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“I like nonsense, it wakes up the brain cells. Fantasy is a necessary ingredient in living, it's a way of looking at life through the wrong end of a telescope. Which is what I do, and that enables you to laugh at life's realities.”

–Dr. Seuss
––––––––
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“Save some pancakes for us and be sure to take care of your mom and grandma, Milo.” Those were his father's last words before he shuffled out the door with his grandfather six years ago. Today was their birthday. Their belongings were packed away and stored in the attic long ago. One by one, photographs disappeared off the mantle. Once a year, his mom and grandma would make a big pancake breakfast and clean the house from morning till night. It was their way of dealing with the pain. He was five when they disappeared. The memory used to be fresh in his mind, but now it played like an old grainy movie. 

Milo closed his eyes and concentrated. He could almost feel his father's rough, callused hands the last time they hugged goodbye. And if he stared at the back of his eyelids long enough, he could see the twinkle in his grandfather's eye as the old man ruffled his hair. Sometimes it was hard to remember what they looked like. Those were the times he'd pull out the framed picture he kept hidden under his bed.

Once in a while he could still feel the coolness of the cement walkway under his bare feet on that last morning. It was covered with grass and weeds now. He had chased after them and begged them not to go, but they didn't listen. They gave one last wave and walked away. They were never seen or heard from again.

A knock thumped on the bedroom door and Milo jumped with a start. “Come in.” The door opened and in popped a head full of gray curls. “Hi, Grandma.”

“Good morning, Milo,” she said, with a warm smile. The wrinkles around her mouth deepened. “How's the best grandson in the whole wide world?”

Milo rolled his eyes and picked his sneakers up off the floor. “I'm your only grandson,” he said, smirking at her.

“Breakfast is ready, smarty-pants,” she said, turning to leave.

“Grandma?” She gave him a side glance and raised an eyebrow. “I had another weird dream and...um....” If he were to be honest, it had been a nightmare. He never had trouble discussing his dreams with her before. Normally, he'd just shake it off and forget about it, but the one last night was different. It wasn't jumbled like all the others and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't get the images out of his head. He fumbled with his sneakers and waited for her to sit down.

“Why don't you tell me about it,” she said, patting his knee.

Milo scrunched up his face and took a deep breath. “I was in a dark tunnel. There was a large house...like an old English castle. There were people there I'd never seen before...and Max Hamby was there, too.” He paused and began twisting a shoelace around his finger. “You remember him, don't you? You met him once, at the science fair.” Half of his nightmare included the last day they'd seen his father and grandfather. He decided to leave that part out.

She nodded. “Yes. Nice boy.”

Milo swallowed and squeezed the sneaker in his hand. “I know it sounds crazy, but there were witches, dwarfs and a troll there, too. And blood, Grandma.” She placed a hand at the base of her throat. He shifted on the bed and grabbed her arm. “Max Hamby was covered in blood.” His stomach did a weird flip-flop. He exhaled slowly. “What do you think it means?”

His grandmother leaned in and ran a hand over his hair, then kissed him on the forehead. “It sounds like a combination of the books you read and the scary movie you watched the other night,” she said. “I told your mother you were too young for such things. Twelve years old is just too young for scary movies.”

“No, Grandma. It was more than that. I'm sure of it,” said Milo. “There was a huge tree stump with a door in the center. Voices called from it. I couldn't make out what they were saying, but I know they were....They felt bad....very bad, Grandma. It felt so real.”

She cleared her throat and dropped her hands into her lap. He waited for her to say something. An odd expression passed over her face, but she turned away and sighed heavily, then awkwardly glanced around the room. She opened her mouth, but snapped it shut when the bedroom door swung open. A younger version of her stood in the doorway with hands on her hip. His mom. Her t-shirt and sweatpants were covered in pancake mix. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She tilted her head and her ponytail swayed behind her head.

“The early bird gets the worm on this fine Saturday morning, I see,” she said, with a teasing smile. Milo glanced at his Grandma. She rolled her eyes and they burst out laughing. His mother shook her head. “You two, I swear. Come have something to eat.” She walked away, muttering to herself about inside jokes.

“I have something for you,” said his grandmother. “In case you have any more bad dreams.” She reached behind her neck and pulled a silver chain over her head, then held it out to him. A silver beetle with a purple-jeweled body swayed in the air.

“I can't take your necklace,” said Milo, wrinkling his nose. “Besides, that's for girls.”

She watched it swing like a pendulum, then frowned. For a moment, he thought she might cry. He hated when girls did that. It made him uncomfortable and he was never sure how to react. Instead, she sighed again. This time it was mixed with a heavy sadness that deepened the wrinkles around her eyes. “It was your grandfather's. Your mother wears one just like it, from your father.”

