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Middle World

Jimmy Roberts walked down a narrow, damp rock tunnel, weakly lit by the luminescent rock common in the caves and tunnels of the Below. At first, the dimness of the caves, caverns, and tunnels reminded him of the dusky light of an early evening on the farm when the last fiery arch of the sun disappeared behind Mt. Katart. But the more his eyes adapted, possibly with the help of the black opal hanging around his neck, he could see with perfect clarity. 

In the short time he’d been trapped in the Below, he’d grown six inches and dropped pounds of pudgy teen weight. How many pounds he didn’t know, but his shirt hung off him, and his pants were held up by a tightly cinched vine. His arms, shoulders, and legs had grown lean muscles that would impress any girls who’d made fun of him for being fat in school over the years. Was that the result of the opal’s power? He didn’t know, but one change he was sure of was that, due to the opal’s power, he could pop the lenses out of his thick black glasses. The smallest insect crawling at the end of a tunnel was visible now.

His stringy black hair, a constant source of teasing in school, was now trimmed on the sides, cut, and scraped short with a sharp-edged stone. As a reminder of his past life, a long black ponytail hung down the middle of his back. No one at Coleman High School would recognize him now, except for his heterochromia, which gave him one blue eye and one green eye. That would be a feature that would always mark him as Jimmy the Loser in the Above. If they could only see him now as Jimmy the Conqueror or as King Jimmy, which was a familiar address for him in this world.

He thought about his previous miserable life as he walked along the damp tunnels. He knew the creatures under the mountain better than he’d ever known any humans. The opal around his neck allowed him to interpret the primitive grunts, churring, clicks, and chirps of any creature he encountered as language, and it didn’t seem to matter how big or small the creature ... he could understand them and read their thoughts. 

Accompanying him this day were his Gorthera warriors, Glak and Kleg. Once his captors, both were now loyal to him for fear he would tear them apart with his new power. It was amazing what he’d accomplished, considering their size and strength compared to his much smaller human profile. They were, he guessed, seven feet tall with a massive lion head on top of a gorilla body that was distinguished by a mane of silver fur on their back. They leaned forward, walking on their back legs, their long arms swaying in front of their body, their knuckles just above the ground. If they needed to move fast, they would drop to all fours on their back paws and gorilla hands, then move forward in a sideways gallop. Their great strength, quickness, generally nasty attitude, and razor-sharp claws that popped out of each long finger when needed made them one of the most dangerous creatures in the Below.

He’d encountered Glak and Kleg cycles earlier when they took him from the Above to the Below through Cave 42 in the Mt. Katart abandoned mines. When he came to, they’d pulled him through some type of magical portal into a world full of creatures, monsters, killer insects, giant spiders, living skeletons, and wildly dangerous plants that he would never have imagined in his worst nightmare. He’d been severely beaten and was fading in and out of consciousness as they dragged him through the damp tunnels by his ankles.

He assumed he was meant to be their dinner that night, but that all changed when he came upon the plain wooden box with the opal inside. Glak and Kleg are intelligent creatures with an ability to communicate well, so they understood quickly that they were no match for him once he was master of the black opal’s power. They soon pledged their allegiance to him and led him to the Gorthera community, where five hundred aggressive Gorthera lived in a series of large caves.

In a very short time, he killed their unpopular leader, Kestan, and appointed Kleg’s brother, Glabe, to be in charge while he traveled. He remembered back to his first thought after killing the Gorthera leader. Easy Peazy. Then Jimmy thought, why stop here? He asked Glak what other creatures he should conquer, and the answer was quick ... Carnisaurs, a species as fierce and terrifying as the Gorthera. 

The pain of the memory made him instinctively reach for the black opal hanging around his neck, inert now since there was no need for it to power up, but even so, he could feel a pulse inside it when he held it. Often, he felt the need to touch the opal as if it were calling to him. There wasn’t a voice in his head that urged him, but more of a persistent craving that built inside his chest, flowed out to his arms, and ran down into his fingers. Before he knew it or could consciously control it, his hand moved, and he was clutching the opal. 

During their first meeting, his accidental discovery of the plain wooden box containing the black opal changed the equation among Jimmy, Glak, and Kleg. Even though he was clinging to life, barely able to move from blood loss and the pain of broken bones, he was able to get the opal around his neck. The transformation began immediately. A euphoric power surged through his body, healed his broken bones, mended his cracked teeth, cleared the haze from his vision, and allowed him to understand the language and thoughts of the Gorthera as if he were inside their mind.

If that wasn’t unexpected enough, the opal gave him power that shot from his fingertips like a lightning bolt, allowing him to pin the much bigger Kleg against the tunnel wall. The incredible thing was that it didn’t tire him to keep the giant creature up in the air. It was like holding a feather against a wall with your finger, effortless. He could have held her there all day. 

It was a power he still didn’t quite understand, but he did know that he felt invincible with the opal around his neck. Glak and Kleg were lucky he hadn’t killed them that day. Not long after he dominated Glak and Kleg, they submitted to him being superior. He could sense a new confidence and swagger had developed inside him from the opal’s presence, and an idea of growing an army was born. Being a loner his entire life, the idea of having a large group look to him for leadership was very appealing.

As he became used to this strange world, Glak and Kleg told him about another dangerous creature he could master besides the Carnisaurs ... the Airclaws. They were massive flying birds in Upper World, fierce killers that were ravaging the Mollylopers and Woodsprites. That was when a plan formed in his mind. He had the Gorthera. If he could enslave the Carnisaurs, bend their will to follow him, and then dominate these big bird creatures, the Airclaws, ruling the Above and Below was not out of reach. 

He walked silently ... a smile plastered on his face as he thought about the future. Was it possible that he could mold the Below into a world where he ruled? This would never have been possible before the discovery of the magical black opal. He pulled it out from inside his shirt, ran his fingers over it, and could feel the warm throb of power react to his touch, waiting to be unleashed. 
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Four Ways Bridge
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BAWL, BILG, AND BLAT were Bunmunk brother warriors. Bunmunks were small, chubby, furry creatures with whiskers, twitchy noses, and broad, flat tails that thumped on the ground when they were nervous or excited. They’d been tasked with protecting the humans, Eddie, Josh, Bre, Higgins, and the Mollyloper Maggie, from the day they set out from Uncle Zeb’s cabin. 

