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Chapter 4


The delicate, lilting voices beckoned Tory to awaken, but he couldn’t shake the persistent numbing in his head.  He tried to open his eyes, but they refused to cooperate.  He was so tired that he wanted to give in to the dark void tugging at the deep recesses of his mind, pulling him into eternal peacefulness.  His mind swirled with gray clouds of emptiness as he slipped into the protective shrouds of a dream.

***


“Mom!  I missed you!”


She stood before Tory like a golden goddess; her auburn locks floating gently around her glowing face as she gazed lovingly at her son.  A surreal aura surrounded her lithe form, filmy and gauzelike.  Her eyes glistened like brilliant stars, jutting rays of glorious light.


“Oh, Tory.  I’ve missed you, too.  You’ve grown so much since the last time we saw you.  It’s good to see you again.”


Tory detected little sparkles of stardust on his mother’s face.  They twinkled like shattered teardrops.  He wanted to brush them away, and to feel his mother’s gentle caress upon his warm forehead, but a heavy weight continued to keep him pinned to the ground.


Like a magical vision, Tory’s father suddenly appeared at his mother’s side.  Tory felt like he was going to explode with joy.  He savored his father’s rugged looks, the tawny bronzed face and bold features that he vaguely remembered from his childhood.   He couldn’t believe that he was finally being reunited with his parents.  His throat ached as he withheld the urge to sob and fling into their out-stretched arms.


“Dad!  I thought you and Mom were dead.  They lied to me, didn’t they?”


His father smiled warmly.  It reminded Tory of baseball games, flying kites, and barbecues, all the things that fathers and sons do together.  All the things that he hadn’t had a chance to do.


“I know, son.  But they didn’t lie to you.  Your mother and I did die in a car accident.  We’re in heaven, now.  Everything is beautiful and only love exists.  Our only regret is that you’re not here with us.”


Tory grinned stupidly.  “But I am, Dad.”


The smiles on his parents’ faces waned.  Sadness issued forth from their wavering, wispy forms.  They became translucent, like an old, sand-pitted pane of glass.  The definition of their faces melted away and only the glow of their eyes remained.  Tory felt a sudden panic engulf him.  He couldn’t lose them again.  He would do anything to remain with them.  

“I’m in heaven, right?  I can stay, can’t I?” he asked, his voice shaking with desperation.


“Not yet, Tory,” replied his father.  “You have a destiny to fulfill.  It is beyond our abilities to change your fate.  Once you have completed your task a being greater than us will decide when you should join us in the hereafter.  Until then, there is nothing we can do.”


Anger replaced panic as Tory fiercely grasped for the dwindling figures of his parents, wanting with all his soul to be in their arms.

“You can’t leave me!” he screamed.  “Don’t go!  Come back for me!”


They began to fade, like daylight into dusk.  Together they stood, their arms cradled around each other’s waist as they stared helplessly at their son.


“No,” Tory whimpered.  “Please, don’t go.  Mom, Dad, don’t leave me again.”  

Tears coursed down his agonized face.  Their features were foggy.  He couldn’t hear his mother, but he could hear her thoughts in his mind.

“ I love you, Tory.”

 
“I wish you could stay,” followed the sympathetic thoughts of his father.  There was sorrow on their lucid faces.

     
Sobs wracked Tory as a massive weight tugged at his weary mind.  He tried to fight off the powerful force as it wrenched him away from the protective love of his parents.  He tried to speak; to call out to his father, but his lips were frozen shut.  His eyes blazed with angry denial as he struggled to resist the heaviness of the lids as they batted closed.  He fought like a warrior against the emptiness that was overtaking him, but his struggles weakened and the void swallowed him, banishing the last traces of his parents.

***

The first thing that Tory wanted when his eyes fluttered open was a drink of water.  His mouth was parched and his tongue swollen.  He lay where he was for a few moments, staring at a dazzling blue sky, wondering if he was in heaven or hell.  He knew that he was in one piece, but he felt as if someone had smacked him on the back of his head with a sledgehammer.

He gingerly eased himself into a sitting position.  His head pounded so severely that it made him want to vomit.  He sat still for a few moments until the unbearable throb eased into a dull ache, and he was able to direct his attention to the surroundings without being in agony.

