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Editorial Reviews 

 

“...An engaging tale of reemerging dinosaurs and superb tween heroes.” 

- Kirkus Reviews 

“An essential addition to the young adult library with dynamic characters, an emphasis on scientific realism, 

important themes for today’s audiences, and an exciting story with enormous stakes…” 

- Readers’ Favorite 

“ARKO: The Dark Union fits the bill with its blend of Indiana Jones-style action and sci-fi thriller.” 

- Midwest Book Review  

“...I give Arko a rating of 4 out of 4 stars. This book is delightful, subtly educative, brilliantly written, and an 

absolute gem. There is no reason it should not receive a perfect rating...” 

- Online Book Club 

“ARKO: The Dark Union is both exciting and informative, perfect for school and entertainment alike.” 

- The Children's Book Review 

“A fascinating first book in a genre-bending new series that draws upon sci-fi, religion, and philosophy and 

encourages readers to think big thoughts and ask big questions.” 

- Children’s Literature reviewer Heidi Green 
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The Sting 

 

“That’s odd,” said Ben. 

“What’s odd?” Abigail asked. 

“Look at the water down there.” 

The gang stared at the bluish circle of water. 

“Plain old water,” said Amir, “same water I give my donkey back at the village.” 

“Look at the bottom,” said Ben. 

“So?” Ariel asked. He was scanning the deep pool through his thick-framed glasses. 

“I can see the stars. It’s a gateway to the cosmos.” 

“Look up, ya sachbi,” said Amir. “That’s where the stars usually are.” 

“It’s an optical illusion,” Ariel explained. “Your brain’s playing tricks on you.” 

“Only his brain,” Amir corrected. “Nobody else has got a brain like that.” 

“I see something else,” said Gaia.  

“What do you see?” asked Abigail. 

“The glinting eye of an ancient sea monster!” Gaia declared.  

“Enough,” pleaded Abigail, “you’re scaring me.” 

“That doesn’t surprise me, coming from you,” Ariel gestured at Gaia. “You’re Native American, so you see 

monsters.” 

“I’m adopted,” stressed Gaia. 

“Fine, but you’re also Native American.” 

“Well? What do you see?” asked Gaia, “being the smartest child scientist that ever lived?” 

“Plain and simple,” explained Ariel. “I see the Ik Kil cenote of the Yucatan Peninsula. That’s all there is to 

it.” 

“Go on, then,” said Gaia. 

“Go where?” asked Abigail. “What are you up to?” 



“Here, look.” 

Gaia traipsed down the slope leading to the water and dove in. A moment later, Amir jumped in after her. 

For a while, they waded around in the clear water. They looked alike – short in stature, with black hair, stout, 

and muscular. Gaia had dark, blazing eyes as well. 

“It’s cool! It’s wonderful!” they both called to the rest of the gang. “What are you waiting for?”  

It wasn’t long before Ariel and Ben entered the water. Abigail was last to get in. Evergreens intertwined 

against the high limestone wall above the pool. Tiny waterfalls ran between them, showering down into the blue 

eye of the monster. The shadowy edges cast an air of chilly mystery. A magical world, fresh, in vibrant greens 

and blues, surrounded them.  

“Watch out for the skulls!” yelled Gaia. 

“What skulls?” Abigail called out and recoiled.  

“Don’t you know?” answered Gaia. “The skulls of the humans the Mayans used to sacrifice here.”  

Abigail looked around her. No skull floated toward her in the clear, cool water. Soon enough, she burst out 

laughing and joined in the game of splashing water around. Her golden curls floated on the greenish ripples.  

These were the cheerful days of the summer vacation. They were a group of twelve-year-old friends trying 

to make the most of every second. 

“How much longer do we have?” Gaia hollered cheerfully. 

“At least two more hours,” Ariel called back. “My dad said we should wait for him here.” 

“I just hope he doesn’t show up now.”  

“No chance. He’s up to his neck in research with his team at Chichen Itza.” 

“What are they researching, anyway?” asked Amir. 

“How the Mayan priests knew astronomy,” Ariel replied. “They believe the secret’s hidden in the Kukulkan 

pyramid.” 

