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	To my good friend Leonora. 
Yes, everything is going according to plan.

	 

	Writing is very subjective and produces two main characters. The first character is referred to as the flow and it’s magical. The second is called the ebb and it’s inherently unbalanced.

	 

	 

	

Chapter One

	It was after midnight, and I was feeling weary yet energized from the release of whispers that had been trapped within my mind. Using my cellphone, I had spent the past several hours tapping, backspacing, and pondering the meaning of my words, until finally I felt satisfaction from my surge of creativity. 

	I was still reeling from the strange effects of losing two of my family members and welcomed the solace of stepping back into another world filled with words and sentences. Stella and Sarah had stayed behind in hopes of starting a new life as a married couple. I was thankful when they had been presented as an opportunity to fill the void left by Mary and Kate. 

	I had successfully fabricated the deaths of Stella and Sarah when returning with Bastian. The funeral was somber; however, it was unclear to his family why Bastian showed no emotion when they slowly lowered each casket into the ground. It was assumed that because of Sarah’s actions, he felt vindicated by her untimely death. Their assumptions couldn’t have been further from the truth. 

	Days after the mourning period, a swirling vortex burst open in our front room and revealed two wayward travelers. 

	“I wanted to spend some time with my sister,” said Bastian. “With all of the sadness and regret that everyone was feeling, it was important that I confirm that she was still alive.” 

	“I just saw the two of them yesterday,” I said. “They’re doing great.” 

	The ladies had purchased a little cottage with clear views of the Irish Sea. If I walked quickly, I could set out and arrive within the hour. The back side of our property also sported clear views of the Irish Sea and one very important amenity. Starting at the property line, a walking path stretched for miles and allowed everyone a clear passage into town. After everyone had settled in, I was thrilled with the knowledge that we had close friends who could be available at a moment’s notice. 

	With the start of my latest book now safely within my cell, early the next morning, Richard, Bastian, Kevin, and I set out for a cup of caffeine and great conversation. The morning air was brisk, and except for the lapping of the waves, we found ourselves insulated from the world by a gauzy fog that was trying to filter the brightness of the early morning sun. 

	We walked in silence until finally arriving at our destination. After we knocked several times, the heavy antique door slowly opened to reveal a handsome young woman who only looked slightly out of place and time. Stepping out into the brisk morning air, Sarah greeted us with an overwhelming excitement and asked, “Oh, my goodness, when did you arrive? Please come in.” 

	Walking into their cozy front room, we were greeted with a roaring fire in the fireplace and several cups of caffeine properly placed and waiting for our arrival. 

	“How did you know that we were coming over this morning?” asked Kevin. 

	With a wicked smile, Stella said, “A little birdie flew into our kitchen earlier and announced your arrival.” 

	Smiling wide, I said, “You received my message. I wasn’t sure. However I felt that you might have been tuned into my thoughts moments after we left our house.” 

	Bastian immediately walked up to his sister and pulled her into a close embrace. 

	“I’m so happy to see you,” said Sarah. “Has everyone moved past our deaths?” 

	“Everyone is still reeling from the loss,” said Kevin. 

	Defiantly, she said, “Good. Let them all miss us. During my entire life, I had to fight for attention and to have anyone spend time with me. It’s about time they realize what they lost.” 

	“I think that a lot of people don’t realize what they have until they lose it,” said Bastian. 

	Nodding her head in agreement, Stella asked, “How long can you stay?” 

	“We can stay as long as we need,” he said. “Bradleigh continues to remind us that we can step back into our lives moments after we left.” Turning back toward me, he then said, “By the way, I found this in a trinket shop the other day.” 

	Reaching into his front pants pocket, he pulled out what looked like a small pocket watch. The mysterious treasure sported a surround that was carved with an interwoven Celtic design and inset with a precious semi–clear gemstone. 

	“That’s a fascinating amulet,” Stella said. “May I see it?” 

	I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach, and before she had a chance to hold the object, I quickly pulled it out of Bastian’s hand and let it swing back and forth on its silver chain. Moments later, it was glowing a blood red. 

	“Even more interesting,” said Stella.

	“Yes,” said Sarah. 

	Reaching out and running their fingers along the edge of the weave pattern, the two suddenly blinked out of view. 

	Stunned by what had just happened, I dropped the talisman and watched as the room started to vibrate and hum with the vibration of the talisman. 

	Suddenly, out of nowhere, the room lit up with a flash of blue light and one of my oldest friends appeared. Before me stood Thomas Powell. With concern in his eyes, he said, “Please back away from that thing. It’s a trap.” 