A bubbling stream was to his right only a few feet away.  Mountains cascaded in the horizon, dotted with trees.  Everywhere else there appeared lush meadows of tall grasses and dancing flowers.  

Tory carefully crawled over the soft carpet of grass to the gurgling brook.  His mouth moistened with anticipation as he stared into the shallow stream, enjoying the perfect clarity of his reflection.  He found it odd that there were not any obstacles floating in the brook.  He also noticed that there was not a hint of muddiness or dirt particles drifting on the surface.

Casting his curiosity aside, Tory cupped his hands and scooped up some water but he could not feel the mysterious liquid.  He stared at the pool of water in amazement as it trickled through the cracks of his hands, diminishing in size.  How could this be?  It was if he were holding air.  There was no weight or consistency of the water at all.  Tory plunged his hands into the rumbling stream.  How odd.  He could feel the sandy, rock-lined bottom, but he couldn’t feel the slippery swishing of the ghostly liquid.  He scooped another handful, sniffed at the mysterious fluid and gulped down a mouthful of it.  He felt the same cool satisfaction of drinking water and experienced its sweetness, but did not feel its weight in his mouth.  Tory savored another swallow, and then anxious to slake his thirst, buried his face into the stream, gulping down huge quantities of the invisible liquid.  He could not physically feel the water coursing down his throat, but he received the same bloated gratification.

Tory turned around and sat with his legs crossed as he scrutinized the lush valley and the dense forest beyond.  Everything seemed unusually normal; birds twittered their musical notes, the air was fresh and clean, and the weather was perfect for a picnic.  Other than the stream, nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary.  Suddenly his vision latched onto another anomaly: giant, bright orange poppies and sunny, yellow daisies, each the size of large dinner plates.  A scary thought crossed Tory’s mind as to how big the bees must get.

He pondered over the curiosities.  He wasn’t frightened so much as surprised.  It was far too warm, so he stood and removed his jacket and dropped it onto the grass.  It was the type of weather in which a baby could toddle around in a diaper or a boy could play without a shirt on.  

His thoughts were muddled with confusion and intrigue.  This was a unique place to explore, and he was dying to see what other fabulous oddities the strange land had to offer.  He didn’t know where to go or which direction to take, but curiosity kicked in and he had to examine this quaint territory filled with graphic beauty.

Tory stared about in an idiotic fashion, anxious to begin his trek into the unknown, tingling with excitement.  He felt like Robinson Crusoe, lost in a magical land of mystery and intrigue, except he wasn’t on an island in the middle of the Pacific, but in a land unlike any other known to mankind.

With his belly full and jostling with water, Tory began to walk.  He didn’t know where he was going, or who, or what he would run into, but he was a boy who loved adventure and there was no doubt that soon, adventure and Tory Simmons would meet.

Chapter 5

The creature keenly scrutinized the young boy from the edge of the forest, a yellowish dribble of saliva trickling from the corner of its cruelly twisted mouth.  A razor sharp scorpion tail jerked spasmodically from behind and a large drop of venom slipped from the needle tip and splashed beside the monster’s paw.  Even the leaves on the trees remained motionless.


In the distance, Tory changed his course, heading toward where the creature waited.


The Manticore wickedly gurgled.  A thick green tongue rolled out between cracked and blistered lips as it lazily lapped at the sandpapery pads of a furry paw, then smoothed the greasy brown curls on its wolfish head. 


Margrét, the thirteen-year old leader and powerful psychic of the innocents, had foreseen the arrival of the boy.  The Manticore had been informed of the prediction by one of the spying trolls he had designated to watch Margrét’s movements.


A surly growl escaped the Manticore as it reflected on the mysterious girl.  He was terrified by her abilities to give life after death, foresee the future, and move objects with her mind.  He also knew that if he could gain access into the protected territory, he’d discover Margrét’s source of power and claim it for his own.  He puzzled over the gifted rival.  She was a great challenge and he had spent many years planning her downfall.  This boy may be the answer to his ploy and a great asset.  He ordered the obedient trolls to follow the young adventurer.  Eventually he would come to the boundary between the protected territory and the badlands, and when that moment came the Dark One would be summoned.  With his help the protected territory could be entered at the weak spot of the invisible shield.  After that, nothing could prevent the Manticore from devouring the innocents, and Margrét, too.