“What do pyramids have to do with it?” wondered Amir.  

“I’ll explain -” Gaia volunteered.  

“No need for explanations!” Amir called out and dove under the water, grabbing Gaia by the foot. They both 

rolled around, splashing water over each other like two happy seals. 

“I’m getting cold,” Abigail complained. “I want to get out.” 

A splash of water hit her face. This time, it was Ariel. 



“You’re not cold enough yet!” he called. 

She looked at him, confused, and was about to yell when another splash hit her, this time from Ben’s 

direction, filling her mouth with water. The two amused boys looked at her and the golden locks swirling 

around her. She covered her face with her hands, but it was futile. More splashes came at her from both 

directions. 

“Stop it!” she finally spluttered. “I can’t breathe!” 

She steadied herself with her left hand and tried to repay the boys with her right, but her splash only made it 

halfway to its destination. This feeble attempt only made Ben and Ariel laugh harder. For a moment, they 

stopped and looked at her glaring blue eyes, mesmerized. In the meantime, Gaia dove with dolphin-like agility 

beneath Amir’s athletic figure and shoved him from below. Amir flipped over onto his back and stood up with 

his mouth full of water, then sprayed it toward her like a human fountain. He wanted to keep at it, but 

something suddenly caught his attention. 

“Hey!” he called. “Do you see that?” 

“Don’t try to change the subject,” Gaia protested. “You were about to lose.” 

“I meant that wasp.” 

“Wasp?” Abigail shrieked 

“There are no wasps here,” said Ariel. “You’re bluffing.” 

“I’m telling you,” Amir snapped, “I can track boars in a field.” 

“Boars, maybe, but wasps don’t hang out in cenotes.” 

“Then what do you call that?” asked Amir, pointing. 

Indeed, a swarm of wasps was buzzing about above the pool, swirling around itself. The swarm then dove 

toward one of the rocks as though taking cover. 

“I don’t believe it,” Ariel blurted out. “Wasps don’t fit with the physical conditions.” 

“Believe it, ya sachbi,” said Amir. “Besides, the wasp I saw was silver.” 

“Forget it, it was an optical illusion,” Ariel declared. 

“Another illusion?” Amir huffed. “Who do you take me for - Ben?” 

“Let’s find out,” said Gaia. 

“What do you mean - find out?” Abigail said with clear worry in her voice. 

Gaia said nothing. Instead, she climbed with catlike agility onto the rock on which several large, yellow 



insects were resting. She stood beside them quietly and slowly presented her hand. 

“What’s she doing over there?” Abigail whispered. 

“She’s trying to talk to them,” explained Amir. 

One of the wasps fluttered and settled calmly in her palm. Gaia slowly climbed back down to her friends 

who were still wading in the water. The wasp wiggled its antennae. Abigail shrank back, shrieking. “She’s going 

to sting you!” 

“She won’t sting me,” declared Gaia. “I’m not threatening her.” 

Amir approached Gaia and examined the wasp up close.  

“It really is black and yellow,” he admitted, “but I could have sworn I saw a shiny silver one.” 

“Get that out of your head,” Ariel said.  

“But it’s rather cute,” said Amir. “Can I pet it?”  

His outstretched finger nearly touched the wasp, but Gaia warned him before it was too late. “Don’t do it, it 

might get confused and sting you.” 

Amir pulled his hand back, but stayed and watched closely. Ariel, Ben, and Abigail looked on, mouths 

agape. Ariel, the young scientist, and computer-whiz Ben had probably never seen a wasp except on a screen 

before, and Abigail had only seen them in pictures, courtesy of her mother, the doctor. And here they were, 

looking at a boy and a girl horsing around with a real, wild wasp. 

“I want to go home,” muttered Abigail. 

“Which home would that be?” asked Ariel. “Our homes back in Israel, or my dad’s hotel by the pyramid?”  

“Doesn’t matter, as long as we go.” 

“You’ll have to cross the Atlantic if you really want to get home,” Ariel reminded her. 

“Gaia’s talking to the wasp without using any words,” commented Ben. “They have a telepathic bond.” 

