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Prologue

Once upon a time, there was a girl named Alice.
On the surface, she seemed perfectly ordinary: athletic, curious, and stubborn.
People say of girls like her, “She’s got some attitude.”

She lived with her father, Thomas, her mother, Annie, and two huge, loyal dogs. Black Bella, a Labrador-Mastiff mix, and Lola, a brindle-colored English Mastiff.

Alice lived an ordinary life in a small town near a vast lake in a beautiful land of mountains and lakes. She went to school, played sports, and went hiking. And the dogs were her best friends.

But one day, everything changed. A cricket suddenly appeared in the house. 

At first glance, he was an unremarkable cricket. But he had once survived a mysterious catastrophe and acquired extraordinary abilities. 

Cricket didn’t appear by chance. He was sent to her by her grandfather, Thomas’s father. His purpose was to help Alice. Cricket becomes her guide and friend.

From the Cricket, Alice learns that she is not her parents’ biological daughter, but their adopted daughter. And Annie isn’t her mother, but her stepmother.

Annie’s friend, the witch Matilda, persuades her to become a witch. And to do that, she needs to get rid of her family.

They want to send Thomas to prison and Alice, as a problem child, to a psychiatric hospital. 

That’s what Matilda suggested.

Cricket finds a way out and helps Alice and the dogs escape from home. He guided her to Shaman. That’s what they called Listening Forest in the city. 

Listening Forest wasn’t an ordinary shaman, but rather a healer with Native American roots,  who knew the tribal traditions and could heal both people and animals.

But Matilda is hot on their trail, and Alice has to move in with Listening Forest’s sister, Lone Bird. 

Lone Bird, a researcher and writer of Native American history, lived in a valley quite far from their town with her ward, Lisa, a well-known, talented artist.

But it becomes dangerous there as well, and Shaman decides to send Alice, Bella, Lola, and Lone Bird to the Sanctuary.

The Sanctuary is located in the Underworld—an unexplored subterranean realm of caves, lakes, and tunnels.

This is a sacred place for the Native Americans, where Blind Chief lives with his assistants and where relics of various tribes are kept.

Once in the Underworld, Alice realizes there is no turning back and that new trials and dangers await her.


Story 1. The Sanctuary
 

1.1 Journey Through the Tunnel

A small group—Listening Forest, Lone Bird, Alice, Bella, and Lola—made their way through the rocks, climbing higher and higher up the mountain.

Listening Forest suddenly veered off the path and approached a massive stone slab at the foot of a steep granite slope. Shaman whispered something, stretched out his hands toward the slab, and seemed to press his whole body against it.

The massive slab silently slid aside. The people and dogs quickly ran into the opening in the mountain. And the huge stone slab slowly and silently slid back into place behind them.

The travelers found themselves in pitch darkness. Alice wasn’t afraid of the darkness. Standing in the pitch-black darkness, she realized keenly: everything in her life had now changed. Something new had begun. There was no turning back—only forward.

If a light had shone on her now, they would have seen the girl’s very determined face.

Shaman turned on a powerful flashlight almost immediately. The travelers saw a wide tunnel ahead: a ceiling as high as two people standing side by side and a brick-paved road stretching into the darkness.

They moved slowly through the tunnel, at first stepping cautiously and getting used to the darkness. The beam of the flashlight cut through the darkness, and the small group walked, listening for every rustle.

At first, Alice was a little scared: it seemed as though the tunnel would never end.

  - Someone must have built all this—this underground passage, this brick road.
    You could ride a motorcycle here! -  Alice suddenly thought.

Even before Listening Forest suggested leaving Lone Bird’s house for the Sanctuary,  she and Lone Bird had decided not to reveal that she was Alice.
During the days when Alice lived with Lone Bird, her hair was cut short, and she was dressed as a boy to confuse Matilda’s spies.

And Alice even chose a boy’s name for herself—Lucas. And they decided that, as far as everyone at the Sanctuary was concerned, she would remain Lucas. 
You never know who might show up there.

They had been walking for half an hour. Finally, a faint glow appeared ahead. A little further on, they emerged from the tunnel into a huge, dimly lit cave.


