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One hundred fourteen years ago –

Sevenoakes Manor - 

Melvin ran from the pond holding the eighth key tightly in his hand. When he reached the entrance to the tunnel, he shoved the key in a bag that held seven other keys. He ran through the tunnel, swinging away at the darkness, not wanting to repeat the horrors he had once endured in the challenge that led him to the pond. The gargoyles were now still in stone. But he took no chance. Melvin continued to run until he was through the tunnel and back into the maze garden. 

The mansion was up ahead. All he had to do was to make it through the garden, past the reflecting pool and into the Conservatory... and then on to the basement. He ran but soon forgot his way. Left, or right? He chose left and found two more paths that seemed to lead to the mansion. Instead, another wall of thick hedges. He turned around and headed back down the path and turned right. Soon, he was near the edge of the garden. 

As he approached the entrance to the garden, a gate closed, barely hitting him. “What do I do?” he yelled into the night. A statue appeared; its face then turned to human form. 

“You must win, that’s what you do!” The statue wobbled then fell over, providing a step for Melvin to use to climb over the gate.

Once he cleared the gate, the statue disappeared.

The lights of the mansion shined brightly, showing him that the way to the reflecting pool was clear. He ran past the pool and headed to the Conservatory door. Upon reaching the door, he found it to be locked. 

The glass in the door looked to be thin enough so he grabbed his bag of keys and tossed it through the center pane. The pane gave way from the weight of the bag, leaving bits of shard glass in the Conservatory Room floor. Melvin unlocked the door and walked in, mindful of any other tricks that were waiting for him.

The harpsichord was stationary as were the chairs and other instruments. The sheet music was placed neatly on the table by the window, apparently put back in order after he had left that challenge. Nothing seemed out of place, yet an hour ago, he had left the room in a total mess. He looked around for any sign of a creature lurking in the shadows.

He picked up the bag of keys and walked, cautiously, to the main floor. Looking around, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He quickly crept behind the grand stairs and to the basement door. 

Fearing that the creatures from the mansion would be in the basement, he looked around for some sort of weapon. Finding nothing but flower vases and other statues, he tried the basement door and found that it was unlocked.

The stairs on the other side of the door were dark. He felt the walls for a light switch when two red glows at the bottom of the stairs caught his attention. As he looked down the stairs, the glows grew brighter, revealing themselves as torches. Melvin walked down the stairs to the awaiting door at the bottom. This door was also unlocked, and he went inside.

As he entered the basement, the door behind him closed and locked. More torches illuminated throughout the basement. As before, he was committed to the challenge ahead. 

But what was this challenge? 

Melvin walked around the basement looking for any sign of a challenge or a task he needed to perform. Casks were stored here, as with old furniture and steamer trunks. But he saw no old books, no hanging pictures, and no statues. Cockroaches scurried from one side of the floor to the other, hiding under the trunks. He looked at the walls for anything signifying a switch or lever, but only found long crawling insects climbing up the walls or back down to their lairs behind the casks.

Standing in the middle of the basement he scanned the bench tables that lined the walls around him. Aside from the trunks and casks he found little. He walked toward the far wall and found what could be the only sign of a challenge: A safe.

Around the safe were numbers painted in black and in various shapes. Single digit numbers beside sets of two and three with the subtraction sign between some of them. As Melvin looked at the numbers, he saw only rows of subtraction but no addition, no multiplying, no dividing, only subtraction.

That made little sense to him. Why would someone go to the trouble of painting subtraction equations on a wall next to a safe? As he asked the question the answer appeared in his mind. They were not mathematical equations. They were combinations for the safe!

He looked at the dial and found the numbers ranged from zero to ninety-nine. No three-digit numbers on the dial. He looked at the wall and read:

3-892-82, 6-252-78, 5-1-11, 18-27-0, 32-401-2, 80-734-21, 99-41-30, 3-192-89...

All combinations with three digits were immediately ignored. He tried the first combination, 5-1-11, and pulled the lever on the door. Nothing. He tried the next combination, and the next but found that they were useless. He then tried breaking down the three-digit numbers of 892 to 8-9-2, or leaving off the two and going with 3-19-89, but to no avail. 

He knew the combination. It was something he had read earlier... He thought hard. Could it be? He tried a set from something he had read earlier during The Festival and tried that combination. 

The lever made a loud clicking sound and the door opened. A yellowish light shined from inside the safe. It was the nineth key! 

He pulled out the key and placed it on the table. 

The shimmering light from the safe grew faint, leaving a glowing key on the table. Melvin had completed the challenge. Holding the key, Melvin smiled, put the key in the bag, and proceeded to the sub-basement. 

The steps were lighted by two torches that faded into embers as he approached. A door was at the bottom of the steps and with his candle, he could barely make out the door latch. With a tug upward then toward him, the door opened. 

Melvin held the candle and walked slowly through the door. It was night and there was little light from the candle, but he could see a small hallway with doors. He looked in the first room then the next, then another. Seeing no one, he continued down the hallway. A small statue appeared, pointing at a sword. Melvin nodded and picked up the sword and continued his search. 

