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Chapter 1 - Grand Canyon Railway
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Clouds of fluffy white steam billowed up from the passing locomotive as it traveled deeper into the dense forest. The steam engine wound its way through a variety of evergreen trees, including ponderosa pines, aspens, Douglas-firs, and oak as it journeyed farther north. Most people were under the false impression that Arizona was comprised of nothing but cacti and arid deserts, but surprisingly, six national forests called the Grand Canyon State home. Kaibab National Forest, the one the train was presently traveling through, was located in the northern part of the state, and stretched across an area of nearly one and a half million acres. 

The temperature was a very pleasant 65°F, and with the train traveling at a steady 40 mph, a cool refreshing breeze found its way through the cabin’s interior. Enhancing the picturesque voyage was the fact that it was now the middle of fall, and many of the trees were turning various shades of red, orange, and gold. Not an empty seat could be found on the entire train; unusual since this particular day was a Tuesday. Tourists from all across the country were clutching their digital cameras and fancy cell phones, eagerly waiting for the train to arrive at one of the Seven Natural Wonders of the World: The Grand Canyon.

Three such visitors were aboard the train, their first trip together to see Arizona. Both adults had already witnessed the beauty the majestic canyons offered, but the young man sitting next to them had not. He was dressed in a light grey sweatshirt, khaki tee shirt, and blue jeans, as he sat with his face plastered against the window. The woman sitting next to him had her smart phone out and was carrying on a text conversation with her sister. Sitting next to her was a man who was deeply focused on the tablet device sitting on his lap. One of his favorite games, Ornery Ornithoids, had just recently undergone another update, opening up an additional fourteen levels of addictive porcine-bashing fun. He, and presumably millions of other worldwide fans, had been devoting huge chunks of time playing each new level while striving to get a score worthy of three stars. 

Admitting the purple pigs had won this round for now, he turned to the boy sitting next to his wife. He grinned as he recalled the battle of wills they’d had earlier. It had taken them nearly thirty minutes to convince the teenager that the great metal beast was not some mutant form of land dragon and was perfectly safe to board. Once the train departed, however, all traces of nervousness vanished as multi-hued trees and various wildlife started passing by the windows.

“Look! What is that up there on the top of that tree?”

“Good eyes. That’s a bald eagle.”

“What is an eagle?”

“It’s a bird,” Sarah answered, looking up to smile at Mikal. “Umm, a kyte. A big one.”

“Bald?” Mikal squinted at the large white-headed bird. “There are no feathers on its head?”

Steve suppressed a chuckle. “Actually, there are. In this case ‘bald’ refers to white.”

“Why not just call it the big white-headed bird?”

“Doesn’t really have the same ring to it, does it?”

Mikal turned from the window and grinned at Steve. “I guess not.” He raised an eyebrow, a habit he had picked up from his honorary aunt, Annie. “Are we there yet?”

“Would you relax? I told you, this ain’t no dragon.”

“I still do not understand why Sarah could not simply teleport us there.”

“Careful,” Sarah cautioned. “Keep your voice down, Mikal.”

“Sorry. Would it not have been easier for you to just, well, take us straight there?”

“Half the fun is getting there. Besides,” Steve argued, “everyone loves train rides.”

An hour later, the three of them were slowly making their way to the first observation point. However, the narrow ledge of rock was standing room only; there simply wasn’t any space. Kids were yelling and shouting as their parents all jockeyed for the best vantage point to snap a picture.

“Come on,” Sarah suggested. “Let’s find someplace a little quieter.”

Mikal turned to follow her. He and Sarah followed single file behind Steve as he forged a path through the bustling crowds, continuing to head east. Several minutes later they found what they were looking for: a small, relatively obscure lookout point. Mikal reached out and tapped Sarah on her shoulder.

“Could you please get her now?”

Sarah handed her camera to the boy. “Okay, this should be secluded enough. I’ll be right back.” Casting a quick look about to make sure no one was watching, she vanished.

“I still say they should have allowed her on that train thing,” Mikal muttered.

Steve nodded his head in agreement. “Just between you and me, I was ready to try anyway. What were they going to do, kick us off?”

“Sarah would not have approved.”

Steve sighed. “No, she most certainly wouldn’t have. That’s why Peanut was left in Phoenix.”

Sarah appeared, holding a wriggling corgi in her arms.

“Hi Peanut!” Mikal walked over to the struggling dog and gave her a friendly pat. Sarah gently lowered the dog to the ground and handed the leash over to him. She looked at her husband.

“Have you bought any water yet?”

Steve shook his head and twisted to look back at the distant tourist-infested gift shop. He let out a massive sigh. “No. Couldn’t you just, you know, zip back here and pick up a few bottles if we need them?”

“That’d be a waste of jhorun and you know it.”

Steve sighed. “Fine. Wait here. I’ll go get us a few.”

Two hours later, the three of them were carefully picking their way along Rim Trail, one of several day hikes available for exploration. Thankfully, the vast majority of tourists were more interested in taking pictures than going for a hike, so there weren’t many people on the trails with them. In fact, they hadn’t seen another person for nearly half an hour.

“There’s nothing like this back home, that’s for sure.”

Steve clapped a hand on Mikal’s shoulder. “It’s breathtaking, isn’t it? You want to know what still freaks me out?”

Mikal turned questioningly to his bodyguard. “What?”

Steve gestured to the sheer precipice a scant five feet away. “There are no freakin’ hand rails!”

Mikal edged closer and leaned out to take a look. He whistled. The ground was hundreds of feet below. “I would not want to go over that edge.”

“That’s my point. There’s nothing to prevent someone from falling over.”

“Are you afraid someone will push you off the trail?”

“Well, no.”

“Are you afraid you will lose your balance?”

“No.”

“Maybe he’s afraid a big gust of wind will whisk him over the edge,” Sarah suggested, with a wry smile.

Mikal turned to his foster mother and grinned. It was a well-known fact in the Miller household that Steve was not a fan of heights. He looked back at Sarah and winked.

“Tristan was telling me there are some terrible storms in Arizona. They might have strong enough winds to push you over.”

Steve glanced up at the sky. “Not likely. There aren’t any clouds, so no storms today. And don’t think I don’t know what you’re trying to do.”

Mikal cleared his throat. “These storms, Tristan said, are very dangerous. There are no warnings. No one is able to see anything. You could walk right off the path and plummet to your death!”

Steve hesitated a moment, then much to Sarah’s delight, he glanced over his shoulder and cautiously checked the area.

