, the swimming lessons, the new boy, and that strange tightness in her chest. Something was changing. She just couldn’t put her finger on it.
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      As they turned down a quieter street, they passed a few small businesses. The first was a small bookstore, followed by a tailor shop. After that stood a narrow, dismal building with tarnished brass letters:

      WILLIS & CO. ANTIQUES AND COLLECTIBLES

      The display window held a jumble of things that used to matter to someone: old clocks, glass bottles, porcelain teacups, and dolls. All those items had been left and forgotten, much like the little shop itself. In the back of the shop, at a dim counter, sat the shop’s owner, Magnus P. Willis.

      He looked up in time to see the girls passing by. Kids, he thought. School must be out. He looked up at the clock on his mantel and noticed it was after 4:30.

      Magnus didn’t care much for children. He couldn’t relate to them, or anyone else for that matter. But as he stared out his dusty window, his gaze locked on the tall, dark-haired girl. Strange. There was something about her. Something different.

      He watched in silence as they walked past his window. Then he heard it again. An odd, low-pitched humming noise. He had first heard it a few days before, but as the girls walked by, the humming became louder, more constant. And then it slowly faded as Hildy turned the corner.

      Peculiar, he thought to himself. Frowning, he adjusted his glasses and looked down at the ledger in front of him. Jumping up, he bolted to the door and ran outside his shop. Rushing to the corner, he watched Hildy and Beth as they continued down the street. There, he could hear the hum again, only faintly. His eyes followed the girl with the long brown hair. Yes, the hum seemed to recede as she walked away. He watched in awe as she disappeared behind a row of bushes.

      Magnus stood transfixed for several minutes. The girl was gone now. And so was the sound.

      Turning, he walked briskly back to his shop. Entering, he locked the door behind him and flipped the small sign in the window so it read “Closed.” In the desk drawer of his counter, he found his journal and opened it to the next blank page. There, he eagerly scribbled a note:

      
        
        Today I think I found the source of the humming noise. It seems to be a girl. I don’t know her name yet, but I must find out.

      

      

      He underlined the word “must” three times and then started a new line:

      
        
        I know this is important! I will follow her if I must! I have to find the connection.
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            MAGNUS P. WILLIS

          

        

      

    

    
      Magnus P. Willis heard the sound again early the next morning. Too early in the day for the girl to be walking by. But it was that unmistakable low-pitched humming, distant and weak.

      He climbed out of bed and searched for his glasses. It was still dark, but he didn’t turn the light on. If someone was outside, he feared they might see that he was up. Pressing his face against the window, his eyes fought to see outside. Nothing. Then, just as suddenly as it began, the sound stopped.

      Frustrated and confused, he turned too quickly and banged his right knee soundly on his nightstand. Grasping his knee and cursing, he sank to the floor and yelled. Reaching for the lamp, he flipped it on, expecting to see blood. No, no blood, but a nasty bruise was already forming over his kneecap. After rubbing it softly, he climbed back into bed. But now there would be no sleep.
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      The next morning, Magnus arrived at his shop early. He wanted to be there before school started. It might be his chance to see that girl again. To test his theory—that the sound came from her.

      He left the shop dark, as it would normally be at that hour. This also made it easier to peer through the glass at anyone passing by. He stood motionless for over forty minutes, his right knee aching from his accident early that morning.

      At last, his patience paid off. Turning the corner was that girl and her friend.

      Magnus listened intently for any hint of the humming. As they grew closer to his shop, he pulled back further into the shadows. Then they walked in front of his door. No sound except for the excited chatter of the blond girl as they passed by. Before they got to the end of the block, he cracked open his door slightly and stuck his head outside. He strained with all his might to hear anything, but still no humming. So, it wasn’t emanating from the girl. Or maybe it did, but not all the time. Clearly, he needed more study. He would have to get closer to the girl, maybe follow her, but not to school. Maybe on the way home.

      Returning to his dark store, he silently closed the door and walked to his desk. Picking up his journal, he excitedly scribbled another note:

      
        
        I still think the girl is the answer. And I think this is something extraordinary. No one can know I’m watching. What if I’m wrong?

      

      

      His glasses slid down on his nose, and he raised his hand to straighten them. Then he added another quick line:

      
        
        No. I can’t be wrong. I know this is something special.

      

      

      Magnus sat back and closed the journal. This could be the chance he had waited for all his life, the change that would show everyone just how special and important he was.
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            THE HUM

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, Woodhill slept beneath a thin veil of storm clouds. Rain had fallen earlier, but now the streets gleamed under the streetlights, quiet and slick like glass.