“So easy,” he whispered in a gravely voice, and another drop of venom splattered on the ground.

***


Tory traveled along a well-used path. He didn’t know what kind of creatures created the trail, but assumed it was deer.  Dense, green foliage and cushy moss surrounded him like a jungle.  The humidity created a mustache of moisture on his upper lip as he pushed his way around huge leaves, tree roots big enough to climb, and wiry vines with trailing feelers that gripped his hair when he ducked underneath.  The path was dotted with spears of light, enabling him to adjust to the varying hues.  Around him emitted odd sounds, creepy stirrings, and large shuffles that reminded him of the zombie movies he used to watch (he would sneak downstairs late at night and turn on the television, keeping the volume low, against his parents wishes).  At times loud zips would whip by his face, and he would lunge toward the ground, covering his head with his hands, wondering if he were being bombarded by the deadly rainforest bugs he’d read about.


The path widened into a beautiful meadow.  Towering vines were spaced throughout, dangling with the biggest blackberries he had ever seen; at least four inches long and bursting with juice.  He popped one into his watering mouth and purple fluid dribbled down his chin.  Tory moaned at the sugary sweetness, then gorged himself on the heavenly fruit.


After appeasing his hunger, Tory wondered what time it was.  He searched overhead for the sun, but there was not one.  How is that possible?  The sky was lit up as if it were noon while powder puff clouds danced about in the dazzling blue pigment.  That’s strange.  How could the clouds be moving if there wasn’t a breeze?  He studied the wooded area around the meadow and the branches on the tall pine trees were not swaying with the wind.  Once again he was awed by the freakish abnormalities that abounded in the unique land.


Tory cried out and fell on his face in the grass.  Something was on top of him.  It was incredibly heavy, and he could barely breath from the suffocating weight.  He rocked from side to side, but the object had a solid grip and rode him like a bucking bronco.  Stench like rotten eggs combined with body odor struck Tory like a fist.  The cloying smell made him gag and he panicked.  He tried to shake the being loose, but it held fast like an enormous magnet.  Nasty, grinding, porcine grunts whistled in his ear as sharp claws dug into his shirt.  A tremendous force slammed Tory’s face into the ground with a fierce bang.  A long, hairy arm snaked around his throat and a surge of terror engulfed him.  

He forced himself onto his knees, desperate to gain an advantage, when sharp fingernails raked across his face.  He screamed in agony.  Crimson drops of blood stained the grass where he struggled.  The creature held him in a viselike grip, its’ muscled legs wrapped tightly around his back.  Saw-like pointed teeth viciously clamped onto Tory’s right ear and the pain was so excruciating that he thought he was going to faint.  He collapsed beneath the overpowering weight, wavering toward a blackout, completely exhausted.

Just when Tory had given up hope the ominous heaviness was ripped from of his back.  A horrendous squeal erupted as the creature slammed into a tree, cracking off several branches.  Tory peeked at the ugly being as it hobbled away; whining and snorting as the apelike arms pulled it into the protection of the forest.  Enraged, it glared over its humped shoulder as it slipped into the dark recesses.

“Get up, boy,” beckoned a kindly voice from behind.

Tory had harried visions of another terrible creature lurking over him, poised to pounce.

“Get up so I can tend to your wounds.  But be prepared, as I’m an odd sight indeed.”

Tory slowly stood.  His head ached badly.  He had suffered some cuts and bruises, but most of the bleeding had stopped.  He touched his throbbing ear to be certain it remained intact as he turned around.  He saw the most curious creature he had ever seen.

Before him stood a three-foot tall ball of fuzz with elfish pointed ears, a huge bulbous nose, a small baldness across the top of his head, and squinting eyes sunk in a mass of wrinkles.  Obviously he was human; an older midget of a man with a head-to-toe beard that connected to big bushy eyebrows, accentuated by a fringe of gray hair around the back of his head.  But what truly astounded Tory was the blue-spotted alligator tail that sprouted from the back of the man’s patchwork robe.  Tory’s jaw dropped in awe.

“Look, boy.  I’m not going to stand here all day so you can ogle me.  You’ve got blood dripping all over my land, and your face looks like a troll sat on it.  Close your mouth before you swallow something you shouldn’t, and follow me.”  The little man shambled into the woods.