	All of us quickly stepped aside and watched as Thom phased in and out of view while scooping up the vessel of souls. 

	After it was safely stowed away, “Richard said, “Stella and Sarah are trapped inside that thing. We need to get them back.” 

	Quickly opening a swirling disturbance, Thom said, “We need to leave now. The dark one has recently merged with another rebellious energy and slipped away unnoticed.” Turning to Richard, he said, “He has been leaving amulets throughout several timelines, and I’m afraid that his recent prisoners might include Kate and your mother.” 

	“How can that be?” asked Richard. “We just had dinner with them yesterday, and everything seemed normal.” 

	“He is trying to take me out and has sworn vengeance on anyone who gets in his way.” 

	We all stood silent until finally Thom said, “I can’t be sure. However, when I went to visit your sister, I found this.” He pulled out a similar talisman and let it swing back and forth on its silver chain. The strange object was similar to the other talisman except that it refused to glow with any colour. 

	“Are you able to access the vessel?” I asked. 

	“No,” said Thom. “Something has changed, and I’m blocked from rescuing any of its inhabitants. We need to move quickly. The dark force is not only on the hunt for me, he’s also looking for anyone associated with his incarceration. This includes all of you. We need to move fast before he discovers our whereabouts and sends in his posse of dark light to capture us.” 

	“Can’t I just write a chapter that eliminates him?” I asked. 

	“It’s not that easy,” said Thom. “After escaping, he joined forces with another dark energy that has ties beyond the Nevermore. I’m almost positive that he is existing within another reflection of his dark soul. Unfortunately, I can’t even be sure what he looks like. You never wrote this scenario, and would never know how to write him out of the picture.” 

	Hesitating at first, I then asked, “How can we avoid him? He already knows how I think and every move I would make.” 

	“All I can do is try to move us to a safer location,” said Thom. “We can’t waste any time. We need to leave now.”

	The man was tall, several inches taller than Kate. He sported thick hazelnut hair, and when he spoke, his words were smooth, thick, and full of mystery. Looking into his deep black eyes, Kate found herself traveling into the unknown and fell instantly in love. 

	Looking down at her, he said, “I feel as if I’ve known you before.” He pulled her close and kissed her passionately. 

	Turning to leave, Kate said, “I’m looking forward to the opera this evening. Will you be there?” 

	“Moments after you claim your seat, I will be with you.” 

	They were interrupted by the sound of someone clearing her throat. Smiling wide, Mary stepped into the room and said, “I believe a chaperone should have been in attendance.” 

	Turning red, Lazarus said, “Pardon me, ma’am. My mistake.” Looking back at Kate, he said, “So, shall we rendezvous later?” 

	“We shall,” said Kate. 

	Kissing her on the forehead, he turned and walked away. 

	Quietly closing the door, Kate looked over at her mother and the two began laughing. 

	After containing herself, Mary said, “I see you’ve been busy. Lighted candles and all?” 

	Confused, Kate said, “Candles? What are you referring to?” 

	“It smells like sulfur in here,” said Mary. “You must have been burning something.” 

	Still confused, Kate said, “You’re messing with me, right? We only had the electric bulbs on. No matches were struck.” 

	The two stood silent for a brief moment until finally Mary said, “No matter. I need to get ready for this evening. Back home, it would only take minutes. Here, it takes me hours. I absolutely love it.” She turned and walked out of the parlor.

	Stepping into the atrium of the theatre, Lazarus turned and watched as Kate and Mary approached. Hearing a spirited conversation, he noticed that two young men were following close behind. 

	After coming to an abrupt stop, the taller of the two said, “Yes, you are correct, Rebel. That still doesn’t mean that you should continue with your observations. It’s best to just let it be.” Turning toward Kate, the shorter of the two smiled and said, “Kate, please indulge us. Is this the friend you have been talking about?” 

	Standing quietly and waiting for introductions, the two men exchanged sideways glances and suddenly found themselves unable to contain their amusement. 

	On the verge of laughter, Kate smiled and said, “Lazarus, my dear, I would like to introduce you to Tom and Rebel.” 

	Holding out his hand, Lazarus said, “I’m pleased to meet you. I’ve heard so much about the two of you.” 

	Moments after shaking hands, Rebel found his mind lost within a thick fog and pulled away when the crackle of static exploded between their hands. 

	“My goodness,” said Lazarus, “the air must be dry to produce such a shock.” 