“What else can you tell us about these freak storms, Mikal?” Sarah asked him, winking back at the grinning teenager. “How did Tristan hear about them?”

“He always researches the places that we go, to make sure it is safe. He goggled it.”

Sarah let out a laugh. “He did what?”

Mikal looked confused. “That is what he told me. He goggled it.”

Steve chuckled. “By that I take it he Googled it?”

“Google. Aye. Google, goggle, same thing.”

“Not quite, kiddo,” Steve laughed and then he paused. “Er, is there anything else we need to know about these storms? You’re totally making this up, right?”

“I am not. It’s called a boob.” Mikal couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across his face.

“A what?”

Mikal’s face flushed red. “He said these storms are called boobs.”

“He had to have gotten that wrong,” Steve insisted.

“He did not. I did not believe him, either.”

Steve turned to his wife. “Is he serious? Why would someone call a storm a boob?” Now he couldn’t stop the grin from forming.

Sarah sighed. “Boys. Hold still.” She spun her husband around and unzipped the backpack’s large interior compartment. She pushed aside the picnic lunch she had carefully packed and pulled out Steve’s tablet. She tapped the Internet application and waited for the search engine homepage to appear. She typed in her search query and waited. “There it is. It’s actually spelled H-A-B-O-O-B. There’s an ‘h’ in front of it.”

Skeptical, Steve took the tablet from his wife and read aloud the entry for the unusually named storm. “A haboob is a thick dust storm commonly found in the deserts of Arabia and India.” He handed the tablet back to his wife and rounded on Mikal. “Hear that, squirt? Nice try.”

“Ummm, they have them in Arizona,” Sarah corrected, reading a recent news story from a Phoenix news channel. “I never realized that’s what they’re called. Anyway, Tristan is right. Arizona does get these dangerous storms. However, only in desert areas.”

Steve visibly relaxed. That was good to know. He had no desire to stumble blindly about the trails up here with the possibility of a dust storm appearing out of nowhere.

“I really do like that thing,” Mikal said as he watched Sarah stow the tablet back into the backpack.

“My tablet? You think you want one now? Those are expensive little toys, you know.”

“Like we have to worry about that, what with discovering all those accounts your grandparents had set up,” Sarah chided.

“That’s not an excuse to just throw money away.”

“Did I say we were throwing money away when you bought yours? I told you then that I didn’t think it was a practical device, but I relented. And I also told you, you may recall, that it would only be a matter of time before Mikal would want one, too. As long as we’re talking about getting tablets, I think I might like —”

“Hey! You said you like your smart phone, and that the tablet was too big, remember?”

“I’m just teasing you, honey. I’m fine. I’m just saying that our checking account alone has two commas in it. Two commas! And that’s just the checking account. We have accounts in—”

“Alright, alright, we’ll talk about it when we get back.”

Steve pretended to adjust the straps of his pack as he discreetly watched Mikal and his wife give each other a high five. 

* * *
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“What do you think would happen to us if we get lost out here?” Mikal wondered aloud, munching away on his salami and cheese sandwich. 

Sarah turned to him as she nibbled on a pretzel. “Do you think we could get lost out here?” 

The teen took another bite of his sandwich and slowly looked around the clearing where they were having their lunch. Three picnic tables, two trash cans, and a small barbecue, cemented in place, met his eyes. He turned to look out at the canyon, which stretched over twenty miles across at its widest point. Silently, Mikal turned his eyes skyward and he scanned the horizon. Several large black birds circled lazily, far overhead. Out here, it was easy to believe they were the only three people who existed on this world.

“Easily.”

“That’s not gonna happen, sport.” 

“I realize the chances are unlikely,” Mikal began, taking a sip from his bottle of water, “but it is a possibility, right? Are you not worried?”

“Not in the slightest. Here’s why. First,” Steve ticked the points off on his fingers, “all you have to do is follow the trails. Eventually they’ll lead you back to the main information center.”

Mikal looked back at the trail behind them and grinned sheepishly. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

“Second,” Steve continued, “all of our phones, yours included, have built in GPS capabilities.”

Mikal nodded. Having been only recently introduced to the mechanical magic of GPS, the thought hadn’t occurred to him.

“And third, you’re forgetting about our secret weapon which will guarantee we never, ever get lost.”

“What secret weapon?” Mikal wanted to know, surprised he was not aware of what his bodyguard was referring to.

Steve pointed at Sarah. “Her.”

Realization dawned. Sarah could teleport them to any destination she had previously visited. The only thing she needed to perform a successful teleportation jump was an image of the destination; the starting point was irrelevant. Mikal sighed. If Tristan were here, he would have had to endure another lecture about how future Lentarian monarchs should really take the time to consider all options before speaking out. Depressed, he stared at the ground.

“Don’t worry about it,” Sarah offered, giving Mikal a pat on his shoulder as she stood up. “Why do you look so dejected?”

“Tristan is always telling me I need to think about what I should say before I actually say it.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Steve said jovially, holding out a hand to pull Mikal to his feet. “We think you’re doing great. Tristan is hard on you ’cause he wants what’s best for you. You’re a future king. Kings are supposed to be smarter than everyone else.”

“Really? What happens if I am not?”

Steve grinned. “Fake it. They’ll never know.”

Both Mikal and Sarah laughed. 

“Come on.” Steve pulled out a padded disc from his pack. “Let’s go back to that small glade we found. I’d like to see how well you’re doing with Peanut. You two are definitely getting good. Besides, if you’re serious about going to that canine agility competition in Sacramento next month, then you need to be certain both of you are at your best.”

Mikal caught the disc one handed as Steve threw it his way. He expertly spun the disc around his index finger. Peanut, who was napping on her back in the warm sunshine, all four paws sticking straight up, was instantly on her feet. She barked enthusiastically as she ran circles around Mikal.

“Don’t throw that thing until we’re all well away from the rim of the canyon,” Sarah cautioned.

Moving from the canyon’s edge, Steve watched as Mikal skillfully spun the disc in multiple directions. Belying the nature of her short legs, Peanut zipped by him at breakneck speeds. Steve didn’t know how she did it, but she always managed to catch the disc just before it made contact with the ground. 

“Want to see some of the new throws we learned?” Mikal asked, picking up the disc that Peanut deposited at his feet.

“Absolutely! Show me what you got, kid.”