At first, Tory was frozen by the oddity of the man’s looks.  It took him a moment to realize he was being left behind, and he started to trot, at times almost running to keep up.  Questions filled his mind as he followed the old man’s spectacular tail, mesmerized by the frenzied way it swished like a cobra bobbing rhythmically to hypnotize its victim before striking.

“What’s your name?” asked Tory.  “And what are you…and where am I?” 

The man stopped so abruptly Tory almost stepped on him.

“Whoa, boy, one question at a time. First, my name is Juno.  What’s yours?”

“Tory Simmons,” he replied.  “What are you?” 

Juno’s tail thumped upon the ground, similar to a person tapping his foot impatiently, as if annoyed by the interruption of their progress.  “I’m a gnome, boy.  Didn’t you know that?  Aren’t you one of the innocents?” 

Tory shrugged, then grimaced as he pulled a long, grimy, cracked fingernail from the tangles of his hair.  He tossed it aside, relieved to rid himself of the wretched reminder of the nasty troll that tried to abduct him.

“Pay attention to me when I talk to you,” ordered Juno. 

His shiny marble eyes gleamed like polished jet-black hematite.  Tory jumped at the old man’s quip.  He grinned awkwardly, hoping to win the gnome over.

“And save that dumb grin for the trolls.  It’s useless on me.  Now answer my question, aren’t you one of the innocents?” 

“What’s an innocent?” 

Juno blinked his twinkling eyes.  “Don’t you know anything, boy?  Jeez.  The innocents live in the protected territory.  They’re the little ones from above.”

Tory continued to stare stupidly at the gnome.

Juno’s tail twitched back and forth.  He shook his head like a horse ridding itself of pesky flies, then dove into the truth.

“You must be the new one.  I reckon I get the honor of breaking the news to you, though I don’t know why Margrét wasn’t here when you popped through.  She never misses a delivery.”  Juno scratched behind his ear.  “Let’s get on over to my shanty and get you patched up.  I’ll explain everything to you then.”

Juno bobbed off before Tory could reply.  He quickly caught up, tired and confused, never slowing his pace for fear the old man would become irritated.  The forest became thicker, darker and more compact, giving off a dismally warm, tropical effect.  Rich, velvety ferns the color of khaki and the size of café umbrellas draped over the clover-laden ground.  Irish-green moss swallowed the enormous bases of the close-knit trees, and twisted ropes of leafy ivy dangled from above.  Light filtered through broken patches of growth, cascading down like a filmy spiral, spotlighting various objects.  Tory caught a glimpse of oddly glowing, orange-colored tree frogs hopping away, and brilliant blue, phosphorescent salamanders perched on gnarled, overhanging branches.  White-capped mushrooms the size of pumpkins sprouted from beneath the sawdust remains of fallen trees and a cacophony of birds supplied an eerie array of sounds.

Tory was in a mystical wilderness where everything was magical, a fantasyland unlike anything he has imagined before.  It was the kind of place where he expected to see a two-headed lamb, or a spider big enough to bite off someone’s head.  Strangely, he wasn’t frightened.  After witnessing what Juno had done to the troll, he knew that he was perfectly safe, and he found the forest to be an interesting change from the desolate terrain of home.

And where was home? Was it above him, or below him?  He had no idea where he was in relation to his home.  What really surprised him was his inability to miss his parents, as he did not feel any concern about how worried they may be.  He found his present situation so intriguing that they were the last thing on his mind.  As Tory deliberated over his lack of homesickness, they entered another clearing.

Tory gasped as he surveyed the menagerie where Mother Nature had created a playground to delight all children.  Burly, twined ivy swings hung invitingly from tall trees and Tory joyfully jumped into one.  He soared into the air and observed the many slides, mazes, and playhouses carved from hand-hewn logs and trimmed hedges.  A small, natural pond with a sturdy wooden bridge awaited as toy-sized boats composed of water lilies and yellow daisies floated on the surface.  Fanciful zoo animals formed from thick bushes with bright flowers to accent their eyes were scattered about.

This must be heaven.  Tory leaped from the ivy swing and raced toward a playhouse castle complete with parapets and rope ladders.  He was completely enamored with the fantasyland, and eager to investigate everything.

