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Prologue
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Mt. Katart, Missouri. May 1st, 1995

Retired mine worker, now security guard, Frank Talbot regularly checked the tunnels of Mt. Katart for trespassers. It was a favorite spot for kids to get up to no good. He pulled on a sweatshirt, boys large, to guard against the dampness as he started down for his morning shift. 

The other mine workers used to tease him when he was younger, they called him Frank ‘n Weener because scoliosis rounded his back and made him look like a hot dog, but it didn’t bother him. Most of them were dead and gone now and this cushy job made him feel like he was getting the last laugh.

For the last ten years since the mine shut down, he was the only one who dared travel deep into the tunnels due to all the bizarre stories of missing people, but he knew those stories were fake because he’d started most of the rumors at Becky’s Diner downtown. He thought of it as job security. 

He often told Maude, the ancient waitress at the diner, that he had the perfect job for a loner -—that no one would miss him if he just stopped showing up. She’d refill his coffee and laugh every time, but she never disagreed. 

After twenty minutes of walking and flashing his Maglite into caves and down abandoned tunnels, he arrived at his favorite spot deep down in tunnel 41. Over the years he’d dragged in a chair, table, battery operated lamp, cassette radio, and cot -—he settled in to read the morning paper. Not a bad way to earn a living for an old, retired mine worker like him.

He sat back in his chair, clicked the start button on his jazz cassette, and flapped open the paper. A grunt and clicking sound made him pause the music -—dripping sounds were normal in the mines, but this was not dripping, it sounded like nails scratching on a chalkboard.

He peeked past his paper into the dark tunnel and listened for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing! He chuckled and shook his head. Maybe he was too good at telling stories to keep people out of the mine. He was scaring himself! He went back to reading the paper and turned his jazz back on.

There it was again, but closer this time. Before he could move from his chair two animals were on him, tipping him out of his chair and rolling him across the floor, clawing and biting ..... it would be the last time anyone would see Frank Talbot again, and no one would miss him.
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Chapter 1
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Mt. Katart, Missouri. May 2nd, 1995

As Jimmy Roberts had done many times these last few months since his parent’s divorce, he was skipping school and exploring the tunnels in Mt. Katart, an old, abandoned mountain mine near his home in Missouri. 

The old yellow string lights nailed into the rock walls, still on even though the mine was abandoned, threw dim light out that just reached the floor. He threw his tattered backpack against the uneven rock tunnel wall and watched it snag on the uneven surface as it fell, pausing like a slinky on a trip down the staircase, finally settling in a clump on the damp tunnel floor.   

With a nimbleness that belied his bulk, he jumped and spun in one motion and plopped down on top of the bag, his back set against a roughhewn shoring timber and his hand me down Chukka boots propped against the ore cart steel rail.   

Most everything he owned was a hand me down from his cousin Charlie, two years older, taller, and skinnier -—it made all of his clothes look short in the sleeves and cuffs and tight on his body. It was just one more reason for the cool kids to tease ole Jimmy.

He wondered if his teachers marked him absent, or were just glad he wasn’t there disrupting class. His Mom was convinced he was being bullied at school and had even been in to yell at Principal Smithson about it, but Jimmy knew deep down he brought it on himself. 

There was a part of him that liked to rankle the “COOL” kids -—watch their faces turn red when he ignored them as they teased him about his old hand me down clothes -—when they teased him in PE, calling him Jimmy Chubs -—when they threw peas at him in the lunchroom. 

What they didn’t know was that he hiked and hunted through the mountain paths around his house every day, often bringing home dinner, skinning and cutting it up, and then cooking it for him and mom. He felt like he was in better shape than most kids at school, and could certainly survive on his own if he needed to, but genetics were not his friend between his round appearance and his different colored eyes.

Another part for him with the bullying was that he was gaining respect among other not so cool cliques by intentionally gobbling up the cool kid’s attention. Often, a computer geek, Emo, or nerd would give him a nervous nod and smile as they walked by in the hall. Sometimes they would give a quick high five, but nothing too obvious that the cool kids would notice.

The idea of banding together the odd groups floating through the halls of Coleman Middle and overthrowing the cool kids made him smile. Being a leader instead of disappearing into the walls every day would surprise everyone, and he knew he had it in him.

He pulled his broad rimmed safari hat off, given to him by his dad last Christmas during happier times, and slapped it on his knee to beat out a layer of dust. 

He laid his head back on the rough timber, closed his eyes, and listened to the tink, tink, tink, of water dripping from thousands of cracks and crevices in the tunnels, shafts, and caves inside the mine.   

The non-stop nature of the dripping bothered him at first, but with each new school skipping exploration he found it more and more relaxing. If he kept his eyes closed long enough, and breathed slow and deep, the rhythm of the dripping made him sleepy.