“You’re comparing a brain the size of a grain of salt with the biggest brain in the world?” Ariel wondered. 

“Why does everything have to be about calculations with you?” Abigail protested. “I just want to go home.” 

“You know what?” said Ariel. “Let’s go home.” He turned to Gaia and Amir. 

“Come on guys, let’s move it.” 

Maybe it was the sound of Ariel’s authoritative voice, or maybe it simply wanted to, but the wasp fluttered 

upward and buzzed back to its friends. 

“You scared it away,” Gaia pouted. 



“And we’re not finished here,” added Amir. 

“Come on,” Ariel repeated. “Let’s walk to the pyramid. It’s not too far. We’ll have our own little 

expedition.” 

“But Dr. Hyden told us to wait here,” objected Abigail, referring to Ariel’s father. 

“You were the one who wanted to leave, remember?” Ariel bellowed. 

“Yeah, but I only said that I wanted to – I didn’t mean for us to actually do it.” 

“Right,” Ben joined in. “Your dad told us to wait here.” He peeked at Abigail, checking to see if she liked 

what he had just said.  

“My dad brought me here, and I invited you,” Ariel announced. 

“So?” pondered Amir. 

“So - if he’s in charge of me, I’m in charge of you!” 

“As if!” Amir objected. 

“I’m your leader. I’m in charge of the games we play and what we decide to do.” 

“This isn’t a dictatorship. We’re each responsible for ourselves,” Amir retorted. 

“What a bunch of cowards!” Ariel snorted in contempt. “It’s a short trip down the road, we’ll reach Chichen 

Itza and see the pyramid soon after that. You can’t miss it.”  

“I’m coming too,” announced Gaia.  

Two days earlier, Dr. Hyden had given the kids a personal tour and Gaia clearly wanted to go back and 

explore all the interesting places on her own. Gaia’s declaration changed their minds immediately. It was clear 

that there was no sense arguing. If Gaia had made up her mind, it meant that they would do whatever Ariel said. 

Once dry and dressed, they set off down the path leading to the main road, reaching it soon enough. The 

gang took the left route leading to the large pyramid. After a short while, they arrived at a dirt path that diverged 

from the main road on their right. 

“We’ll keep going down this path,” Ariel suddenly announced. The decision seemed quite odd to Gaia.  

“We should just continue straight down the road to get there,” she reasoned. 

“No way,” insisted Ariel. “We’re going through there!”  

“Don’t you get it?” Gaia called out. “We need to get to the eastern gate of Chichen Itza. We have to continue 

west, not take random turn offs.”  

“By the smell of it, Gaia’s right,” said Amir. 



“What does your sense of smell have to do with it?” Ariel said, growing annoyed. “I’m suggesting a 

shortcut. Something’s telling me to go over there.” He pointed again in the direction of the path. 

“Just remember you left your cellphone at the hotel, and it’s the only phone we can use to call from 

anywhere,” Gaia reminded him. 

“I know what I’m doing,” Ariel insisted. 

“No need to fight about it,” said Abigail in her melodious voice. “We should eat first, anyway.”  

“Abigail’s one-hundred percent right,” Ben said. 

“This is so stupid,” Gaia said angrily. “Fine. We’ll do what Ariel said and see what happens.”  

The sign at the entrance to the path indicated that they should be arriving at one of the area’s guest houses 

but, after some strenuous marching, Ariel decided to take another side path that wound around into the thicket. 

The air was hot, humid, and oppressive. Thorny bushes protruded from between squat trees all around them. An 

assortment of flowers spread out before them, and broad-winged, colorful butterflies fluttered from flower to 

flower. Chirps and caws filled the air - the sounds of greenish, golden-browed birds peeking out from the 

underbrush. 

“Parrots!” Abigail shouted in astonishment. Her blue eyes sparkled with excitement. 

“If we’re lucky, we’ll see a quetzal,” announced Gaia. 

“What’s a quetzal?” The question came from several directions. 