Each of the Bunmunk warriors wore a metal chest plate, carried a long bow in hand, and had a short sword strapped to their back. The brothers knelt in front of the group at the edge of their rocky outcrop, their tails thumping with energy as they nocked arrows and kept a wary eye on the two giants who’d just broken free from a collapsed tunnel across the chasm. The giants looked confused and were scrambling around on all fours, touching, pulling, prodding, and tasting everything around them.

One of the giants stood, plucked an egg from a tall tree-top nest, and swallowed it whole. A large bird screeched and swooped in to protect the nest, but in an instant, the other giant stood, snatched it out of the air, and bit its head off. 

Bawl whispered, “They don’t look friendly, but the good news is that they’ve not seen us yet.”

Bilg answered, “I didn’t think there were any giants alive in the Below to see us.”

Blat turned to Henry, who was standing, stooped, slightly behind them, observing, “I thought these beasties were all dead.”

Henry, the ancient Felgranian healer with patchy green fur, leaned on his cane and watched the gigantic creatures, lost in the fascination of a distant memory. He spoke his inner thoughts aloud. “It’s amazing that these creatures have survived. No one has seen one for many, many cycles.” The last time he’d seen a giant, he was much younger and had watched them assist Woodsprites in building a bridge like this, the Four Ways Bridge that stretched across the abyss. They would carry tree trunks and boulders like they weighed nothing, breaking rocks away with their enormous fists. 

Each of these giants stood half again as tall as the biggest Felgranians he’d ever seen, his adopted Felgranian sons Cuff and Link, thick and sturdy with thick green fur, who were themselves bigger than any normal Felgranian. These giants had blocky heads with prominent foreheads, bushy gray eyebrows, dark faces with wide, flat noses, deep-set emerald green eyes, and square, jutting jaws. A shock of thick, ashen hair stood up from the middle of their scalps. Tattered Grayna skins covered thick and leathery gray torsos. Their long arms and wide shoulders were heavily muscled, and they had fists as big as boulders ... he’d heard stories that giants could punch through solid rock with those fists. 

Skilt and Higgins moved toward Henry. Higgins still sported a shock of red hair, thick black glasses, and a pale complexion dotted with freckles. He’d grown eight inches since the first adventure in the Below and, although still slight, had worked out enough to show some fledgling muscles. What hadn’t changed about Higgins was his worrywart attitude, his habit of overexplaining simple things, and his frustration when he wasn’t understood. 

Henry turned as they approached and asked Skilt what he thought. The old Woodsprite was a small creature. A broadleaf served as its face and body, with large black eyes, a nose and mouth only visible if it was breathing or talking, and arms and legs that looked like branches. Skilt had worked for many cycles with friendly giants, but he knew there could be bad actors in any group. He touched Henry, “This not good. These giants not look friendly.”

Henry leaned on his cane, gingerly bent his green furry body, and knelt beside Skilt. They consulted in whispers for a moment, and Skilt got quite animated, grabbing at the two small knives that hung at its back by vines to prove some point. After a moment, Henry turned away from Skilt and waved his hand at the Bunmunks, who still had arrows aimed at the giants, “Do not. It is not the way. Skilt says you’re wasting your time. His magical knives may not even penetrate the tough skin of the giants. He thinks the arrows will bounce off and only serve to irritate them.” 

The Bunmunk warriors lowered their bows, reached back, and dropped the arrows into the quiver. Bawl pushed back on Skilt’s assessment, “Every creature has a weakness.” He stood and pulled out his short swords. Henry looked at Bawl with raised eyebrows as if to convey that the sword would do no good either.

Bawl stared back, “We have to do something.”  

Skilt clarified in his deep, gravelly voice, “Stab same place over and over, maybe get through. Aim for eyes, aim for soft spots, maybe get through.”

Bawl looked at Henry with a satisfied look, “See. I thought so.” Bilg and Blat pulled their swords and stood beside Bawl.  

Henry shrugged, then studied the giants, trying to recall if these creatures matched his distant memory. Still, the only difference he could see between the giants was that one had a strip of gray hair running down its back and was slightly shorter.

The giants, standing tall now, spied the small creatures across the divide holding swords, pointed at the group, and then yelled something. Their voices resonated powerfully throughout the cavern, causing a small landslide down the rock wall. Kroggy, always thinking about himself, screeched, turned, and bounded toward the tunnel behind them until Eddie yelled for him to stop. Kroggy slid to a stop and ran to Eddie. He got close to Eddie’s face and protested, “Eddie ... Kroggy not want to be here.”

Eddie, dressed in khakis, was handsome with dark hair and a beard. He was tall and muscular, not overly bright like Josh, and still sported a scar on the left side of his face from his cheekbone to his jawline from the cave collapse when he saved his brother five years ago. He grabbed Kroggy’s arm, “I know Krogs! But we need to stick together.” Kroggy nodded, mumbled that he’d try, then dropped against the rock wall and sulked. He distracted himself by pulling a skeleton key from his pack, twirling it in his fingers, and mumbling, “Eddie think Kroggy will stay and get eaten. Not so much.”

Eddie looked away from the giants long enough to admonish his friend, “C’mon, Krogs. You can do this! Don’t be a wimp about it.”

Bre, a soccer player, a black belt in karate, and an expert with her long whip, was pretty and athletic, with shoulder-length brown hair. She piped in, annoyed, “I can see nothing has changed between you two idiots.”

Eddie ignored her, and then his face lit up with an idea. He poked Kroggy in the shoulder, “Use your magic thingy ... fire the hot energy stuff at them. That will keep them away.”

“Kroggy cannot ...” he flicked at the black opal hanging around his neck with his furry green hand, “... nothing now since I save you from Rhinadillo beasts.” Then he leaned into Junior, who was paging through a book open in front of him on the dirt. The little bunmunk scholar desperately tried to find information about the giant’s language that could help. Kroggy whispered, “These friendly giants? Don’t look friendly.”

Junior, the small scholarly Bunmunk who was their guide, looked up from the book he was studying, twitched his nose in irritation, and said, “Don’t jump to conclusions. We just don’t know yet, do we?” 