1.2 The Cave

The cave was striking in its size. A subdued light streamed down from somewhere above. In the center of the cave was a large lake, stretching into the dark depths.
There was no wind. The lake, like a vast mirror, reflected the walls, creating a bizarre, surreal scene in which the walls seemed to descend into the depths.

On the wide sandy shore of the lake stood three wigwams and three wooden log cabins. Further on, along the cave walls on both sides, there were scattered piles of large and small stones.

Looking along the lake shore, another entrance to the tunnel was visible in the distance to the left. A very large one.

The inhabitants of this cave—or, as Listening Forest called it, the Sanctuary—came out to greet the guests. Everyone came out except Blind Chief. Inside the cave were now: Blind Chief, two women—the chief’s daughters—and two more young men.

Lone Bird later explained: they were Blind Chief’s disciples. And there were also two young Native American guards there.

Listening Forest spoke briefly with those who had come out to greet him. It was clear that the Indians held him in high regard. Then he went into Blind Chief’s wigwam and came out a few minutes later.

He said a warm goodbye to Lone Bird and Alice-Lucas. He ruffled Bella and Lola and whispered something in their ears. Then he hurried back into the tunnel from which they had just come, almost running.

Lone Bird and Alice settled into one of the cabins. The cabin even had electricity, and water ran from the tap. All the amenities. There were even computers connected to the internet.

Alice immediately asked,

  - How is that even possible here? Internet in a cave?

  - Our engineers worked on this. The cable runs from above, replied Lone Bird.

For some reason, she sat deep in thought.

After unpacking her backpack, Alice-Lucas left the cabin and went to explore the surroundings.  She was immediately met by two guards, Joe and Ju,  two young, athletic Native American men.

They told her right away that entering the water and swimming were strictly forbidden.

  - You’re not allowed to leave the beach either.
    Going into the tunnel is absolutely forbidden.

  - So what can we do here?” Lucas asked. 

The guards spread their arms, laughed, and replied, “Everything else is probably okay.”

Lucas immediately bombarded them with questions:

  - Can we throw knives at the tree? 
     Do you have a real bow and arrows? 
     Can you teach me how to shoot a bow?

Basically, Lucas was acting like a typical curious little boy.

  - Who are you guarding here, anyway? 
    We’re the only ones in the Underworld, aren’t we?

The guards exchanged glances when they heard this.
And they began to explain.

  - Something huge lives in the water. 
    Either a snake or a fish. 
    We don’t know. 
    No one has seen it.
    Sometimes waves come ashore, as if something big were swimming 
    in the depths of the lake. 

    And then fish leap onto the shore, fleeing from something.
    We don’t need fishing rods or nets to fish.
    We gather fish from the beach for the kitchen.

- Well, the tunnels are full of all kinds of predators. 
    There are probably cracks and passages in the rocks,
    and wild animals sometimes make their way out. 
    Cougars, bears, and even wolves have come.

- And if they’re hungry, they might attack.

- The Underworld is very large, and it’s incredibly easy to get lost in it.

- We usually just scare the animals away with gunshots.
   But gunfire is very dangerous.  
   If a bullet hits the cave ceiling, it could trigger a rockfall.  

   We usually use stun or flash grenades—the animals
   run away immediately.

Lucas listened and took it all in.
A wild thought crossed her mind: “Someday I’ll go there, deeper into the Underworld…” 

He didn’t even imagine that it would happen very soon.

And the guards really liked it when Lucas said:
“You’ll have helpers now. They know commands and can guard with you,” and pointed to the dogs.

Joe and Ju were delighted and even played with Bella and Lola.
 

1.3 Lone Bird’s Story

That evening, Alice-Lucas had a conversation with Lone Bird. 
She told the story of this Underworld:

  - It’s a vast system of caves, lakes, and canals. 
    An entire underground realm.
    Once upon a time, the Miners lived and thrived here.
    They fled from the surface to these caves to escape 
    the many enemies who had invaded their land.  
    And they settled completely underground.

    The Miners built canals and tunnels and set traps for their enemies. They were   
    the most advanced people in these parts. 
    