Milo held the beetle in his hand. The rich tones of its body changed from violet to almost black, depending on which way he turned it. “I can't take this, Grandma,” he said, handing it back. She grabbed his hand and placed it in his palm, then closed his fingers around it.

“I want you to have it,” she said. “But, you must promise me one thing.” Milo slipped the chain over his head and tucked the beetle under his shirt. 

“What's that?” he asked.

“Promise me that you will never take it off,” she said. Her eyebrows came together and the change in her mood sparked his curiosity.

“Is there something you're not telling me? What's so important about this necklace?” he asked.

She stood up and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Just promise me.”

“I promise. Now, tell me about the necklace,” he said.

“Come on,” she said, walking away. “I'm starving.”

“Grandma,” he called, but she was gone.

Milo followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the table. He leaned over and stared at her to get her attention, then coughed dramatically. She pretended to be more interested in the plate of pancakes in front of her. Pancakes were not her favorite. She was ignoring him. That made him more curious. There had to be a big story behind the purple beetle.

“Are you feeling alright,” asked his mom, feeling his forehead. “Maybe you should go back to bed and rest.”

He gently pushed her hand away and ate his breakfast with gusto, keeping an eye on his plate until she opened the morning newspaper. The front page headlines hit him like a slap in the face and the pancakes lodged in his throat. He gulped his juice and forced it down, then leaned across the table. He read the headlines three times,

Mystery Fire. All Residents Lost.

He turned to his grandmother and pointed, but she was too busy reading the article. She stopped chewing and her eyebrows raised so high on her forehead, that at a different time, it would’ve been comical. She swallowed hard and looked like she was going to be sick. He turned away and read the article.

It didn't say how the fire started, though faulty wiring was suspected. It stated Pleasant Seas was burned to the ground, no bodies were recovered and it was still being investigated. It also mentioned a missing person and to call with any information. He recognized the name of the woman. 

Annora Hamby. Max, he thought.

“What are you two staring at?” asked his mother. Milo pointed to the front page. She closed the newspaper and frowned as she read it. “A terrible loss,” she said. “Milly Marietta lived there. She was one of my teachers when I was your age.”

Milo sat back and pushed his plate away. The images of Max Hamby flashed in his mind. His stomach churned and the pancakes threatened to make their way back up. 

“What's wrong, son?” asked his mother.

“Someone from school lived there,” he said. There was no sense in telling her about his nightmare. She'd never let him watch TV again.

“I'm sorry,” she said, leaning closer. He nodded, but didn't wait for her to say anything else. Instead, he got up and went back to his room. There had to be a connection between his dream and the article. He hadn't seen Max in a while and he was more of an acquaintance than a friend. Max was never in any of his dreams before, so there was no reason why he should be dreaming about him now. 

Milo shuddered at the image of Max in his head and glanced at the dragon dictionary on the nightstand. He'd read it a million times and could recite most of it from memory. The cover was worn and faded. Many of the pages were folded over to mark his favorite passages. All the kids at school thought he was weird, but he didn't care. 

He ran a finger over the chain around his neck, then pulled out the beetle pendant and held it up to the sunlight streaming in through his bedroom window. He turned it around, then flipped it over. His tiny reflection stared back at him from the silver frame. Mysteries and adventure had never interested him and were best left in books, but something weird was going on and maybe it was time for a change. The answers were at Pleasant Seas. It wasn't that far. He could check it out and be back before dinner time, then sit his grandmother down and find out more about her necklace.

Milo picked up his satchel off the floor and began stuffing it with his dragon dictionary, tissues, Band-Aids, bug spray, a flashlight and an extra pair of socks, because you never knew when an extra pair of socks might come in handy. There were two good things working in his favor. It was Saturday and the first day of summer vacation. Any other time and his mother would've been more suspicious than she was about to be. It wasn't unusual for him to spend the day at the library or reading in the park, but her sixth sense would kick in and she'd know something was up after his reaction to the newspaper article. He'd have to play it cool, otherwise she'd never let him out of the house. 

He slipped the satchel over his head and tiptoed to the front door. With any luck, she would be elbow deep in cleaning the house and not even notice. The water was running in the kitchen and his mom hummed off key. That was a good thing. She was cleaning the breakfast dishes and would have her back turned. He scooted through the living room and had just laid his hand on the door knob when someone coughed behind him. He cringed, then turned around. 

“I thought you might need this,” said his grandmother. “You might get hungry at the library.....or the park.” She winked and held out a brown paper bag.

“What's this about the park?” Milo groaned softly as his mother came out of the kitchen. “It's kind of early, isn't it?” she asked, checking the clock on the wall. One of her eyebrows raised up and she studied him. Her way of letting him know he'd been caught red-handed.

“I-I want to get a head start,” he said, reaching for the brown bag.

“You wouldn't be off to explore Pleasant Seas, would you?” she asked. 

