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    For Kelly,
Every great adventure needs someone who keeps everyone grounded when the world gets a little crazy. That's you.
Thank you for filling our home with laughter, patience, love, and just enough chaos to inspire stories like this one. Thank you for cheering me on through every late night of writing, every ridiculous monster idea, and every moment when I wondered if anyone would ever want to read about magical microwaves.
Our kids are lucky to call you Mom, and I'm even luckier to call you my wife.
This story may be about magical portals, talking monsters, and one very important bowl of macaroni and cheese, but my favorite adventure will always be the life we're building together.
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Always, 
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Chapter 1: The Ding
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In the wonderfully weird city of Madison, Wisconsin lived a family of five who somehow managed to turn ordinary days into unforgettable adventures.

There was Mom, Kelly, who somehow kept the house from falling apart despite three energetic kids. There was Dad, Danny, who firmly believed almost any problem could be solved with duct tape, snacks, or a good laugh.

Then there were the children.

Eight-year-old Owen was the oldest. He knew three things for certain.

One, his little sister Ava who was six could turn any normal room into a disaster zone in less than four minutes.

Two, his toddler sister Emma could find a crumb from across the house like a tiny detective with sticky hands.

And three, the microwave was not supposed to growl. 

But on this specific Tuesday night, while Owen stood in the kitchen waiting for his macaroni and cheese to finish, the microwave definitely growled.

Not a little buzz.

Not a normal hum.

Not the sad rattling sound it made when Dad tried to heat up old pizza on a plastic plate that was absolutely not microwave safe.

This was a growl.

A low, rumbly, grumpy growl.

Like a raccoon had swallowed a lawn mower.

Owen froze. This would normally be a tad weird but there was a magical coffee mug incident last year.

The microwave spun slowly on the counter. Inside, the bowl of macaroni and cheese turned in lazy circles. Around and around it went, glowing yellow under the little microwave light.

“Mom?” Owen called.

No answer.

Mom was upstairs giving Emma a bath, which mostly meant Emma was splashing water onto the floor while Mom said things like, “Please stop drinking bath water,” and “You should not be eating the shampoo.”

“Dad?” Owen called.

No answer.

Dad was in the garage looking for a screwdriver, which meant he was standing in front of twelve boxes saying, “I just saw the dang thing around here.”

Ava walked into the kitchen wearing swim goggles, one rain boot, and a cape made out of a dish towel.

“What are you doing?” Owen asked.

“I’m a soup superhero,” Ava said.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Owen replied.

“I rescue soup,” Ava shouted. 

“We don’t have any soup,” Owen exclaimed. 

“Not with that attitude we don’t,” Ava replied.

The microwave growled again.

Ava gasped.

Owen pointed at it. “You heard that, right?”

Ava nodded slowly. “The macaroni sounds angry.”

“Macaroni doesn’t get angry,” Owen replied.

“It does if you eat the entire box,” Ava said. 

Owen stepped closer to the microwave. The timer showed ten seconds.

Nine.

Eight.

The growling got louder.

Seven.

Six.

Something tiny thumped against the microwave door from the inside.

Owen jumped backward and bumped into Ava, who bumped into the trash can, which bumped into the wall, which made Oscar the dog bark from the living room.

Five.

Four.

A small blue face appeared in the microwave window.

Owen screamed.

Ava screamed.

Oscar continued to bark.

The blue face screamed too.

Three.

Two.

One.

DING!

The microwave door burst open.

Out flew a tiny monster with blue fur, giant ears, lightning bolt eyebrows, and a tail that crackled with little sparks. He shot across the kitchen like a fuzzy firework, bounced off the refrigerator, landed in the fruit bowl, and rolled out wearing a banana peel on his head.

For one second, nobody moved.

Owen stared at the monster.

Ava stared at the monster.

The monster stared back.

Then the monster pulled the banana peel off his head and said, “That was not the submarine.”

Owen blinked. “What?”

The monster stood up. He was only about six inches tall, which made him smaller than Dad’s coffee mug but somehow much louder.

“I said,” the monster huffed, brushing apple fuzz off his arms, “that was not the submarine.”

Ava leaned close to Owen and whispered, “The macaroni has a pet.”

“I am not a pet,” the monster said. “I am Zap.”

Owen pointed at the microwave. “You came out of our microwave.”

Zap looked behind him at the microwave, then back at Owen. “Yes. That is usually how microwaves work.”

“No, it isn’t!”