Suddenly, a suit of armor came to life and walked toward him. Melvin screamed. A small statue came to life and yelled, “The neck! Hit him in the neck! It’s his weakest point!”

Melvin took his sword and struck missing the neck. He struck again and the suit of armor fell to the floor. For a moment, Melvin stood silent. He looked at the pile of armor until the familiar yellowish glow shined from the center of the pile. He bent down and picked the glowing object.

Looking at it, he proclaimed, “I now have the tenth key.”

A deep, sinister-sounding voice was heard from behind, “You have all ten keys, but will you pass the final challenge?” followed by a deep, throaty laughter.

“I will pass the final challenge!” said Melvin. He poured the keys out onto the table. He poured the vial containing a solution onto the keys and watched as the seventh key vibrated and began to glow. He picked the seventh key, held it up to the blueish light and proclaimed, “I, Melvin Everette Horton, have chosen the seventh key!”

The flames of the torches grew in intensity casting blinding white light throughout the room.
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Present Day – 

Cumberland Boys Home – 


“You gotta know your enemy if you wanna beat’em,” said Timothy, a small scrawny brown-haired boy of thirteen as he leaned up against the wall. 

“Yeah, I know,” said Kyle, a blond-haired boy at the age of fourteen. “But how? Do you know any of his weaknesses?”

“Not exactly,” Timothy said, looking at the pavement. Other boys ran past them, yelling for a ball and laughing with each other. When they passed, Timothy looked up. “He has a thing for that lady in that movie.”

“Which lady in which movie?” asked Kyle.

“That one with the super monster shark,” he said.

“Her?” he asked, surprised. “She’s like really old.”

“Maybe it’s a mother thing, like a complex.”

“Yeah, mother complex,” Kyle said, almost laughing. “Okay, I’ll use it. Now once he sees you, he’s going to come after you. Don’t worry. I’ll be close by and when he tries anything, I’ll make fun of him and get him to try to hit me.”

“What if he does hit you?” asked Timothy out of concern. “He’s bigger than you.”

“Taller than me, but not bigger,” assured Kyle. “No, once he sees I’m there, he’ll come after me and I’ll hit him. 

Timothy thought for a moment then asked, “What if we get in trouble?”

“Mrs. Butler won’t do anything if it’s in self-defense. Besides, she knows he’s a bully.

“Here he comes,” warned Timothy. Kyle went around the corner.

The bully was tall, roughly five foot, eight inches tall with well-developed arms, all contributing to the fear in Timothy’s eyes. He saw Timothy and smiled. “Hey loser,” he yelled. “Where are your dolls?”

“I don’t have any dolls, Patrick,” he said, quietly. 

“Oh yeah? That’s not what I heard. I hear you play with your dolls in your room with your friend,” he said, pushing Timothy’s shoulder. 

“No, I don’t! Now leave me alone!” yelled Timothy. 

“What’s the matter little doll boy? Chicken? Are you a weak little chicken?” said Patrick, shoving Timothy with each insult.

“Hey Patrick,” came a voice from around the corner. Patrick looked up as Kyle rounded the corner. “I hear you have a hot thing for that old lady in that shark movie.”

“You lay off her!” he yelled.

“So, it’s true! You have a crush on that old lady in the monster shark movie! You’re sick!”

“Shut-up!”

“You’re sick and twisted and you have a mother complex for older ladies!” teased Kyle.

“I’ll get you for that,” yelled Patrick, almost crying as he raised his fists.

“What would that old mommy say?” he continued with his teasing.

Patrick took a swing at Kyle but missed. “What’s the matter, Patty? Mommy issues?” Patrick swung again and again missed. Kyle saw his chance and punched Patrick in the nose. Patrick’s hands covered his nose as tears started to form in his eyes. He felt a little blood starting to drip from his nose. “Aw, look at Patty, all crying over some old woman,” continued Kyle.

“You back off!” yelled Patrick.

“You back off! Stop picking on Timothy,” he said, “or I’ll give you more of this,” he said with a shake of his fist.

An older lady walked up and broke up the fight. With a few words to Kyle, she led Patrick back inside the building.

Across the street, a dapper-looking man smiled. “Donaldson, I think I have found the right boy for The Festival,” he said.

He walked up the steps of the Cumberland Boys Home, an old orphanage that had been in the town for over fifty years. The doors looked old with a green covering over the once copper door kick plates. The lights hanging from the ceiling were in bad need of a good cleaning and bulb replacements. Once inside he felt a slight breeze from a ceiling fan. 

The office looked old, was old. The light green walls showed signs of age through cracking and chipping. The tile floor was in bad need of a good coat of wax after years of abuse from chairs scuffing them. The metal desks were equally as old and were painted light brown or gray or olive-drab green that housed computers from thirty years ago. The workers toiled away; the clatter of keyboard strokes creating an annoyance in the man’s ears
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