	“Yes,” Rebel said, “it’s been very dry. We haven’t had rain for at least six months.” 

	Without comment, Lazarus turned toward Tom and said, “You and I are quite tall. How do you feel about standing out in a crowd?” 

	“It’s never occurred to me that I might be an oddity,” said Tom.

	Smiling, Lazarus said, “Quite right, my good man. Very well said. I’ve always wanted to blend in and not stand out as well. Unfortunately, my dark eyes betray my need for solitude and privacy.” 

	“Why don’t we take our seats?” said Kate. “We should continue our conversation at the break.” 

	The group slowly navigated around several groups of people and made their way up a winding staircase. They eventually found themselves on the second floor and stood quietly while looking down at the action playing out below them. 

	Before walking into their box, Rebel turned to Lazarus and asked, “Have you much knowledge of this play? Does The Son of Frank have any ratings yet?” 

	“I’ve heard a great deal about this play,” said Lazarus. “This is going to be the biggest hit of the season. I’m sure that for most of the evening you will find yourself deeply involved, and we will all sit patiently while you balleyhoote.” 

	Confused, Rebel asked, “Where did you pick up that word? I’ve only heard it spoken by my wife.” 

	Laughing a little to himself, Lazarus said, “It’s quite simple, my good man. It’s Irish for a belly laugh.” 

	“But how would you know that it applies to me? I’ve only just met you.” 

	Looking directly into Rebel’s eyes, Lazarus said, “It’s amazing what the eyes can reveal. I took one look, and it was obvious. Shall we take our seats?” 

	Again Rebel felt the surge of static, and before he could say anything, Lazarus had stepped into the box and was sitting next to Kate.

	“That was absolutely delightful,” said Mary. “Lazarus you were spot on with your reviews.”

	“Thank you, madam,” said Lazarus. Turning to look at the group, he said, “Perhaps I could entice everyone with a late dinner. Kate has already agreed to indulge me for a couple more hours.” 

	“I’ll have to pass,” said Rebel. “I have an early meeting with clients. Perhaps another time.” 

	Turning toward Tom, Lazarus asked, “How about your friend? Tom, do you have any early morning meetings?” 

	“I’ll have to take a rain check,” said Tom. 

	“You Americans and your slang,” said Lazarus, smiling. “I will never get used to your idioms. No matter. Perhaps another time?” 

	“I would really love to join you if we could all sleep in tomorrow,” said Rebel. 

	“We’re sorry to rush off,” said Tom. “We need to head back home.” 

	Shaking hands and relishing the moment, Lazarus said, “I’m throwing a party two weeks from Saturday. Perhaps you could join us then.”

	With the crackle of static, Rebel again jumped away and said, “By all means. We would love to attend.” 

	“Brilliant,” said Lazarus. “I’ll send a formal invitation.” 

	Watching the two men step into their waiting cab, Lazarus turned and said, “Well, ladies, how about some dinner?” 

	Suddenly, from behind, a voice interrupted. “Mary, is that you?” 

	Turning to address the mystery voice, Mary burst into laughter and said, “Edwin! What a pleasant surprise.” Addressing her guests, she said, “Everyone, this is Edwin. He saved me from quite an embarrassing moment the other day.” 

	“What happened, mum?” asked Kate. 

	“I’m so embarrassed,” said Mary. “Edwin and I had jumped onto a waiting cab, both at the same time. He jumped in on the street side, and I of course stepped in on the other side. Right away, we both started laughing. Realizing our folly, he suggested that we share the cab. My embarrassment overwhelmed me when we arrived at our destination. At that moment, I realized that I had forgotten my coin purse at home. I was about to pay the fare when it became obvious that I had no money. My good friend simply took care of business.” 

	A little red in the face, Edwin said, “It’s the least I could do. It wouldn’t be proper to let this beautiful lady explain her situation.” 

	Looking pleased, Mary then said, “Well, what else could I do but invite this gentleman to join me for a late lunch the next day? We had the most enjoyable afternoon. By the time we finished our meal, we discovered a great deal about each other.” Turning to her new friend, Mary asked, “Would you like to join us for dinner?” 

	“I wouldn’t want to intrude,” said Edwin. 

	“Nonsense,” said Lazarus. “We would love to have you join us.” 

	With everyone in agreement, Lazarus quickly summoned a cab, and they set off toward a nearby restaurant. 