Juno allowed the boy to play.  His surly features broke into a fond smile as he observed Tory’s delight while exploring each treasure.  The boy’s wounds appeared to have stopped bleeding.  He would tend to the injuries later.  He poked a stick-thin finger into the sail of a lily boat at the edge of the pond and chuckled as it wafted away.  With a shrug and a grunt he waddled toward the grass-topped hut, his growling stomach telling him it was well past suppertime.  He waved as Tory called out to him.

“Don’t you break a leg, boy,” he warned, trying to appear gruff.  

It had been a long time since a child visited the playground.  Despite Juno’s joyful exterior, deep down he worried about how long he would have the pleasure of Tory’s company.  Inevitably the innocents went to the protected territory, causing him more heartbreak.  He stared longingly at the young boy, wishing that he had one of his own.  Oh well.  Even if their time together was brief, it was still a blessing.  Juno dove happily into the preparation of the meal, ignoring the worries about the future.

Chapter 6
Margrét gazed into the crystal clear depths of the blue waters.  Contentment filled her delicate features as she tucked a lemon yellow strand of hair behind her ear.  A mirrored reflection of Tory and Juno appeared on the still surface—Juno applying ointment and bandages to the boy’s wounds as Tory reclined against the small bed in the hut.  His eyes fluttered, heavy with sleep.  Margrét sighed as the reflection wafted away.  The boy is safe from harm while under Juno’s careful watch.  

When the vicious troll assaulted Tory, she was angered by her inability to intervene.  Unfortunately, that was completely out of her hands.  Destiny had stepped in, rending her powers useless on his behalf.  She wondered how the Manticore knew of Tory’s arrival since she had not informed anyone.  Once again she will have to be on guard against the evil being’s wrong doings.  With the help of the trolls, the Gorgon, and the Dark One, the Manticore could abduct one of the innocents, or herself; and without her magical abilities, the entire protected territory would be at the Manticore’s mercy.


Margrét frowned as she reflected on the Manticore’s obsession to invade the protected territory.  Over the years she had witnessed his growing intellect, using the Gorgon to assist with her wicked magical spells to procure the answers to his devious questions.  The trolls had multiplied in number and were quick to please their master like dogs begging for bones.  They lurked in the dark recesses of the woods, hoping to snatch an innocent that had fallen through before Margrét had been notified.  Usually the new innocents fell into the protected territory and were safe upon entry.  But on occasion they dropped into the badlands, victims of the evil beings.  Many times Margrét stumbled upon the skeletal remains of an abducted innocent.  Her heart would fill with sorrow, and she would try harder to prevent the loss of the blessed children.

Margrét stood and began her long trek through the dark caverns, following the shaft of light offered by the magical pond that would guide her to the protected territory at the mouth of the cave.  Many tunnels branched off into eternal darkness.  Without the gifted light she would never find her way out, as she was the only person allowed to enter and leave the cave.  In the past others had tried and failed, becoming lost forever in the black maze of madness, never to be seen again.

The rocky trail twisted and turned, winding back and forth without purpose.  Large, bottomless holes would appear and she deftly slipped around them, having memorized the route.  Strange, frightening sounds issued from the tunnels, resembling the moans of the dying.

A child’s helpless voice called out to her.  “Margrét, please help me.  I’m hurt.”  

The tone was desperate, begging.  Margrét ignored the child.  She was aware of the lost and evil trolls’ trickery and their ability to mimic the voices of innocents.

“Please, don’t leave me here.  I can’t find my way home.  I miss my parents and I need your help.”  

Margrét hesitated, wondering if one of the innocents did wander into the magical cavern.  That was a possibility, and the child would never be able to find her way out alone.

“Tell me, little one, what is your name and where are you from?” she asked.

There was a moment of silence, and then a slight shuffle from the closest tunnel to her right.  She was uneasy and began to move.  

“I am Cindy Jones, from Canada.  I’m awful scared, and can’t find my way out of this terrible place.  Can you help me?”  The child began to sob.

Margrét started to enter the blackness of the tunnel when a warning light entered her thoughts.  The sobbing sounded forced and unnatural.


“How did you happen to end up in this cavern, little one?” Margrét inquired.  