His eyes snapped open! A faint clicking sound floated past him just loud enough to catch in his ears, interrupting the dripping rhythm. The clicking reminded him of his grandfather tapping his wooden cane on their wooden kitchen floor when they couldn’t afford his Parkinson’s medicine. Jimmy tipped his head, concentrating one ear down the tunnel -—it was gone. 

He closed his eyes hoping this time he could let the melodic harmony of the drips overtake his brain and body. These cave days were a nice escape from his terrible existence. There it was again -—the clicking sound! 

He opened one eye and tipped his head again toward the sound. This clicking was not his grandfather’s cane anymore but sounded more like Uncle John’s Great Dane Jezebel, a giant dog as tall and heavy as Jimmy. He could never forget the sound of her long nails clicking across the kitchen floor, scratching it up when she ran, and Momma yelling at Uncle John to control his dog. 

Jimmy frowned. He knew no animals lived this far down in the mines. Obviously, no great Danes would be down here, that was just silly, but yet something was making that sound, some animal. 

He leaned his head back again. Probably just a weird tunnel echo from afar, the mines were like that in his experience. Once he heard people talking and thought for sure the school had sent the truant officer to find him, but when he scrambled out of the tunnel he could see it was two maintenance workers talking outside -—the sound of their voices had bounced all the way down to where he was exploring in the tunnels. 

Goose bumps popped on his arms and legs. He had that inkling feeling one gets when they think they’re all alone, but now realize there may be someone else in their area -—someone that’s not supposed to be there. Or was it just a physical reaction from the cold dampness in the tunnel? 

He sighed and pulled his knees in close, even though the caves and tunnels were no picnic, he rather liked them compared to his hot, windowless attic bedroom at home. 

He removed his glasses and rubbed his tired eyes. A jagged rock in one of the tunnels had rudely tripped him on his last exploration smashing the frame of his glasses. Using the corner of his shirt, he cleaned a dusty layer off the lenses, trying not to compromise his duct tape fix, and flopped them back onto his face. 

He lied to his mother and said that he had fallen on the playground, but she seldom believed much that he said. Lies seemed easier than the truth to him, a trait he must have inherited from listening to his Dad weakly explain his nights out -—so he didn’t blame her for not believing him. 

He reached under his butt into the backpack, rustled out his pickle and peanut butter sandwich, and chomped out a huge bite. It was early for lunch, but he was starving after a few hours of exploring the dank, dingy tunnels. He loved the crunchy nature of the pickles versus the smooth peanut butter, and he loved that it irritated his classmates because it was so loud when he crunched into it. 

He paused his chewing for a second. Was that a growl? Nah! Remember Jimmy, there’s no animals down here! He took another bite and laughed at himself, what a scaredy-cat!

Mt. Katart had not been a working mine for a long time, more years than he’d been alive. Ever since the classroom visit by world famous mining expert James Boone about the mine, a desire burned in him to get down here and explore. There were lots of questions from him and his classmates about all the dangerous and mysterious things that had happened in the mine over the years. Stories about people and equipment disappearing and mysterious deaths, and although Mr. Boone downplayed the stories, it wasn’t lost on Jimmy that the mining expert didn’t deny that strange events occurred inside Mt. Katart. 

Break time was over. He stood and slapped his hat at his pant legs raising a plume of dust. Exploring and poking into old caves, some undisturbed for years, was dirty work. He paused and listened again—there was that scratchy nail sound again -—maybe mice or something? He scoffed at himself and shook his head. It would have to be one BIG mouse!  

His backpack on and adjusted, he tipped his canteen and sipped, but stopped suddenly. Over his glugging, he heard growling. The sound didn’t repeat itself, but a cloud of worry floated in Jimmy’s head. There weren’t animals down here were there?  

He thought for a second and shook his head. It could not have been a growl! Mr. Boone was the expert and he said once you get down deep in the tunnels there were no food sources, so no animals, so nothing could be growling. Right?

He laughed at himself and decided to get back to business. His next exploration was a large cave, maybe the biggest cave he had ever been in. The entrance had been covered with boards -—most of them broken now, but oddly enough many of the boards were broken outwards like something had escaped from within. 

A rusty metal No Trespassing sign was nailed above the cave entrance into a rectangular board that had a large orange 42 stenciled on it. Someone had spray painted a large X over the 42 in lime green.  

Since the coolest things are usually where adults don’t want you to go, he knew he needed to go in and look around. He couldn’t help but wonder why someone had gone to so much trouble to try and keep people out of this cave. 

He froze again! The growling sound was louder now. Closer. This time he knew without a doubt it WAS growling. Close enough now that the scratching sound on the rocky dirt floor he heard earlier was unmistakable. Whatever it was sounded BIG, much bigger than Jezebel, and was heading his way. 

