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Prologue

			Since the beginning, humanity has been kept over watchful eye by The Four Pillars of Existence: Life, Creation, Soul and Time, four creatures with ultimate power that allows us to exist. They observed our planet in the hopes of protecting us but could do very little to prevent major calamities, as their magic was not intended for Earth. They sat idly by, overcome with guilt as they witnessed the world left to fend for themselves through war, poverty and natural disasters, so they took it upon themselves to help in their own way. They decided to create a new world between the plains of Earth that could serve as a haven where anything that comes to mind would become reality before your eyes.

			Their hopes were that humanity could thrive with this power and solve any problems that arose, but as time went on, they came to an important realisation. The real issue was humanity itself. The long list of hateful world leaders, figures of war, murderers, rapists and all kinds of deplorable, power-hungry people were enough to make The Pillars realise that there was no saving humanity from themselves.

			They aborted all plans to create this world, but one Pillar, Creation, still saw hope for them, observing those fighting for their freedom and building charitable events. He made multiple pleas with his fellow Pillars to reconsider helping humanity, but it seemed with every example of a human’s act of kindness he used to persuade them, there would appear at least ten more hateful acts as history continued. He insisted that war and poverty would only continue without their help to change it but was still met with abrasiveness.

			Through almost sheer stubbornness, he decided the only step forward had to be taken on his own. With the powers of his fellow Pillars still alive within him, he fled through the realms in hopes of finding a plain of Creation. However, the further he travelled from his place of origin, the less effect his powers had. His view of Earth was obstructed, and he had nowhere else to go without his magic flaking away. So, even though his initial intent wasn’t possible from this void he found himself in, he still decided to create their original image for the world as best he could on his own.

			Years went on, and this being grew comfortable in his creation. He had constructed entire civilisations, mountains of resources, even life and other inhabitants. Anything that anyone could have wanted was a reality here, but there was always the possibility of this utopia being discovered somehow.

			No one could have predicted that the fate of this world would be left in the hands of four young boys.

			



	

Chapter 1

			School’s Out

			In a small hut lay a family of small dragons huddling together for safety as the walls around them shook and explosions were heard outside. A young dragon huddled closer to her mother, who stared at her husband fearfully. The male dragon nodded to her lovingly before turning around and retreating outside. The female dragon tried to stop him but cowered in fear as she peeked her head outside to see destruction and carnage as the land filled with fire and other dragons ran in fear.

			The male dragon sprinted towards the surrounding huts and rapidly held his talons up as a protective shield spawned over the huts and protected them from oncoming bullets. The dragon looked around in hopes that everyone was safe before he noticed another family rushing out of their hut in a panic. He ran back to warn them but was suddenly thwarted by an oncoming missile from the sky. The dragon held his talons up, spawning another shield. It contained the explosion on impact but sent him and the other dragons careening backwards.

			Dust and ash surrounded everyone’s view as the male dragon struggled to open his eyes. In front of him, the young female dragon used her head to poke him in an attempt to revive him. The male dragon looked around to see the family he had protected struggling to their feet before they were abruptly gunned down and killed. Blood sprayed in the dragons’ faces as they looked up.

			In the distance, a woman casually stepped out a portal. She looked around at the many dead bodies before she snapped her fingers and instructed her soldiers to bring in a machine that charged with energy. She then stared directly into the face of the male dragon and pointed in his direction for the soldiers to retrieve him.

			The dragon put one arm out in front of the young one and prepared to square up to the woman before she turned on her machine. In that moment, the portal began sucking every dragon that surrounded him towards itself. It pulled the young dragon slowly off her feet before the male dragon grabbed her, trying with all his strength to run in the other direction to safety.

			From out of the shadows, the woman could be seen with a wry smile forming on her face as the male dragon fought off tears. He struggled to keep the young dragon safe, who cried and screamed with fear.

			Suddenly, they felt a rumbling of energy as the dragon’s wife flew over their heads, surrounded by electricity and rushing towards the machine.

			The female dragon clenched her talons and blasted fire at the machine, opening up a section of it. The blast halted its effects and suspended the surrounding dragons in the air. The impact left the woman and her soldiers floored in front of the portal as the dragon found herself tied up in the machine’s wires. As electricity continued to surround the machine, making it unstable, the two married dragons found each other from across the land. The male dragon knew what was about to come and tried to fight his way back towards the machine.

			In that moment, the female dragon managed a tearful smile before she held up her talon and drove it into the machine. Electricity burst out of her and exploded. A shockwave blew everyone back. The woman and her soldiers had just managed to return to their feet before they were blasted back through the portal, which quickly closed.

			On the other side, the male dragon looked up to see the explosion slowly shrink until it revealed a crater left in the ground with nothing inside of it. Not the machine. Not his wife. Everyone dropped to the ground as the male dragon stood there, out of breath. Tears ran down his sorrowful face before the young dragon leaned her head against his. The male dragon held her close as he looked around to see a wasteland of destruction that only a handful of dragons had survived.

			[image: ]

			One year later, in the middle of the night in a small Irish town called Ridgeton, a strong blue light started to overcome a walkway, blinding the space between the shrubs and trees. A jolt of electricity began to form and create a circular portal, just big enough to let an extraordinarily small dragon-like creature tumble through, landing in a mound of dirt. Unable to move, it lay there in pain as more electricity started to slowly accumulate and spark throughout its scales. It seemed to be out of control, as if an explosion was imminent.

			Elsewhere, an eleven-year-old boy named Will jolted out of bed with a shriek of terror. He struggled to catch his breath as he looked around and came to the realisation he had woken up from a nightmare. He collected himself, relaxed and lay back down under the covers of his bed, thankful that he got to go back to sleep. He had not gotten comfortable for two seconds before his alarm sounded. Now a lot more annoyed, he let out a long groan as he rolled over and slammed his fist down on the alarm clock. He got out of bed and prepared for the last day of school before the summer break.

			Will got changed, grabbed his skateboard, opened his bedroom door and immediately stepped on a plastic building block left on the floor by his six-year-old brother, Jamie. He picked it up in anger and threw it at his brother from across the hallway, exclaiming, “Dammit, Jamie, I thought I told you to stop leaving your building blocks everywhere!”

			Jamie caught it and unashamedly responded, “I was looking for that one.”

			Will didn’t bother confronting the matter, as he had dealt with it so many times before. He slid down the stair banister and was approached by his nine-year-old sister, Sarah, who already seemed ready to get under Will’s skin. “What were you screaming about in there?” she asked cattily. “Was it the one about the clowns again?”

			Will dismissed her, responding, “No, it was about your ugly face!” They both began to get at each other’s throats and throw insults.

			“Stupid head!” yelled Sarah.

			“Asshole!” yelled Will.

			“That’s enough out of you two!” yelled their father, Nick, as the two siblings sat down at the kitchen table for breakfast. He calmed down for a moment and tried to approach Will softly. “Will, it’s the last day of school. Can we just go today without having to worry about you getting into trouble? And then you’ve got the whole summer to do whatever you want—”

			“Within reason,” interrupted his mother, Linda.