	While they waited to be seated, turning to Edwin, Lazarus said, “I’m afraid that I haven’t introduced myself. How rude of me.” Holding out his hand, he said, “I’m Lazarus. I’m happy you could join us this evening.” 

	The moment their hands touched, a blue spark erupted and caused the room to flood with a momentary flash of light. 

	“My goodness,” said Lazarus. “I’m afraid this keeps happening due to the dry air.” 

	Rubbing his hand on his pants, Edwin hesitated while gathering his thoughts. The static spark had caused a moment of amnesia, and momentarily, he couldn’t remember where he was. “I’m sorry,” said Edwin, “what did you say your name was?” 

	With a look of concern, Lazarus said, “Lazarus. My name is Lazarus. My good man, are you okay? You look a little pale.” 

	“Perhaps you should take a seat,” said Kate. “From what my mum told me earlier, it’s been a very busy week for you. I’m sure you’re just a little tired.” 

	Slowly sitting, Edwin stared into the unknown until Mary walked up and stood next to him. After several minutes, Edwin finally said, “I’m not sure what happened. One moment I was talking to your friend. The next, my mind took me down a long hall that was lined with endless doors.” Shaking his head, he then looked up and continued, “It was strange, to say the least. I was then abruptly back and standing in this room.” 

	“I’m sure it’s because of your job and all the hours you’ve been putting in,” said Lazarus. “What you need is a proper meal. Shall we all be seated?” 

	“How did you know that I was working a lot of hours?” asked Edwin. 

	“Well, my friend, it’s obvious that you look tired. Let’s sit and relax.” 

	The evening quickly stretched into the early morning hours, and with everyone falling into a lazy contentment, Lazarus quietly said, “It’s time to call it a day.” 

	Hoping for one more laugh, the group looked over at their host and waited for one last nightcap full of words. Staring blankly into space, Lazarus slowly started to smile when suddenly a flash of red light filled the room, and his three guests blinked out of view. 

	Humming to himself, Lazarus slowly looked around and considered his next move.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	Stepping through a swirling disturbance, I stood and looked out onto a grey and colourless wasteland. Viewing the desolation, I began to wonder if my friend had taken a wrong turn. Looking over at Thom I asked, “Where are we?” 

	“Just a little side trip,” he said. “Nothing to worry about. Ignore the gloominess. Shortly, everything will be clear.” 

	The moment his words filled the air, the outstretched valley burst into life, creating a view of endless fields with sagebrush and blue skies that stretched beyond the horizon. 

	“This is spectacular,” said Bastian. “Where are we?” 

	“You, my friends, are all standing at the beginning,” said Thom. “We should be able to assess what is needed before diving into the multitude of amulets left by the dark one.” 

	“Let me take a look at that amulet you found,” I said. 

	Reaching deep into his pocket, Thom struggled to pull the chain until suddenly the vessel of souls pulled free and became airborne. Landing several feet away, it hung precariously over a branch that extended over the edge of a ravine. 

	Just as it was about to slip away, a bright flash of red light filled the valley and all five of us blinked out of view. I found myself spinning out of control and falling fast. Closing my eyes to keep from vomiting, I sent out a burst of blue light in hopes of a soft landing. 

	Moments later, I landed face first in a puddle of dirty black water and watched as several hooded men made a mad dash into a neighboring dark alley. Suddenly the sound of screams filled the air, and four unassuming men appeared to fall out of nowhere. 

	Landing several feet away, my friends lay moaning and in shock from their unexpected fall into times past. 

	Sitting up and wiping away the muddy remains of the puddle, Richard said, “What the hell was that? Is everyone okay?” 

	A little confused, Thom said, “I’m not sure what just happened. I have always been able to predict the movements of the dark one. He completely caught me off guard.” 

	“Is everyone else okay?” I asked. 

	Slowly standing, Kevin said, “I’m not sure how we could have survived landing on this solid pavement.” 

	“I can shed some light on this,” I said. “Once I realized that we were all hurtling out of control toward a parking lot made from cement, I surrounded all of us within my bubble. It wasn’t until I landed face down that I lost control of everything.” 

	“Well, it looks like you held on long enough for all of us to land safely,” said Richard. “Except for being covered in dirty black water, we seemed to have survived the fall.” 

	“This is very familiar,” I said looking around. 

	“What do you mean?” asked Richard. 

	“This is where it all began,” I said. “This is the place where I sustained that beating. That was when everything in my life changed.” 

	Reaching over and taking my hand, Richard said, “I never knew the details of what happened. Are you okay?” 