“The quetzal is the sacred bird of the Mayan tribe. Its feathers are red and green, and it’s very pretty. Have 

you heard of Kukulkan, the flying serpent? It’s the mysterious god of the Maya. We’re going to his pyramid, 

right? So for your information, the feathers of the flying serpent are the feathers of the quetzal, and that’s why 

Kukulkan is also called Quetzalcoatl.”  

The side path twisted into the brush that was becoming pricklier by the minute but, after a while, the group 

found itself in a small forest clearing. They sat in the shade of one of the trees to eat the sandwiches they had 

brought along. While they were sitting, eating silently, the blue sky suddenly darkened, and rain started to pour 

down. 

“We should have waited where we were told!” Abigail observed. 

“No need to be scared of a little bit of rain,” Amir said. “Here, look at me.”  

He stripped off his shirt, stretched his toned body, and spread his arms out wide as if to say “Rain, rain, 

come hither.” It was very amusing, and everyone laughed, but at the same time, everyone also got drenched 



from head to toe. 

“The sky looks odd,” Ben said. 

“Odd?” they all wondered. 

“Lie on your backs and look up.” 

The gang did as he said and, indeed, there was something odd about the sky. It was gray, but sparkling with 

the depth of eternal light, as if hiding something huge, wonderful, and bright that was waiting to peer out at any 

moment… something strange and unfamiliar. 

“Can you hear that sound?” Amir asked. 

“What sound?” Abigail wondered. 

“I’m not sure. It’s this very light, continuous hum. I can barely hear it.” 

“It’s that wasp of yours,” said Ariel. 

“You hear that in cemeteries,” said Gaia. “When you look up into the sky, you hear this sort of siren.” 

“Not a siren. A hum,” Amir said. 

“It’s your wasp,” Ariel continued. “It got into his brain through his ear.” 

“How about we change the subject?” Abigail pleaded. 

“Onward!” commanded Ariel. “Onward to the pyramid!”  

Gaia looked at him angrily. “Don’t you understand that we don’t know where we’re going? No problem. Go 

ahead. You only have 120 miles to go till Cancun.”  

“So let’s at least find shelter. If we’re messing around outside anyway, there’s no point in sitting around like 

idiots in the rain.”  

Ariel’s latest declaration sounded rather reasonable, and so they rose as one and marched through a gap in 

the bushes toward some palm-like trees. After a while, they reached the place, panting. It had just stopped 

raining, but then a cry of pain sounded from Ben’s direction. 

“Something bit me!”  

“Wait, I’m coming,” Abigail ran to him. It was astonishing to see this gentle girl show such grit, even 

though it was nothing to wonder at. Abigail was the gang’s medical expert, perhaps because of her mother, who 

had emigrated to Israel from Russia, and was a medical doctor as well as a musician. 

“Show me where it got you,” she commanded. 

Ben looked at her with hesitation. 



“You need to show the doctor everything,” chuckled Amir. 

“You might show the doctor,” Ben said, embarrassed, “but Abigail’s a girl doctor. I mean... a girl.”  

Everyone erupted into roaring laughter. 

The pain had apparently done its part because Ben dropped his pants and showed Abigail his thigh. 

“Right here,” he said. “It stung me through my pants.”  

Abigail leaned toward him and checked the spot with a serious expression on her face. Waiting for the 

doctor’s diagnosis was tense.  

“You have a weird red mark there, like a drawing,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

“It’s just a sting,” Amir ruled. 

“Maybe,” said Abigail, “but we need to be careful in these parts. There are all kinds of bugs I’ve never even 

heard of.”  

“So what should I do?” Ben asked, somewhat troubled. 

“Drink lots of water, and we should find somewhere cool and shady to rest.”  

“And a bed and blankets for the poor patient,” Amir added. 

“Sure,” Ben sighed. “Why would you even care? All your life you’ve been a shepherd. You wouldn’t even 

notice if a snake bit you.”  

Ben was considered a handsome boy with his forceful gaze, elongated nose, and sharp chin. But now his 

face was reddish and odd, and it was difficult to tell if it was because of the venom from the sting, the insult, or 

just the effort of hiking. 

“Enough talking,” announced Amir. “Let’s find you a place to rest.”  