He screwed the cap back on his canteen and shoved it into his backpack. Flipping his long, stringy black hair back, he jammed his safari hat on and scurried around a corner of the tunnel right across from Cave 42. He crouched and listened, confirming there was more than one of something coming toward him. His heart began to thump in his chest.

His mind flashed back to the ‘there’s no food sources down here’ thought. Maybe he was a food source? Maybe it was a couple of wild dogs that had gotten lost. He knew he had gotten lost tons of times down here, so that was a real possibility. Or maybe two baby black bears had wandered into the tunnels. Whatever was around the corner, he felt vulnerable and knew he needed to move away from them, or he would be trapped.

His brain whipped through several options. Should he slowly sneak through the broken slats into Cave 42 and hide, or run for it and hope whatever was scratching and clawing along the rocky floor was not interested in him? He decided slow and sneaky, which matched his personality, would work best. 

He pulled out a compact make-up mirror he’d stolen from Mom’s dresser and held it out just enough so he could see around the corner. He choked back a gasp! A lightning bolt of terror ripped through his chest. These were not dogs or bears! What kind of monsters were these?
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Chapter 2 
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Colorado, May 2nd, 1995

The massive wooden door creaked open and the ancient Felgranian healer stepped through into the basement utility storage room of the convalescent home. This was one of many temporary magical portals connecting the world below Mt. Katart to the human world. 

He stopped just inside the room and squinted -—his large feline eyes were adept at seeing in the dark environments below but struggled to adapt to this brightness. As he waited, he tented his long green fingers over his eyes to shield some of the light and thought about his last trip Above. 

Above and Below -—that’s what he and his human friend decided was the best way to describe the two very different worlds. The dark Felgranian world was the Below world, deep in the bowels of Mt. Katart, and the Above was the human world or anything outside the mountain.

On his last trip long ago, he’d used a permanent portal door installed at his friend’s cabin hidden in the woods of Mt. Katart. They’d visited for several days, and he continued his education of the human race. He sighed. Those were the good times, each of them visiting back and forth, learning about each other’s world, but they were both very old now.

The old healer caught his reflection in a cracked mirror across the room. His human friend told him that to humans he looked like a giant cat and frog mixed together, and when he showed him pictures of an Above cat and frog, they both laughed at the resemblance. 

Above, cats and frogs were not scary creatures at all, often pets kept for human companionship, but in his world, his species was larger than any normal human, intelligent, and could be quite dangerous.

Over the years, his friend provided many human books to him, and he’d built quite a collection of resources about this thin skin world. But he’d lost touch with his old friend long ago when he married a sprite like creature called a Mollyloper. 

Mollylopers were a small-framed magical species with a superiority complex. Since they lived inside the mountain in Upper World, and he lived in Lower World, it was easy to limit his contact with them. 

He shivered away the thought of the Mollyloper princess! The few times he’d met her she was too energetic in an irritating way -—constantly gliding around the room chattering about everything and anything with endless bubbly energy -—it was just too much for the reserved healer.

Cuff, his massive Felgranian protector, waited in the portal doorway for the signal to close the door so that the old healer could continue his rescue mission. 

Cuff looked like he was carved out of granite, and he was massive even by Felgranian standards. Standing seven feet tall with sharply defined muscles rippling across his square shoulders, through his thick biceps and forearms, through his broad green chest, and finally down into coiled steel legs that looked ready to spring at any moment. 

The healer looked up and could almost see into the room without squinting. It would be hard enough to escape detection in this world without bumping into things and drawing attention.

His eyes finally adjusted enough for him to process his environment, he nodded to Cuff in the rocky tunnel to close the portal door. It could only be kept open for short periods or it would be lost, cutting off the planned escape route. Cuff strained to get the door moving and shut it with a heavy thud. 

As expected, the old Felgranian watched the portal door shimmer and disappear back into the stacked gray cement block matching the rest of the room. Cuff would not reopen it until the old healer tapped out the correct sequence on the correct block.

Now to the mission! His old human friend Zeb now lay dying on the second floor. Bringing him back to the Below world and helping him recover with a mix of medicine and magic was the goal. 

He’d originally met Zeb, nearly dead in the tunnels below, a very long time ago. It was the first time the old healer had seen a thin skin, so he thought he should bring it back to the Felgranian community to learn about it. He would learn that this little strange creature had accidentally been transported into the Below world through Cave 42. Over many cycles, Zeb and he exchanged language lessons and eventually become friends.

Since then, they’d traveled together in the Below world many times, had great adventures, survived dangerous situations, and had many conversations over the years about the differences in their worlds. The one thing they had promised each other is that if the situation arose, they would be there for each other.

He surveyed the utility room. A string of old light bulbs dangled unevenly across the ceiling, casting a dull yellow glow around the room. Not bright by any means, but brighter than he was used to in his world. 