      In her bedroom on Ashford Street, Hildy lay awake, listening to the steady drip from the gutter outside her window. She tried to think about her history test, about Beth’s endless chatter, but her mind refused to stay put. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the new boy again—walking past the Shack, eyes lowered, lost in his own thoughts.

      There’d been something about him. A stillness. A kind of weight. And that strange pull in her chest hadn’t faded.

      She rolled onto her side and looked toward the nightstand. Her phone buzzed once, Beth’s name lighting the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        BETH: u still up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        HILDY: yeah. can’t sleep. How ‘bout you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BETH: lol same. you thinking about Mike? – lol

      

      

      

      

      

      Hildy smiled faintly, thumbs hovering over the keyboard.

      
        
          
            
              
        HILDY: maybe a little.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BETH: dream big, girl

      

      

      

      

      

      Hildy stared at the message for a moment, then set her phone face-down. But in her heart, she knew it was something deeper. A connection of sorts. A feeling she couldn’t name.

      Outside, wind brushed through the trees, and a faint hum—barely there—seemed to vibrate in the distance. She sat up. It wasn’t a car or thunder. More like a low electrical hum, steady and unnatural.

      It faded after a few seconds, leaving only silence.

      She told herself it was nothing. A transformer, maybe. Or her imagination. But part of her knew something was different.
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      Across town, behind the dusty glass of Willis & Co. Antiques, a single light still glowed.

      Magnus sat motionless behind the counter. The humming had returned, still faint, but more frequent now.

      He turned toward the front window. The street outside was dark and empty.

      And yet, for the first time in years, he didn’t feel alone.

      Something unseen pressed lightly against the edge of his mind—curious, searching. He could almost hear it whispering behind the glass.

      The sound, or thought, or whatever it was, vanished, leaving him trembling.

      Magnus exhaled shakily, closed his ledger, and whispered into the stillness, “What was that? I don’t understand.”

      But the shop had gone quiet again.
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      On the far side of town, Hildy finally drifted into sleep.

      She dreamed she was standing in front of a door—old wood, iron hinges, a strange symbol carved into its surface. Behind it came the same humming sound she’d heard earlier, only louder now, pulsing like a heartbeat.

      When she reached out to touch the door, a keyhole shimmered in the wood, and light spilled through the cracks, bright and red.

      Then a man’s voice—not one she knew—spoke her name.

      “Hildy.”

      She gasped and woke. The room was dark; the storm was gone. Her heart hammered. For a long moment, she just sat there, breathing.

      Out on Main Street, a single streetlight flickered and went out.
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            MIKE’S STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike ran.

      He didn’t know why exactly—only that when he was running, the world made sense. His shoes slapped the cracked pavement of Ashford Street, breath fogging in the cool morning air. A few early risers watched from porches as he passed, that new kid who didn’t wave.

      He liked it that way.

      Running meant he didn’t have to talk or even think. The sound of his feet and heartbeat drowned out everything else.

      He reached the edge of town and slowed near the trees, hands on his knees, breathing hard. The sky was still bruised from sunrise. Somewhere far off, thunder grumbled again.

      He hated storms. They reminded him of the night he lost his parents—wet road, sudden curve, the silence that follows a scream. He squeezed his eyes shut, but the memory still came. The headlights spinning, glass breaking, and then nothing. Only he had survived the crash.

      He’d been fourteen. Just old enough to know that “accident” is a word adults use when they don’t have a better one. Now, alone in the world, he moved from relative to relative, never quite fitting in.

      With each new family, there were hugs and smiling promises of fresh starts, but it never seemed to work out. What was the point? Fresh starts never made things right.

      Then he came to live with his Aunt Sally and her husband, Billy. This time was different and more comfortable. Their house was small, but Mike had his own little room, a refuge when thoughts became too overwhelming. Sally was a wonderful soul and showed kindness despite her scattered thoughts. But Billy… he was another story.

      Billy drank. And when he did, he was not pleasant to be around.

      Mike soon learned how to handle that. He kept a low profile, staying out of the way as much as he could. And when that didn’t work, that’s when his running started. When the house felt like it was closing in too tightly, he would lace up his sneakers and run out the door, regardless of the time of day or night. The feeling of the wind on his face and the pavement moving under his feet made him forget everything else. It didn’t solve his problems. But it was a much-needed reprieve.