He fumbled with some tree branches and checked the damp ground thoroughly. A sudden flutter of bird 

wings and fierce buzzing came from somewhere. The air had become hot, humid and oppressive, just as it had 

earlier. They were standing at the edge of a grove of trees. Opposite them were a wide-hewn path leading into 

the thick grove, and another narrower, winding path leading toward a rocky area at the foot of a low hill. 

“It would be better not to go further into the forest,” Ariel said, and everyone agreed with him. It was 

obvious that no one had any idea where they were or if they were making the right decision. Nevertheless, they 

all turned wordlessly toward the winding path. There were sufficient patches of shade for Ben near the rocks. 

Amir continued to examine the soil and brush his fingertips along the rocky walls of the path, which were 

getting higher as they progressed. 



As they passed around the curve, he suddenly stopped. “Interesting,” he said. 

“What?”  

“It’s limestone or something, and over here there’s an unnatural groove, like some kind of circle.” He 

pointed at the rock and ran his finger around it. “It didn’t just happen on its own. It’s a chiseled round rock 

that’s blocking some kind of an entrance.”  

“That’s called a rolling stone,” offered Ariel. 

“That’s no rolling stone and no rolling shmone,” said Amir. He put his ear up against the rock and knocked 

on it with his fist. “It’s not what you said. It’s a door!”  

“A door?”  

“Yes. A chiseled door made of rock. Help me push it. Ya’ani, slide it from the right.”  

“Can you stop?” Abigail pleaded, almost begging. “I’m already tired, and look at him.”  

She pointed at Ben’s red, glistening face. Her pleas made no difference, because Gaia, Ariel, and Amir had 

already rushed to the rock and were pushing with all their might. Their efforts were futile. The rock didn’t move 

an inch. 

“Watch out you don’t get pounced on by a jaguar!” teased Gaia. 

“What jaguar?” everyone exclaimed in dismay. 

“The jaguar that hides in caves and only comes out at night. The black jaguar is me!” She laughed loudly 

and scratched at the markings on the rock with her fingers.  

At that moment, they heard a muffled grating like the sigh of a giant waking from a deep slumber, and the 

large boulder began to move on a hidden axis. Apparently, Gaia’s jaguar-scratch had activated a secret 

mechanism. 

It was surprising and breathtaking. The rock rotated, revealing its half-spherical form. The rounded part of 

the sphere was blocking half of a cave entrance on the right, and on the left gaped the other half of the opening. 

A dark passage waited inside. 

“The door shifted exactly 45 degrees,” Ariel calculated quickly. 

“What does it matter?” griped Abigail. “Don’t tell me you plan on going in! We need to get him back and 

report what we’ve found.” 

She was talking about Ben, of course, and he did, in fact, seem rather confused. His face shone and 

shimmered and his lips protruded as if he was trying to say something. She held his hand just in case and tried 



to look determined.  

What a great surprise it was, then, to hear the poor patient utter the following words: “Come on, let’s go into 

the cave. I feel great. I’ve never felt like this before!”  

“Are you sure?” Abigail asked in astonishment. 

“Sure I’m sure. I feel fantastic. It’s like my brain’s in turbo mode!”  

“Guys, he looks delirious to me,” Amir diagnosed. “What’s going on, ya habibi?”  

“I’m not delirious. I feel alert, razor sharp. I could solve any problem!”  

“We should still check and see what kind of venom was in that sting,” Abigail tried to bolster her crumbling 

arguments. 

“Guys,” said Ben calmly, “once we go through this passage, we’ll be forever changed.” 

“He got some kind of stimulant in that sting,” was Ariel’s verdict, “and it doesn’t matter anymore. We’re 

going in.”  

He drew a headlamp from his backpack - as the self-proclaimed leader of the group, he always carried 

useful items - and advanced into the cave. Amir, Gaia, and Ben followed him, and even Abigail dragged herself 

forward unwillingly, not wanting to remain alone. As soon as they were all inside the passage, the rock turned 

on its axis and soon blocked the entrance as if it had a mind of its own.  

“There’s no going back,” Ben stated calmly. “We’re not ourselves anymore.” His hand still held Abigail’s. 

He could feel her shivering and clasped her hand tighter. 