Rusty gray metal shelves stocked with multi-colored cleaning bottles lined one wall from floor to ceiling. A corner, floor level mop sink faucet dripped a slow, steady beat into an empty yellow bucket. Two black ventilated metal lockers faced off with a red glitter vinyl dinette chair, worn and ripped on every corner. 

He guessed the workers used the chair to sit and take shoes on and off. He looked down at his large, green furry paws and thought shoes may be a problem if he was going to properly disguise himself. 

He set the small leaf woven bag he was carrying on the red chair and inspected the lockers. One locker was locked and one partially open, the door handle bent so it would not close unless forced shut. An old crooked piece of masking tape stuck to the door named Chucky as the locker owner.

Inside the locker, stained work overalls were balled up on the top shelf beside something called deodorant. A few family pictures magnetized to the door grates showed that Chucky was a big man, towering over the other people in the pictures. This was fortunate. The healer was not a giant amongst his people, but comparatively speaking he was bigger than the average human of this world. 

Large yellow and red rubber boots were wedged in the bottom of the locker beside a pair of worn leather work shoes. He thought the rubber boots would fit his large paws nicely.

He pulled on Chucky’s XXXL overalls, jammed his paws into the rubber boots, and tucked his tall ears into a welding helmet he found hanging on the back wall near an oil drum. The helmet squished his whiskers uncomfortably, but with a few nose wiggles, they settled in place. Large welding gloves sat atop the oil drum; he pulled them on to finish his disguise.

He peeked into the chipped mirror hanging next to the lockers and thought he made a presentable worker heading to weld something. Hopefully, the caretakers would think he was working on a night project they had not been aware of. He stuffed the small leaf bag into a large pocket of the overalls.

He had been preparing for this journey for a few days now, reading books and studying a map of the building, so he knew where he was going. As he headed down the dingy basement hallway toward the equipment elevator, he grabbed an old patient transport bed that was now being used to move small parts and a motor of some sort. He put those on the floor and rolled the transport bed onto the elevator.

Once on the second floor, he quickly headed to room 206 where the old man lay in an adjustable hospital bed -—a thick tube down his throat and several strange beeping machines on either side. The ancient healer, although shocked at the state of his dear old friend, realized time was of the essence, and lifted his welding mask so he could see what he was doing. 

The old man gurgled and choked as he removed the throat tube. A glimmer of recognition crossed Zeb’s face as his eyes fluttered open, struggling to focus, but then his eyelids drooped and he was out again. 

A pair of blue denim pants and a denim shirt hung from the bedside chair, half covering a pair of old work boots standing at attention ready to be walked. He grabbed the clothes and boots, tossing them in a heap onto the lower cart shelf.

The healer pulled a small hollow wooden tube full of liquid from the leaf bag, uncorked it, and gently worked the thick brown liquid into the old man’s mouth. This special magical medicine, if it worked as promised, would bring his friend back to health eventually, but only as long as he stayed in the healer’s world below.

He knew the next part was the trickiest. He quickly pulled all of the tubes from the old man’s arms, pulled sticky squares attached to wires from his chest and stomach, and pulled the tubes from his nostrils, all of which caused a racket of alarms to sound from the machines lined up beside the bed. A voice boomed over a speaker in the ceiling calling for help STAT to room 206. 

Picking the frail old man up was like lifting a bag of bones. He was gentle, setting him down softly onto the transport bed and covering him with a sheet. He pushed his helmet back down and rushed out of the room, rattling the transport cart against the doorframe. 

As he grappled with the cart, a welding torch igniter clipped to a top pocket in Chucky’s overalls toppled out and clattered to the floor. He accidentally kicked it and sent it skidding across the room -—it clanged off an oxygen tank in the corner with a spark. 

Finally, in the brightly lit hall, he moved confidently toward the elevator as if whatever was going on was not his concern. Humans rushed past him to Room 206, but no one paid him any attention as he wheeled the transport onto the equipment elevator. 

He heard screams from the direction of the room. Saw a caretaker pull down on a red switch on the wall that caused an even louder alarm than the machine alarms in the room. As the elevator door closed he heard a large whoosh and then screams.

As soon as the elevator opened he rushed down the hall, lifted the old man and his belongings into his arms, and stormed into the storage room. He tapped out the correct sequence on the block, and the cement wall rippled revealing the portal door again. Inch by inch Cuff pulled the heavy door open until the healer could step through. Just as Cuff heaved the door shut, there was a bright flash and a thunderous boom.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Mt. Katart.  June 1995

Josh Boone studied the daily crossword, bumping a pencil off his bottom lip as he searched his brain for a four letter word for a kimono belt. He scribbled sash into the puzzle and threw his pencil down. 

These days, this was as strenuous as his mental activity got as he worked the night shift guarding the old Mt. Katart Mine, and even this seemed too much at times.