The Bunmunk warriors, along with Henry and Skilt, were still standing at the edge of their cliff, watching as the giants turned away from them, moved back to the rock wall, spun around, and ran for the edge, leaping up and across the divide. They grabbed the at the top edge of the cliff face right below the Bunmunk archery line and climbed up onto the ledge. 

The Bunmunk brothers scrambled backward. Higgins froze in place, his mouth opened wide in shock. 

Maggie gasped, jumped up, and yelled, “Tommy!” She was petite, with a long red ponytail, ice blue eyes, and freckled cheeks. She and Bre ran forward, hooked their hands under Higgins’s armpits, and dragged him backward to safety.

The giants stood still, towering over the group. Their thick chests heaved from the effort of breaking through the heavy rock and leaping across the great distance. A series of looks, moans, and menacing growls passed between the giants as they appeared to be deciding how to proceed.

Before Eddie could react, Kroggy jumped up, turned, and ran for the cave opening again, “Not friendly, not friendly!” In two leaping bounds, Kroggy sped past everyone and was gone.

Henry leaned against the wall, glanced toward the tunnel mouth that Kroggy left through, and addressed the group, “We all can’t move as fast as Kroggy. We need to try to communicate with them. Let them know we mean no harm.” 

They settled for huddling against a rock wall near the waterfall inside the cavern and formed defensive lines to fight as a last resort. Blat, Bilg, and Bawl stood in front with their short swords, while Bre, Maggie, and Eddie stood just behind, Bre with whip uncoiled and at the ready, Eddie held a pickax in one hand and a short sword in the other, while Maggie, who came up to Eddie’s waist, hovered a bit above the ground, her long red magical ponytail rigid at her side. 

Higgins knelt beside Junior, who was searching for something to help them against the giants in his book. Higgins read over Junior’s shoulder for a moment, then asked, “Can I help. I’m a fast reader?”

Junior, without looking up, snapped, “No! I need to concentrate.” Junior frantically pored over the books in the backpack, paging through them and then tossing them aside as he mumbled giants, giants, giants as if vocalizing his goal would help it appear.

Junior yelled out, “Ah, Ha!” His furry body quivered, and his tail whacked on the ground, “I found it!” He pointed to words on a page. Then he stood, stepped past each line of protectors, held a flat hand up toward the giants, and proclaimed in as authoritative a voice as one little Bunmunk could muster, “Iguis aquinot.” 

The giants paused momentarily as if they recognized the words, but then grunted at each other and started moving forward again. Junior bravely took another step forward, thrust his hand higher into the air, and repeated the command louder, “Iguis aquinot.” The giants roared, beat their chests, and stomped their feet so forcefully that the ground shook, forcing Junior to drop to his knees.

Bawl rushed forward and grabbed Junior, pulling him back, “It’s not working, laddie. Whatever you’re doing isn’t right.”

Henry thought that after his long life, this may be how it ended, being eaten by a giant. He was resolved to be at peace if this happened, but looked around at the group and felt sad that these young people would die with him. He thought about the powder bombs in his pack, but having seen the cliff collapse that Josh stood on, he thought better than to use them here unless it was the last thing he did.

Suddenly, the water gushing down the side of the rock face from the waterfall swelled as water does when a mammoth sea creature rises rapidly to the surface. There was a swishing sound, like air moving through a turbulent waterfall, as the water pushed out into a shape. Something enormous was fighting its way through the powerful cascading water. 
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Lower World
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KROGGY’S MIND RACED as he hurried haphazardly down strange tunnels and around corners, panicked over what he’d just witnessed. Giants! Massive gray creatures that were supposedly gone forever, buried in Bottom World long ago by the Great Shake, but here they were trying to kill him. The truth was, Kroggy knew very little about giants. Were they friendly or not? Who knew? They’d been gone so long that they’d become just yarns told around a fire to frighten the young. What Kroggy did know was that they were big, almost twice as big as any Felgranian warrior. Could this development endanger all the creatures in the Below? Could it mean the end for his species? 

Felgranians are the largest population of any creatures in the Below, living in Lower World under Trogor the Terrible’s rule. The community dwelled in a series of large caves and caverns so vast that there were not one but two ponds of water inside, along with a waterfall. Kroggy did not live in the community anymore ... he’d been exiled due to allegations of cheating others out of their possessions. That wasn’t his recollection of events, but he was sent away, nonetheless.  

Bigger than most humans, Felgranians had cat-frog features, including large, oval eyes, a furry face, long whiskers, twitchy ears, and a mane of green fur that ran down their backs and tapered into a hairless reptile lower half. Coiled spring back legs and webbed feet made them excellent jumpers and swimmers. Mostly, they were friendly species, but if threatened, they could deploy retractable, razor-sharp claws at the tips of their long, nimble fingers, which became formidable slashing weapons. 

Kroggy slid to a stop around a corner, knelt, and listened for the footfalls of someone chasing him. His hearing was excellent, thanks to his tall ears. All he detected were the usual sounds one hears in the tunnels ... the tinkling of loose pebbles tumbling down rock walls, the swishing and whistling of air currents working through cracks, crevices, and air shafts, and water drops lazily plopping from one surface to another ... but no heavy footsteps chasing him. This was good!

He dropped onto his backside, pulled one webbed foot up onto his knee, and worked a small, sharp rock out of his toe as a pang of regret filled him. He’d just abandoned his friends ... not good ... but saving Kroggy was most important. He knew who he was, a nomadic, lonely creature with a habit of borrowing shiny things that weren’t his. He was also irritating to whomever he was around, liked to stick his nose into others’ business, and poke sticks into other creatures to frustrate them, but those were problems others had. Kroggy knew deep down that he loved himself. 

He set his foot back down gently and cursed his big, webbed feet. The wide, flat slabs were great for swimming but not so good for sprinting through tunnels. Eddie told Kroggy that when he ran, the slapping sounded like an elephant wearing flippers. Kroggy winced and shook his head. Eddie. Thinks he’s Mister Perfect. Probably not miss him at all if he got eaten, but deep down, he knew that wasn’t true. Eddie was one of the only friends Kroggy had.

He twisted his body, cupped his hand under a steady drip of water, let the water pool into his black palm, brought it to his mouth, and then curled his long, rough tongue to slurp it up. He leaned back against the wall, took in a deep breath, and blew it out slowly. A few minutes ago, his heart had been beating so hard inside his chest that he was sure it would explode out of his body and flop on the rocky floor like a fish out of water, but finally, it was slowing. 