      Everyone called him gifted because of how fast he ran. The track coach said he had a bright future ahead of him. But running had nothing to do with talent. It was his way of surviving.

      Aunt Sally never questioned him about it. She knew he needed the release. After a few weeks, she even bought him a pair of running shoes.

      One afternoon, while enjoying soup and a sandwich at the kitchen table, Sally said, “Mike, there’s something I need to talk to you about. I need your opinion.”

      He looked up from his sandwich, a little puzzled by her tone.

      “It’s your granddad,” she said. “I don’t know if you remember much about him, but he lives on his own just outside town, and he’s not doing well. I think it’s best if he moves in with us. I know the house is small, but we do have that spare room next to yours. What do you think?”

      Mike blinked. He knew he had a grandfather, but didn’t remember much about him. Only a quiet figure from visits before his parents died, sitting in a worn chair with a faraway look in his eyes.

      She continued, “He’s getting up in years and doesn’t really have anyone else.”

      “Sure,” he said after a moment. “It’s fine with me.”

      She smiled, relieved. “Good. I think you two will get along. I’ll warn you ahead of time that he’s a little odd, but he is very kind.” She smiled and added, “He used to tell the best stories when I was little. What an imagination he has!”

      She turned back to the sink. “You know,” she added, “I was thinking about when you were a young boy, and you used to draw all the time. You’d sit for hours with a pencil and paper. Do you still draw?”

      Mike hesitated. “No. Not really. Not since…” He didn’t finish his sentence, but Sally understood.

      “Well,” she said, drying her hands, “the library’s starting an art class this summer. I thought maybe you’d like it. It could be good for you—make some new friends. Get out of the house a bit. Give you something to do.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Sure. I’ll try it.”

      Her smile was small but genuine. “Perfect. I’ll sign you up this afternoon.”

      He watched her humming quietly as she stacked dishes, sunlight flashing off the windowpane. For a fleeting moment, the world felt almost normal. But deep down, Mike knew better.

      And somewhere far away, something stirred, as if the air itself had turned an eye toward him.
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            GRANDPA GEORGE

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Aunt Sally woke Mike early. “Up and at it, sleepyhead,” she said, tapping his shoulder. “It’s moving day, remember?”

      Mike blinked at her, still half in a dream. Then it came back to him: Grandpa George was moving in.

      He had mixed feelings about that. He barely remembered his grandfather—faded images of a quiet man who smelled of pipe smoke and old paper. It had been years ago.

      Sitting up in his bed, he stretched, his arms reaching for the ceiling. Then he stood and dressed, pulled on his sneakers, walked into the kitchen, and grabbed a handful of dry cereal from the cereal box. Once outside, he climbed into the back seat of the car. Billy was already in the driver’s seat, sipping a beer. Great, Mike thought, buckling his seatbelt. This is going to be a long day.

      Grandpa’s house sat on a narrow road outside Woodhill, small and dim, the kind of place where time seemed frozen. Dust floated in the sunlight from the windows. The air smelled faintly of old books and empty dreams.

      Shelves lined nearly every wall, packed with dog-eared novels, postcards, and broken things that had once mattered, memories of a lifetime.

      “It’s like a library and a junk drawer had a baby,” Mike muttered under his breath.

      Sally caught his eye. “We’re not taking everything. We don’t have room for it all, and most of it is junk anyway,” she whispered. “We’ll just take what he has boxed up in the living room.”

      Mike stepped through the doorway and stopped.

      An old man sat on the couch, small and frail, his shoulders caved in like folded wings. His eyes were cloudy but oddly alert. He looked at Mike for a long moment, finally speaking. “So, you must be Sally’s boy.” The voice was soft and friendly.

      “No, sir,” Mike said. “Sally’s my aunt. I’m Sarah’s boy. I’m Mike.”

      George rubbed his chin, thinking. “Sarah. Hmm. Right. She hasn’t been around for a while. How is she? Is she here?”

      Mike hesitated. “No, sir. She’s gone.”

      Before he could say more, Billy barged in, his voice already raised. “Let’s move it, people! These boxes won’t fit in one trip. Told you we needed the truck!”

      Mike clenched his jaw. Here we go.
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      To his surprise, the day went smoother than expected. Grandpa didn’t argue. Billy grumbled but didn’t explode. By evening, George sat quietly in the spare room, gazing out the window at the fading light. Sally hovered nearby, smiling softly and kissing him goodnight before closing the door.