Zap scratched one giant ear. Tiny sparks popped from his tail.

“Oh,” he said. “Right. Human kitchen. You people still think microwaves are for warming up food.”

“They are for warming up food,” Owen said.

Zap snorted. “That’s adorable.”

Ava stepped forward. “Are you a monster?”

Zap puffed out his chest. “Technically, yes.”

“Are you scary?”

Zap opened his mouth wide and made a face.

“Raaahhh,” he said.

It sounded like a kitten sneezing into a sock.

Ava smiled. “Nope.”

Zap sighed. “I’ve been working on it.”

Owen looked into the microwave. The macaroni and cheese was gone.

“Hey,” Owen said. “Where’s my dinner?”

Zap froze.

His ears drooped.

His tail stopped sparking.

“Funny story,” he said.

Owen folded his arms. “Did you eat my macaroni?”

“Eat it?” Zap said, offended. “Absolutely not. I am a professional.”

“A professional what?”

Zap looked proud again. “Microwave Portal Delivery Monster, junior assistant level two.”

Ava clapped. “That sounds fake.”

“It is not fake. It is very important. Every microwave in the world is connected by secret tunnels called the Microwave Maze. When someone presses Start, a portal opens. When the timer dings, the portal closes.”

Owen stared at him.

Ava stared at him.

Oscar walked into the kitchen, sniffed Zap, and sneezed.

Zap pointed at the dog. “Is that a small horse?”

“That’s Oscar,” Owen said.

Oscar licked Zap from ears to feet.

Zap stood there, soaking wet with dog slobber.

“I do not enjoy your horse,” he said.

Ava giggled so hard her swim goggles slipped down over her nose.

Owen looked back at the empty microwave. “So where did my macaroni go?”

Zap took a deep breath.

“Well, I was supposed to deliver a bowl of soup to a submarine chef named Captain Forkbeard.”

“Captain Forkbeard?” Owen asked.

“Lovely man. Terrible mustache. Anyway, there was a burnt popcorn storm in the Microwave Maze, and then somebody heated up nachos in Nebraska at the exact same time, and your macaroni got caught in a tunnel swirl.”

“A tunnel swirl?” Owen said.

Zap nodded. “Very swirly. Very tunnelly.”

“So where is it?”

Zap looked at his tiny feet.

“Possibly a castle.”

“A castle?”

“Or a dentist office.”

Owen’s eyes widened. “You lost my macaroni and cheese?”

Zap raised one finger. “I misplaced it heroically.”

Before Owen could answer, the microwave beeped.

Not dinged.

Beeped.

Zap’s ears shot straight up.

“Oh no,” he whispered.

The microwave light flickered.

The glass plate inside began spinning, even though nobody had touched the buttons.

A soft purple glow filled the kitchen.

Ava smiled. “Pretty.”

Zap did not smile.

“That is not pretty,” he said. “That is bad.”

The microwave beeped again.

BEEP.

Zap scrambled up the counter, slipping once on a drop of orange juice. “Everybody stay calm.”

Owen swallowed. “Why?”

BEEP.

Zap’s tail sparked wildly now, snapping and popping like tiny fireworks.

“Because something is coming through.”

Ava bounced on her toes. “Is it soup?”

Zap shook his head.

BEEP.

“Is it my macaroni?” Owen asked.

Zap shook his head again.

BEEP.

“Is it Captain Forkbeard?” Ava asked.

Zap glanced at the glowing microwave.

“I really hope not,” he said. “He owes me seven crackers.”

The microwave door trembled.

Oscar growled.

Owen grabbed Ava’s hand and pulled her back.

Zap grabbed a wooden spoon from the counter and held it like a sword, even though it was twice as tall as he was.

The microwave made one final sound.

DING!

The door flew open.

A blast of warm air rushed into the kitchen, carrying the smell of cheese, burnt popcorn, and something that definitely belonged in a swamp.

Then a giant green tentacle slid out of the microwave and slapped onto the counter.

Ava whispered, “That is not soup.”

Zap gulped.

“No,” he said. “That is much worse.”

Owen stared at the tentacle.

The tentacle waved.

Zap raised the spoon.

“Kids,” he said, trying to sound brave and mostly sounding squeaky, “welcome to the Microwave Maze.”

Owen looked at the tentacle.

Then at Zap.

Then back at the microwave.

His macaroni and cheese was gone.

A giant swamp tentacle was climbing into his kitchen.

Somehow...

...he had a feeling dinner was going to be very, very late.
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