The crying ceased instantly.  There was another moment of silence, as if some serious thought was being put into the next response.  Margrét waited.


“I was riding my bike, and then the next thing I knew I woke up here.”  Sniffles came from the child, loud and unpleasant.


“And are you hurt?” Margrét asked, her intuition on full alert.


“Oh, yes.  I’m so very badly hurt.  I’m bleeding all over.  Please help me!” 


The voice was a fake.  An innocent never suffered serious injury from the fall, and only an occasional bump on the back of the head.  Most of all, when an innocent fell through to the underworld it could only happen on foot, never with the assistance of worldly goods, such as a bicycle.


Margrét quickly pulled back from the dark opening to the protective light, but not before a lanky, hair-covered arm lashed out to grip her hand.  An agonizing howl erupted as Margrét yanked away, safe except for a few scratches left by the troll’s wretched nails.


The horrific screams of the defeated troll followed Margrét as she bypassed the holes and made her way home.  She didn’t fall for the troll’s wit, but she stayed well within the confines of the protective stream of light as it guided her through the cavern. 


Near the mouth of the cave a large boulder flew at her and an evil troll gurgled.  Margrét ducked, but before the boulder came close to her it burst into dust at the light’s edge.  The vindictive troll growled, infuriated by his failure.  His tantrum continued as she exited the cave and entered the protected territory, a grin of victory on her pretty face.

***


Mandy cried for two days, and then fell into a listless slump.  She didn’t want to eat, and her dreams were filled with terrible visions of trolls.  Every night she would awaken, screaming hysterically, and her mother would comfort her until she fell back to sleep, her flushed cheeks damp with tears shed for Tory.


The Icelandic police had thoroughly searched the area where Tory had disappeared. Days passed as the American Embassy selected investigative troops to help on the Simmons’ behalf, but there were still no signs indicating where Tory had disappeared.  Time and again Mrs. Lloyd explained this to her daughter, that there were no holes to be found.  Mandy was adamant that Tory had fallen through a hole in the snow, but there was nothing to pinpoint the exact location, let alone a hole of the size necessary for a child to fall into.  The entire class that was involved in the field trip was questioned, but nobody had witnessed his disappearance except for Mandy.  Mrs. Raines guiltily admitted neglecting to closely watch the children.


Mandy’s mother tried to convince her that Tory must have been abducted.  To help her overcome the guilt she was feeling, Mandy was encouraged to go to counseling.  Instead, Mandy retaliated against her family, refusing to accept her mother’s explanation.  And when she overheard her parents informing friends that it had been determined that Tory had simply gotten lost and that his frozen body would most likely be discovered in the spring, Mandy flew into a rage.  She screamed hateful bitter words at them, then sobbed for several hours, feeling that her life was completely empty without her best friend.


One night, several days after Tory’s disappearance, Mandy had a vision.  She had been asleep, and in her dream an attractive young girl with long, golden hair spoke to her.


“Don’t cry, Mandy,” she said.  “Tory is safe.  Soon the two of you will be together again.”


Mandy felt deep love and a trust for this stranger, compelled to reach out and touch the comforting image.  But the golden girl faded.


“Not yet, dear Mandy.  Tory has many things to do.  There is a purpose for him to fulfill.  When the time is right, you will know.”  

With that, the girl disappeared.

The following morning Mrs. Lloyd was amazed at Mandy’s joyous attitude.  When asked about it, Mandy replied,  “When the time is right, you will know.”  

Then she gobbled two large pancakes and downed a glass of orange juice.

***


Tory was perfectly happy in Juno’s care.  There was no way of marking the days that had gone by since it never became dark, but it was time for Tory to leave.  Juno had an intuitive dream about Margrét and that the boy was to journey to the protected territory as soon as possible.  There was a great mission for Tory to fulfill, and nobody must interfere with the predestined plans.  He dreaded asking the boy to move on, as they had become very close.


In the time period that Tory spent with his new friend, Juno developed a persistent curiosity about the real world.  At every opportunity he would drill Tory for information about various ‘worldly goods’, as he put it.


“Explain what a ‘car’ is to me again, boy,” he said as they picked berries and mushrooms.


Tory would sigh, then repeat the description for what seemed like the hundredth time.  Juno’s eyes would sparkle with excitement.  He’d shake his knobby finger at Tory.  