And there it was. He was done for. It would be a day of scraping the gunk from inside the stove to being elbow deep in the toilet bowl. Play it cool, he told himself. He relaxed his shoulders, then waved his hand at her. “No. Why would I do that?” He held the bag in front of him and shuffled his feet nervously.

“Good. It's dangerous and I don't want you getting hurt,” she said.

His grandmother patted her on the shoulder. “The boy will be fine, Violet. Let him go.”

Thank you, Grandma, he thought.

His mom turned around and headed back to the kitchen. “Be back for dinner,” she called, over her shoulder.

“Milo,” said his grandmother. “Do not take off the necklace and be careful. Not everything is as it seems. Be back for dinner or your mother will have both our heads.” He slipped outside and hurried around the corner, then exhaled loudly. 

“That was close,” he muttered to himself. His mother had changed after the disappearance of his father and grandfather, but more so when she found out he was being bullied at school. He wasn't angry about it. She loved him, but he had to admit that her hovering was at a choking level. “The adventure begins.” He wondered if anyone would be at Pleasant Seas this early in the morning. 

What if the police were there or worse, the Gooch brothers? They liked pain and destruction. Pleasant Seas would be the perfect hangout. They were the biggest bullies in school and always at the center of trouble; it would be just like them to ruin everything.

Milo crossed the street in the other direction and headed downtown. The library would be opening soon. There was time for a quick visit, then lunch in the park. He'd stop at Pleasant Seas before heading home. It made sense. He could avoid the Gooch brothers and not have to lie to his mother.

The librarian was just unlocking the doors when he arrived. He scooted by her with a quick hello and went straight for the reference shelves. He chose the first and second editions of Myths Through The Ages. Out of all the books in the library, those were his favorites. He settled into a quiet corner, placed the books on his lap and smiled when he opened the cover and it cracked. There was no better sound than that of a new book.

Milo was three quarters of the way through the first edition when he looked up at the clock. It was mid-afternoon. Time had passed quicker than expected. He quickly put the books back on the shelves and headed outside. His stomach growled painfully as he crossed the street to the park. He found the perfect spot under a shady tree and sat down on the weathered, wooden bench. The park was busy with people and their pets, but he paid them no mind and opened the brown bag, licking his lips. Pleasant Seas was forgotten, for the moment, when the smell of last night's dinner wafted through his nose. He unwrapped it all to find leftover fried chicken, cheese and crackers, an apple, a bottle of water and a large chocolate brownie.

“Thank you, Grandma,” he said, pulling out the brownie. He took a big bite of the chocolaty goodness and closed his eyes. She made the best brownies. He finished it in three large bites and took a few swigs of the water. The sun was beginning to set and if he didn't hurry there would be no time to investigate. Pleasant Seas was on the outskirts of town. He'd have to run if he wanted to get there and back before dinner. He stuffed the remaining contents of his lunch back in his satchel and jogged through the park to the residential area several blocks over. A painful stitch throbbed at his side, but this was an adventure or a mystery or both. Either way, this was no time for pain. He hurried along, past row after row of houses. He'd never been to Pleasant Seas before and realized it was a lot farther than he first thought. He followed a quiet tree-lined street to the end and spotted a large blue sign on a utility pole. It had Pleasant Seas printed in white with an arrow pointing to the left.

“To the left it is,” he said, turning the corner. There were no cars or people. It was eerily quiet; as if it were deserted. The street was blocked off with orange cones. Yellow and black police tape swayed in the afternoon breeze. Milo hesitated beside a group of tall shrubs. 

What if there were bones there or a foot or an eyeball? Or a whole body? An icy chill ran down his spine and he shivered. He'd never known anyone to die before.

The sun was setting fast and he groaned. His mother would be standing at the window with the phone in her hand, ready to call out the swat team. 

Maybe I should go home and save it for another day, he thought. 

But, the fire was only a day old and there might be clues as to what really happened. There wouldn't be another chance like this. Flashes of Max Hamby covered in blood ran through his head. It wasn't faulty wiring. “Something bad happened here and I'm going to find out what it is.”
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Milo crept out from behind the shrubs and gaped at the destruction. There was barely anything left to tell that it was once a community. With the exception of one free standing wall, Pleasant Seas had been leveled to the ground. The late afternoon breeze ruffled his hair and the smell of burnt wood came with it. It was so strong it made his eyes water and tickled the back of his throat. Something creaked behind him. He shuddered and held his breath. Every nerve in his body came alive. He slowly turned around and looked across the street to the cemetery. A sign at the gate swayed back and forth. “It's just a sign. There's nothing there,” he muttered to himself. He let out a shaky breath. “Hobart Cemetery.” Piles of freshly turned earth marked the ground like a minefield and surrounded the crypt at the heart of the cemetery. “What?” He shielded his eyes and studied the mounds of dirt. The graves were empty. A chill ran down his spine. “Nope. No way.”