			Will was no stranger to this kind of lecture from his parents. He had built up a reputation for being a brat, constantly pulling pranks, constantly getting into trouble and constantly craving mindless chaos. It was fun for him, and he wanted to do it. He didn’t have much of an explanation outside of that.

			Will seemed dismissive of their complaints, replying, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I heard you the first hundred times.”

			Nick was determined to get the message across, however. “I mean it, Will. We’ve dealt with enough of your pranks this year!” he responded, growing increasingly frustrated with him. “It took us ages to get the house back in order after the lighters in the microwave, or the firecrackers in the toaster. I still haven’t fully fixed the brakes on the car… I don’t even know how you broke them, but I don’t want to deal with it again!”

			“I wanted to see if it would drive on its own,” Will replied, unabashed.

			This frustrated Nick further, and he asked, “How would that—never mind. Look, I think I’ve made myself clear; I don’t want to keep fixing problems that you caused, Will.”

			Will seemed almost perplexed as to why his father was angry at him. “Well, the broken window wasn’t my fault,” he replied.

			“Yes, it was, Will,” retorted Nick.

			“No, the blender is broken because of me,” answered Will.

			Nick looked at him in bewilderment and replied, “Yes, because you put rocks in it… without the lid… which broke the window.”

			Will refused to accept blame and responded, “Eh, tomato tomahto.”

			Jamie then approached Will with a half-built spaceship out of building blocks. He seemed excited to show it to him and asked, “Do you like my spaceship?”

			Will took a passing glance as he finished his breakfast and responded, “What? Oh, yeah, looks great, Jamie.”

			“Do you wanna help me finish it?” Jamie asked, continuously prodding his brother.

			“Aw, you know, I would, but I just… can’t stop… my legs from… walking away… oh the pain, it hurts,” Will replied jokingly as he pretended to get dragged away from the table.

			Sarah noticed this interaction and that it upset Jamie. “Don’t be an idiot, Will,” she argued.

			Their mother stepped in and proclaimed, “Alright, no more of this. Go on, get to school.”

			Will imitated a fart noise at Sarah, which got a laugh out of Jamie. He got up to go to school, but before he could even reach the door, he heard one more adage from his father.

			“Oh, and Will, don’t think I don’t know about those fireworks,” he called out.

			“I’m not gonna use them,” Will retorted in an exacerbated tone.

			“I know. That’s why I’ve hidden them.”

			Will gave a disgusted look and turned back to demand, “What? Why?”

			“Because I have my reasons. Now go on before you’re late for school.”

			Will gave one more groan before he hopped on his skateboard and skated out the door to his friends’ houses.

			Will lived on the same road as his three best friends his age. One of them was Jack, who was awoken quite abruptly by his two older sisters, Jane and Alesha. They had snuck into his bedroom with a pair of pots and pans that they banged together repeatedly, waking Jack up in a shock. He angrily yelled at them, “What the hell!” as they ran out of the room with glee.

			“Have fun in school,” Alesha yelled sarcastically as she was halfway down the stairs, to Jack’s confusion.

			He dragged himself out of bed and towards the mirror, where he discovered his face covered in less-than-flattering drawings in marker. “Aw come on! Again?” he angrily complained, only to be met with laughter that echoed throughout the house. “You couldn’t have at least drawn something cool?” he added.

			Jack was the youngest of four, which made him an easy target for bullying from his older sisters. He was too good-natured to defend himself, and he wasn’t the strongest, tallest or bravest, but he always had one other person looking out for him.

			He washed his face as best he could and ran downstairs, where he was jumped on by his dog, Morgan, who seemed a lot happier and more energetic than usual. He couldn’t seem to get off him. Jack responded positively, shouting, “Whoa! Hey boy, someone’s happy to see me.” He looked around the house and yelled, “…Unlike other people!” before he was interrupted by his oldest brother, Sean.

			“Hey, why all the shouting? It’s too early for this,” he grumbled, looking like he had an enormous hangover.

			“Jeez, you look terrible,” Jack remarked. “Were you at that rave last night?”

			“Yeah,” answered Sean, “Or… somewhere that served alcohol.”

			“When did you get in?”

			“About an hour ago.”

			Jack looked at him in disbelief. “It’s eight o’clock!” he replied in shock as Morgan continued to jump on the two of them.

			“Yeah, I know, I just—What’s with him?” questioned Sean as he struggled to pull himself together.

			Their mother, Joan, walked in at that moment with two different reactions to her sons as she greeted them, saying, “He’s been like that all day. Good morning, Jack.” She gave a snide look at Sean and greeted him. “Good afternoon, Sean.”

			Sean didn’t feel like talking as he slumped his way to the kitchen, craving his morning coffee.

			“Shouldn’t you have been at work hours ago?” asked Joan.

			“I’m going now,” answered Sean irritably.

			Jack intervened. “Wait, did you not fix my bike like you said you would?”

			“Oh, right. Sorry, Jack. I’ll do it tomorrow,” Sean replied.

			“Aw, come on. I’ve been getting a frontie off Conor for weeks now!” responded Jack bitterly. “How long does it take to fix a broken chain?”

			Sean struggled to pour his coffee as he replied, “Look, I’m sorry. I’ve just been busy. You can ride on the front of his bike for just one more day.”

			Their father, Shane, overheard their conversation as he entered the kitchen. “You were busy? Doing what? Getting hammered?” he asked quite patronisingly.

			Sean didn’t feel like dignifying his father with a response as he grew more short-tempered with him.

			“Hey! Did you hear me?” Shane insisted, prodding him for an answer.

			Sean sharply retorted, “Yeah, I did. You’re just not funny.” He grabbed his half-spilled mug of coffee and put on his hi-vis jacket, making his way out of the house.

			Jack let out one more witticism towards Sean before he left. “If you don’t fix my bike soon, I’m just gonna start driving your pick-up truck!”

			Sean called back to him. “Yeah, and you can start going to work for me too!” He shut the door behind him.

			Jack sat down next to his father for breakfast. Alesha grabbed him from behind, allowing Jane to approach him with a tube of lipstick. Jack struggled to fight them off as he screamed, “No, not this again—Ah! Dad!”

			Shane sat there reading the newspaper, paying no attention to what was happening right next to him. “Be nice to your brother, girls,” he nonchalantly instructed as he continued to read the sports section. “Bloody manager’s a plank,” he muttered to himself.

			Meanwhile, in the house right next to them lived Conor. His mother, Maggie, knocked on his bedroom door and called out to him, “Conor, sweetie, time to get up for school.” She opened the door to discover Conor sitting wide awake in front of his gaming console, controller in hand. Maggie looked at him, bewildered. “Have you been on that thing all night?”

			Conor replied swiftly, “What do you mean? It’s only—Oh, look at that. It’s daytime.”

			Maggie gave an exhausted sigh as she walked downstairs, muttering to herself, “All summer to play that thing, and he chooses all night.”

			Conor was something of a nerd. He had an almost unhealthy obsession with videogames and felt it had taught him more than school ever could. He was smart in his own way, keeping his imagination alive, which was his teacher’s way of telling him he was failing.

			He took a long time to come downstairs, and he heard his nine-year-old sister, Holly, calling to him, “Come on, breakfast is ready, you big goober!”