He rubbed each eye with the heel of his hands until stars danced through the blackness. As it often did, his mind drifted back five years to the pain of losing his brother Eddie. The frustration of not being able to share with anyone what really happened to Eddie in 1990 created a pressure cooker of emotions -—emotions that overwhelmed him at times, often bursting out and hurting the people around him. 

The made up story of Eddie’s death was that he was lost while Josh and friends illegally explored the caves of Mt. Katart during their 1990 April school vacation. Authorities conducted many searches, but Eddie’s body was never found. 

Josh and his friends knew why he was never found, but they could never tell anyone! The four of them, Eddie, Bre, Higgins, and he, had been unexpectedly swept into a nightmarish alternative universe under Mt. Katart full of dangerous and terrifying creatures. 

The last time they’d seen Eddie, he’d just helped everyone up out of a cave through a trap door that led back to their world. Of course, Eddie being Eddie, he made sure everyone got out before him. Then some type of quake hit and the cave broke up. Eddie ended up sprawled on the cave floor protecting himself as boulders tumbled down on him. Then the trap doors they’d just escaped through snapped shut and disappeared.

Josh’s struggling emotions often boiled out to his Dad, who was constantly urging him to get on with his life and stop obsessing about finding Eddie’s body. Not being able to tell his father the real story of the mountain, the creatures, and Eddie being trapped in the cave, possibly still alive, ate him up inside. 

How could he tell his father what they had discovered under Mt. Katart? How could he describe what a Felgranian was without sounding crazy? Dad, we met and fought these huge, seven foot tall, cat-frog creatures and even became friends with one, Kroggy. 

Or tell him about Flajak, the delivery van sized telepathic black bird who’s back we flew on. Or the Bairn Beast, a giant polar bear creature with alligator snapping jaws that they battled and almost got killed by....they would all be locked up in an asylum. It sounded crazy even thinking about it now, but it really happened!

A loud yawn from Zeus, the black lab guard dog who lived at the shack, stopped the painful film loop of Eddie’s tragedy. He looked around the shabby Mt. Katart guard shack, a tiny rectangular building that blocked the road to the mine entrance, forcing infrequent visitors to check in with him, the guard, to gain entry. 

The walls of the small main room were painted a nauseating neon lime green color, the same color often used to mark things of interest in the dim mountain tunnels. Three of the four walls held a small window, while the fourth wall had a big bay window that looked out over an uneven, dirt parking lot toward the mine entrance. 

Tunnel maps, early century pictures of unsmiling mining crews, and rock sample displays hung on the walls while rolled mine maps, rock picks, scales, and measuring calipers were strewn on rickety, wooden tables under each window. A small bathroom with a water stained toilet and chipped sink sat beside the only coat closet in the shack.

A vibrating noise from the coat closet drew his attention. He wondered if Fred, the day guard might have left his cell phone in his pocket again. Josh groaned and stomped to the closet. If it was Fred’s phone, he would be back to get it, and that meant he would have to deal with Fred, a lifer at the mines and a real jerk who loved picking on the college boy.

As he opened the door, he could see the vibrating was not coming from anything Fred left, but from an old tattered backpack laying on the floor inside the closet. He’d seen this backpack crumpled on the floor a hundred times. It was an old backpack of his Uncle Zeb, and there was a shape in it now that he’d never noticed. A square shape.

He brought the pack to the desk and dumped it out and examined each item. There were map scrolls, drawings of plants and animals, hand tools, an old tattered notebook, and a small wooden box. 

He turned the dark wooden box in his hands -—it was worn like driftwood with no latch or hinges. Something tumbled inside as he turned it over -—strange he thought. He set it back on the desk.

The small notebook was bound in weather beaten leather -—Uncle Zeb had scrawled Three Opals Legend in black across the leather cover. The pages inside the notebook reminded him of the earliest paper, papyrus, which they’d studied in history class in middle school. An earthy smell wafted out as he thumbed the pages reminding him of the tunnel smell below. 

He spread the largest map out. It was a diagram of tunnels, mineshafts, and chutes in something called Upper World. One massive cavern was labeled Mollylopers. He set it aside and thought ‘What in the world is a Mollyloper?’ 

The plants and animal pictures were a mix of things he’d seen while he was below. There was a Grayna and a Felgranian drawn, he recognized both of these creatures from his last trip below.  There was a terrifying creature called a Gorthera drawn, which looked like a cross between a lion and a gorilla, and then an even scarier picture of something called a Carnisaur. It looked like a giant Bull Mastiff dog that had a T-Rex like head. If he ever got to go below again and search for Eddie, he hoped he would never see these creatures.

After a few minutes of examining everything, he thought it was best to put everything back in the pack. He threw it back onto the floor of the closet and closed the door. 