All this activity had made him uncomfortably hot, which made his fur sticky, so he reached his hand up to the steady drip and splashed tiny amounts of water over his fur. His stomach grumbled. How long had he been running through the tunnels? It seemed like a long time, and his stomach was sure he’d missed several meals. He patted it gently ... food soon. 

Now that he was calmer, he could think about what just happened. The running began when he was with a mixed group of Below creatures and humans at the Four Ways bridge. There was Henry, Skilt, a Mollyloper girl, Maggie, who was connected with a human Higgins, and then there were his human friends Eddie, Josh, and Bre. Finally, there were several Bunmunks ... small, chubby, furry creatures with whiskery noses that twitched a lot and flat, thumpy tales. One of the Bunmunks was named Junior, an irritating little bookworm who wore bifocal spectacles that didn’t stay up on his flat nose. 

The group had just gotten together at the bridge when they were surprised by two giants digging their way out of a collapsed tunnel across the chasm the bridge crossed. At first, the appearance of the giants seemed like quite a spectacle, a safe spectacle due to distance, but that didn’t last. The giants spotted the group across the divide, turned, and walked away like they were going to leave. They didn’t get far before they spun around suddenly, sprinted toward their cliff’s edge, and then made a death-defying leap across the abyss. In a flash, the giants were then on the same rocky outcrop the group was on. Then Kroggy’s internal terror switch came on, and he ran.

These two giants looked angry and hungry. Kroggy’s stomach growled again. He knew what hunger looked like and was sure the group was their next meal. Then, when the giants roared, it was too much for Kroggy. He couldn’t bear to stay and see if they were friendly. He wondered if anyone who stayed would survive. Had he just lost all his friends? He knew he might never find out.

Rest time was over. It was time to move. Kroggy stood and used the backs of his hands to sweep rock dust off his green fur. Was he far enough away from the giants and the Four Way Bridge? He thought so and decided he could walk now. Even though feelings of guilt swirled inside his head, he continued down the tunnel away from his friends.
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Four Ways Bridge

The giants stopped advancing toward the group, turned, and stared at the emerging disturbance in the turbulent waterfall. The mist made it difficult to see, causing confusion among the giants and the terrified group cowering before them. What was fighting its way through the torrent of tumbling water? 

Swiftly, long, mighty wings, razored talons, and a gargantuan head with a spiked beak erupted through the mist. A massive black bird, nearly equal in size to the giants, water streaming off its wings, jetted forward in attack mode, bellowing a deafening caw that drowned out the thunderous roar of the waterfall. The ferocious assault forced one of the giants to stumble back toward the cliff’s edge. 

Eddie called out to the group, “Flajak! It’s Flajak.” They raised their weapons and cheered. Eddie was overjoyed to see the big bird. He clapped Higgins on the back, knocking him down to his knees. Flajak had been a big part of Eddie’s Below World journey. Five years ago, the massive bird played a crucial role in saving Eddie after the cave collapse, pulling him free from the crushing rocks after Eddie helped Josh, Higgins, and Bre escape back to the Above on their first adventure to the Below. Then, the massive bird helped drag Eddie’s broken body to Henry’s lodge for medical care. Once Eddie was well enough, Flajak lived with him and Kroggy in the mansion, their cave home in Lower World.

The flurry of beating wings continued. Flajak’s poking beak punctured into the giant’s chest over and over until green blood flowed. Its talons scraped at the giant’s eyes, forcing it to take another step back. The giant snarled as it swung its massive fists wildly at the aggressive bird, but it was no match. Within seconds, the giant toppled backward off the edge, pin-wheeling down into the abyss, arms and legs flailing wildly ... its scream of agony disappeared into the sound of the waterfall.

The remaining giant shouted in anguish, beat its head and chest with its own massive fists, roared, and then scrambled toward Flajak on all fours just as Flajak landed. It grabbed the big bird’s wings with its enormous hands, put a foot into Flajak’s back, and pulled backward to snap the bird’s spine. Bawl, Blat, and Bilg had seen enough. Their warrior training kicked in, and they sprang into action, sprinting toward the skirmish, climbing the giant like a tree, and stabbing their short swords into its neck, back, and shoulders. Before long, green blood flowed down the giant’s back, and it screamed in pain.

Finally, the giant was forced to release Flajak, throwing the bird across the rocky ground and crunching into the rock wall. Bre and Eddie ran forward to help. The crack of her whip snapped repeatedly, striking the giants’ ankles, raising welts with each blow. Eddie danced right and left to stay out of harm’s way, swinging his rock hammer at its knees, while Maggie used her new power, moving things with her ponytail magic, and flung loose rocks at the giants’ eyes.

Suddenly, the giant spun violently to dislodge the relentless Bunmunks, but they hung on. It staggered in a circle, knocking Bre and Eddie back toward the wall while it tried to block the rocks hurtling at its eyes. It groaned and reached behind its head again to knock the Bunmunks off, finally resorting to scraping its back against the rock wall to move them within reach. 

It grabbed Blat and squeezed, but he was slimed with green blood and squirted out of the giant’s hand like a wet seed and tumbled harmlessly across the ground. The giant got a better hold of Bawl, tossing him like a rag doll, causing him to spin through the air and crash against the wall above the huddled group. 

Bilg strategically moved to the middle of its back, stabbing it constantly until the giant backed into the wall again, grinding the warrior Bunmunk against the rough rockface until he was within reach, then grabbing him with one hand. Bilg squirmed and yelled for help as the giant held him up high, tipped its head back, stuck its black tongue out, and dangled the chubby warrior over its open mouth full of decaying, yellow teeth. 

Junior screeched, knowing there was only a moment to act before Bilg was crunched by those teeth. He waddled forward at top speed, his short sword raised above his head in a stabbing position, and thrust the point into the edge of the giant’s big toenail. It lifted its foot in pain and tossed Bilg, bouncing him across the plateau toward the cliff’s edge. Bilg clawed at rocks and vines as he slid toward the edge. At the last second, his hand found a firmly rooted plant, and he stopped in time. His legs swung over the drop-off, and his grip slid off the plant with each passing second. He looked up and yelled for help again. Bre and Higgins ran for him, sliding on their knees, grabbing his metal chest plate just as he lost his grip and pulling him back to safety.