	“Yah,” I said, noncommittal. “I remember returning to the hotel after being released from the hospital. There was a tall man standing at the entrance wearing a hoodie. I thought that it was one of the men who had attacked me. If I had known that it was you, how different would our lives have been?” 

	“Well, despite that moment, everything eventually worked out for the best,” said Richard. 

	“True,” I said. 

	Bastian said, “We can sit here discussing differences in our lives. However by the looks of it, we should probably move on. Look who’s returned.” He pointed.

	I looked toward the alley, and my heart skipped several beats. Several hooded men were quickly approaching. 

	They suddenly stopped, and the air erupted with the rhythmic sound of beating when each goon started to slowly slap a two–foot–long pipe against the palm of his other hand. 

	Pointing in the other direction, Thom said, “Over there. It looks out of place. It must be a doorway from one of the amulets. Let’s run for cover.” 

	We scrambled to our feet and made a beeline toward our only hope of escape. Rushing up to the door, Thom turned the knob with no success. Shaking the unwilling latch, he turned back just as the group of thugs were several feet away. 

	Suddenly there was a click and the door swung open. “In here,” said Thom. 

	And with that, we narrowly escaped the onslaught of an unwarranted beating. Securing the deadbolt, Thom turned and said, “Is everyone accounted for?” 

	“We’re all here, and…” My voice trailed off as we heard a deafening sound of metal smashing up against the other side of the door. 

	“Stand back, everyone,” said Thom. He pulled out what looked like a silver pocket watch. Slightly cracking open the door, he found himself standing face to face with the murderous mob. Before they had a chance to gain entrance, however, the hallway was flooded with a flash of blue light, and the hooded mob blinked out of view. 

	With a click of the deadbolt, Thom turned and said, “This is really strange. I have already harvested this group of souls. It’s like someone has let the genie out of the bottle and forced us to deal with the fallout.” 

	“Why didn’t you pull out the talisman before we ran for the door?” asked Kevin. 

	“I don’t know why,” said Thom. “I suddenly forgot that I had it. No matter. Shall we move on? We have endless hallways to explore.” 

	“Should we be looking for the first door on the right?” I asked. 

	Confused, Thom said, “I’m not sure how to locate that door. The door we entered can’t be the beginning, and there are limitless possibilities as to which door to choose. We need to be careful not to rush to judgment and exit improperly.” 

	“Maybe we should just keep moving,” said Richard. “I’m sure something will present itself at some point.” 

	Resigned to the inevitable, we turned and started to walk past endless doorways, endless possibilities, and definitely toward an uncertain future.

	Kate and Mary found themselves standing and staring blankly down an infinite hall of doorways. Quickly turning around, Kate realized that their friend Edwin was nowhere in sight. Turning back toward the endless hallway she said, “First door on the right.” 

	“What was that, dear?” asked Mary. 

	“First door on the right,” said Kate. “It’s supposed to be the first door on our right that sets us free.” 

	Looking back and forth, Mary asked, “How can you tell which door? They stretch endlessly in both directions.” 

	Rubbing her chin, Kate turned to the door closest to her. She was excited and assumed that it would provide access to an unknown and mysterious adventure. Turning the knob, she was rewarded with a click, and then the door slowly opened. 

	She peered cautiously into the dark room. 

	Suddenly her view changed into a horror show of tortures. Without warning, Samuel suddenly started to hack through the arm of a helpless man. He was strapped tight onto a surgical table and screaming in pain. 

	Recoiling in fear, Kate backed away and quickly shut the door. “This can’t be right,” she said. “Samuel met his demise on that proud steamer.” 

	“Who’s Samuel?” asked Mary. 

	“He’s a friend of Bradleigh’s. Unfortunately, he’s no longer with us.” 

	She thought, “Could this be a doorway into Samuel’s past? Is this what Bradleigh meant by unspeakable acts that he committed?” 

	Trying to clear her mind of the horrors beyond that door, she turned and looked down the hall at the endless doorways. Pulling her mother close, she whispered, “Let’s continue. At some point we should be able to find our way out of here.” 

	The two continued their quest for several hours until, without warning, they ran face first into an invisible barrier. It was like pushing up against a pane of glass through which they could see the hallway continuing into a vast beyond. 

	Suddenly there was a flash of red light, and standing a few feet away were Stella and Sarah. 

	Kate pushed up close to the invisible barrier. A tingling of energy began to flow over her body. Turning toward her mother, she said, “Mother, come over here.” 