Thoughts flew through his head. He’d seen that pack a hundred times before, set his work shoes beside it, sometimes on top of it, and he would swear it had been mostly empty for the last year. How could it have all that junk in it now? There’s no way he would have missed the shape of the box and notebook.

He thought about the vibrating box. Who knew what Uncle Zeb had in there? Should he try to open the box? It felt like something was in there, but what if there was a baby Below World creature in it that would grow and kill things? What if it was a baby Bairn beast? 

He took a deep breath and tried to center his out of control spiraling thoughts. That box has probably been there for years and he just hadn’t noticed it, although the vibration part was a bit concerning. 

Using a mind calming strategy he’d read in a book, he closed his eyes and mentally put the box in a thought bubble in his head, a thought bubble tied to a string he was holding that floated up, he watched it bob in a breeze for a second, and then mentally cut the string holding the thought bubble containing the box and watched it float away. There! Thoughts of the box should not trouble him again.

Josh pulled out a desk drawer, leaned back in his chair, and stretched his long legs out across the files poking up from the drawer. He clasped his hands behind his head and tipped back, closed his eyes, and let his mind drift to happier times. 

He thought back to summer vacations right here when Josh’s great Uncle Zeb, a distant relative and longtime worker in the Mt. Katart mines, sat them down on the porch of this guard shack and entertained them with crazy stories of scary beasts that lived below the mountain. 

He would dance around, acting out fight scenes, imitating terrifying creatures’ movements and sounds as he and Eddie swapped between cowering in fear and bubbling with laughter. They would act out the scenes later before they went to bed.

Of course, at the time, they thought the stories were just the crazy ramblings of an old coot, but now they knew that Uncle Zeb had a connection to the mountain in the real world and in the creature filled world the kids had encountered. 

Every few years a strange animal carcass was found deep in a Mt. Katart tunnel, and experts would conclude it was the result of some strange breeding or genetic deformity, but Uncle Zeb would insist the creature was from below the mountains. He would look at little Josh and Eddie and give a nod and a wink letting them know it was one of the creatures he had told them about.    Although Josh’s dad patiently listened to Uncle Zeb’s crazy stories, he would later advise the boys to treat the wild theories as crazy talk. He would remind them that Uncle Zeb disappeared for long periods, and people often wondered if he was in treatment somewhere for his delusions. 

Just recently, tunnel maintenance workers noticed that the wooden slats covering the Cave 42 opening had been smashed open. Over the years a lot of strange events had occurred in this area of the mine, and when they investigated they found a wide brimmed safari hat near a pool of blood. The initials drawn in marker inside the brim of the hat were J.R., matching the initials of a boy from Coleman Middle School who had been reported as missing in May. They also found a huge bloody, broken claw on the dirt floor. 

Authorities figured a black bear wandered into the caves and caught Jimmy Roberts, cornered him in Cave 42, and then dragged him out. They had no theory as to where he could be now. It didn’t make sense to anyone that if the bear dragged Jimmy out of the tunnels, or ate him in the tunnels, why there wasn’t more blood? Just another Mt. Katart mystery to authorities, but Josh knew different. 

Josh figured maybe the same thing that happened to them five years ago, getting sucked into the other world under the mountain through Cave 42, happened to Jimmy. He either died from some animal in this world or was fighting for his life in the Below World like they did.

There had always been lots of stories of strange events happening down in the mines, from mining equipment disappearing, strange lights and noises, skeletons of strange animals, and the disappearance of the young boy Peter in the fifties. Peter disappeared in a flash of light much like Jimmy may have. 

A warning growl rumbled from Zeus, the black lab guard dog that lived at the shack, alerted him that something was outside. These growls often meant nothing, but Josh walked out to the porch anyway to investigate. Nothing!

He headed back to his desk chair but stopped to stare at the open closet door. Hadn’t he shut that? A buzz vibrated on the desk. The backpack he’d just thrown on the closet floor was back on his desk. The hair on Josh’s neck and arms stood and tingled! What was going on? 

He did a slow turn and surveyed the room, but nothing else seemed out of place. Zeus was settled back on his bed, tongue out, snoring. Maybe, somehow, Uncle Zeb was sending him a message. As far as Josh knew, Uncle Zeb was currently comatose in a recovery home in Colorado, but it sure seemed like he wanted Josh to pay attention to the items in the backpack. ​
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Chapter 4
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Mt. Katart, 1995

Jimmy pressed his back against the tunnel wall and prayed the monsters creeping down the tunnel couldn’t hear his heart pounding. 

Processing that these two giant creatures were in the tunnel with him, especially since they were nothing from this world he’d ever seen, made him dizzy. Maybe he was hallucinating from lack of oxygen? That could happen in the tunnels! Maybe the mirror didn’t work? Was that a thing, mirrors not working? He hoped so! He looked at himself in the mirror and sure enough staring back at him were his two different color eyes.   