The giant staggered around the outcrop, bleeding profusely from its neck, back, knees, and toe, trying to wipe the blood from its eyes. Flajak advanced slowly, looking for an opening to attack again. The giant ripped a tree from a rocky crevice in the wall and swung it blindly back and forth to keep Flajak away.

Flajak sent a mind picture to Bre. There was a thick vine near where Bilg, Bre, and Higgins were now, and the picture was of the giant tripping on the vine and going over the edge.

Bre called out to Higgins and Bilg, pointing at the thick vine. “We need to pull the vine from each side, tighten it up, and then Flajak will push the giant back.”

Higgins nodded in understanding and ran for the vine. Bilg, his leg cut and bleeding, hobbled to the side away from Bre to pull the vine taut. When they were ready, Bre sent a mind picture out, hoping it would reach Flajak. It seemed to work because Flajak launched a new attack on the giant, pushing it back and edging it closer to the stretched vine. Just then, Blat let an arrow fly. It struck the giant in the eye, causing it to take another big step back, and its heel caught on the stretched vine. Arms pinwheeling, one leg in the air, it tried to catch its balance but could not. 

The vine worked, and the giant toppled backward, reaching out desperately to grab anything as it slid over the edge. The final piece now, Higgins and Bilg let the vine go, and the giant fell into the chasm. Its last act was to use one outstretched to brush Bre hard enough to send her over the edge with it. Higgins and Bilg ran to where Bre went over, dropped to their stomachs, and peered over the edge into the deep black. The giant was gone, and Bre was hanging on to the vine. They quickly pulled her to safety.

As everyone regrouped, drank water, and discussed what had happened, Henry used his telescope to study the tunnel mouth from which the giants had emerged. There was no activity, but Henry was concerned. He turned to Skilt and whispered, “These can’t be the only two.”

Skilt nodded in agreement and touched Henry to communicate, “Not only two. There will be more.”

Henry looked at his old friend, “Is that good or bad?”

“Good and bad. When younger, good giants help build bridges and doors, but have been gone long time. What they are like now, no one can know.” Henry agreed, and they headed back to the group, who were now sitting, drinking water, and chatting calmly as the adrenaline of the battle filtered away.

A chill settled throughout the large cavern, its temperature affected by the day and night temperatures of the mountain air that filtered in through cracks and crevices. Bawl, Blat, and Bilg, nursing minor injuries, sat with Higgins and Maggie, staring into a small fire someone had made against the wall opposite the steep drop-off. Not far away, Junior sat alone, using the dancing light from the fire to study books and maps spread out in front of him. Bre and Eddie sat near the tunnel mouth that Kroggy had fled through, huddled together, sharing stories from their childhood regarding Josh, who’d fallen from the cliff earlier. Flajak sat at the cliff’s edge, wings folded back, its legs underneath its large body, silently looking out over the abyss into the waterfall.

After everyone had eaten rations from their packs, Henry called everyone together. In a moment, everyone stood near the fire, with Flajak off to one side. Henry announced, “We all need to make plans and get moving before we have any more large friends come out of that tunnel.”

Higgins asked in a shaky voice, “You think there will be more giants?”

Henry smiled and placed his sizeable reptilian hand on Higgins’s shoulder, “No one can really know, but where there are two, there could be more.”

Maggie added, “I thought this, but didn’t want to say it. It would be hard to believe that only two giants survived all this time.”

Flajak arose from his roost, waddled toward the group, then touched each of them with the tip of his feather to establish communication. The enormous bird had the ability to force its thoughts into a creature’s mind, but it was easier if they knew it was coming and there had been some physical contact. Flajak sent a question to them, “Where is Kroggy? I thought he was with your group.

Henry sent a mind picture of Kroggy sprinting through the tunnel mouth as he verbalized it to the group, “Our friend Kroggy left very quickly when he saw the giants. We haven’t seen him since.” Flajak ruffled his feathers in irritation, then sent out a series of mind pictures that expressed his disappointment that Kroggy didn’t stay to fight. 

Then Flajak explained he’d not been with Kroggy at the mansion for a while now because he’d been flying through windshafts looking for more of his kind. Just like the giants, the blackbirds were separated by the Great Shake, but Flajak felt like there had to be more of his kind somewhere in the Below. He sent pictures to everyone showing a windshaft at the bottom of the abyss, stretching horizontally east. That was why the giant blackbird was here ... to explore that windshaft, and then he saw the giants leap across the divide. 

Eddie thought momentarily and said, “East of Mt. Katart, huh? That might be Pine Knob Mountain.”

Eddie asked, “You think there are tunnels and shafts inside Pine Knob?”

Bre added, “And more creatures?”

Junior flapped his tail and clapped enthusiastically, “Oh my, I hope so. I could spend a lifetime mapping new worlds.” 

Higgins complained, “Sounds positively horrifying.” 

Maggie glided closer to Higgins and leaned into him, “Oh, Thomas. Forever the worrier.” She gave him a reassuring hug that made him blush. 

Flajak sent a mind picture ... he did not know if it was a different mountain or if other creatures lived there. A few minutes of excited conversation about the possibility of undiscovered territory followed, and then everyone said their goodbyes and thanked Flajak for saving them. The massive bird hopped to the edge of the precipice, flapped its wings a few times, and swooped down into the darkness.

Henry turned to the group, placing a paternal hand on each as he said their name, “Higgins, Maggie, Skilt, and I will be heading to Upper World. We have important business with Queen Madeleine and Gregger, the Mollyloper healer. 

Junior cleared his throat to gain everyone’s attention. He began to speak, hesitated, and thumped his tail nervously on the rocky ground, “I think ...” He stopped again.

Bawl, impatient with Junior’s hesitation, tapped his hand against Junior’s densely furred forehead, “Out with it, boy.”

Junior looked at Bawl and then to Henry, “In l-l-light of recent events ... the giants ... you should take a warrior with you.”

Henry placed his hand on the green fur of his stomach and chuckled, “Junior. I appreciate the offer, but we will be fine. This old healer has tricks up his sleeve...” Skilt grumbled, and Henry moved his hand to the edge of Skilt’s broadleaf body, “...and this old Woodsprite has some very lethal knives. We’ll be ....”