“I’m all me, ya sachbi,” said Amir.  

The corridor was completely dark. Ariel led the way with his headlamp on, and the rest followed in 

complete silence, holding each other by the shoulders.  

Amir was the first to break the silence. “We’re going down. Did you notice?” and indeed, for the first time, 

they noticed the corridor’s slight downward incline. “There’s also a little more light,” he added. 

“That can’t be right,” said Ariel. “Light can’t pass through solid dirt. There’s no way for photons, the light 

wave particles, to penetrate from the outside.” 

“Walla?” Amir chuckled. “With all due respect to your photons, I can see more light. You can’t see it 

because the light from that lamp you have stuck on your head is in your eyes.”  

“So let’s stop and check,” Ariel decided. “What you said contradicts everything we know about 

electromagnetic radiation in the form of visible light.”  



The group stood still. Ariel turned his headlamp off, and everyone stared into the darkness. Indeed, they 

couldn’t see a thing at first, but after a little while Abigail said she could see Gaia’s sparkling eyes. 

“Those eyes scare me,” she said. “They’re like a cat’s eyes at night.” 

“I’m a jaguar, you know, not just any old cat,” Gaia said, smiling. 

Within seconds it became apparent that Amir was right. Ariel looked confused because of the clear 

contradiction between science and the facts, but then Ben had a surprising suggestion. 

“The light isn’t coming from outside,” he said. “It’s coming from inside!”  

“From inside?!”  

“Yeah. Look at the walls. They have brighter spots. It’s like they’re reflective.”  

Gaia approached the wall and touched it. 

“These must be ancient rocks. It looks like glass. Someone put this here.”  

“Someone built this entire place,” Ariel said, “and we’re going to find out what’s going on here.”  

He pressed on and everyone followed. There was no longer any need for a flashlight. Soon enough, they 

reached a stairway hewn into the stone. The steps led down at a steep angle. 

“We’re going into the depths of the earth,” Abigail said nervously. “Maybe we should turn back?”  

“It’s too late,” declared Ariel. “We’re not going back without figuring out where that light’s coming from.”  

There was no other choice. In the battle between fear and curiosity, the latter won. 

Descending the sloped steps required great care, but the light was getting brighter and that made their task 

easier. It seemed that the light was coming from the end of the tunnel they were walking through. On both sides 

of the tunnel were stone carvings of long, cylindrical bodies in a descending stairway pattern, and at the end of 

each appeared the large head of an ancient beast. It was all remarkably similar to the stone steps with the 

serpent’s head at the pyramid they intended to visit. Gaia recognized it at once. 

“That’s Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent,” she said. “See how his stones are glittering here. In the 

pyramid, the steps also lead down from the top all the way to the bottom, like a snake.”  

“I didn’t see a snake there,” Amir said. 

“That’s because you have to look at it at sunrise or sunset, and only on the two days of the year when the 

day is as long as the night. Only then does the shadow appear on the stairs so you can see the snake’s body. The 

Mayan people knew astronomy better than us, so they built these kinds of things.”  

“But we’re also going down steps,” Abigail said, “so are we going to find a snake’s head at the bottom?”  



Gaia stood and regarded Abigail with a curious look. 

“I think you might be onto something without even meaning to,” she said. “We could be walking down 

these steps into a gigantic subterranean pyramid, and we truly might find Quetzalcoatl’s head at the bottom.”  

Of course, this idea didn’t make Abigail feel any safer, nor any of the others. What really awaited them 

down below? They continued down the steep steps, each lost in their own thoughts and soon found themselves 

in a broad, windowless hall.  

At the center of it stood something - no other word could describe it - the likes of which they had never seen 

before. 

That something was resting on the floor. It had a rather large cylindrical form, about 17 feet long and 7 feet 

in diameter, shaped like a missile or a small submarine. The most amazing part was the blazing light that 

emanated from the polished, metallic outer hull of this odd thing. The blinding light took everyone’s breath 

away. 

For a long moment, they just stood there unable to believe their eyes, until Ariel walked up to the bright 

object and checked it out. 