It was called Heterochromia Iridis, a rare genetic condition where an animal or human has two different color eyes.  He didn’t know this until his science teacher explained it to him after she overheard the kids teasing him. This eye condition was harmless, but having one deep blue eye and one brown eye made heads turn when he walked into a room.

Since Jimmy was mean to most of his classmates, it came as no surprise that they teased him when given the chance. He had plenty of faults that his Dad pointed out daily beside his eyes. 

He was chubby, although Mom told him it was a middle school phase. He failed all of his classes, not because he wasn’t smart enough but because he thought school was a waste of time. His hair was long and usually greasy unless it was the day after bath night, and of course, the eyes freaked out most of his classmates. 

At school, popular kid Cal Worthington said his mom read that cats with two different color eyes were called odd eyes, so in addition to Jimmy Chubs he was also Jimmy Odd Eyes.

Cal and his cool friends would sing “Jimmy Odd Eyes, Jimmy Odd Eyes, what can you see with those stupid Odd Eyes...” when he walked by. He ignored them mostly, but he knew someday they would be sorry they messed with him.

A clawing sound on the rocky floor and some grunts back and forth between whatever was around the corner brought him back to reality. He took a deep breath, steadied his mirror hand, and stretched his arm out around the corner.  

The two giant creatures stood about 20 feet away, sniffing at cracks and crevices in the rock walls. One of them stretched up on its hind legs -—Jimmy figured it had to be bigger than Shaquille O’Neal. He’d seen lions and gorillas before on a national geographic channel roaming the jungles of Africa, but not like this, not mashed together like some mad scientist’s experiment.   

These creatures had massive black lion like heads smashed on top of a silver chested powerful gorilla body. A thick arrow shaped mane of silver fur flowed half way down their backs. Long muscular arms stretched down to the floor, their body weight leaning on cement block sized gorilla hands, each long finger sporting razor sharp claws.

This can’t be real! He tried to swallow, but a grapefruit sized lump in his throat prevented it. All he could think about was these two creatures pulling him apart like Momma pulled apart a cooked chicken. He loved the drumsticks, and then his legs quivered as he wondered if one of them liked drumsticks too. 

Their large, bright oval eyes flashed left and right as they searched for something. A low, huffing grunt from one creature exploring low on one side of the tunnel caused the stretching lion gorilla creature to shuffle over and sniff in the same area, the exact place he had just been sitting eating his sandwich. They both began to sniff along his trail, grunting, growling back and forth in some language they understood -—getting closer. 

Jimmy felt like a statue -—his muscles locked into rigor mortis. This was playing out like a Saturday afternoon horror movie, a movie he would probably love, but not one he wanted to star in. 

He blinked hard. Maybe he was dreaming? A hard pinch on his forearm did nothing, the monsters were still there, still sniffing and moving toward him.   

A small breeze riffled through the tunnel. Mr. Boone told them in class that changes in tunnel pressure will cause the air to move. The breeze washed past him down to the creatures, their heads immediately snapped up. The two creatures huffed at each other, crouched, and began to slink directly toward Jimmy.

He knew his only escape option was Cave 42. The pretense of being quiet had passed. He turned and ran, his shoes clomping on the rocky dirt floor of the tunnel. No one at school would have ever pegged him as athletic, but he was in better shape than people would imagine due to hiking the mountain trails around his house. 

He could hear the scratching and clawing of the creatures closing in as they scrambled after him. He dove through the broken slats guarding the cave when his backpack snagged on a broken board. One foot now dangled up in the air and the other barely scraped on the floor. He twisted around and pulled on the strap -—he only had seconds to free himself before the creatures caught up. 

He could hear them grunting and growling in excitement as they barreled around the corner, sliding to a stop and staring at his predicament. A musty, putrid odor drifted off them, reminding him of when his dad made him throw their weekly bags of garbage off the pick-up truck at the town dump. 

One of the creatures snarled and swiped at Jimmy’s leg, tearing his jeans and slicing open his calf. The force of the blow cracked the board holding his backpack strap -—he dropped to the ground and scrambled out of his pack.

While the creatures were distracted by the dangling backpack, Jimmy grabbed a broken slat and ran toward the back of the cave. He breathed shallowly hoping to avoid detection -—his mind flooded with images of the creatures, images of their claws tearing at him. 

He pivoted, shining his flashlight in a tight circle, wishing desperately that there was a small exit from the cave, too small for the creatures to fit through, but there was nothing but solid rock. Wood splintered and cracked as the creatures ripped the entrance boards away.

Finally, they were in the cave with him, now in no hurry, which was even more terrifying for Jimmy. It was dark, but he could see their massive silhouettes advancing. They spread out and padded slowly toward him, their oval eyes blazing in the dark cave.