			Conor trudged his way to the kitchen with his eyes glued to a hand-held console before his father, Ben, stepped in and confiscated it from him. “Hey, what was that for?” Conor asked.

			“Is it too much to ask that you interact with your family for a minute and not… Smash Bandit or whatever his name is?” Ben retorted.

			“God, you’re so old,” replied Conor before immediately noticing his grandmother sitting at the breakfast table. “Oh… hi Nanny” he said, trying to hide his embarrassment.

			She sat there and smiled at Conor. Holly laughed before his mother intervened and asked, “Oh, did I forget to mention that Nanny was staying for a few days?”

			“I think it’s more likely he forgot,” suggested Holly.

			Maggie agreed, replying, “Yes, it is, so you better go clean your rooms like I asked, because it looks like a cy—“

			“Like a cyclone came through,” both Conor and Holly interrupted in unison.

			“We know; it’s like you talk on loop,” Conor added.

			Maggie pretended to laugh it off as she served up breakfast. She then turned to her mother and asked, “What am I going to do with these kids, Mammy?”

			She looked back at her and smiled, responding, “Enjoy it while it lasts, Maggie. They’ll grow up faster than you think, and then you’ll be missing them.” Maggie just snickered and smiled back.

			Suddenly, from outside, they heard Will calling towards the house, “Hey, dick cheese, you coming out or what?”

			“That’s Will,” announced Conor as he got up and ran out of the house.

			“Well, I certainly won’t miss that,” declared Maggie.

			Conor grabbed his bike and met up with Will outside his house, soon joined by Jack, who was wiping his face vigorously. Will and Conor quickly noticed the marks on his face and started laughing at him.

			“Sisters?” asked Will.

			“Yeah, take a picture; it’ll last longer,” replied an irritated Jack.

			“Okay,” added Conor as he took out his phone and snapped a photo.

			Jack became irritated and yelled, “Hey!” as he tried to swipe the phone out of Conor’s hand. The two started playfully wrestling over the phone. Conor grabbed Jack in a headlock and shook him around.

			Will then jumped on top of the two of them, yelling, “Dogpile!” They all fell to the grass below, laughing.

			They were all left out of breath as they lay there for a moment before Conor asked, “Hey Will, you wanna see the photo?”

			“Gimme it!” Jack suddenly yelled as he got up to resume fighting for the phone. Will grabbed Jack’s arms and held them behind his back as Conor ran around with it.

			“Now I just post it to everyone and make sure it goes viral and get it on the news…”

			“Shut up, you dope. You didn’t actually take a photo, did you?” Jack replied.

			“No,” Conor answered as he and Will laughed.

			“Ha, ha, you’re funny,” Jack replied as Will let him go. They were then passed by Sarah and Holly, walking together to school.

			“Think you can stay awake long enough to remember to go to school?” Holly asked as she and Sarah walked off, giggling. Will scowled and stuck the middle finger towards them.

			“Yeah, you two have it so much better with your sisters,” Jack said before asking, “Where’s Aaron?”

			“I don’t know,” Will answered. “Let’s go call to his house.” The three of them walked down the road to Aaron’s house.

			Aaron was standing in his bedroom, meticulously styling his hair with a comb, which was out of the ordinary for him. His mother, Ruth, barged in, calling on him to get ready for school to Aaron’s displeasure. “Mam! Have you not heard of knocking?!” he screamed.

			Ruth responded quite calmly, “Oh, I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t know you were—Are you combing your hair?”

			“Mam, just leave me alone, will you?”

			“Is this about that girl?”

			“Mam!”

			“It’s okay, dear. Just be sure to tuck in your shirt.”

			“Mam! Get out! I’ll be down in a minute!”

			Aaron slammed the door in her face and sat there, embarrassed. He had a long history of losing his temper quite quickly, resulting in him getting into a lot of fights at school and being mocked for his grumpiness.

			He then looked out the window to see Will, Jack and Conor approaching his house. He poked his head out and called to them, “Hey, I’m coming out now. Just wait a sec.”

			Will called back to him, “Well, don’t throw a fit taking too long.”

			“Shut up!” He ran downstairs and quickly approached his older brother, Keiran, who was sitting on the couch, feet up and watching TV, which was very ordinary for him.

			“I did all your chores; can I get that thing off you?” Aaron asked him, sounding more excited than he usually would talking to his brother.

			“What thing?” Keiran replied.

			“You know what thing!” retorted Aaron, who was starting to get frustrated. “Come on, I cleaned the kitchen, I cut the grass, I vacuumed everywhere. That’s more than you’ve ever done! We had a deal!”

			Keiran sat there and smirked. “Well, you didn’t vacuum my room.”

			“You told me to stay out of your room!”

			“Well, it’s not every room if you didn’t do mine, is it?”

			“That’s not fair. What are you even gonna do with—“

			Suddenly, their father, Daniel, stepped in, tired of once again having to instruct them, “Boys, boys, just leave it. Aaron, your friends are waiting for you outside.”

			Keiran sat there with an aura of smugness, telling off his brother, “Yeah, run off to school, little man.”

			“Keiran, don’t start,” pleaded Daniel.

			Aaron begrudgingly stomped away, roaring, “This is why you don’t have any friends!” He slammed the front door behind him. He grabbed his bike and joined his friends outside.

			“What took you so long in there?” asked Will.

			Conor then jumped in before Aaron could answer. “I bet he was dreaming about Emma.”

			“I was not!” retorted Aaron, looking embarrassed once more, as he started to turn red.

			“He was! Look at his face!” Conor pointed out as he and Will imitated kissing faces to Aaron’s chagrin.

			Aaron stood his ground despite visibly getting annoyed with them. “I’m not doing this now, lads. You can make fun of me all you want.”

			Jack then chimed in, adding, “Aw, come on, lads. If you make fun of him, he won’t let you be his best man at their wedding.”

			Conor laughed and fiddled with Aaron’s schoolbag, asking, “Did you bring flowers and chocolates for her?”

			“I didn’t bring anything!” retorted Aaron, starting to walk away.

			“No, he’s got a big boombox for outside her house later,” added Jack.

			“Shut up,” responded a disgruntled Aaron as the three of them began to sing in unison.

			“Aaron and Emma sitting in a tree…”

			“Shut up…”

			“F-U-C-K-I—”

			“SHUT UP!”

			Aaron started crumpling his fists. He stormed off in embarrassment on his bike before Will suggested to the others, “Alright, come on. Let’s go before he kills us.” He rode off on his skateboard.

			Jack then approached Conor, asking, “Hey, can I get a frontie?” He gestured to the front of his bike.

			“Still?” asked Conor.

			“It’s just for one more day,” replied Jack.

			“You should just drive your brother’s truck,” declared Conor.

			“That’s what I said,” replied Jack as he hopped on the front of Conor’s bike, and the four of them made their way to school.

			They began their normal route with Conor and Aaron cycling ahead of Will, as they would naturally be a little faster on their bikes than he was on a skateboard. As they got about halfway there, Aaron called back to him mockingly, “Come on, what’s taking you so long over there?” He had noticed Will had gotten distracted performing tricks on the sides of the curbs and guardrails. “Hey! Did you hear me?”