	She held her tight, and the two pushed up against the barrier until finally the tingling of energy turned into a burst of blue light. Without warning, they found themselves lying on the floor and looking up at their friends. 

	Reaching down to help, Stella asked, “Oh, my goodness! What just happened? Are the two of you, okay?” 

	Kate and Mary stood up, supporting each other. Kate said, “I would have to guess that all four of us are trapped inside a talisman.” 

	“What do you mean, talisman?” asked Sarah. 

	“Do either of you know how you got here?” asked Kate. 

	“We were both in our front room admiring a trinket that Bastian had found,” said Stella. “It looked like a very strange pocket watch attached to a silver chain. The moment I traced my fingers along its weave pattern, the room started to glow red, and before we realized it, we were standing in this hallway.” 

	Feeling a little panicked, Sarah said, “Yes, that’s what happened, and the next thing we realized was that you and your mother were standing a few feet away.”

	Stella turned and walked up to the barrier. Reaching out, she received several static shocks. She turned around. “It looked like the two of you were pushing up against something invisible. How were you able to make it through?” 

	“Do you know where we are?” asked Sarah. 

	“This is going to sound crazy” said Kate, “but I’m sure it will make sense after I explain it. This is a made–up place that originated within the mind of our friend Bradleigh. A character within his book called the dark one enjoyed trapping souls for his evil enjoyment, and the talisman was the vessel he used as a prison. Strange as it might sound, Bradleigh’s characters started to come to life and this vessel was part of the storyline.” 

	“What was that invisible barrier you pushed through?” asked Stella. 

	Pausing for a moment, Kate said, “It feels like something has changed. I think we’re dealing with more than one vessel. Mother and I must have pushed away from our prison and into the talisman you were both trapped in.” 

	“What do we do now?” asked Stella. 

	“Well, we can’t go back where we came from,” said Kate. 

	“Why not?” asked Stella. “Wouldn’t it be best to move back toward where you started?” 

	Kate carefully weighed her words, then finally said, “I’m afraid that if we go back that direction, we will find ourselves on a bumpy road through history. Horrible things happened when Bradleigh changed the past. We shouldn’t revisit what was finally laid to rest.” 

	“Well, it’s settled,” said Mary. “We should move forward and in the other direction.” 

	Locking her arm with her wife, Sarah said, “Let’s do this. I’m up for an adventure.” 

	Kate’s mind flashed back to an iconic movie from the late 1930s. Interlocking her arms with her mother and two close friends, she said, “You have no prior knowledge of this, but in the late Thirties, this was a popular song inspired by a children’s book.”

	Moving as one, Kate and her mother broke out singing. With her friends finally joining in, they were all off and running. Kate was desperately hoping to find the wizard and that he still lived in one of the outer boroughs called Oz.

	Moving ahead and down the hall of doorways, suddenly the group of women found themselves flanked by endless windows that looked out into the vastness of empty space. A grey fog pushed up against the windowpanes and swirled around, making it impossible to see beyond a few feet. 

	“I wonder what’s out there,” said Stella. 

	She pressed her nose up against the window. Suddenly the view became clear and exposed another set of windows separated by about a hundred or so feet of dead space. When she pulled away from the window, the fog filled in and returned to nothingness. 

	“That is certainly strange,” said Sarah. 

	Kate stood in wonder. Then she pressed up close and waited for the fog to clear. This time, however, she was greeted by an unusual sight. Looking through the glass window, Kate stood in shock when she realized that someone familiar was staring back through the empty wasteland. Peering out from an isolated room stood Edwin. His look suggested panic and distraction. 

	“Mum,” Kate said, “come over here, quick.” 

	Stepping up beside her, Mary stood looking over at the friend she had recently met. “What can we do?” asked Mary. “He looks like he’s in pain and unable to move forward.” 

	Watching the man as he silently issued his plea for help, Kate realized that he must be locked within a different talisman and unable to escape. 

	“He must have opened a door hoping to escape and then found himself trapped,” she thought. 

	“Is there any way we can get to him?” asked Mary. 

	“I’m not sure,” said Kate. “We’re too far apart to push through this barrier.” 

	“Maybe if we move forward, the two will come together,” said Sarah. 

	“We can certainly do that, but what happens if we just move further apart?” asked Mary. “What if this is our only vantage point?” 

	“I have a feeling that these two halls will eventually cross and make contact,” said Stella. 

	“Where are your feelings coming from?” asked Mary. 

	Looking back across the wasteland, Stella said, “I just had a flash of red light within my mind, and it included a vision of both hallways coming together.” 