“I don’t know why you didn’t appreciate your time in the real world while you had the chance.  All those terrific things: televisions, cars, bicycles, and radios.  It’s beyond me why you didn’t enjoy such wonders.  Down here the closest you get to a car is by riding on the back of a troll.  And from what I’ve seen with you, it’s been the other way around.”  

Juno laughed heartily at this wit.  He gripped his jiggling belly with his hands, rocking back and forth on his heels as the pliant tail supported him.  His laugh was a feathery twitter, with gasps and snorts throughout.

Tory scowled at Juno, then mocked the gnome by crouching to the same height and neighing like a donkey.  The action encouraged more outrageous laughter and mockery.  In return, Juno began to imitate Tory, heehawing and swishing his spotted tail with great enthusiasm.  He tried to whinny, but succeeded in creating a pitiful yell that was painful to hear.  Tory collapsed onto the ground, clutching his aching sides.  Juno plopped down next to him, his body trembling with the never-ending laughter.

When the humor subsided, Juno perched up on his elbows, his graybeard cascading over the huge mound of his belly.  He smiled fondly at Tory.  He suddenly felt a love swell up inside him with such fierceness that he wanted to hug Tory for all that he was worth.  Never had he felt such compassion for an innocent before, and he had been a good friend to many of them in the past.  But this was different for him as he felt a fatherly concern that was overwhelming at times.  It was everything he could do to hold back from cradling the boy as if he were his own.  Tory seemed to bring out the emotions in Juno that he had not allowed anyone to see before.  Juno stroked the long, wiry beard as he contemplated the new feelings.


Tory carefully observed the worried gnome, then reached over and plucked a stray hair from Juno’s beard.  He jumped at the sharp prick.  

“What’s wrong, Great One?” Tory asked.


Juno shrugged his stocky shoulders.  Up to this point he had avoided the inevitable.  The time had come to discuss Tory’s journey to the protected territory.  He shifted his bulk to one elbow then pointed a tattered nail at the expanse of land at the base of the mountains.  

“See all that?  That’s the badlands.  The evil beings of the underworld are out there, and as long as they exist the innocents will always live in fear.” 


Tory gnawed on a stem of grass, listening to Juno with a whimsical look on his face.  Juno poked Tory with a sharp nail.  

“Pay attention, boy.  I’m trying to tell you something.”  

Tory snapped awake.  Once Juno had the boy’s attention again, he proceeded.  

“The Manticore is a wicked creature, boy.  He’s nothing to be messed with and has far more control of the badlands than he should.  His wretched counterpart, the Gorgon, ain’t worth two trolls as far as I’m concerned.  But she can cast some terrible spells, and gives that darn Manticore the edge whenever needed in a battle.  The dang trolls are everywhere, like toads on a pond.  You know from firsthand experience just how nasty they are.  Despite all their wickedness, none of them frighten me except for the Dark One.”


Juno hesitated.  His gnarled hands trembled as he absently plucked strands of loose threads from his robe.  

“The Dark One is tough to describe.  He’s like the king of the badlands, the head honcho.  His powers are incredible, and beyond anything you could imagine.  He gains his strength from our fears, and he receives great pleasure from our pain.  Do you understand what I’m telling you, boy?”


Tory leaned closer to the gnome, following every detail.  “Yeah, I understand.”

Juno nodded.  He stared at the wide-open spaces of the badlands as he went on.  

“What I’m trying to say is there’s a lot of danger out there.  And it takes a mighty great warrior to cross those desolate plains and face the enemy without fear.  Know what I mean, boy?”

Tory wriggled his freckled nose, making a funny face.  “Sure I do.  There are a lot of rotten creatures out there and a great warrior could kill them, right?”


Juno jumped up.  “That’s it.  I knew you’d understand!”

He quickly dashed about, packing items for Tory.  He grumbled and moaned in an effort to cover-up his sadness, dreading the loneliness he would face once Tory left.  With each movement he reflected on the happiness he felt with Tory.  There had been times when he found comfort in Margrét’s rare visits, but he was always saddened when she left.  He enjoyed his solitude, but found that the musical voice of an innocent filled his heart with peace and joy.

“Darn innocents are always toying with my feelings,” he muttered as he continued packing.