“This thing’s also giving off heat!” he called out. “It’s got some sort of radiation.”  

“Don’t touch it!” cried Abigail. “It could give you cancer!” 

But it was already too late. Ariel had already reached out and laid his hand on the radiating, warm form. 

Two doors instantly materialized and slid open, one on each side of the metallic body. Inside were seats and an 

assortment of dials, buttons, and indicators. 

“It can’t be. It just can’t be,” Ben called. “There’s no way the Mayans had this kind of technology. And this 

machine’s just been sitting here, waiting for hundreds of years just for us to show up?”  

The other kids were just as astonished, but facts were facts. They were standing next to a futuristic machine 

that looked as though it had come straight out of a science fiction movie. 

“I wonder what it does?” Ariel said. “Maybe it’s an alien spaceship. Or a time travel machine. Maybe...” He 

seemed to be mulling over the infinite possibilities. 

“It’s a machine the Mayans built,” Gaia pronounced. 

“And how do you know that?” everyone asked at once. 

“Because the Mayans could do calculations that we can’t even comprehend. What do you think Ariel’s dad’s 

doing here if not trying to figure out how they got that knowledge?”  



A silence fell. It seemed plausible, but then Ariel decided to make things more difficult. 

“That’s all true,” he said, “but they could never have built a machine like this. Ben’s right. It’s impossible.”  

“It could be possible!” insisted Gaia. “For your information, there was also a person named Quetzalcoatl. 

The Mayans called him Kukulkan. He wasn’t just a god. He was a real person who lived maybe a thousand 

years ago. No one knows where he came from. He was tall, with white skin and a beard. And he was the one 

who taught them the sciences. So he’s the one who built the machine!”  

“And where did he come from?” Ariel was being difficult again. “From the sky? From space? From the 

stars? Maybe he was an alien?”  

“I don’t know that part. I just know that Quetzalcoatl was also a feathered serpent, so he could fly through 

the sky and move through the ground. He was also a snake.”  

“That’s it!” Ben surprised everyone once again. “He came out of the ground. That’s the answer. A snake 

usually hides underground. Can’t you see that this machine looks like a snake? I’m telling you, this machine is 

somehow related to the ground.”  

“So it’s a dirt machine,” Amir summarized. 

“Great,” Ariel said. “Okay. It’s a dirt machine. But what does that mean exactly?”  

“Maybe we should go back, Ariel?” Abigail said, almost pleading. “Maybe we should let your dad and his 

team figure this all out?”  

“We're not leaving until we investigate this Lightrino.”  

“What did you call it?” they asked as one. 

“Lightrino! Because it’s glowing.”  

“That’s a nice name,” Ben said, “like an old school science fiction spaceship.”  

“So what will you do with this Lightrino?” Abigail asked, and looked at Ariel very worried. 

“Here, see - I’m going inside to check it out.”  

And he did, indeed, sit down in one of the front seats inside the wondrous machine they now called the 

Lightrino and examined the elaborate panels in front of him. Ben went in with him, being the group’s computer 

expert. For a while, they both studied the central console and attempted to decipher it. It was clearly too difficult 

a task for them, especially for Ben, whose face had turned red. His lips were puffed out in an odd grimace, and 

for a moment he resembled a donkey staring at fruit soup without a clue as to what he was looking at. 

“Well, what have you learned?” Amir asked after a prolonged wait. He clearly didn’t put much trust in all 



this scientific reasoning. 

“It looks like a flow chart to me - an algorithm,” Ariel mused out loud while tracing a series of lines and 

dots that appeared on the main screen.  

Graphics showing humanoid figures with strange, elongated heads marked the edges of the screen. Several 

of them were wearing some sort of helmet with antennas sticking out, and next to them were unidentifiable 

winged creatures. Beside them were complex, interlocking geometric shapes. Above the main screen, a 

cylindrical arrowhead protruded, pointing downward and forming a three-dimensional appearance. In 

perspective, it clearly seemed to be saying “Follow me.”  

“It’s not an algorithm,” Ben said. “They’re operating instructions.”  

“So how do we activate it?” they all wondered together. 