Bawl interrupted, “I’ve always wanted to see Upper World and these magical Mollyloper creatures.” He turned to Henry and bowed, “I would be honored to join you if you’ll have me?”

Henry looked at Skilt, then at Maggie and Higgins. Everyone seemed happy with Bawl’s offer. “We would be happy to have you.” Henry knelt and held out a hand to Bawl, who took it and shook. Then, Henry addressed his group, “We will leave after a brief rest.” With that decided, the group split into two groups.

Henry, Skilt, Maggie, Higgins, and Bawl sat near the small fire to discuss getting ready for their trip to Upper World. Returning the stolen medicine book to Gregger so he would make a healing magic potion for Zeb, who was in a coma at Henry’s lodge, was the most imperative task. Of course, bringing Maggie to the queen was part of the deal to get Zeb’s cure. Henry was confident that Maggie was of Mollyloper descent and may even be the daughter of the queen, the daughter that Zeb had kidnapped long ago. Reuniting them would be a moving event, and Henry hoped that the emotion was one of happiness, not regret, on the queen's part at how much time she had missed.

Eddie sat with Bre against the wall for a moment as she cried, still reeling from Peter’s loss down the stairs to the cat-spiders. After a short time, they stood, hugged, and Bre wiped the tears from her eyes as they rejoined Junior, Bilg, and Blat. They all moved toward the mouth of the tunnel to pack and get ready to move out within the hour toward the Bunmunk Lodge in Lower World. But before they headed for home, they would do a thorough search for Josh. 

After an hour or so of discussion, both groups felt comfortable with their plans, everyone except Junior, who was laboring over a set of maps laid out in front of him on the rocky soil. He studied routes to the lodge, and several had varying amounts of risk. Getting back to the Bunmunk Lodge safely was his choice, but he knew the group was anxious to move as fast as possible, and it was his duty to help with that. In addition, he knew they had to take the time to try to find Josh’s body. He carefully folded and packed his maps as everyone rose and prepared for travel.

Henry looked at the tunnel mouth that the giants had broken out of. Something was different. He leaned into the group and whispered, “Some of the rocks have moved since I last looked. We should be moving now.”
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Chapter 5
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Middle World

Jimmy ordered Glak and Kleg to bring him to the Carnisaur community that, although in a different complex of tunnels, was not very far from the Gortheras’ home, and that’s where they were today. A Carnisaur would be a monster in any human child’s nightmare with its reptile head, small piercing yellow eyes, long, scaled snout, snapping jaws filled with staggered rows of jagged teeth, mottled brown Bull Mastiff body, and razor-sharp claws. But they didn’t frighten Jimmy, not with his newfound power. He looked at the two Carnisaurs lying dead on the tunnel floor. Green blood dripped from their mouths and leaked from their crushed bodies. He was getting more and more comfortable with his new power, and it was awesome. He’d easily lifted the gargantuan beasts off the ground and effortlessly crushed them against the tunnel wall. 

The large head made the Carnisaurs look out of proportion, and he wondered how the creature did not tip forward onto its snout. Then he noticed the long, thick, scaly tail, edged with sharp, triangular spikes that acted as a counterweight. He wasn’t sure about the tail but felt it must be capable of whipping around and slicing an opponent in half. It was hard to believe he could easily dominate such a superior physical force.

He nodded to his Gorthera warriors, Glak and his mate Kleg, to let them know everything was going according to his plan. As previously instructed, they set their swords onto the rocky tunnel floor, squatted their large apish bodies to the ground, and waited for what was next. He would make the takeover happen when the time was right. They were to relax ... and as Jimmy told them ... ‘Watch the show’.

As expected, the crunch of the Carnisaur bodies crashing into the tunnel wall made enough noise that six more guards rushed around the corner and took Jimmy, Glak, and Kleg prisoner. The guards used thick vine and bound the hands of Glak and Kleg, who they saw as a threat, and then wrapped a vine around their waist so they could pull them along in a straight line. He assumed correctly that they wouldn’t just slash and kill the human, something they probably had never seen before, or the Gorthera, their enemy, without some confirmation or interrogation from leaders. 

As expected, they saw no need to tie Jimmy’s hands. They assumed Glak and Kleg killed the guards ... in their mind, he was small, weak, and no threat. He reached into his shirt and touched the opal, letting the power surge through him like an icy hot river, but then he let it go, and the power drained out of him like water pouring out of a tipped bucket. He bit the inside of his cheeks to fight off a smile but couldn’t hide the bright energy in his eyes. Even with all the Carnisaur’s power and fierceness, they were no match for the black opal’s power.

They were marched along a long, straight tunnel in Middle World for half an hour, heading to the home base of the Carnisaur community, precisely what Jimmy had wanted and expected. There weren’t as many Carnisaurs as Gorthera, but he would need their numbers in his army to succeed in ruling the Below. 

The group marched rhythmically, almost like a dance ... it made him sleepy. To combat this, he observed the creatures in front of him and compared them to Above animals. Having only seen circus animals walk on their two hind legs for tricks, and awkwardly at that, it was incredible to see how easy it was for the Gorthera and Carnisaurs to move so nimbly on their two hind feet and then, when needed, drop down, and move on all four limbs. 

If this new plan, conquering the Below and becoming the supreme leader of this world, worked out, maybe someday he would bring his creature army to the Above. Then, the people who had bullied him would see what he’d become, and they would pay. If Glak and Kleg hadn’t cornered him in Cave 42 inside Mt. Katart, hadn’t dragged him through into this strange world, would his life in the Above have been miserable forever? Most likely. Dirt poor with no friends ... teased mercilessly about his two different colored eyes ... it didn’t seem like change was possible until now. Things had worked out nicely as far as he was concerned since he’d found the black opal necklace. 

They were led through a series of caves. Jimmy could hear noise from a crowd. This was good! Word had circulated ahead of them in the Carnisaur community, and crowds of Carnisaurs, from adults to children, lined the tunnel hooting, grunting, and snapping their impressive jaws at the strange beasts that had killed two of their own kind. Some of the Carnisaurs spat and threw wet, sticky fluid on the prisoners as they were roughly dragged along to their leader, Jemtar. 