			Will reluctantly stopped what he was doing and called back to him, “It’s the last day, who cares if we’re—”

			Suddenly, he heard a loud bang erupt from beneath the bushes across the road. The others stopped in their tracks, staring back at Will with concern.

			“‘If we’re’ what, Will?” asked Aaron, looking back at him, puzzled.

			“Did any of you hear that?” asked Will.

			“Hear what?” responded Jack.

			“I think someone’s lighting fireworks or something,” Will answered. The three of them then let out a groan and rolled their eyes.

			Aaron looked back at him, annoyed, and told him, “Will, you’ll get to light the fireworks later, just stop obsessing over it.”

			“No, but I heard something,” Will answered, “and it sounded weird.”

			They suddenly heard a voice respond to them, “Maybe it was the sound your mam made when I gave it to her last night!”

			Will turned around to see another group of boys approaching them as Jack, Aaron and Conor got off their bikes and joined Will by his side. “What’s up Bradley?” Will greeted one of them. “Still feel bitchy cause you can’t throw a punch?”

			Bradley squared up to Will and retorted, “We both know that fight was one-sided, Will!”

			Aaron then barked at Bradley, “Yeah, it was one-sided because you were picking on a girl! You don’t do that.”

			Bradley turned to Aaron and imitated a crying face as he spoke with a baby voice, “Oh, I’m sowwy, did I hurt your feewings?” He angrily stared back at Aaron and added, “What do you care what I say to Emma? What do you want to do? Bang her?”

			Aaron abruptly shoved him, roaring, “Shut your fucking mouth Bradley!”

			“Or what?” Bradley yelled as he shoved Aaron back.

			Aaron dove in to tackle Bradley, but he was grabbed into a front headlock as the two groups of boys tried to pull each other apart. One of the boys kicked Will in the leg, so he retorted by punching him in the stomach. Conor shoulder barged the other boy as Aaron and Bradley fought to the ground, punching and swiping at each other.

			Jack watched the scuffle from the background, too nervous to join in as he yelled at everyone, “Stop… STOP!” He held his head stressfully as he watched Bradley hold a tight grip on Aaron, who struggled to strike back. Will then returned and kicked Bradley in the back, making him yell out in pain as he let go of Aaron.

			“Ah! You little dickhead, that hurt!” Bradley reacted in pain.

			Conor shoved the other boys away, saying, “Just buzz off!” as he tended to Aaron who coughed repeatedly.

			Aaron spat on the ground as Bradley and his friends started to walk past him. Bradley paused for a moment to confront Aaron again and claimed, “Emma won’t want to go out with a little pussy bitch!”

			Aaron threw himself at Bradley again and tried to wrap his arms around his throat. This time, the other boys held everyone apart as Jack continuously yelled, “Stop, Aaron! Stop! Just stop!”

			Bradley finally relented and walked away, kicking at Aaron’s bike. This angered him further, and he tried to break himself free of the boys’ grasp.

			“Alright, Aaron, he’s gone! Just relax!” Conor pleaded as Aaron struggled to settle down.

			When he finally did, he held his hands up and insisted, “Okay, okay, I get it. I’m good now.”

			“You sure?” asked Will.

			“Yes!” Aaron answered with gritted teeth. “Can we just go?”

			He approached his bike to start cycling off before Will stopped him to ask, “Wait, but what about the noise?”

			“What are you talking about?” Conor asked as he and Jack climbed on the bike together.

			“The noise!” Will answered. “I’m telling you, it sounded like a gun or a car crash or a bomb or something.”

			At that moment, they heard the school bell ringing in the distance.

			“That’s the only sound I care about now,” Aaron said as he cycled his bike ahead.

			Conor and Jack began to cycle away with him as Jack yelled back to Will, “We can check it out later. Come on before we get in trouble!”

			Will took one last look across the road and shrugged before getting back on his skateboard and catching up with the others. He just missed the jolts of electricity as he turned away.

			



	

Chapter 2

			Safegate

			Outside an American science and research organization named Safegate, an army utility vehicle approached the premises. A security guard halted the car and made his way to the driver’s seat. “Credentials?” he asked before the man in the passenger seat leaned over and introduced himself.

			“General Gable,” he stated. “Here for an appointment with Alison.”

			The security guard faltered back, nervously replying, “Y-Yes sir, right away,” as he opened the barrier to allow him on the premises.

			General Gable wasn’t interested in exchanging pleasantries. He stood in the lobby of Safegate Headquarters, expecting to be shown to his appointment immediately. He was then approached by an equally nervous scientist, who held out his arm for a handshake but was met with the cold shoulder. “General Gable, how lovely to see you on this fine morning. My name is Quinton. How was your flight?” he asked before slowly putting his arm down and awkwardly clearing his throat. “Ehm… right then… eh… right this way, General.” He ended, desperately wanting a way out of this interaction.

			The general and his men were shown through Safegate, noticing all kinds of scientific machinery of which they couldn’t even begin to ponder what their purpose was. Men and women wearing lab coats and hazmat suits crouched over experiments whose arms were coated in burn marks. Empty cages filled a room, plastered with blood, organs and bones. An entire section of the floor looked like it had been struck by lightning. One of Gable’s men seemed shook by it all as he heard screaming from down the hallway and asked aloud, “What kind of mad house is this?” Gable kept walking, completely unphased.

			They were shown to a wide balcony, which served as a garden. It was covered in plants and grass, being tended to by other scientists who looked intimidated, now serving as gardeners. It was held together by a simulation of a summer’s day, complete with a mechanically-engineered breeze and a ray of sunshine, playing soothing ocean sounds as if they were overlooking a beach.

			Amongst all this was Alison, founder and CEO of Safegate. She was sitting there cross-legged, eyes closed and meditating on a yoga mat. Silence fell as Quinton hesitated to approach her. He awkwardly looked in the general’s direction and was met with a nod to go ahead. He let out an exhausted exhale and began to slowly approach Alison.

			He cleared his throat and spoke to her. “Ehm… Miss?” He was met with silence. He repeated louder, “Miss?”

			Alison continued to sit there and didn’t even open her eyes as she reluctantly responded, “What is it, Mr. Curly?”

			“Quinton Curly?” snickered one of the military men before he was met with a raised hand from General Gable.

			As Quinton took a little longer to respond, Alison continued to sit there. “Mr. Curly, it’s rude to keep a woman waiting.”

			Quinton immediately fixed himself up and answered, “Yes, Miss, apologies, Miss… Your appointment with the general is here.”

			Alison kept her eyes shut. “Very well, send him in.” Quinton signalled for the general to approach her as she continued berating Quinton, “And fix your shirt collar. You’re at work, Mr. Curly, not your first day of kindergarten.”

			Quinton nervously walked away, buttoning up his collar and repeating, “Yes, Miss, apologies, Miss.”

			General Gable removed his beret, left his men at the door and approached her. “Alison?”

			“Mr. Gable?” she responded, still sat and refusing to look in his direction.

			Gable gave a perplexed look that he was unfamiliar with. “Uhm, General Gable, if you don’t mind,” he responded.

			Alison remained sat and brazen as she responded, “Getting bogged down in monikers is so wasteful of time, Mr. Gable. Now, what is it you interrupted my alone time for?”