      Grandpa ate little and spoke even less. His eyes drifted to things no one else could see. Billy ignored him. Sally was kind but tired.

      Mike felt sorry for the old man. He was just so alone. Maybe that was why he started visiting him. At first, it was awkward. Their age difference didn’t give them much to share. But soon, Mike was enjoying each visit.

      “Mikie, you’re a good boy,” Grandpa said one morning.

      “Grandpa, it’s Mike, not Mikie,” Mike replied politely. Yet somehow, George kept calling him Mikie, which irritated him constantly. No matter how many times he corrected George, it always turned back to “Mikie.”

      Once, alone with Aunt Sally, Mike complained about it. “I hate that name,” he’d told Sally.

      “Oh, Mike, let him call you what he wants,” she’d said. “It’s just his nickname for you. He likes you a lot, I can tell. Just roll with it, please.”

      So, Mike let it go. And something changed. Their connection grew stronger. And little by little, Mike stopped minding. No one else called him Mikie, yet somehow when Grandpa did, it sounded … right.

      They talked for hours, sharing stories and silences. Grandpa’s stories were usually wild: boys sneaking into apple orchards, skipping school, and skinny-dipping in the lake. Mike laughed, even when he wasn’t sure which parts were real. Grandpa’s voice carried a warmth that made the house feel alive.

      Until the afternoon when everything changed.
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      They were sitting in George’s room as he shared stories with Mike. Grandpa had just finished talking about the water tower he had climbed as a boy. Mike was smiling. He had heard that story before, and it changed each time he heard it. And then George’s tone shifted.

      “Mikie,” he said, leaning forward. His voice suddenly became thin and uncertain. “You’re a good boy. You listen to my silly tales, but now I have something I have to tell you. Something unbelievable. And important.”

      Mike frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Grandpa’s gaze darted toward the door. His fingers trembled slightly on his cane. “You know, Mikie, this isn’t the only world there is,” he whispered. “There are others. So, so far away.” Mike assumed he meant other planets and slowly nodded.

      Mike blinked. “Of course, Grandpa. I know that. We studied that in school.”

      “Yes, but I’ll bet you don’t know what they look like or smell like. I do. I’ve been to one when I was a young man.”

      This brought a brief smile to Mike’s face, and he thought this was an introduction to another tall tale. But something in George’s expression had changed. There wasn’t the usual twinkle in his eyes that happened when he was making up a story. This seemed different.

      Chills ran down Mike’s spine. “Grandpa, what do you mean? What are you talking about?”

      Just then, Sally poked her head in the doorway and said, “All right, guys. Enough tall stories for tonight. It’s bedtime.”

      George looked over at Mike and said, “Later Mikie. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later.”

      Mike nodded weakly, but the air felt heavier. Something at that moment had changed. Mike said goodnight to his grandpa and went into his own room. The story would have to wait, but the questions raced through Mike’s mind, keeping him awake long after the rest of the house grew quiet.
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      The next morning, they were together again. Grandpa was cheerful, talkative, telling a story about stealing apples and hiding in a treehouse with his friends. “There was Billy Peters, Joey Marsden, and Jerry… Jerry something…” He frowned. “Funny. Can’t remember Jerry’s last name.”

      His eyes wandered toward the bookshelf, then the ceiling.

      “I forget things sometimes,” he said quietly. “I worry about that.”

      “You were talking about the treehouse,” Mike offered.

      “Ah! Right. We ate those sour apples, and you got sick—remember? That was so funny!”

      Mike smiled awkwardly. “That wasn’t me, Grandpa.”

      George blinked. “No? Huh. Must’ve been Jerry. Jerry Houston! Oh yeah, that’s it. Jerry Houston.”

      He paused, his gaze unfocused. “Good kid, Jerry. Smart, too. I think he became a doctor or something. Shame he moved. He could’ve helped me and Old Paul.”

      “Old Paul?” Mike asked. That was a name George had never mentioned before.

      George didn’t answer right away. The light through the blinds shifted, shadows stretching long and thin.

      “Old Paul wasn’t like the rest of us,” he said finally. “He knew things. He could figure things out the rest of us could not. So smart. And he was the brave one. I wish he were still here. He would know what to do. I never should’ve left him.”

      Mike leaned forward. “Left him where?”

      George’s eyes went glassy, and he paused for a long moment. “On Preenkon. Alone. He should never have picked that thing up. Should’ve left it buried. But he picked it up and opened it.”

      Mike swallowed. “Opened what?”