Mikal placed Peanut in a sitting position, backed at least ten feet away from her, and flipped the disc end over end at Peanut. Without missing a beat, the corgi briefly rose up on her hind legs and effortlessly caught the disc.

“Whoa! How did you...? Do that again.”

Mikal repeated the trick, this time from a distance of about fifteen feet. Peanut’s paws didn’t leave the ground. She arched her neck up and snagged the disc from the air. Mikal was ecstatic. 

“That’s my pretty girl! Good job, Peanut!”

The corgi’s short stump of a tail wiggled happily back and forth, but she did not rise from her seated position; Mikal had yet to release her. The teenager looked back at Steve and grinned.

“What do you think? That was the butterfly throw.”

“Very impressive! So how long did it take for you to teach that to her?”

“Not long. It is just a matter of timing.”

“Do all those special throws and catches have unique names?” Sarah asked, sitting nearby on a flat rock.

“Aye, they do,” Mikal confirmed.

“How many have you taught her?”

“Present count is ten.”

Peanut was still holding the disc firmly in her mouth when both of her ears suddenly jumped straight up. The disc dropped, forgotten, to the ground. Her nose angled up as she sampled the air. Moments later her hackles rose and she softly growled a warning.

“What’s the matter with her?” Sarah asked, rising to her feet. “Does she smell something?”

“What’s the matter, girl? What do you smell?” Mikal asked the dog, briefly glancing down at her before swinging his gaze around the picnic area. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary to him either. 

“I don’t see anything.” Steve stood up on his tiptoes to peer farther down the trail. “She has to smell something. Probably some type of animal. I know there’s lots of wildlife around here.”

“Could be a serpent,” Mikal suggested.

“If it’s a serpent,” Sarah began, “then this vacation is over and we are so out of here.”

Peanut’s soft growl suddenly switched to a menacing one. Whatever it was, it was coming closer.

“I don’t know,” Steve confessed, unable to spot anything dangerous in the area. “Maybe it’s—”

All three humans clapped their hands over their ears as a loud shriek shattered the solitude. Even Peanut was whining as the earsplitting wail drove everyone to the ground. 

Steve couldn’t hear himself swear, let alone hear his wife scream in pain. He had his fingers jammed in his ears as far as they would go, noticing both his wife and Mikal had done the same thing. Using every ounce of strength he had, he forced his right eye to open a crack. A migraine had sprung up and all he wanted to do was to curl up into a ball and keep both eyes screwed shut. His eye cast about haphazardly as it searched for the source of the shriek. There! What was that? Even as he blinked through tears of pain, he was able to see something sitting on the branch of the closest tree. It was an ugly gray color and the size of a German shepherd, but had a pair of leathery bat-like wings. The body resembled that of a primate, while its head was vaguely humanoid in appearance. 

Whatever it was, it had to go. Steve held out a hand and conjured a swirling ball of fire the size of a basketball. The chaser hesitated a moment before speeding off toward the creature. Intending to frighten away rather than kill, Steve directed the fireball over to the creature’s right, figuring it should miss the thing by a few feet. However, the sight of the ball of fire streaking toward it caused the creature to leap off the branch and fly off to the right as well. It leapt directly into the path of the chaser. 

The agonizing shriek tapered off as the creature became engulfed in flames and fell toward the ground. Faster than a burning meteor disintegrating in earth’s atmosphere, the creature crumbled into ash and fluttered away on the wind before it could strike the ground.

Steve pushed himself to his knees and sat on his haunches. He gave himself a few seconds for the ringing in his ears to stop before he crawled over to his wife and pulled her upright. 

“You okay?”

Sarah pressed both hands against her temples. “What was that thing? Where’d it go?”

“I, uh, hit it with a chaser.”

“You did what? Honey, what if that was some endangered species?”

“I didn’t mean to. I threw a chaser at it hoping it’d fly off. Instead, the damn thing flew right into it.”

“It flew? What’d it look like?”

“Like an ugly gray monkey with wings.”

“Monkeys don’t have wings.”

“Thanks, I’m aware.”

Sarah turned to give Mikal a hand up. “Are you okay?”

The teen boy was still rubbing his ears. “I am fine. What was that noise? I could hear it even when my ears were covered.” Suddenly remembering that he had been playing with Peanut, he jerked his head around looking for his furry companion. “Peanut? Where are you?”

“She’s right over there. She’s fine.”

Mikal spotted the corgi sniffing all that remained of the strange creature, a small pile of black ash.

“Peanut, off. Leave that stuff alone.”

Upon hearing the command, Peanut abandoned her investigation of the strange substance and came bounding toward them. However, another strange scent manifested, bringing the dog to a stop. Once again, she growled as she turned to face the opposite direction. 

Off in the distance, and closing rapidly, three more of the strange flying creatures were seen soaring over the massive canyon, heading straight toward them. Screeching animatedly, all three of the gray creatures adjusted their flight paths as they were spotted. The flying monkey in the front of the group opened its mouth, ready to begin its paralysis-inducing shriek.

“What’s the word?” Steve asked his wife, not taking his eyes off the rapidly approaching creatures. “Still want me to treat them as though they are endangered species?”

“Absolutely not! I don’t want to hear that noise again. Do something!”

Eyes hardening, Steve waved his right arm, generating three large chasers. He flung them straight at the flying monsters and watched as they sped unerringly toward their targets. The lead monkey screeched in anger and reversed its course.

The monsters took off in three different directions. Having been given the order to pursue and eliminate, the chasers parted ways and sped after their targets. One right after the other, the targets were hit. Within seconds, all three of the grey monsters were engulfed in flames and turned to ash. 

Sarah stood up and brushed bits of leaves and twigs off her jeans. “That’s it, it’s time to go. We’re leaving, right now.”

Without saying a word, Mikal leaned down and picked up the end of Peanut’s leash. Steve hastily packed up the rest of their belongings and stowed them in the pack.

“We need to talk to Tristan. I don’t know what those monkey things are, but I do know they are not native to this area. I think they were Lentarian.”

​

Chapter 2 - Cookbook Nook

––––––––
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Lia Manning approached the heavy wooden door and scowled as she shuffled the large load she was carrying. Noticing that her mega ninety-six ounce Big Swig was starting to slide off the stacks of books she was carrying, threatening her with a headache-inducing caffeine-free day, she lurched forward to jam the books against the closed door. Deftly snatching her precious cherry soda before it could complete its trek to the ground, she grinned. It was all in the reflexes.

Her cell phone rang.

“God Bless America. Seriously?” 