			Gable let out a snicker and responded accordingly. “Very well,” he began. “It’s my understanding that your experimentation has seen an uprise of success in recent weeks.” He awaited a response of confirmation from Alison but was met with silence. He continued, “Yes, well… am I to believe that with portal activity rising again, you wish to revisit our previous discussions?”

			Alison was quick to correct his error. “One portal has opened, Mr. Gable, and yes, we are on top of it.”

			Gable continued to look perturbed and carried on, “Am I to believe that all safety procedures have been adhered to with regards to the public?”

			Alison grew weary of his frequent questions and stood up from her position to face him, responding in a slightly more frustrated tone, “Mr. Gable—”

			“General Gable,” he interrupted before Alison interrupted back.

			“It’s quite rude to talk out of turn, and to answer your questions, yes, the portal as well as its occupier have been secured, and memos have been sent to the appropriate parties to assist us in our demonstration tonight. Now, if you and your men would like to assist us as per our arrangement, then you can join us at the instructed location at precisely three o’clock. If not, then I’m afraid this was a waste of your time, and even more unfortunately, it was a waste of mine. Are there any follow-up questions… General?”

			Gable stared at Alison with intrigue before he snickered again and put his beret back on to respond, “Sounds just fine… Miss.”

			Alison grinned from ear to ear as she sat back down cross-legged and turned away from Gable. “Dismissed,” she said as he reluctantly exited.

			



	

Chapter 3

			The Blue Light

			Since it was the last school day for the boys and the summer break was about to begin, they didn’t have much of a regular educational outing that day. Rather, they sat around casually, clearing out their desks of all the work they had done the previous year. Conor found a stack of pages that looked as though they were related to school when in actuality, every one of them was covered in drawings of all different imaginative creatures, weapons and scenarios he had drawn while bored in class.

			“Look at this!” he announced to his friends, wanting to look over them.

			“What? Your book of dick drawings?” asked Will snidely.

			“There’s more than—oh wow, there’s a lot of cock and balls here,” Conor replied. “Well, look at these other ones.”

			He started to scroll through the pages as the others gathered around him. In that moment, they heard a knock on the classroom door. Their principal entered the room and asked aloud, “Pardon me, Mr. Tomley, but could I have a word with Aaron, please?”

			“Aw, what now?” Aaron moaned as he slumped out of his chair and trudged towards the door.

			“You think that’s about the fight again?” pondered Will as Aaron left the room.

			“Oh, definitely,” answered Jack confidently as Conor continued to flick through his drawings.

			“Look at this one,” he repeatedly said aloud to Will and Jack, showing off drawings of fire trolls, cyborgs, zombies, ninjas and so on.

			Will laughed along with his enthusiasm and asked, “Did you ever write anything down?”

			“Probably not,” responded Conor.

			“No wonder Mr. Tomley kept giving out to you,” Will replied.

			Conor and Jack both looked at each other and laughed before looking back at Will as Jack responded, “Coming from you!”

			“No, I’m a sweet little angel,” he replied as the three laughed.

			Conor then noticed one more drawing of a clown’s face and held it up to his own as he jeeringly asked, “Hey, what about this, Will?”

			Will looked back at him and flinched into a fighting stance, as he got a brief fright from the drawing. Jack and Conor laughed as Will sat back down, embarrassed, and despondently replied, “Yeah, whatever.”

			Aaron soon returned to the classroom, looking dishevelled. Before he returned to his friends, he heard a voice say, “Hi, Aaron.”

			He turned to see Emma sitting with her own friends. He awkwardly replied, “Hey…” before returning to the others. He sat down on the desk.

			Jack seemed almost befuddled. “What was that about?”

			“Aw, nothing, just the fight,” replied Aaron. He continued, mocking the principal’s tone as he recounted, “The usual speech about how ‘I know you were only standing up for her and you can’t solve everything with your fists.’ The same old song, you know?”

			“No, I mean with Emma,” corrected Jack.

			“What do you mean?” asked Aaron.

			Jack stood up and made his insistence clear. “Dude, just ask her out. Everyone already knows you like her.”

			Aaron seemed hesitant to take in his words and replied angrily, “What? So you can make fun of me some more?”

			Jack let his guard down for a minute and spoke to Aaron honestly. “Yeah, we make fun of you, but seriously dude, you do like her, don’t you?”

			Aaron pondered Jack’s words as he looked over at Will and Conor, whose facial expressions told him they shared the same opinion. His shoulders sank as he looked in Emma’s direction, and he considered walking up to her before apprehensively declaring, “I can’t!” to the boys’ disappointment. “She’s already been through so much this year,” he continued. “it’s just… not the right time.”

			The three of them looked at each other, dissatisfied, knowing Aaron was just getting cold feet.

			Will then got up and declared, “Alright, fine, man, but you’re gonna regret it at the end of the day.”

			Aaron refused to let Will walk away. “You know Chloe’s been looking at you all day, right?”

			Will appeared shocked and asked, “What?” as he darted his head around anxiously. The boys all laughed as he defiantly replied, “Oh shut up!” Aaron just snickered and stared back at Emma yearningly.

			The boys eagerly awaited the bell at the end of the day. Once it rang, every student bolted out of the room to the outside as their teacher struggled to get a word out, imploring them not to push and shove to no avail.

			Will skated through the hallways and out the front gate, yelling at the top of his lungs, “Wooooooo! Summer!” as he opened his backpack and threw every one of his books into the air. “Won’t be needing this no more,” he declared as he was rejoined by his friends.

			Jack noticed the many sheets of paper starting to fly through the wind and remarked to Will, “Surprised you’re not burning them.”

			Will turned back with a smirk and corrected him. “Gotta save the lighter fluid for the fireworks.”

			They then noticed Aaron continuing to stare at Emma, who was walking closely in front of them. Will took it upon himself to speak on Aaron’s behalf, yelling at her, “Hey Emma! Aaron says he li—mmph!”

			Aaron ran up to Will and covered his mouth with his hand. Emma laughed it off and carried on walking away as Aaron tried his best to keep Will quiet, hearing only mutters of “Mm-hmmph-mm,” followed by Aaron stifling him, whispering, “Shh! Shut up!”

			Once they got enough distance from each other, Will broke free and claimed, “Alright, alright, I’ll stop. God, Aaron, you’d lose your mind if someone did that to you!” The four boys continued home.

			“So, you’re really not gonna ask her out?” Conor nudged him once again as they grew closer to passing her on the sidewalk.

			Aaron nervously replied, “Uhm…”

			Will yelled, “Too late!” and shoved Aaron into Emma as he ran away with Conor and Jack, laughing while distancing themselves.

			Emma looked at Aaron, puzzled, as he awkwardly opened with, “Uh hey…”

			Emma responded equally as awkwardly. “Hey?” She seemed more confused through the long gaps of silence.

			Aaron tried to explain what happened as his face slowly turned red. “Uhm… sorry about that… You know Will; he can be a bit hyper.” He laughed nervously.

			“Yeah, heh, he can,” Emma replied as she stroked her hair out of her eyes, mostly looking down at the ground. Aaron could feel the panic start to set in and looked across the road to see Will, Jack and Conor from afar, egging him on silently.