      “That box. The one he found under the tree root. He found it because it was making this noise, like a humming sound. Mikie, I’ve been hearing that humming again!” George stared out the window for a full minute before speaking again. “I wish he’d never picked it up.”

      Silence pressed between them.

      Mike tried to smile, but the room felt colder and smaller. Whatever story George had started to share was gone now. But Mike believed there was a bigger story here. Later, after everyone went to bed, Mike lay awake and wondered. Going to another world. Old Paul. A box that hummed. He was worried now. What could all this mean?

      That night, the humming was very faint, and Mike was sound asleep when it started. The sound didn’t wake him or anyone else in the house, except George. He stared wide-eyed into the darkness and trembled until the sun finally rose and lit up his small bedroom.
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            SUMMER BREAK

          

        

      

    

    
      The first week of June arrived, bringing hotter days and shorter nights. Spring ended without ceremony, and summer crept in to take its place.

      School was over for the summer, and Hildy passed all her classes with flying colors. Even history. In that class, she passed with the highest score of all. She felt she could breathe again.

      Beth dropped by on Tuesday to visit. “Well, Hildy, we start our visit to Michigan the day after tomorrow. I am really excited, but I know I’m going to miss you so much. I wish you could go with us.”

      Hildy’s mom had been short of money lately, so she realized a trip to Michigan was out of the question. Hildy hugged Beth and said, “Yeah, I’m going to miss you too. It won’t be the same around here without you.”

      “But remember? Swimming lessons start as soon as I get back home! Exciting, right?”

      Hildy shrugged and smiled weakly. “I guess. Anyway, have fun and take lots of pictures.”

      She would be gone for two weeks, and Hildy missed her already. She imagined the stories Beth would have when she returned: the photos, the drama, the energy. She wished she could go too. But you don’t always get everything you want.

      So, for now, she would wait out the quiet weeks of summer with books, walks, and a growing sense of restlessness.
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      Mike had picked up a part-time job stocking shelves at the local grocery store. The work wasn’t hard, just repetitive—unloading boxes, stacking cans, restocking shelves. It paid little, but he didn’t need much.

      His first paycheck went toward a shirt and new pair of jeans. The rest he stashed in a drawer under a stack of folded socks. A little spare cash was always a good idea.

      When Grandpa George was feeling strong enough, Mike took him on short walks around the neighborhood. First, just to the end of the block. Then, a little farther. Eventually, they made it all the way to the city park and back.

      “You know, Mikie, most people don’t pay any attention to an old man like me. You’re a good kid.”

      Mike was deeply touched by this. He had grown very close to George and valued their time together more than he admitted.

      George moved slowly with his cane and needed to rest often. But Mike didn’t mind. He enjoyed those quiet walks. Afterward, they’d sit on a park bench in the shade and watch kids play. George rarely said much during those walks, but Mike enjoyed being with him.

      Sometimes, on his way home from work, Mike stopped at The Shack to grab burgers and fries. Grandpa liked his cheeseburgers heavy on ketchup and pickles—no onions. Twice, Mike brought him a chocolate shake. George called it a “miracle in a paper cup.”

      In the evenings, they’d watch old Westerns together on a small TV in George’s room. Mike didn’t care for them much—too predictable—but he loved watching Grandpa light up at the horse chases, barroom brawls, and gunfights. Sometimes, Mike watched George more than he watched the screen.

      By July, they were inseparable. And for the first time in a long while, Mike didn’t feel alone.
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      Beth returned from Michigan, glowing with stories and photos.

      “Hildy, you wouldn’t believe it,” she gushed as they sat on the front steps outside Hildy’s house. “Boating, ziplining, horseback riding—it was like living in a magazine. Here, look!”

      She pulled a packet of photos from her purse and spread them out on her lap. Beth was in most shots—posing in front of waterfalls, smiling next to a horse, wrapped in a towel beside a lakeside dock. Soon, Susan dropped by, and the three of them shared a lot of giggles and laughs.

      Hildy looked at the photos and smiled, trying to keep the tiny pinch of jealousy buried. She was happy for Beth, but couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone on vacation herself.

      Maybe one day, she thought. Someday I’ll have adventures of my own.

      As Beth put away the pictures, she added, suddenly remembering, “Oh, yeah! Swimming lessons start next Monday. Did you guys sign up yet?”

      Hildy froze. The question she had expected but dreaded.

      Susan yelled, “Oh, yes. I signed up for them last week! I was the first one to sign the list! How fun!” They both looked over at Hildy.