	“I agree with Stella,” said Sarah. “I’m feeling a change is about to happen.” 

	“Then let’s move on,” said Kate.  “We can always come back in this direction if nothing unfolds.” Ripping off a strip of her ribbon, she tucked it above the window jamb to let it hang freely and in sight of their friend. “This will allow us to find the right door,” she said. 

	Moving as one, the group pressed forward and within the hour came upon another invisible barrier. After pushing against the invisible wall, they pressed their faces against it, but nothing happened. 

	Kate said, “Well, this isn’t working. We need to regroup and focus on the moment.” 

	After holding close and becoming tightly entwined, with only a whisper, Kate said, “Focus on yourself. Focus on your body as if it was just open space.” 

	The room began to glow a deep blue. Within a flash, the four stepped through and found themselves looking back down a hallway that sported endless doors. 

	“I kept track of how many doors we passed in the other hallway,” said Sarah. 

	“You would have made a great bookkeeper,” said Mary. 

	Pulling Sarah close and smiling, Stella said, “That’s true. You seem to always have numbers on your mind. Whenever we are in a restaurant, you always seem to calculate the number of chairs being occupied compared to the empty ones.” 

	Turning red, Sarah said, “I know it’s impulsive. I have always envied my brother because of his opportunities in the family business. I wanted to go to work in the accounting office. My father, however, wouldn’t hear of it.” 

	“Well, I appreciate your gift for numbers,” said Mary. 

	“Why don’t you take the lead and count your way to our door of mystery?” said Kate.

	“687,” said Sarah. “This should be our door.” 

	The group stood excited and prepared themselves to greet an old friend. Kate slowly opened the door and the women cautiously stepped in. Hoping to find their friend Edwin, instead they were greeted by an empty room. 

	“Are you sure that you counted correctly?” asked Stella. 

	A little irritated, Sarah said, “I’m never wrong when it comes to numbers.” 

	“How can you be so sure?” asked Stella. 

	“I’ve tested myself without failure,” said Sarah. She was now sporting a look bordering on anger. 

	Pulling her close, Stella said, “I didn’t mean anything by that. I just wanted to be sure before we moved on. The doorways probably don’t quite line up, and I’m sure we are just off a few feet or so.” 

	“I don’t think so. Look across to the other side,” said Kate, “There’s my ribbon hanging freely where I left it. It lines up perfectly with this doorway.” 

	“I think we should open a few more doors,” said Mary. “I’m sure we just opened the wrong one.” 

	Just then, the sound of a squeaky hinge filled the room, and the door slammed shut. Rushing up and grabbing the handle, Kate twisted and shook the rebellious knob repeatedly. After turning back, she said, “Well, ladies, it seems that we have come to the end of the line. If we’re unable to leave this room, we are condemned until someone rescues us.” 

	“Why is it that we need to be rescued?” asked Mary, “We’re capable of taking care of our own business.” 

	Pulling her close, Stella said, “You’re right. We should be able to take care of ourselves without a knight in shining armor.” 

	Hearing those words, Kate flashed back to what Bradleigh had told her about his new book. “He said that it would be a book about Katherine and that I would be in charge of all the lands,” she thought. “I would be its ruler,” she said out loud. 

	“What was that?” asked Sarah. 

	“Bradleigh is writing a book for me, about me. He said that I would rule the land and bring justice to all who lived there.” 

	“Do you suppose this has to do with that?” asked Mary. 

	“Perhaps. Maybe this is all coming from within the mind of Bradleigh, and somehow it’s all come to life.” 

	“If that’s the case, you should have the power to help with our incarceration,” said Stella. 

	Rubbing her chin, Kate stood a moment to reflect. With images flashing through her mind, finally, she said, “He taught me a list of secrets regarding the energies. Ladies, please gather round and hold tight. This might be a bumpy ride, and I have no idea where we’ll end up.” 

	With that, the group pulled together and closed their collective eyes. Just as the room started to swirl around them, a feeling of nausea overwhelmed the group. 

	When Kate slowly opened her eyes, they found themselves standing in an unknown time and space. Quickly rushing into a field of sweet grasses, both Stella and Sarah collapsed to the ground and proceeded to relieve themselves of what little food they had left in their stomachs. 

	Looking back at the two other women, Stella suddenly said, “What’s happened to you?” 

	“What do you mean?” asked Kate. 

	“Look at Mary,” said Stella. 