Realizing there was no way she’d be able to answer the call unless she was willing to sacrifice her soda (let’s face it, she’d sacrifice the stack of books first), she frantically pushed the heavy door open and plopped the awkward load down in the bin just inside the door. Hurrying over to the alarm’s keypad, she punched in the disarm code while simultaneously setting her drink down on the counter. One hand now free, she shrugged her right shoulder and caught her purse as it went flying off her arm. She pulled out her cell and glanced at the display. She sighed. Her second job was calling. It was time to put on her receptionist hat. 

“Thank you for calling the Computer Handyman, this is Lia, how may I help you?”

The business she managed, the Cookbook Nook, also housed a second business, one that wouldn’t be apparent to the casual observer. Whereas the specialty kitchen store was owned and operated by Sarah Miller, the second business belonged to her husband, Steve. It was his suggestion that she field any afterhours tech calls to make some extra cash. 

Steve used the store for his own business, even though it had nothing to do with his wife’s. He was a computer tech, and a damn good one, even though she’d deny that statement under the most heinous of torture. He had personally rescued her own laptop after she had killed it a few times playing Terra Troubles, a massive online game. Steve had set up the shop’s wireless network, encrypted it, and even set up the phone system. Sarah let her husband use her office whenever he needed. While the occasions were rare, every so often one of his clients would want to meet in person so he would use the store. As a result, the shop periodically received mail addressed to “The Computer Handyman.” It was a title that suited him perfectly.

Focusing her attention on the call, Lia’s eyebrows shot up as one of Steve’s clients had the tenacity to gripe at her before she had her morning caffeine fix. Unfortunately, she knew this voice well. It was the cantankerous Mr. Summers, an arrogant octogenarian who was regrettably one of Steve’s oldest and best clients. The complaint today was that, apparently, his email program wasn’t delivering his emails (again) and he naturally wanted it fixed. Yesterday.

“Hello Mr. Summers. I’m sorry to hear about your email. Are you still using Speedy Mail? Okay, perfect. Are you connected to the Internet? Remember, your computer is old. Haven’t I been trying to get you to replace it? Anyway, think of it like you. You don’t just spring out of bed, do you? Give it some time. Close everything out. Now, click your mail icon and wait. Don’t click anything else, just wait. It’s working now? That’s fantastic. You have yourself a good morning.”

Rolling her eyes, she again questioned the logic of handling Steve’s tech calls. At least she was getting compensated for it. In fact, with the extra money that she earned by covering the calls, it more than paid for her entire cell phone bill. Besides, it was rare that she actually had to call Steve; the majority of problems were classified as NBE, or No-Brainer Emergencies. If she could answer the call, great; if not she’d give the client the opportunity to schedule an appointment.

She moved to the bank of light switches and began flipping them on. She then proceeded to awaken the wireless router, enabling Internet access for her customers. Clutching her keys, she walked down the main aisle toward the front door. She sighed. There were already five people outside waiting to come in. So much for a quiet morning. She plastered a smile on her face.

“Good morning! How is everyone today?” 

Since accepting this job four years ago, she never would have imagined a specialty kitchen shop in a quiet resort town such as Coeur d’Alene doing quite so well. Sarah Miller had created a store that catered to the kitchen and everything pertaining to it. The shop carried cookbooks, kitchen utensils, and gadgets. Sarah had even installed a small commercial kitchen and work area upstairs for the occasional catering job, custom cake order, or cake decorating class, as the store was known as an authorized distributor for a line of popular cake decorating supplies.

Lia never imagined she would become the manager of the shop when she started working there. She remembered that day well. She had decided a rapid change of pace from her previous employer was needed before someone in that medical office turned up missing. Or dead. There were so many incompetent people at that office that, even if she recalled her past experiences there, she would end up giving herself a headache. Therefore, seeing how she had no desire to see the insides of a jail cell, she tendered her resignation and abruptly left. 

In less than an hour, she had found herself on the doorstep of a recently opened specialty store that offered cookbooks and various knick-knacks for the kitchen. The woman that had opened the store was younger than herself; then again, after hitting the dreaded 4-0, most everyone was younger than her these days. She and Sarah became instant friends. Since the store’s popularity had been steadily increasing, an extra set of hands was deemed useful, and the rest, as they say, was history. 

Lia had been born and raised in Coeur d’Alene. There wasn’t anyone in this small town she didn’t know. As a result, she couldn’t step out of her house without bumping into a friend or someone she knew. In turn, that made dating difficult. She began entertaining the notion of joining an online dating site when she started corresponding with a man via email named Adam. While he lived in Ohio, hundreds of miles from her, once the two of them finally agreed to meet in person, it was love at first sight. Within a month, he had packed all his belongings into his car and had moved to Coeur d’Alene. 

It was Lia and Sarah’s animated talks about their significant others which prompted the start of their friendship. Same height, same weight, same hair color, many previous employers of the same type. It was eerie! Now, she and Adam were frequent visitors to the huge manor on French Gulf Street. If only she could inherit a house like that!

While she had been unsure at first about working for a friend, her doubts had been quickly put to rest as she learned Sarah was a very gracious, if not firm, employer. Tardiness was not tolerated, nor was laziness, which worked well for Lia as she had never been either. As long as she showed up in plenty of time to open the store, and kept herself busy, she was given free rein to oversee the store.

She logged into the store’s online account and printed off the Internet orders. Filling the orders usually took an hour or so, and it would allow her to keep an eye on the customers already in the store, so she abandoned the counter and started moving through the racks. As she pulled books to fill the orders, she caught sight of a familiar black SUV pulling into the parking lot. Sarah got out and opened the hatch. She caught Lia’s eye through the window and motioned for help to carry her recent acquisitions into the store. Lia shook her head and mouthed ‘customers.’ Sarah nodded. 

Moments later, a big dark blue quad-cab truck pulled in next to Sarah’s SUV. Lia smiled. Steve was here. He’d make sure Sarah didn’t have to carry those heavy boxes inside.

They came in together, with Sarah holding open the door for her husband as he was carrying three heavy boxes of books balanced precariously on top of each other.

Lia grinned. “You can make more than one trip, ya know.”

Steve peered around the stack of books and grinned back at her.

“Why would I do that when I can get everything in just one?” 

“Sooner or later you are going to throw your back out.”

“Perhaps.” Steve smiled. “But not today.”

Lia gestured to the boxes that Steve dumped on the counter. “Whatcha got for me this time?”