Tory observed the gnome as he nibbled an apple from one of Juno’s fruit trees in the orchard.  He couldn’t understand why Juno was packing, but he was one for doing something that didn’t make sense.  Maybe he’s going on a trip.  Tory mused over Juno’s many oddities, finding that they were not unlikable so much as strange.  As a matter of fact, most anything Juno did was endearing.  Despite the gruffness of his voice, there was a hidden tenderness that surfaced at unusual moments.  He also had a unique way about him, with the ability to comfort like a parent, but listen like a friend.  Tory reflected on their first meeting in the meadow.


“Why can’t the trolls hurt you?” he asked as the gnome marched by.


Juno stopped, his arms bulging with an assortment of items.  A couple of wooden cups tumbled to the ground as he pointed at the thick leathery tail behind him.  

“Because I can knock them clear to the real world with this.  That’s how I splattered that one troll all over the tree,” he said with pride.  “If I hadn’t, you would’ve been dinner for the Manticore.”


“I thought the trolls ate kids,” said Tory.


“Nah, they eat salamanders and toads.  They have no desire for innocent flesh.  They’re the scum of the underworld, and they stink like the dickens.”  Juno tucked several apples into the bag he was carrying along with a handful of strawberries.  “Trolls do the Manticore’s bidding.  If they didn’t, he’d eat them.  My bet is they would leave a nasty taste in his mouth.  It’s the Manticore that you’ll have to watch out for.  That scorpion tail of his strikes swiftly, and he rarely misses.” Juno faced the boy, a warning gleam in his eyes.  

“Beware of that creature, boy.  It’s all the evils of the underworld.  The Manticore is smart and has powers.  He has many counterparts that are as nasty as he is, and they won’t stop at anything to fulfill his demands.  Margrét and the innocents will be waiting for you at the end of your journey.  There’s a special reason for this trip, though darned if I know what it is.  I only wish that I could go with you.”


Tory stopped chewing.  “I have to go?  I thought I could stay here with you.”


Juno stared at the tips of his shiny, black shoes.  His throat felt tight and scratchy, and a rawness itched his eyes.  Despite his urge to comfort Tory, he forced himself to be firm.  

“Well.  That’s what you get for thinking, boy,” he barked, his voice cracking.


Tears glistened in Tory’s eyes as his chin quivered.  Every time he found a new friend he ended up losing them.  It just didn’t seem fair.  

“Will I ever see you again?” he asked.


Juno grabbed Tory’s hand and gave it a comforting squeeze.  “’Course you will.  I go to the protected territory all the time so the littler ones can tug at my beard.  That way I don’t have to trim it.”  He handed Tory a bulging bag.  “There’s plenty of food in there.  Should hold you over until you get to the protected territory.   There’s a map, too.  And I threw in a few things that’ll help you out in case the trolls try to attack.”


Tory peeked into the bag.  He pulled out a small pouch.  “What’s in here?”


“Use that powder sparingly.  It’ll temporarily blind a troll or even the Manticore so you can make a run for it, if needed.  The ingredients can only be found in my herb garden.  And it takes forever to make.  There’s also a sword in there.  I made it myself.  It’s so sharp it’ll split a hair.”


Tory fondled the hand-hewn wooden sword, amazed by the keen edge of the blade.


“Careful you don’t cut yourself, boy!” 


Tory placed the sword back into the bag.  Juno motioned toward the meadow.  At the edge of it, Juno stopped and waved at the dense woods ahead.  

“There’s going to be times you’ll want to give up, but you’ve got to keep your wits about you, boy.  Don’t expect me to come jumping out to save your scrawny hide every time you’re in trouble.  This is some kind of test, and if you don’t make it, I have a feeling we’ll all be at the Manticore’s mercy.  You’ve got to be strong, boy.”


Tory regretfully shook the gnome’s knobby hand.  “I’m gonna miss you.”


Juno sniffled.  “I’m going to miss you, too, boy.  I mean, Tory.”


Tory turned and stepped into the dark edges of the forest.  He stopped and glanced fearfully at the old man.  Juno waved him on.  

“Be strong, Tory.  Be strong.”  


With a heavy sigh, Tory walked on, sorrow etched on his face.  Juno continued to wave at the boy’s slumped back as he wiped away a tear.