	Turning toward her mother, then back where Sarah and Stella were kneeling, Kate suddenly felt the blood rush to her head. It appeared that things had definitely changed. Except for Kate, the gals were now guys.

	Struggling to stand and righting herself, Stella looked out at the endless wasteland filled with wild sweet grasses. Turning back toward her friends, she said, “We need an explanation and a solution to fix our current transformation. I would like some answers as to why we are now sporting a five o’clock shadow.” Pointing toward the setting sun, she continued, “I have a strong feeling that we need to move that direction.” 

	The group slowly turned and surveyed the winding road that disappeared over a nearby ridge. 

	“We’re definitely suited for an adventure,” said Kate. “Look at what we’re all wearing.” 

	A smile spread throughout the group when they realized their fortune. Kate sported the appropriate loose–fitting trousers. The transitioned guys were dressed as mirror images. 

	“We’re waiting for our marching orders,” said Mary. “It’s your story. How would you like to proceed?”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Three

	The excitement of their new adventure was a distant memory. Kevin noticed the look of exhaustion on everyone’s face. Stopping, he said, “This is hopeless. How can we ever escape when this hallway continues without any end? Let’s pick a door, any door. I need a way out.” 

	Frustrated, he grabbed the first doorknob to his right and turned it. The door slowly swung inward to reveal a black and empty space, devoid of movement or life. 

	“You might not want to step too close,” said Thom. “Blackness has a habit of pulling things in.” 

	Quickly stepping away, Kevin found refuge several feet away and across from the door of mystery. Slowly moving closer to the room, I peeked inward with hopes of finding something to save us from ourselves. Richard looked over my shoulder and tried to see if there were any signs of life or movement. 

	Slowly, a nondescript stream of yellow light filled the room and revealed a strange yet comforting sight. Stretching away from our open door lay a lonesome and winding road. Following the curves and its persistent push toward a distant ridge of trees, I realized that this was our sign. It was obvious that we needed to move forward and into the unknown. Far off in the distance, a small village sat, enjoying the final rays of light from the day. 

	“What do you think?” asked Richard.

	I could tell he was ready to move forward. “Let’s do it ,” I said. “It seems harmless enough.” Turning back toward the group, I said, “Would anyone like to join us?” 

	Both Richard and I suddenly felt that we were being pulled, and then a rush of air surrounded us. Before we realized it, we found ourselves standing on the path and looking out into endless fields of sweet grasses. 

	Turning back toward the doorway, I smiled and said, “This looks okay. Why don’t you all join us?” 

	Before anyone had a chance to react, the door slammed shut and faded out of view. 

	With panic in his voice, Richard said, “The doorway! It’s gone! What do we do now?” 

	“Let’s wait and see if the others are able to join us,” I said. “If nothing happens, I can only assume that we need to move toward that town in the distance.” 

	Grabbing the doorknob, Bastian struggled and tried in vain to release the rebellious knob. He said, “Would anyone else like to try? It appears to be locked, and I don’t have the strength to break it open.” 

	Thom walked up and with a single click, turned the knob. This allowed the door to swing freely and slowly open into the unknown. 

	With a look devoid of any emotion, he turned and said, “It’s too late. The room is empty.” He then faded out of view.

	The newly transformed girls stood silent and gathered their thoughts regarding their next move. With renewed excitement and hope for the future, they quickly moved forward and into the final rays of the now setting sun. 

	Unsure of what they might encounter, Kate said, “We need to be on our guard. We have no idea where we are or what time we’ve stepped into.” 

	Kate decided to push forward as leader of the group and walked in silence for nearly an hour. As she was about to step onto a switchback leading back down the ridge, their situation suddenly became brighter. Walking around a sharp corner, she ran face first into someone she least expected to find. Without warning, she landed directly in the arms of her brother Richard. 

	“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” I said, coming up from behind. “Where did all of you come from?” 

	Turning to greet her group of followers, a little shocked, Richard asked, “Who are you traveling with?” 

	Smiling widely, Kate said, “Don’t you recognize them?” 

	A little unsure at first, Richard finally said, “Mum, is that you? Why are you sporting a five o’clock shadow?” 

	Embarrassed by his comment, Mary looked straight into his eyes and said, “Yes, it’s me. Somehow, when your sister pulled us out of that locked room, we all landed as men. Well, except for Kate.” 

	I asked, “How are you dealing with the change?” 

	With a wickedness in her smile, Mary said, “Before this all started, I would have reported that I had already gone through the change. I’m afraid that several
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