Sarah pushed by her husband and opened the first box. “I found some really good foreign cookbooks in Phoenix. I was thinking about starting an International section.”

Lia, who fancied herself a decent cook, gleefully rubbed her hands together. “Ooooo, recipes I can’t read! Awesome! Let’s see what we got. Here’s one in French. This one’s in Italian. I might have to hold on to that one. What about this one?” Lia squinted at the book. The pictures of the dishes, while intriguing, were unknown to her, as was the language. 

“I’m told that one is Romanian,” Sarah explained. “I was told it came all the way from Prague. The previous owner told me he took it in trade from a Romanian man who wanted to learn how to cook Chinese food.”

“You just made that up.”

“Yeah, I did.”

Both women laughed as Steve headed up the stairs to the office. 

“How was your trip to Arizona? Did you have a great time? How was the Grand Canyon?”

Sarah smiled. “It was a trip I won’t soon forget. Steve and I have seen the canyon before, but Mikal hadn’t. We caught the Grand Canyon train that departed from Williams. It took us all the way to the south rim. Mikal loved it. He hadn’t ever been on a train before.”

“But you guys went to Disneyland, right?” Lia was incredulous. 

Sarah nodded. “Yes, we did. We tried to get him on the Disneyland Express but he flatly refused. Steve finally convinced him to give the Grand Canyon train a try. Turns out he loved it.”

“That kid sure did lead a sheltered life before you adopted him. Where was he from again?”

“Nebraska.”

“Ah. ’Nuff said.”

Lia pulled out another book and opened it. A slip of white paper fluttered to the ground. She retrieved the paper and handed it to Sarah, but not before she glanced at. It was the sales receipt, dated from last night at seven. Wait. Last night? How could she have made it back so fast? They must have taken a red-eye flight. Admirable. Had she taken a flight that left that late, and then come in this early the following day, she would have been beat. Neither of them, Lia noted, acted like they were tired.

She chalked it up as being yet another quirky observation she had made about this husband-and-wife team and stored it away, not knowing that in less than forty-eight hours, she would be rapidly recalling each and every unusual observation she had ever made about her friends.

“Is it getting hot in here or am I just having a hot flash?”

Sarah paused in her attempt to make room on several shelves. “It is getting a little warm. You can turn on the AC, if you want.” 

“Hey down there.” 

Sarah looked up at Steve on the second-floor balcony.

“Hey yourself.”

“I wasn’t able to talk to Tristan. He’s still sick. I don’t think that chicken Kiev he ate is sitting well with him. To top it all off, I think he’s picked up a cold.”

Lia looked up at her boss’s husband. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sarah silently mouth calm down. Funny, he didn’t appear agitated to her.

“I told him that he shouldn’t trust those microwave dinners. Poor thing. He’s probably just trying to give Annie a break.”

Lia took a long swallow from her Big Swig. “I knew it. It just goes to show you that you can’t leave a man alone in the house without direct female supervision.”

Sarah took a sip of her iced tea and nodded. “True story.”

“When will she get back?” Lia asked.

“She and Christopher will be back from Sacramento in a couple of days.”

“That has to be rough, flying with a two-year-old.”

“It’s not as bad as you might think,” Steve observed, smiling down at the two of them.

“Do you like having your sister living so close to you?” Lia asked, sliding a stack of the new cookbooks into place.

“I do. We have plenty of room on the estate, so it’s not like we’re intruding on one another.”

“When are she and Tristan going to get married?”

Sarah sighed. “It’s complicated.”

“They have a son together, with another on the way. How complicated could it be?”

“They’re together, and that’s what’s important.”

“If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

“To see them together, I definitely am.”

An hour later, Lia watched a dozen women carry their hard plastic totes full of cake decorating supplies into the store and up the stairs. This next cake class was supposed to be devoted to the art of making sugar flowers, but Lia had pulled Sarah aside after this group of students’ last class and advised her boss that they were nowhere near ready to tackle the fine art of working with sugar paste. None of the students could properly crumb-coat a cake, as evidenced by the torn and uneven nine-inch rounds that had been presented for inspection at the end of the last class.

“Today, we’re going to review the proper procedures for preparing a cake for crumb-coating,” Lia began, opening her own decorating kit and taking out her cake leveler. “The first thing we’re going to do is turn the cell phones off and put them away.” She plastered a neutral expression on her face and waited until the two red-faced teenage girls returned their phones to their purses.

She set the cake leveler to the desired height and indicated the students should follow her lead.

“The first step when making a cake should always be to ensure you’re working on a flat surface. As many of you are aware, cakes don’t bake evenly, so that’s why these guys were invented. See the wire? Make sure both sides are even, and we’re ready. All you need is a gentle sawing motion to get through the cake. Don’t force it or it’ll tear. Jill, your wire is lopsided. That’s why your cake now looks like a ramp. Angie, it’s a wire, not a knife. You can’t force it. That’s why your cake ripped. Grab another round and try again.”

Fifteen minutes later, a dozen adequately leveled cakes were sitting on the large metal table. The students who had previously destroyed their cakes had been required to frost the remains and add them to the display case downstairs as free samples.

“Now that the cakes are level,” Lia continued, “it’s time to crumb-coat. Grab your angled spatula and ... Sarah? What’s the matter?”

Sarah was rifling through her kit and had an irritated expression on her face. “I can’t believe I forgot my favorite spatula.”

“The purple one?”

“Yes. That irritates the crap out of me. I just used it a few days ago. Let me see if I have a spare in my office. I’ll be right back.”

Chuckling to herself, Lia returned her attention to her students and started walking amongst them, giving helpful pointers to those who needed the help. 

“Crumb-coating means you put a thin layer of buttercream on, then scrape it thin. The frosting is at least an inch thick up here, Mae. Scrape some of that off.”

A few minutes later, the office door opened and Sarah came back out. She was holding the purple spatula!

“Thought you said you forgot it.”

“Nope, I was wrong. I must have left it in my office.”

“Mm-hmm.” Lia didn’t buy it. Unless she had more than one of her custom ordered purple-handled spatulas, then something was up. Either that or her friend’s memory was shot. How many times had Sarah been missing things only to have them end up in her office? It was always the same thing. Her boss would excuse herself to go search her office and voila! She would come out with whatever she had been searching for.