			He took a deep breath and went for it but struggled to get the words out, nervously stammering, “Eh… look, Emma, I don’t know if… I mean… I… I was wondering… you know… if you’re not… I mean it’s fine if you are, but… I guess I… I just…”

			Emma interrupted him. “Are you trying to ask me out, Aaron?”

			Aaron’s face turned bright red as he panicked and answered, “No! I mean… yeah, I was, but… I mean if it’s not…”

			Emma giggled as he continued to stammer and happily replied to him, “Aaron, stop… I’m not doing anything today if you wanna come over to my house.”

			Aaron smiled back and nervously rubbed his elbow, replying, “Yeah, heh, that would be cool.”

			Emma grabbed his arm and wrote down her phone number on it with a marker as she asked, “Four o’clock okay?”

			The others stood on the sidelines, watching everything unfold. They could see the happiness on Aaron’s face as he made his way back to them. “Well?” asked Jack, eager for his response. Aaron showed off his arm with Emma’s phone number on it, and the boys all unanimously cheered him on.

			Conor high-fived him, happily exclaiming, “Aye, congrats, lover boy!”

			Will gave Aaron a dig in the arm and responded in an ironic tone, “Yeah, you’re welcome.”

			Aaron replied, “Oh yeah, I guess I owe you this.” He licked his finger and stuck it in Will’s ear, declaring, “That’s for shoving me!” before running away to let Will chase him down the road.

			“Aw you dirty—get back here!”

			The four of them eventually all calmed down and made their way to a usual hang out spot of theirs: a wall covered in shrubbery and overlooking an open field. They had leaned a small plank of wood against a rock to create a ramp that they would cycle and skate off. They made a game out of who could jump the furthest off the ramp, which Will was determined to win, excitingly yelling, “Check this out!” as he would build up steam on his skateboard and barrel over the ramp, usually falling in a heap.

			Aaron stopped in his tracks, as he found himself texting Emma quite frequently. Jack stepped in. “Hey Aaron, can I borrow your bike?” he asked, noticing his friend getting more and more buried into his phone. “Hello?” Jack prodded.

			“What?—Oh, yeah, go on ahead,” Aaron responded, handing his bike over to Jack.

			Conor called over to Jack. “Do you still need a lift? Because I don’t know if you remember how to cycle.”

			Jack laughed off his remarks and cycled around and over to the ramp, calling the attention of the others by yelling, “Watch this!” He jumped and turned to land in the middle of the road, narrowly avoiding disaster as he fell with the bike on impact.

			Aaron looked up from his phone to reprimand Jack, angrily barking, “Hey! Don’t break my bike too, dumbass!”

			Jack quickly hopped to his feet as Conor checked on the bike. “It looks fine,” he reassured Aaron as Jack dusted himself off.

			“No, don’t worry about me; I’m fine too,” Jack said, rolling his eyes.

			Will skated up to Jack. He looked as if he was concerned but instead openly mocked him, remarking, “Dude, you fell hard!” He laughed to Jack’s chagrin. He then took another look at the ramp and how far Jack had made it. He gained a sudden surge of confidence and proclaimed to everyone, “I bet you I can make it across the whole road.” The others all gave him looks of astonishment and concern, surprised that he hadn’t made that claim earlier and worried he was going to seriously hurt himself.

			“Will, shut up, no you can’t!” asserted Aaron, already frustrated.

			“Aaron, shut up, yes I can!” Will replied, mocking his tone as he skated down the road for a run-up.

			The boys all knew how serious he was as Jack said, only somewhat sarcastically, “He’s gonna die, isn’t he?”

			Will eyed his target, lined up his shot and skated towards the ramp as the others watched with bated breath. He came like a bullet towards it and crouched in preparation of a massive jump. He took flight off the ramp and quickly lost control as he tumbled across the road, landing inches from the pathway, face down in the dirt.

			“See, I knew you couldn’t do it!” Jack yelled to him in defiance.

			“What are you talking about?” Will replied. “I made it further than you!” He struggled to his feet but paused as he noticed something abnormal in the bushes. “Whoa! What’s that?” he questioned out loud.

			“What’s what?” replied Conor. “Will…” he continued, noticing he didn’t get an answer.

			“Lads, look at this!” Will called to them in amazement. The boys curiously approached the bushes with him.

			“What is it?” asked a very curious Aaron as Will pulled back the shrub to reveal a small blue light, shining from the wall. The boys all looked in awe of the light, unsure of what it was.

			“Whoa! What is that?” asked Jack.

			“I don’t know… but it’s cool,” responded Will as he crouched down further to get a closer look at it.

			“Whoa! Will, be careful. It could be dangerous,” yelled Conor, now growing concerned.

			“Holy shit! You can see through it!” Will howled with excitement, staring through the blue light on his hands and knees. The boys all responded with equal levels of enthusiasm as they rushed and fought over who got to look through the light.

			“I can’t see; it’s too small,” complained Conor.

			“Well, get your fat ass out of the way,” retorted Aaron.

			“No, I wanna see in the portal!”

			“What do you mean, portal? There’s no such thing as portals?!”

			“Well, what is it, then?”

			“I don’t know, but it’s not a portal!”

			“You never know.”

			“Do you hear yourself? You sound like a flat-earther!”

			The boys continued to argue as Jack noticed something else rustling in the bushes near them. He slowly approached it with caution as he realised it might also be dangerous. “Lads?” he asked nervously, gesturing towards the rustling. Everyone quietened down as Jack began to cautiously pull back the shrubs, revealing from behind it a small, dragon-like creature, twitching and squeaking aloud.

			The boys all recoiled in disbelief at the sight of him sat there, appearing wounded and in pain, still unable to move from his position. A stunned silence came over the four of them as they backed away from it, shielding each other.

			“What the hell is that?!” demanded Aaron in shock. As the creature continued to sit there, writhing in pain, it began to trouble Jack, who slowly started to approach it with care.

			“Jack, what are you doing?!” asked Will anxiously.

			“I think he’s hurt,” answered Jack as he leaned over to him.

			“Be careful, dude,” insisted Will, growing more concerned.

			The creature seemed skittish as Jack slowly and precariously proceeded to pick him up. He was worried for his well-being and said, “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.” The creature slowly let his guard down, giving the boys a sense of security as they joined in crowding around Jack.

			“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” claimed Aaron. “Are those scales?”

			“It almost looks like he’s changing colour,” added Conor.

			“Lads, did we just discover a new species?” asked an excited Will, getting a look of astonishment out of the others before Jack noticed the creature’s mouth open.

			“Whoa! Hold on a second; I think he’s gonna speak!” Jack pointed, and the others leaned in closer.

			As the boys all crowded around each other, they noticed the creature’s twitching become more aggressive as he flailed his arms and legs in the air. Their enthusiasm turned to worry.

			“Uh… what’s he doing?” asked a concerned Conor as the creature’s scales glowed a bright blue colour, seeming to build up a charge.

			Jack’s eyes widened as Will yelled, “Oh shit!” They all ducked and covered in fear as the creature let out a destructive electric blast that wiped out a streetlamp across the road from them.