Tears welled in Jimmy’s eyes. He wondered why nothing ever went right for him. He backed up to the cave wall, clasped his hands together, and pleaded with God to make a quick deal with him. Since he found every excuse to skip church every Sunday, he doubted God would listen, but he felt his options were limited.  If he could get out of this jam he would be good, stay in school, and help his mother. 

The creatures approached for the kill, growling and purring back and forth. Jimmy thought for a second he could make a run for it between them, but their arms were long and would easily reach out and grab him and tear him to pieces.

He held his flashlight in one hand and the sharpened slat in the other, and then he had a brainstorm. His Grandpa used to tell stories of illegal hunting where he would shine a light into a deer’s eyes, freeze it still, and then shoot it. He shined the powerful beam into their eyes to freeze them, but the light had no effect on these creatures. 

Jimmy stomped his feet and made himself look bigger by spreading his arms. He yelled as loud as he could hoping to scare the creatures away, but they stopped and looked at him, if he didn’t know better he’d say they smiled. 

In response to his yell, one of the creatures rose to its full seven-foot height and roared, beating its chest so powerfully that Jimmy could feel the drumming flow through him. Ringing in his ears made him dizzy—-  he stumbled and fell back on his rump. 

He knew he was out of options. A tear trickled down his cheek, but he wiped it away quickly. Crying was not something he ever did. He thought of his class mates in school and wished more than anything he could be there now listening to Mrs. Jackson going on and on about sentence structure. 

He crab walked back to the cave wall and pressed against it. He ran his hand over his sweatshirt, certain his heart was exposed and pounding outside his chest, sure to explode any second. His breath shortened to ragged jags and sobs as the walls of the cave wavered and wobbled like a fun house mirror. 

Black circles crowded his eyes his vision as a lightheaded feeling washed over him -—he felt disconnected from Jimmy right now like he was floating above and watching this scene unfold. 

He slumped to the ground as the creatures lunged at him with the ferocity and speed of conditioned predators. There was a bright flash of light and a thunderous boom. He could feel his limp body being dragged, torn. He could hear growling from the creatures, and then intense pressure and pain, then numbness, and then nothing as everything faded to black.
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Chapter 5
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Mt. Katart, 1995

Josh switched on the lamp hovering above the desk, pulled each item back out of Uncle Zeb’s bag, and set each one separately on top of the desk. He reached into every crack, crevice, and pocket of the old bag to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. When he was certain he had everything, he set the bag on the floor. 

The box was still for now, so he decided to concentrate on the tattered THREE OPAL LEGEND notebook first. As he read, he swept one hand through his long blonde hair -—a nervous childhood habit his brother Eddie teased him about -—‘Used to tease’ him about. He sighed, thoughts like this always brought the grief flooding back. 

Concentrating on the notebook would be a welcome distraction to get his mind off Eddie, and off the letter, he’d received earlier that day from his father, world-renowned mine expert James Boone. His Dad was in India helping a company shore up a collapsing tunnel in a new mine and had written the letter asking how Josh was doing, encouraging him again to get counseling. 

He re-focused on the worn notebook and flipped through the pages first to see if anything was tucked inside the pages, but there was nothing. The language of the book was some form of English -—readable, but the form was all different with verbs, nouns, and adjectives mixed oddly.  Josh read the notes Uncle Zeb had scribbled on the inside cover. 


-  Queen Isabella( ML’s) orders Giants to mine 3 black opals. 


Josh grunted, “Giants?” He searched his memory of Uncle Zeb's stories but never remembered any mention of giants in the Below World. He envisioned giants in stories he’d read and TV shows he’d seen and then thought about the tunnels below. They were sometimes very roomy, but giants traveling through them seemed odd.

Then his mind went to the dark side and he wondered if they were friendly giants or killer giants, ripping little people like him in half with one bite! He shuddered, then tried to erase that last vision and went back to reading.


-  Griegen the 1st, Mollyloper Mystic who gave magical powers to each black opal. 

-  Triangle of Power: Uniter—Fighter—Sighter 

-  Each child if Queen Isabella ( Cadm, Clen, Chek ) given necklace.

-  Boxes choose wearer.

-  Power more when ALL 3 necklaces worn. Triangle of power!!

-  Great Power ... Great Danger...Never use together!!!



Zeus growled again. Having already been out once, Josh ignored him and kept reading. Suddenly, Zeus’s chain scraped across the guard shack floor -—the big black lab lunged toward the screen door, snapping off bursts of ferocious barking. 

Josh, irritated, peeked one eye over at the big dog to see what he was tuning into. Zeus played no favorites, treating every living being encroaching on his night territory as a mortal enemy. So far tonight there had been such dangerous events as a fly buzzing against the screen and a
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