The class finished with mixed results. While the majority of the students now had a decent understanding of how to prepare a cake to be professionally decorated, there was no hope for the teeny-boppers. They clearly lacked the attention span, as well as the patience level, necessary to pass the class. Lia had already spoken with Sarah about the possibility of refunding the class fee for the two girls. Sarah had agreed to offer store credit in exchange for the girls withdrawing themselves from the class. There was no point in teaching someone who didn’t want to learn.

Several hours later, Lia was restocking the local authors section of the store when Sarah approached, keys jingling in her hand.

“I’m meeting Steve for lunch at the Hacienda. Care to join us?”

“What about the store?”

“Just put the ‘Out for lunch’ sign on the door and lock up.”

“Are you driving?”

“It’s only a few blocks away. Come on, we’ll walk.”

“We’re not driving?”

“Nope. Walking is good for us. Come on.”

Lia grabbed her purse and set the alarm, slapping the ‘Out to Lunch’ sign on the front door as she left. Locking the door and then verifying it was secure, she turned to see Sarah regarding her.

“What?”

“Would you seriously drive over there?”

Lia pulled out her car keys. “I’m still planning on it.”

Sarah snatched the keys from her palm. “Oh no you don’t. Come on, it’ll be good for us.”

“Swell. Let’s walk.” Automobiles were invented for the sole purpose of getting you where you need to go, Lia thought angrily. The distance involved was irrelevant. 

“Those school cookbooks are really selling well,” Sarah commented, slipping her arms through her brown leather Dooney & Bourke backpack purse.

“Some of those recipes are questionable,” Lia commented, still a little annoyed she was being forced to walk. “But it’s a good idea. Most kids love seeing their names in print. Naturally, every kid’s family wants to buy a few copies. We can’t keep enough of them on the shelf.”

They approached the Mexican restaurant just as Steve pulled up in his truck.

“Afternoon, ladies.” Steve reached out and held the door open for them to enter.

“Why thank you, kind sir.” Sarah gave him a kiss hello.

Lia strolled past them through the open door and nodded her head in approval. “You’re learning.”

Steve’s hand sprang open. The door had just enough weight to it that it might smack the facetious manager on her backside before she made it indoors, but Sarah caught the door first.

“Hey, play nice.”

“She started it!”

Lia cackled as she followed the hostess to a table. “Sweet! Got you in trouble!”

Thirty minutes later, Sarah was going over her plans for the new International section with Lia when her cell rang. She glanced at her husband, who was just finishing up his caramel empanada. She looked down at the display and frowned before answering the phone.

“Hello, Mrs. Vandersloot. How are you today? Mmm-hmm, he’s here. He—what? Hold on, let me put him on the phone.”

“What’s going on?” Steve whispered as he set his soda down. “What’d she call you for?”

He took the cell and held it a few inches from his ear. Mrs. Vandersloot was a little tone deaf and tended to talk in a very loud voice.

“Who is Mrs. Vandersloot?” Lia wanted to know, watching as Steve winced and held the phone farther away from his ear.

“It’s our neighbor. Well, she’s the closest thing we have for a neighbor. She’s about a mile away from us. She said she thought she saw a bear in her backyard and it was heading for our house. She’s calling to warn us.”

“A bear? Black or grizzly?”

“She said she thought it had to be a grizzly. It was big, had brown shaggy hair, and it ran off on two legs.”

“Bears don’t run on two legs,” Lia clarified. “They can prop themselves up on their hind legs, maybe even take a step or two, but they don’t run on them.”

“Well, obviously this one did.”

“Okay, thanks for letting us know, Mrs. Vandersloot. I said thanks for letting us know.” Steve sighed. “No, I said thanks. Thanks! THANKS!” He snapped the phone closed. “She seriously needs to change out the battery in her hearing aid.”

“Did she tell you the bear ran off on its hind legs?”

Steve frowned. “Yeah, she did. Grizzly bears don’t run on their hind legs.”

Lia sat back in the restaurant booth and smiled victoriously. “See? I told you they didn’t.”

Ignoring her, Sarah looked at her husband. “Is it possible that one could?”

Steve shook his head and shot a worried glance at his wife. “Something big, with brown shaggy hair, and walking around on two legs? Heading toward the manor? Are you thinking what I’m thinking? Mikal is back there.”

“Tristan is there. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

“Tristan is sicker than a dog. He can’t get more than ten feet away from the toilet.”

Lia jammed her fingers in her ears. “TMI people! TMI!”

Steve was still staring at Sarah. “Something’s not right. I think ... I think I need to go. Now.”

“I, uh, will walk you out. Lia, wait here for me, okay?”

“Aren’t we leaving?”

“You and I are leaving in just a little bit. Steve is going to check out this bear sighting, but he has to do so now.”

Sarah and Steve disappeared around the corner, heading toward the restrooms and the front entrance. Less than twenty seconds later she was back. Alone.

“What does Steve think he’s going to do against a grizzly bear?”

“You’d be surprised,” Sarah casually remarked, dropping some cash on the table and tucking the receipt into her purse. 

“It’s a bear. This is not something he should be messing with. Maybe we should call the Fish and G— what’s his truck still doing here?”

“He, er, told me he had to run over to the sporting goods place there and pick up a few things.”

Lia spun on her heel and looked across the street at the retail store. 

“Why wouldn’t he drive over there?”

“Same reason we didn’t drive. He wanted to walk.”

Something wasn’t adding up.

“It sounded like he was in a rush. People who are rushing around don’t walk. Besides, what’s he picking up? A gun? Steve hates guns.”

“True,” Sarah agreed. “The store owner is a friend of his. I think he’s was going to ask for some advice.”

“Mm-hmm.”

* * *
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“Tristan! Mikal, are you here?”

Steve bolted through the front doors and ran to the rec room. Mikal wasn’t there. He took the stairs two at a time as he checked the second floor. Tristan wasn’t in the library and Mikal wasn’t in his room. The house was deathly quiet. 

Red flags were going up left and right. He had to find Mikal! Could Tristan have secured him in the panic room? Located deep underground, and only accessible through his office on the main floor, the manor’s newest addition had only been built last year. Steve bolted back down the stairs and headed to his office. He strode to the bookcase against the farthest wall and slid two books, Demon Gates and Hemlock and the Wizard Tower, two of his favorite fantasy books, off the shelf. He pressed the small button that had been concealed. There was a soft click and the bookcase swung out just a few inches. Steve gripped the right side of the bookcase and gently pulled it forward, revealing an illuminated tunnel that spiraled downwards. 