    The Miners always sought to trade. They extracted iron and bronze from ore.   
    They were nicknamed the Miners. They possessed gold and precious stones.

    And God forbid that anyone from another people should offend the Miners.   
    They always took revenge.

    And the tribes and peoples who lived above feared them.
    Legends have survived that the Miners subjugated many beasts.  
    They had elephants and even dragons in their army.
    Somewhere out there are seven underground cities. 

    Lone Bird had heard about them from her grandmother.
    But no one has seen the Miners in a long time. 
    They vanished, leaving behind tunnels and underground cities.

    Maybe disease wiped them out, or maybe something else.

 - Why didn’t you ever tell me about them before? Alice asked.

Lone Bird smiled wearily,

  -  Everything in its own time.  
     It’s one of the greatest mysteries of these places.  
    You might believe me.
 
     You’d think, ‘Here she is, telling me fairy tales!’  
     In reality, it’s very hard to find
     an artifact, or anything related to the Miners.

      It’s as if someone deliberately cleaned it up.
     That happens sometimes in history.  
  
      And here we are, and you’ve seen it all for yourself. 
      And now you’re hearing all this in a completely different light .

  - I was already impressed by just the one brick-paved road,  said Alice. 
    Just think of all the work that went into this!
 

1.4 Everyday Life in the Sanctuary

Daily life at the Sanctuary began—day after day. Alice-Lucas had no time to get bored.

During the day, Alice attended online school, and after classes, she helped Lone Bird with her work deciphering and recording stories from the totem poles.

It turns out this was a tradition among ancient Native American tribes. They would record stories from their lives on a pole, usually made of red cedar. Alice was very good at deciphering and interpreting the stories.

All the days she spent at Lone Bird’s house, combined with Alice’s lively and curious nature, had paid off.

Lone Bird praised her:
“O-o-o… you understood everything! And you solved this riddle too.”

And in the evenings, Alice would throw knives at a dry, protruding tree on the beach or sit with Bella and Lola on the lakeshore.

Sometimes, strange, barely audible distant sounds came from the tunnels. A growl—which made everyone’s blood run cold—or a roar so terrifying that, even though it was barely audible, it became even more frightening.

Then the guard on duty would immediately jump up from his chair on the shore, grab his weapon, open the box of grenades, and send Lucas to the cabin.

Bella and Lola began guarding the Sanctuary at night.  The guards were only too happy about it. At night, they even put collars with huge spikes on the dogs. As they explained, it was to keep the wolves away. Just in case.

 - Sometimes wolves really did come here.  And the spikes would protect the dogs’ throats.

The guards even relaxed a little: the dogs were on alert and would warn of danger before anyone else.

And they would sometimes fall asleep in their chairs by the water while the dogs kept watch with them at night.

Alice had matured a lot over the past few days. She now had time to reflect on what had happened. She thought about her old life, her school friends, Thomas, and Annie—and she felt very sad.

She wanted to write to her friends,

  - I’m living in a cave, hiding from witches. 
    It’s so interesting here.  
    Bella and Lola are with me. 

But sometimes she would sit on the shore of the underground lake, and tears would roll down her face.



Story 2. Matilda’s First Attack


2.1  Shaman and His Team Prepare

So, Shaman had sent Alice, Lone Bird, and the dogs into the Underworld, to the Sanctuary. It would be much harder for Matilda to reach them there. Meanwhile, work at his house was already in full swing.

The entire team — Shaman, Thomas, and Lisa — spent their days preparing defenses against the attack, and their nights putting those plans into action.

Lisa took down her most valuable paintings and Shaman’s artifacts from the walls and carried everything valuable out through the underground passage. Shaman’s friends picked it all up and took it away for safekeeping.

Lisa also made an exact copy of Alice — a large doll, the same size as the real Alice. She sculpted the head from plaster, painted it, and found a suitable wig. Thomas built a wooden frame with joints, like a human skeleton. Lisa wrapped the frame in cloth and dressed it in Alice’s old clothes: a shirt, jeans, and a baseball cap.