      “Oh, Hildy!” Beth groaned. “You haven’t, have you? Susan and I have both signed up now. You can’t back out on us! You just have to come. It won’t be as fun without you.”

      Hildy hesitated. She tried to think of how to get out of this, but she saw the determination on Beth’s face and crumbled.

      “Okay,” she mumbled. “I’ll go sign up.”

      Later that day, she made her way to the pool and found the sign-up sheet taped to the locker room door. There it was—Beth Harmon and Susan Shaw, names written in bold loops. About twenty names in total. Some names she knew; others, she didn’t.

      She stared at the pool on the other side of the wire fence, then once more at the list. The more the merrier, she thought grimly. Hildy picked up the pen and added her name to the list.
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      The first day of lessons arrived too soon. Her mom drove her to the pool, gave her a quick hug, and promised to be back in an hour. Most of the other parents stayed around to watch from the other side of the fence.

      Far over in the shadows of the building, another figure watched: Magnus P. Willis. No one noticed his constant interest in one particular girl in the pool: Hildy Reynolds.

      The instructor, Sally Hearnes, was a former lifeguard. Twenty-three years old, with sun-bleached hair, she stood waiting with a whistle around her neck. Her kindness was evident, but her rules were firm.

      “No running. No pushing. No fooling around in my class,” she said on the first day. When two girls started splashing and shrieking, Sally pulled them aside and spoke to their parents. They didn’t return the next day.

      Some girls already knew how to swim. Sally worked with them on learning new strokes and had them help the other girls. Because Beth was practically a dolphin, Sally chose her as a leader. Hildy stayed near the shallow end, trying to keep her breathing steady.

      Miss Sally was patient. She explained things. She gently encouraged and never pushed too hard.

      By the end of the first class, Hildy could go underwater without holding her nose. She didn’t like it much, but she felt that it was an accomplishment. By the end of the week, she could dog-paddle the width of the pool.

      Not bad for someone who once refused to step off the first stair in the shallow end.

      The second week was harder. Sally insisted they swim real strokes, not just flail from one end to the other. Hildy struggled, but each day she improved. By midweek, she could make it across the deep end. She was overcoming her fear of water.

      Then came the announcement.

      Miss Sally called the class over and smiled. “Girls, I’m very proud of all of you. We’re down to our final two days. You’ve worked hard, and you’ve all made great progress.”

      The girls beamed. Hildy managed a small smile.

      “On the last day, we will finish with a simple test: I will watch each of you show me the strokes you have learned, and then you will jump off the diving board into the deep end and swim to the side. It is my ‘graduation ritual.’ Well, that’s it. You can all do it. I believe in you.”

      The girls clapped and cheered. But not Hildy. As she stared at the diving board, its surface hot under the afternoon sun, her stomach twisted. She knew she had learned a lot, but this was something else. Jump? Off the diving board? Into the deep water? Fear crept back into her body, and she felt sick.

      As the others hurried to the locker room, chattering excitedly, Hildy stayed behind for a moment. What would she do now? She looked at the board again. Shivering to herself, she thought, Why this? I’m still afraid of the water, and I’m especially afraid of heights!

      Now, all the days of swimming lessons seemed to fade as she sank into self-doubt. Two days left. Two days to face her fears.

      As the girls left the pool, Magnus moved from the shadows, turned, and walked quietly back to his shop.
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      Friday. Hildy Reynolds stood motionless at the edge of the diving board, her toes curled against the rough, wet surface. Her heart raced as she tried to get a grip on herself.

      She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to this.

      Of all her fears—and she had many—heights were the worst. And now, standing six feet above the deep end of the pool, every muscle in her body begged her to back away.

      She’d come a long way. At the start of summer, she couldn’t step into the water without panicking. Now she could float, paddle, and even swim a couple of laps across the deep end.

      But the diving board? To leap into the air and plunge underwater in the deep end of the pool? This was different. Terrifying.

      A breeze brushed her damp skin and she shivered. But the breeze wasn’t making her shiver. It was fear.

      Below, the other girls waited in towels, chatting quietly. All of them had taken their turns—laughing, leaping, resurfacing in clouds of spray. They were done and had passed the class. Now they watched her as she stood on the board.

      It all came down to this: just one jump. One moment of bravery. But it felt like trying to leap across a canyon.

      Her friends were starting to get impatient. Some whispered. A few giggled.

      Her cheeks burned.

      “Come on, Hildy! You can do this!” Beth called from the front of the group, wrapped in
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