The lights were on! That meant it had to have been recently used. Steve fervently hoped everything was alright. How had Tristan known to come down here? Had there been an attack? Had he suspected something? Following the tunnel as it spiraled down, he eventually came to a solid steel door. Steve tapped in an access code on the massive door’s keypad and waited for the communication panel to appear. He punched in a second code and waited while the screen powered up. Within moments, Tristan was looking back at him from the inside of the room. 

“Tristan, it’s me. Are you guys okay in there?”

“We are fine, Sir Steve,” Tristan assured him. His face was pale and he had beads of sweat dripping down his brow. He looked terrible.

“Stay in there. Take care of Mikal. Or vice versa. Dude, you look like hell.”

Tristan mopped his forehead with a back of his sleeve and sat weakly down on the nearest chair.

“As you would say, I look about as well as I feel.”

“Just stay sitting before you collapse. Mikal, can you hear me? Did you guys see anything out there?”

The teen’s eager face replaced Tristan’s on the view screen.

“Aye! Trolls! We saw two of them! We came down here as soon as they were spotted.”

Steve cursed; his suspicions confirmed. Their neighbor hadn’t seen a grizzly bear but a Lentarian troll! What was it doing here? Better yet, how in the world did it get here?

“Stay put. I’ll take care of this.”

“I can help you! Let me go with you!”

“Not on your life, kiddo. Listen to me. I appreciate the thought, I really do. But your safety is more important than mine. Besides, I can deal with this. Where’s Peanut? Is she in there with you guys?”

Mikal nodded, briefly looking off screen. He turned back to face Steve once more. “You need to hurry. I think Peanut has to go to the bathroom.”

Steve laughed. “She farted, didn’t she?”

Mikal was fanning the air in front of him. “Aye. It smells horrible.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Promise me you’ll stay in there and look after Tristan and Peanut.”

The teenager’s brow furrowed. The boy clearly did not want to stay put.

“Don’t fight me on this, sport. Promise me you’ll stay in there until I say the coast is clear.”

“Fine, I promise.”

“Good. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Steve jogged back up the curved tunnel and emerged into his office. He pushed the bookcase back into the wall and kept pushing until he heard the latch click. With the hidden tunnel secured, he sat down at his desk and brought up the feed from the security system on the flat panel screen opposite his desk. A quick perusal of all twenty-four zones revealed absolutely nothing. If the trolls were out there, they could be hiding just about anywhere on the property. He had to find a way to lure them out into the open, but how?

Wait. Trolls are monsters. They’re living creatures. They had to eat, didn’t they? Steve abandoned his office and headed into the kitchen. He opened the large stainless steel, Sub-Zero refrigerator and instantly saw the package of rib-eye steaks he and Sarah were planning on grilling that night. 

“Sorry, babe.” Steve tore off the cellophane wrapping on the expensive package of meat. “It’s for a good cause.”

He grabbed the double handful of raw meat and bolted out the front door, circumventing Sarah’s extensive garden and entering the forest proper. How should he go about this? How do you get a troll to come to you? Hesitating a few seconds as he considered his options, he grinned: an idea had just presented itself. What could it hurt to give it a try? He whistled.

“Rib-eyes! Come and get your lovely, disgustingly raw rib-eyes right here! Dinner time! Where else are you gonna get a free dinner? Come and get it! Fresh meat! Where are you, you ugly sons of —”

Tree limbs cracked; something large was crashing through the trees at an alarming rate. That was quick. Steve dropped the steaks and used his jhorun to ignite both hands. Whatever it was, it was close. Too close. Branches and tree limbs continued to snap loudly as the creature moved closer. Had it smelled the raw meat? What if it was a grizzly after all? He couldn’t possibly hurt a bear, but if it came to it then he’d ... The winds shifted and all thoughts of wild bear vanished. Unfortunately, he recognized that stench!

“That’s it, come and get me, stinky! I don’t know how you got here, but you sure as hell —”

Once again, he trailed off as the troll emerged from the trees. It was bigger than he remembered. Much bigger. The troll roared and lunged for him, its long hairy legs closing the distance between them unbelievably fast. Without thinking of what he was doing, he created a jet of fire and refrained from giving it a target, thereby arming himself with the fire rope. Thanks to an Indiana Jones movie marathon a few years ago, as well as a desire to fulfill a lifelong dream of becoming the swashbuckling archaeologist, Steve had become fairly proficient with a bullwhip. Cracking the fire whip above his head, he lashed it out at the rapidly approaching troll. 

The ugly brute skidded to a stop, avoiding the strike from the whip, but howling in pain as Steve blasted a jet of fire point blank with his left hand. Roaring in pain, the troll lunged for him again. Steve’s right arm snapped up into a defensive block, causing the fire whip to lash out and coil itself around the troll’s neck. Surprised, Steve stared at the troll. He wouldn’t be able to do that again if his life depended on it.

The troll bellowed with rage and threw itself backwards, violently shaking in an attempt to free itself of the deadly rope of pure fire that was securely fastened about its neck. Steve was forcibly yanked off his feet and dragged along the ground as the huge troll fled the area. Faster and faster it ran as it tried to put as much distance between itself and the flames scalding it. The troll kept digging at its neck as it ran, but only succeeded in singeing its fur whenever contact was made. 

Small twigs, dried leaves, and several unidentified substances (that Steve fervently hoped wasn’t what he thought it was) flew into his face at an alarming rate. His right arm ached horribly. It felt as though it was going to be ripped from his shoulder! He grunted in pain as the troll jumped over a fallen tree branch in its path. Suddenly, for a few seconds, Steve was airborne. Landing so hard on his chest that his breath whooshed out of him, he glared at the troll. Then he saw something that made his eyes open wide: the troll veered toward several fallen trees. Broken tree limbs were protruding up at all angles. If the troll jumped that, he’d be run through multiple times on the first tree alone. This wasn’t good. Fearing for his life, Steve rolled onto his back and yanked back with his right arm. 

He was free! That was easy! What happened? Had the troll managed to free itself? Dazed, Steve painfully rolled to his knees and looked at the inert troll. It was standing about ten feet away. Something wasn’t right. It was hunched over, or else looking at something on the ground. It had also gone strangely quiet. The troll then toppled over. Right about this time, Steve noticed a misshapen lump on the ground, not too far from his feet. It was the troll’s head. Apparently, when he had yanked back on his arm, he had inadvertently blasted jhorun through the rope, decapitating the troll. 

“Whoops, my bad.”