Milo shivered and turned away. Investigating a cemetery was well out of his comfort zone and not something he planned on doing any time soon. He slipped under the police tape and listened; for what, he didn't know. A knot formed in his stomach and his grandmother's words rang in his head. “Not everything is as it seems.” He stepped off the sidewalk and into the street that led through Pleasant Seas. The smell of smoke and sulfur grew stronger. But, there was something more. He sniffed the air and wrinkled his nose. It smelled like rotting meat, but it was too faint to tell where it was coming from.

Milo rolled up his sleeves. He'd have to dig through the rubble if he wanted to get any answers. Somewhere in the forest, a branch cracked and fell to the ground with a thud. His heart slammed against his chest. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Leaves crunched.  Every nerve in his body came alive and every muscle tensed. He did the only thing he could think of and crouched in the middle of the street. He laid flat on the pavement and waited. It was silly, because whoever or whatever was in the trees could see straight through to where he was under the dim street light, but there was nowhere else to hide. 

“Go away. Please go away,” he whispered. He covered his face and willed himself invisible. It was possible he was being watched at that very moment. A flock of birds burst through the treetops and a muted yelp escaped his lips. 

Maybe this wasn't such a good idea, he thought. The street lights flickered. He put his cheek to the cool pavement until his muscles relaxed. 

“Come on, Jenkins. You're not going to let a bunch of birds and broken branches stop you, are you?” Milo muttered. He tried to remember everything the newspaper article said, but the only thing that stood out in his mind was Annora Hamby and faulty wiring. 

That could be true for one house, but all of them? He stood up and brushed himself off. Could Max's mother have set the fire and run off? he wondered. He shook his head. That was impossible. She went missing days before the fire. He adjusted the strap on his satchel and walked down the street to the heart of Pleasant Seas. It was possible Annora Hamby could've been kidnapped for money or revenge or it could have been a robbery gone wrong. But what was the motive?

The street light flickered again. It was getting darker by the minute and night time meant animals. Animals with pointy teeth and sharp claws. He headed for the partially charred wall. It was the perfect spot to start searching and keep him off the menu of anything hunting for food.

Milo stuck his hand in his satchel and pulled out a flashlight. The smell of fried chicken wafted through the air and his stomach grumbled in response. Food would have to wait. He clicked the flashlight on. Nothing happened. He shuffled his feet nervously. The dried grass crunched under his feet. 

“Come on. Come on.” He smacked the flashlight with the side of his hand. It came on with a pop. Light flooded the wall and the trees beyond. The wall was like any other, although there was a door in the center. It was covered in soot, but undamaged. 

Milo scratched his head. How was that possible when the wall around it was burnt and blackened from the fire? He brushed the soot away. Intricate carvings of vines, leaves and flowers decorated the frame. He ran his finger over it, then paused.

Was someone whispering? He held the flashlight against his chest and moved his thumb slowly over the button to muffle the click. It was more than one voice. A male and female. They were so close, he'd swear they were on the other side of the wall. He inched his way into the shadows. The female was crying.

“It's alright, Bimpmip,” said the male voice. “It's not right, but I am sure they got away. There's no way they were here when it happened. I'd bet my stock of bog juice on it and you know how much I love my juice. Although, my gut is telling me something isn't right.”

Milo listened to the muffled sob that followed. They were talking about Pleasant Seas. Whoever they were, they didn't believe it was an accident either. The voices grew quiet. He inched closer to the edge of the wall. 

How did they get here? he wondered. He hadn't seen or heard them arrive.

Milo peeked around the side of the wall and was met by a face. He yelped and fell onto his backside. The flashlight rolled away. It wasn't a man. Not exactly. He stared at it and scrambled backwards. It came out from behind the wall. Under the glow of the street lights, he could see that it was short. Shorter than him. It had long hair and a beard to match. It was dressed in a tunic belted at the waist with matching pants that were stuffed into boots unlike any he'd ever seen before. A tall pointed hat sat atop its head. Its bushy eyebrows shot up in surprise, then came together in a thick hairy line across its forehead.

Milo gasped loudly, then smiled wide. He knew exactly what it was. It was a gnome and not just any gnome. This one looked like it had jumped out of the pages of a book. The gnome stood with his hands on his hips and glared at him.

Milo stood up and tried to find the right words to greet the gnome, but what do you say to a mythological creature? A second pointed hat came around the side of the wall. It was followed by features he knew were female. A long braid flopped over her shoulder. She had apple cheeks, a button nose and full lips. All of which were framed in a heart-shaped face. She wore a long dress made in the same material and color as the male gnome's tunic and boots. She wrapped her arm around the gnome. Her eyes were warm, but red and puffy from crying. She smiled at him, then gave the male gnome a gentle squeeze.

“It's a wee one, Tumbleflump,” she
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