			The boys all slowly rose from the ground, in awe of what had just occurred. There was an air of silence before they composed themselves and reacted by simultaneously shouting, “COOL!” at the creature.

			Jack picked the creature back up as Will and Conor crowded around him in amazement, asking if they could hold him, to which Jack seemed apprehensive to allow. “Just hang on a minute!” he exclaimed.

			“That was awesome! Get him to do it again!” Will replied.

			“How would I know how he did that?” Jack retorted. The boys argued again before they noticed the creature struggling to get their attention again through his short breaths. “Oh, oh, everyone shut up!” Jack yelled over everyone. He noticed the creature slowly and painfully raise his talon and point to the blue light. “The light?” Jack asked. “What is that?”

			No answer.

			“He doesn’t speak English, you idiot!” Aaron complained.

			Jack grew tired of Aaron’s lack of co-operation and shot a dirty look his way before turning back to the creature and asking him, “That blue light? Is that where you came from?” The creature painfully nodded yes in response, leading to Conor throwing his arms in the air in celebration. “See, I told you it was a portal!” he yelled happily at Aaron’s expense, who stood there besmirched.

			Will suddenly realised the weight of the situation and began to approach the creature with the same amount of care that Jack did. “Holy shit,” he said softly. “He is a new species.”

			Jack looked back at Will, who gave him a nod of approval and asked the creature, “That light is a portal?” The creature again nodded yes, astonishing the boys with huge grins across their faces before they noticed him resume coughing and clutching his chest in pain.

			Aaron grew frustrated. “Shit, Jack, put him back in. I think he’s dying or something!”

			Jack fumbled as he crouched down to the portal and replied, “Uh… yeah, okay.” Then he noticed the creature trying to get his attention, frantically shaking his head to say no.

			“No?” questioned Jack, standing back up. “Why not? Is something wrong?” The creature raised his talon once more as the boys all crowded around him with anticipation. With what little strength he had in him, he pointed at each of them, confusing the boys further before he slowly pointed towards the portal again.

			They all looked at each other as Conor asked, “Is he saying what I think he’s saying?”

			Jack turned to the portal once more and asked the creature, “Do you want us to—”

			Suddenly, a police siren sounded behind them, startling the boys. As everyone turned around to face an approaching police car, Jack quickly crouched behind the others so he could sneakily hide the creature away in his backpack. Out of the car stepped a police officer, who approached the boys calmly. “Alright, lads, do you mind clearing these bikes off the road?” he asked sternly as he walked steadily towards them.

			Jack arose from behind the group and looked up to see who was there. He then let out a quiet “Oh no” as Aaron and Conor both complied in picking up their bikes.

			The policeman surveyed the area and quickly put together that the boys were hiding something, judging by all their nervous faces. Jack seemed particularly shaken by his presence as he stood next to Will with fear slowly growing over his face. The policeman observed the destroyed streetlamp, now beginning to spill into the road, and asked, “What were you boys up to?” No response. He proceeded calmly. “I asked you a question, lads.”

			“Just… playing.” Will answered, treading carefully.

			The policeman thought nothing of Will’s answer and noticed Jack with fear in his eyes, starting to tense up. He slowly leaned towards him, which only caused Jack’s nerves to grow. The policeman paused for a moment to observe him before asking, “Do you know who I am?” Jack just froze, too scared to speak as the policeman continued to speak down to him, directly in his face. “Paul Boyle… Chief Paul Boyle, and I know you,” he told him grimly. “You’re not hiding something, are you?”

			Jack began to tremble with fear as he fell victim to Boyle’s intimidation tactic, still too scared to utter a noise. The boys all noticed Jack’s anguish, and Aaron attempted to interject. “Uh… sir, we just—“

			“DID I FECKING ASK YOU!?” Boyle instantly interrupted, screaming at Aaron. He quickly back peddled any attempts to speak up as Boyle leaned down again towards Jack, insisting, “You’d want to start answering my questions, boy.” Jack was on the verge of tears and could feel his heart begin to race as he became short of breath. Boyle leaned in again and spoke with vitriol to him, “You wouldn’t want me to beat you like I beat your brother, would you?”

			Will could see that he was going too far and put out his arm in front of Jack to shield him, standing up to Paul Boyle for his friend. Boyle snickered and stood upright as he turned his head to see the streetlamp, sparking electricity. He turned back to look at the area of shrubbery and remarked to the four boys, “Right, lads, this area is off limits. Is that understood?”

			“The whole road?” asked Conor in disgust.

			“Is that understood?” Boyle repeated firmly.

			The four of them had no response, and they complied in picking up their bikes, skateboard and backpacks before they begrudgingly started to walk away in silence.

			Jack was the first to leave, as he was made overwhelmingly upset by this confrontation and walked ahead of the others away from the scene. His friends caught up and gathered around him. Will put his hand on his shoulder and asked, “Hey, you okay, man?” Jack just wiped away his tears and kept walking as the others followed.

			Boyle watched the boys leave the area as he took out his radio, communicating to his station, “Yeah… Boyle… I think I’ve found something.”

			



	

Chapter 4

			Another Broken Home

			The boys all silently left the scene, clearly intimidated by what they had just witnessed. Once they found themselves further from Paul Boyle, they began to talk about what had transpired. “What the hell is his problem?!” asked an enraged Will.

			“We didn’t do anything wrong; I don’t know what’s wrong with him,” replied Aaron.

			Will then noticed Jack walking in front by himself, looking dejected. He walked up to him. “Hey, dude, don’t mind Boyle. He’s just…”

			Jack interrupted and pleaded, “Can we just not talk about this?” The others agreed to it. There was a beat of silence as Jack continued, “I just need to think abo—“

			Suddenly, his backpack exploded in a burst of sonic energy, leaving a huge hole in the bottom and causing all his belongings to fall out. “Oh Crap!” Jack shouted as the others all gathered around in a hurry, once again excited by the explosion.

			They rooted through Jack’s assortment of books and paper, searching for the creature he had hidden away, before Conor quickly recovered him and raised him up in his arms, yelling, “Found him!”

			Jack picked up what was left of his backpack and remarked in panic, “Oh man, my dad’s gonna kill me!”

			Aaron was clearly stressed from the situation and could see it rising in the others as well. “Lads, this is stupid!” he declared. “We can’t keep this thing as a pet; we need to put him back.”

			The boys all looked at him, perplexed, as Will asked, “How?”

			Aaron’s patience began to grow thin as he shouted back, “I don’t know, give him to a zoo or something!”

			Jack took the creature back from Conor and walked up to Aaron. “Dude, look at him.” The creature was struggling to breathe and move, curled up in his hands as if he was sick. “All those explosions, I don’t think he’s doing that on purpose. I think he’s… sneezing or something.” Jack seemed genuinely concerned for the creature’s health, and Aaron could see that in his eyes. Jack continued, “He needs help, and he pointed at us. We can’t just let him down.”

			Aaron objected. “Let him down? We don’t know him… and he could hurt someone.”

			“He hasn’t yet!”

			Will stepped towards them and chimed in, “I wanna help him.”

			“Me too,” Conor echoed.

			Aaron still seemed hesitant and made his worries clear. “We don’t even know his name!”