Their timing couldn’t have been better because this was a rally or celebration. Whatever this event was, it looked like it had brought the entire community together. This would be a perfect showcase to demonstrate Jimmy’s ability to take control of the Carnisaurs. Wooden tables lined the rock walls full of wares. Jimmy was pleased to see what crafty creatures the Carnisaurs were as he observed wooden bowls, stone knives, furs, blankets, stews, and meats. This made Jimmy happy. 

They rounded a corner where a massive growling throng of Carnisaurs surged below a deep rocky outcrop outside the king’s palatial cave. A large Carnisaur spoke in its guttural language to the crowd below, waving its arms to rile them up. Each time he stopped talking, the crowd raised their arms and howled gleefully, pounding the sides of their heads and hooting out agreement. Jimmy, Glak, and Kleg were led up a sloping path to the outcrop where Jemtar was making his speech. He pushed all three of them to the edge of the precipice so all could see, then roared as he raised his muscular arms into the air with an enthusiastic rage. 

The creature crowd below him responded in a rabid pleasure. They roared for the thin-skin and Gortheras to be ripped apart. Glak and Kleg were led to the side of the overhang and tied to a pole, where they remained visible to the crowd. It was apparent that Jemtar intended to start torturing the little one and then move on to the Gorthera, their enemies. 

Jemtar stepped close to Jimmy, worked up something wet in his snout, and spat green goo into Jimmy’s face. Cheers from the crowd. Jemtar bared his sharp teeth with a growl, beat one fist into his chest, and growled, “Jemtar!” Then he turned to the crowd and yelled, “Jemtar!” again. The crowd responded rowdily with growls and hoots. 

Jimmy turned his head to Glak and Kleg, nodding calmly. It wouldn’t be long now, but it was essential to let the Carnisaurs reach a fevered pitch to maximize the effect when he defeated Jemtar. 

The Carnisaur leader grabbed a handful of Jimmy’s shirt, lifted him up high with one powerful arm, and then slammed him down. Still holding Jimmy’s khaki shirt, he ripped it off Jimmy’s body, revealing the black opal hanging around Jimmy’s neck. Jemtar leaned in to look at the black stone, then tried to yank it off, but it held fast. He pulled a long, curved stone blade from his waist and sawed at the thick vine holding the opal, but it would not cut.

Frustrated that he was losing the crowd, he dragged Jimmy to the edge of the outcrop by his hair, close enough so the tiny, thin skin would fall into the crowd if Jemtar let go. Jimmy relaxed, letting himself take on the consistency of a wet rag. The Carnisaur put the knife to Jimmy’s neck and turned so the crowd could get excited about the throat slitting. The creatures below surged to the front, snapping their jaws feverishly, hoping to catch some blood splatter. 

Jemtar waited as the crowd chanted, letting the excitement grow, but Jimmy was waiting too ... waiting for the right moment to turn everything these creatures believed upside down. It looked like the crowd’s wishes were to be granted. Jemtar increased the pressure on Jimmy’s neck, causing blood to run down his chest. Would this be the end? The Carnisaur’s strength was even more than the powerful Gorthera. The crowd roared. Jimmy could feel Jemtar tense, could feel him increase the pressure of the knife on his throat, and he knew the moment was near. 
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Chapter 6
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Lower World

––––––––
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AS KROGGY WALKED FURTHER away from his friends, Junior’s request to use him, Kroggy the wandering Felgranian, as a resource to help expand the Bunmunk travel maps was a cause for happiness. No one had ever asked him to do anything like that before. No other creature had ever trusted him. He couldn’t blame them. Some creatures didn’t like that he borrowed shiny things, lied, cheated, teased, and had a habit of poking creatures to irritate them. Kroggy didn’t understand why any of that should stop anyone from wanting him as a friend. 

Bunmunks were the map makers of the Below, and the scholarly Bunmunk Junior had begged Kroggy to work with him, eager to hear about Kroggy’s travels, wanting to add those stories to update and improve their maps. Something Kroggy promised to do in detail the next time they met. Of course, that was before he abandoned everyone to save himself. Now, he wasn’t sure what Junior thought of him or if he would want Kroggy’s help. 

An insect crawled up the rock wall, trying to reach the crevice where it lived. Kroggy flicked a claw out, skewered it, and popped it into his mouth. Maybe he would change, but then he remembered that his only friends might be in trouble, and he didn’t stay to help. Oh well, perhaps he would be alone for the rest of his life now.

He thought about the Bunmunks creatures, thought about Bevdar, their king, and thought about the cabin where Zeb had lived on and off with the little furry creatures. Maybe, if he got to help eventually, and his information was good, they would throw a party for him at the cabin to celebrate. That would be fun. Kroggy loved laughing and loved parties. It made him smile as he thought about it. 

Before Bevdar gave Eddie, Josh, and Bre the thick brown translation pills, the Bunmunk language sounded like high-pitched chirps, warbles, and grunts. After the translation pill, the humans understood the Bunmunks, but the furry little creatures now had a Scottish accent ... a source of amusement. Bevdar explained that Uncle Zeb loved Scotland and enjoyed listening to the Scottish accent, so he asked the magical Mollylopers to make the translation pills function that way.

If he was going to help Junior, he needed to organize the information in his brain, and thinking would pass the time while he looked for tunnels that led back to the mansion. 

The Below was separated into four levels inside Mt. Katart. Upper World was where the irritatingly optimistic Mollylopers lived alongside wood sprites, both magical creatures he did not trust. Mollylopers were slim and tiny compared to Felgranians, typically only reaching up to their waists. They had small features with freckles, red hair, and slightly pointed ears. To Kroggy, they looked like smaller versions of the thin-skin humans. It made him laugh to picture a Mollyloper Eddie twin and how tiny he would be. 

Woodsprites, and he’d only seen the old one named Skilt, who was traveling with Henry, the Felgranian healer, were nothing more than a broad leaf with black eyes, branches for arms and legs, and this Skilt character had two tiny knives strapped to its back, which was odd for a Woodsprite. What could it possibly do with those? The little leafy creatures rarely spoke, preferring to communicate by something called touch-telling, which puts a mind picture in your head. This was similar to how Flajak, the large blackbird, communicated, but Flajak could do it through the air, which Kroggy thought was creepy. 

Woodsprites were the builders of the Below, in charge of constructing and maintaining most of the magical doors, portals, windshafts, and bridges. If you had a knowledgeable Woodsprite traveling with you, the trip was much faster and safer within the Below and to many parts of the Above. 