From a little distance, you couldn’t tell it from the real Alice.  And so this Alice-doll would sometimes appear on the porch and then disappear. Or come up to a window and then move away.

All of this was done so Matilda’s spies could occasionally see her and report back: Alice is being hidden in Shaman’s house.

Thomas spent a lot of time online, ordering very clever equipment. Shaman’s friends received the packages and brought them at night along the trails to Shaman’s house. Thomas worked at night too. He installed cameras, smoke bombs, and a few other things.

Eagles circled constantly above the mountain where Shaman lived, warning them about strangers. During the day, they often saw people watching the house from far away through binoculars.

Lobo’s wolf pack guarded the approaches to Shaman’s house day and night.
 

2.2 Matilda’s Plan

Matilda, having fled far away and settled with her friend — a witch — in a small mountain town, immediately began working out her revenge.

Her idea was simple: hire a squad of local thugs. Pay them well, arm them, train them, and point them at the target — Shaman’s house.

She was sure Alice was being hidden there. Her spies had reported seeing the girl from time to time — at a window, on the porch.

Matilda was already savoring her triumph.

She said to herself:

— I’ve figured you out, Listening Forest.
     Think you’ll get away with just a wounded puma and a bear?
      Feeling safe?
      Hiding the girl at your place?
      Think the police won’t stick their noses in anymore?
      Ha…Ha...Ha…
      Others will come. 
      Without a search warrant… 

And soon you’ll be sitting here in my basement, awaiting the Almighty’s judgment.

She had received approval for this raid from none other than .…
He said:

— Remember the main thing — find Alice.
      She must not reach the Underworld.
      I’ll say it again. 
      Do you understand?
      Do you understand?!

That terrifying voice on the phone sent shivers down Matilda’s spine…

She spent nearly two weeks preparing the attack. She had been advised to contact a semi-criminal biker known as Charlie — Black Head.

She met him in a local bar. Charlie was surprised.

An elegant, well-dressed businesswoman wanted to meet him, a biker.  Clearly not his usual crowd.

Matilda offered him a job and named a very large reward.
She explained:

— Approach Shaman’s house quietly.
     He’s a local eccentric. 
     More of a veterinarian than a real shaman. 
     He treats animals.
     The house stands on a mountain. 
     There are no neighbors nearby.

      Inside, there may be Shaman and his friends 
      — a man, a woman, and a girl.
      Take Shaman and the girl. 
      Tie them up. 
      Bring them to me.
      Take the others out of the house and leave them in the forest. 
      I don’t need them. 
      But no harm to them.

      As for the animals — there’s a small zoo there 
      — you can shoot them.
      Burn the house to the ground.

Charlie smirked.

   - Easy money. 
      I’ll grab a buddy — the two of us will handle it.

Matilda just shook her head and said sternly,

  - No. My conditions are different: At least ten people. 
    Train them in tactical movements and commands. 
    And in shooting.
    Do not shoot at people under any circumstances.
    You’ll need real weapons — to scare them.

    And don’t even think about tricking me.

— What animals might be out there?  - the biker asked.

— Wild ones. 
      Wounded, sick.
      He used to have a puma, a bear, a deer…
      He heals them.

She looked him straight in the eyes.  A cold feeling ran through Charlie.  A thought flashed — maybe he shouldn’t get involved.

Matilda spoke again, sharply, as if reading his mind:

  - And don’t even think about running. 
     Do as I say, and you’ll get just as much.”

The tension hung in the air.  Cricket was almost always near Matilda. When she fled the city, he had already been sitting in her car.  He even overheard her conversation with Black Head at the bar.

And that’s why Shaman and his crew knew that Matilda had hired local thugs for the attack. 

Black Head decided to recruit his trusted guys — fellow bikers.

He thought:

— So what if I got spooked?     Shaman and his friends?      What can they do against my crew?     If the local Natives jump in, we fire into the air, scare them off.And yet his instinct told him—something’s not right here.  —  The client didn’t feel like a gangster.       Educated.       Controlled.       And something about her was… unsettling like a witch.       It should have been just a job.        There shouldn’t be any problems.       But it still felt wrong.Black

2.3 A Complete Failure
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