Another roar met his ears. The second troll had caught up. It emerged from a copse of trees twenty feet behind him. Its black eyes spied Steve. The troll roared again as it lumbered his way.

“I am so done with this. Hasta la vista, sucker.”

Steve raised both arms and blasted the troll with everything he had. 

During his last trip to Lentari, Steve had experienced firsthand what it was like to battle a troll. He had blasted it with jets of fire but only scored glancing blows and in no way had impeded the troll’s furious attack. However, in the last four years, Steve had practiced using his jhorun whenever he could in an effort to increase the intensity, as well as his control, over those blasts. He was a quick learner.

The troll didn’t stand a chance. A super-heated wall of flames appeared out of nowhere and encompassed the howling monster. Within moments, the charred corpse had dropped to the ground. Backing well away from the remains of the two trolls, Steve continued to watch the second troll burn, refusing to extinguish the flames. He couldn’t let any trace of the creature remain. He eyed the carcass of the headless troll. Pulling his tee shirt up over his nose, he incinerated the first troll as well, including the head. Lucky for him distance wasn’t an issue when it came to making something burn. He had just caught a whiff of the smoldering remains and nearly gagged. 

He turned and slowly headed back to the mansion.

––––––––
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“Did you get ’em? Tell me you got ’em!”

“Yes, Mikal, no more trolls.”

“Woo-hoo! Way to go, Steve! I wish I could have seen it!”

Steve flexed his right arm and rubbed his shoulder. He was definitely going to be feeling the effects of this battle tomorrow. He wished again that Sarah’s healing potion worked here, or that Annie could use her healing jhorun on him. However, the only magic that existed here in their world was his and Sarah’s jhorun, as well as the portal on the top floor of the manor. No one else could tap into their magical abilities nor would any magically enhanced items work here, and unfortunately that included Sarah’s vial of healing elixir that was tucked safely away inside her amulet. Peanut started barking. A car was approaching. Good, Sarah was home.

Sarah was out of the car and inside the house in a flash. 

“Is everyone here? Is everyone okay? Steve, what about you? Are you okay?”

“Everyone’s good. I’m alright, just a little sore. My right arm hurts, though.”

“What happened to your arm?”

“Let’s just say I found something that wasn’t a bear, and he and I had a disagreement. It was a troll.”

“A troll? Here? What on earth is a troll doing here? Are you okay? What happened?”

“He wanted to make me into lunch and I disagreed. Ever see those western movies where the cowboy is lassoed and then dragged along behind a horse? It was something like that.”

“So, you took care of the troll? Was there only one?”

Steve shook his head. “Actually, there were two and I stress the word were.”

“I don’t understand how a troll could be here.”

“That is the million dollar question I’d like an answer to.”

Tristan, pale and weak, agreed. “If someone is sending trolls after young Mikal, then the Kri’yans could very well be in danger, too.”

Steve scowled. “I want to know how. How in the hell did someone from Lentari manage to teleport something all the way here? Not to mention the fact that they were two huge trolls!”

“Lady Sarah, besides yourself, there is no one who can teleport anything from our world to here, correct?”

“Right. According to the official records kept by the king and queen, there are no other teleporters strong enough to do it. Why do you ask?”

“Because someone has clearly found a way.”

“That explains those monkey things in the Grand Canyon,” Steve muttered.

Sarah looked at her husband and nodded. “I thought they were Lentarian, too.”

Tristan looked from husband to wife in bewilderment. “What monkey things? What has happened? Were you attacked in Arizona?”

Steve nodded. “I was going to tell you, but you were under the weather.”

“I was what?”

“Sick,” Mikal translated.

“Be that as it may, if you were attacked, I need to know! What happened? What attacked you?”

Steve relayed the events of their hike and finished only when he reported the creatures rapidly disappearing as they caught fire.”

“Malwerns.”

“Aren’t they the flocks of things that were going to attack the castle the last time we were there?”

Sarah nodded. “That’s right. I remember. Three groups of them. One was headed to Donlari, one for the castle, and the other unwisely chose to fly over dragon territory.”

Tristan sneezed and reached for a tissue.

Steve grimaced. “Seriously, man, you need to get your butt back to bed. You look like crap.”

“I do not feel as though I am at my best,” Tristan admitted. “What will you do?”

“I think we need to pay a visit to R’Tal. Mikal’s parents need to know what’s going on here. If we are being attacked here, as you suggested, then there’s a strong possibility they might be targeting his parents as well.”

“Agreed, Lady Sarah. I will be ready in—”

“Nuh-uh. You’re sitting this one out, Tristan.” Steve turned to Mikal. “We have to make certain your parents are alright. Somehow, and I don’t know how, someone in Lentari is sending these things after you. This has to be dealt with. There.”

Mikal’s face lit up. “Excellent! Then I can —”

“You can redeem yourself by staying here and giving me your word that you won’t try to sneak back,” Steve finished for him. Mikal’s face fell.

Sarah went over to the boy and hugged him. “Tell you what. The only way in which we’ll give permission to use the portal is if something here is threatening you and it’s a life-or-death decision.”

Mikal smiled. “I understand.”

“Wipe that smile off your face, sport,” Steve warned. “If you use that key, then you’d better have a dragon on your ass, is that understood? You shouldn’t have any need to use it.”

“But what if something attacks me here? With Tristan ill, what am I supposed to do?”

Sarah turned to her husband. “What is he supposed to do if he’s attacked? How do we know this isn’t what they want us to do? Split us up? We are his protectors. He has to stay with us.”

Mikal whooped aloud and punched his fist triumphantly into the air. “Finally! I get to accompany you!”

“Okay, okay, you win this round. Just remember, this isn’t going to be a vacation,” Steve clarified, laying a hand on Mikal’s shoulder. “You’re going to need to be on your toes the entire time, agreed?”

The teenager glanced down at his feet. “What do my toes have to do with anything?”

“No screwing around, no exploring, no seeking out your friends. This is dangerous, Mikal.”

“I understand.”

“Good.” Steve looked over at his wife. “What do we do about the house? Tristan is too sick to do anything and Annie is due back tomorrow. Think you can convince her to stay with your mom for a few more days?”

Sarah nodded. “Yes, she’ll be safer up there. In fact, I’ll take Tristan up there, too.”

Tristan rose from the couch and protested. “I am not so ill as to be rendered useless. The prince is in danger. I will not stand idly by. You will not—” he trailed off as a nasty coughing fit forced him back onto the sofa.

“Okay, that’s it
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