Upper World itself was bright and warm. Colorful plants mixed in with the grassy plains and trees that grew along sloping hills. There was talk that much of its beauty was magical, and if it weren’t for the magic, that Upper World would be as stark as the other worlds below it. Kroggy did not know, but he would like to see it for himself someday.

He’d also heard that Upper World was teeming with friendly creatures willing to be eaten, and that was the kind of world he could love. Recently, he learned it was also a world ravaged by massive birds called Air Claws that swooped down silently, grabbing Mollylopers up into their talons and then dropping them into nests of their young where they were torn apart and eaten. Currently, Henry’s adopted Felgranian son Cuff was in the hills of Upper World, helping the Mollylopers become better fighters to deal with the Air Claws.

While Kroggy walked and thought, he pulled a chunk of thick brown moss from a crevice, balled it up, popped it in his mouth, and chewed it like gum. From Upper World, one would travel through a transition area, a section of the Below filled with dangerous plants and creatures, to Middle World. The Middle World level was dimmer, with a mix of warm and cold areas mainly comprised of tunnels, gigantic caverns, deep windshafts, and a few large bodies of water. Small animals to be killed and eaten were plentiful. A favorite meal was the Grayna, a furry animal with large ears, jumpy legs, and long fangs that protruded over its lower lip. 

Kroggy used the Grayna for meat, fat for fires, bladders for drinking bags, and its thick fur to make sleeping blankets. There were also root plants that grew in the rock crevices and along the edges of bodies of water, and edible moss. And trees near water in the caverns that had edible leaves and fruit. Middle World creatures included the Gorthera, gorilla-like creatures with a lion’s head, and Carnisaurs, equally terrifying creatures with a T-Rex head and bull mastiff body. Both could walk on two legs as he could or, if they needed to move faster, could drop quickly to all fours.

Kroggy stopped his stroll and listened. Was that a noise from a side tunnel? There was no way to be too cautious when walking in the Below. Dangerous creatures could pop out from anywhere and want to kill and eat you. He waited a moment, frozen, but didn’t hear the noise again. Probably just rocks moving. He began to walk again, concentrating on his mental summary about the Below. It was helping him to stay calm, pass the time, and hopefully, this practice would make Junior happy when he saw him next.

Lower World was where his species, the Felgranians, tended to live. It was darker than Middle World, mainly consisting of tunnels, tightly nested cave formations, and water sources inside deep caverns. Henry said the water worked its way down through Upper and Middle World rock layers. The glow of the luminescent rocks was less here, but occasionally, he would find a windshaft that brought light from the worlds above and spend time there until the light went away. Food and plant life in Lower World was like Middle World, but Lower World had the delicious Pocka, which Eddie told him was like what they called a pot-belly pig in the Above. 

He slowed as he approached a corner and peeked one eye past the edge, but all was quiet. His moss gum had lost its tasty mud and dirt flavor, so he spat it on the ground, kicked it into a corner, and then continued moving. Lastly, there was Bottom World, a place he’d never been to, but he heard it was a dark world filled with low tunnels that led to open caverns with abundant water. Kroggy thought Below World was buried forever after the Great Shake, an event that occurred long ago when the Triangle of Power, which meant using the three black opals together, was energized. The Mollyloper Queen, Isabella, had given each of her sons ... Cadm, Pulg, and Chek ... a magical opal to maintain the balance of power, but against advice from Griegen the Healer, the sons used the magical opals at the same time and almost brought Mt. Katart down.

Thinking about the three sons and their mistake, made him unconsciously touch the opal hanging around his neck ... he wished he’d never found it. The Great Shake was also the last time the Giants and Carnisaurs were ever seen until recently. A thought crossed Kroggy’s mind. If it weren’t for the Great Shake, he might have had to deal with giants his whole life, and so a tiny part of him was glad for the sons making the mistake of using the opals together.

He knew the opal was potent, but wished he could get rid of the cursed thing anyway. This did not seem possible since he could not get it over his head to remove it, and the vine that held the opal could not be cut due to its magical nature. And then there was the scary note about the opal he’d found at Henry’s lodge. It was all about danger if you do this, and danger if you do that, and how it could kill the wearer if they weren’t careful, and then he thought ... how could he be careful with it if he had no idea how to use it. He was petrified he might do something wrong with it, and poof, he would just explode. Even more worrisome was the note explaining how the necklace’s power could be stolen from the wearer, something about taking off the head of the wearer ... he wanted to ask Henry about it, but never got the chance. The opal tingled against his fur, and without thinking about it, his hand went to it again, clutched it tight, and it got warm. 

Holding the warm opal made him flash back to using the power to help Eddie survive the Rhinadillos at the Four Way Bridge, and then he wondered if Eddie and the others were okay now. Briefly, he thought about going back to check on them, to see if they had not been eaten by the hungry giants, but when considering what was safest for Kroggy, he thought better of it. Would that be the end of his time with the humans and Bunmunks? He hoped not. 
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Chapter 7
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Henry's group headed down the tunnel away from the Four Ways bridge, moving toward a portal that Skilt had helped build. After a long climb, they would quickly be in Upper World and bypass the danger of the Upper Middle transition area. 

After Henry's group was gone, Bre called out, "Alright friends, I don't think Henry was trying to panic anyone about the giant's tunnel across the way, but I think we need to be moving asap."

Junior, confused by her words, looked at her and asked, "How long is an asap?"

Bre nodded and smiled, "Right. Asap stands for as soon as possible, like we need to get moving away from this area now."

Eddie cleared his throat, then asked, "So probably not just two giants?" Bre gave him a serious nod, no.

Bilg looked across the divide toward the tunnel where the giants had emerged, then offered to the group, "Giants may be like those purple cat-spider beasties. You see one, there's bound to be more on the way!"

Bre tried to calm everyone. "Listen. We don't honestly know. Henry expressed some concern that the rocks around the entryway looked disturbed, and if none of us did it, then what did?"

Junior's tail began to rapidly thump on the ground. Bre reached down and placed her hand on the furry scholar's shoulder, "Let's not overreact. Henry and Skilt didn't see anything, and he knows he may have been mistaken. Both of their eyes are old." 

Eddie reminded, "Don't
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