			“Well, we’ll give him a name,” responded Jack.

			“Oh yeah? What are you gonna call him?”

			“Uhm… Eh… Ca… Ker… Eh… Carl!”

			“Carl?”

			“Yeah!”

			“That’s stupid!”

			“I like it,” declared Will.

			“Yeah, what’s wrong with Carl?” asked Conor.

			Jack gave a cheeky smirk at Aaron and replied, “Cool, then his name’s Carl.” Jack looked down at the creature and asked him, “You like that? That’ll be your name, okay?” He then pointed him in the direction of everyone and introduced them. “And I’m Jack, that’s Will, that’s Conor and that grumpy bitch is Aaron.”

			He turned back to Aaron, who was still angry, and declared, “And until we find out what to do with him, he’s our responsibility.”

			Aaron slumped his shoulders. “Well, where are we going?” he asked reluctantly as they all started to walk away.

			Jack looked down at Carl, who was starting to convulse and glow again, and leaned him forward as he nervously answered, “I don’t know, but we should find somewhere soon, because I think he’s gonna blow again!”

			Conor then suggested in a panic, “We need to keep him somewhere.” He paused to think before he seemed to get an idea and yelled, “Let’s go to my house!” He took Carl back from Jack and cycled off.

			The three quickly followed with Jack’s scream echoing around them. “Hey, wait for us!”
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			Elsewhere, outside an airport hangar, travel arrangements were being prepared by Safegate as General Gable observed his men load their vans full of equipment for the journey ahead. Alison then exited her private jet, hands behind her back as she calmly entered the scene. Gable turned his head and merely gave a nod. Alison held her head up high and let the silence fill the air for a minute before asking, “Fine day, isn’t it?”

			Before Gable could respond, they were approached by Quinton, who called to Alison, out of breath, “Miss! Miss!”

			Alison seemed perturbed by his interruption and remarked, “Excuse me!” Quinton was confused. She continued, “That is how you address someone politely, Mr. Curly. Now go back and try again.”

			Quinton put his head down in shame and walked back until he had a distance between himself and Alison. He began to walk forward before Alison called back to him, “Further, Mr. Curly.” He stopped in his tracks and continued further down the path. He kept walking until Alison gave a signal to halt and then waved her hand to instruct him to approach her, all while General Gable looked on, seeming uncomfortable around her.

			He slowly made his way back and addressed her, “Excuse me, Miss.”

			“Hello, Mr. Curly. Would you mind holding on for one moment?” she answered. She then turned to General Gable and asked, “How many of your men are you willing to sacrifice tonight, Mr. Gable?”

			Gable looked at her with a face of confusion and disgust and answered sternly, “None, Miss.”

			Alison gave a look of admiration before turning back to Quinton and asking, “Now, what is it that’s so important you had to abandon all levels of manners, Mr. Curly?”

			Quinton responded nervously, “Yes, Miss, apologies, Miss, it’s just that it appears we may have missed a…” Quinton handed Alison a device made by Safegate before she looked down to see he was carrying a plastic water bottle.

			“My word! You are quite agitative, Mr. Curly!” she exclaimed to Quinton’s confusion. She began to stand over him and berated him, “What have I told you about those disposable bottles and the harm it does to this planet?” Quinton stammered and sweat in her presence as she continued, snatching the bottle from him and crumpling it as she avowed, “It is the incompetence of disgusting, ignorant swine such as yourself that has driven me to near insanity. This is why our experiment tonight is crucial… and if you are willingly planning on sabotaging it—“

			“No, Miss, I-I-I would never, Miss,” Quinton insisted.

			“Then leave, Mr. Curly,” Alison instructed calmly. “I no longer wish to deal with this matter.” Alison continued to look on with disappointment as he ran away, leaving Alison to remark to herself, “And now he’s perspiring in official uniform… pathetic.”

			General Gable looked on at the device in her hands and asked, “Any problems, Miss?”

			Alison observed the device’s screen that read “SIGNAL LOCATED” and looked back at General Gable with a grin as she made her way to her limousine and called out to her men, “Keep an eye on the town of Ridgeton.”
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			Meanwhile, back in Ridgeton, Conor rushed home, holding Carl under his arm, followed by Jack, Will and Aaron. Carl continued to convulse, and his scales glowed blue again as they came across greenery close to their houses.

			Jack called forward, “Conor, put him down!”

			He skidded his bike and dropped Carl onto the grass before yelling, “Take cover!” at the others. They threw themselves to the ground as Carl let out another electric pulse into the sky.

			The boys rose to their feet as Will admitted, “Okay, I’m starting to think this isn’t that cool anymore.”

			From around the corner, Sarah and Holly arrived at the scene, looking both annoyed and concerned. “What was that!?” asked an agitated Holly.

			Sarah responded, “It’s probably this idiot lighting fireworks again.” She gestured at Will.

			The boys all gathered around Carl, quite protective of him and not even listening to what the girls had to say.

			“Hey, did you hear me?” Holly asked.

			Conor seemed nonplussed by his sister as he turned around, holding Carl, and asked her, “Are Mam and Dad home?”

			Holly and Sarah ignored his question as they glanced at Carl in shock and horror. “Eww! What is that thing!?” Sarah asked, recoiling.

			Will interjected, “Shut up, Sarah, you weirdo!” The brother and sister quickly came to blows,

			“Shithead!” yelled Sarah.

			“Dickface!” yelled Will.

			Conor jumped across them as the group became unnerved. “SHUT UP!” he shouted aloud before he repeated to his sister, “Holly, are Mam and Dad home?”

			“No, it’s just Nanny right now,” she answered.

			“Cool, we need your dollhouse,” Conor declared as he and the others sprinted towards their house, leaving Holly in a daze.

			“What? Hey! Conor!” she screamed as she and Sarah chased after them.

			The boys all bolted into Conor’s house, passing his grandmother, who greeted them, “Oh, hello dear,” as they all ran up the stairs with great urgency.

			Conor yelled back in a flurry, “Hi Nanny!” soon followed by the girls, who were growing impatient.

			Nanny turned to them as well and greeted Holly, “Hello, Holly.”

			Holly also replied, “Hi Nanny!” very briefly as she and Sarah followed the boys upstairs.

			Conor entered Holly’s bedroom and approached her dollhouse with Carl in his hands. “What is actually the plan here, Conor?” Aaron asked hopelessly.

			“Mam and Dad spent a lot of money on this. It’s pretty strong; maybe it could contain him,” Conor replied as he laid Carl down on the toy bed softly, allowing him to eye up the plastic doll next to him. Conor paused for a moment and looked up to see a nettled Aaron as well as a disconcerted Will and Jack. “Well, come on! Show a little optimism!” he insisted as the girls entered the room.

			“What are you doing with my dollhouse?” cried Holly.

			Conor stood up and approached her. “Shh, shh, it’s alright; we’re just testing something.”

			“Is that what we’re doing?” chimed in Aaron as Holly grew agitated with her brother.

			“This isn’t funny, Conor. That’s a really expensive dollhouse. The lights really work in it!”

			Sarah joined in on the argument to reassure Holly, adding, “I’ll back you up if you tell on him. It’s probably Will’s fault, too.”
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