“Here, look. These two lines go one below the other. Remember how Gaia opened the cave? It’s a touch 

screen, and you’ve got to swipe your finger.”  

Upon hearing this simple idea, Gaia and Amir hurried into the Lightrino, and even Abigail entered after a 

moment’s hesitation. Together with Ariel and Ben, they leaned over the screen and peered at it. 

“You’re majnoon!” said Amir. “A crazy genius!”  

“He’s not majnoon,” Abigail said. “I think it’s from the sting. I don’t know of any wasps whose venom 

contains dopamine. It’s what improves the brain’s thought process.”  

“Everyone take a seat,” Ben advised. “I’m going to try it.”  

He slid his finger along the top marking. An eerie sound like a snake’s hiss emanated from the vessel. It was 

the sound of seatbelts automatically extending from the sides of the seats and headrests and wrapping 

themselves around the children. They locked with a soft click.  

“Don’t panic,” Ben reassured them, “it’s like a computer. I’ll swipe my finger again, and we’ll see what 

happens.”  

He slid his finger across once again and the seat belts did, indeed, retract back into their hidden 

compartments. This had a calming effect on the group since now it was clear there was a way to turn back the 

clock. 

“Get ready!” ordered Ben. “I’m activating the Lightrino.”  

He traced his finger over the first line and followed the subsequent marks before stopping on a dark circle at 

the center of the console. The metallic cylinder vibrated in place and made a muffled growl like the purr of a 



large, contented cat. Gaia’s eyes glittered with excitement. The metallic doors closed softly but, surprisingly, 

they could all still see the room outside. It appeared that the Lightrino’s body had become transparent. 

The front cone of the cylindrical craft blazed red with tremendous heat. A glowing circle of light appeared 

on the wall in front of them as the intense radiation from the craft illuminated it. 

“If it suddenly starts moving, where would it go?” Abigail asked fearfully. 

“Get ready, I’m going to touch the dark circle. I think it’s an ignition switch.”  

He touched it. The light on the wall grew intensely bright and became more red. The wall was practically 

boiling, then suddenly began peeling away and cracking, following the pattern of the light’s radiation. The 

Lightrino, it turned out, could melt the stone in front of it using a mysterious form of energy. 

“Now what?” Amir asked. 

“The horizontal lines on each side look like two steering controls on a plane. You just need to swipe them. I 

think up is forward and down is backward,” Ben said, and he tried it out. 

The Lightrino shook in place and moved toward the wall. Within a moment, the kids found themselves 

floating toward the gap in the wall, and from there into the bowels of the Earth. 

“Yeah!” Gaia cheered. “The feathered serpent plunges into the abyss… we’re going to meet the god of death 

in the dark, underground world!”  

“Make it stop!” cried out Abigail. “Do you even know where you’re going?!”  

This time, Ben heeded her request and touched the ignition switch. The Lightrino stopped in its tracks but 

continued to melt the rock in front of it. 

“Now what?” Amir asked again. Ben pondered for a moment before answering. Suddenly his face lit up. 

“It’s obvious,” he said. “Did you notice the Lightrino’s moving in a downward arch? This motion is very 

precise, and the route seems to be predetermined. We’re not the ones directing this strange thing; it’s directing 

us. This isn’t the first time it’s gone this way.”  

“Ya’ani! Like a bird flying back to its nest,” Amir said. 

“Exactly,” answered Ben. “I’m gonna keep going.”  

He slid his fingers slowly and proficiently across the computerized controls and the mysterious machine 

resumed its movement. The mouth of the opening gaped up ahead as the rocks melted away. The gap behind 

them was resealed by piling up the stones. They could all clearly sense the downward, sideways motion. 

“Don’t worry,” Ben said, answering their unasked questions. “I showed you that we could go back. The 



activation is a piece of cake, I just need to practice.”  

They could see the rest of the tunnel melting into shape up ahead, and the swirling rocks piling up behind 

them. It was pitch black on either side. The Lightrino swam with a low hum through the depths. It was difficult 

to gauge the amount of time that passed. At times it felt like an eternity. 

“If we truly are traveling in a spiral trajectory, and we truly are in an enormous underground pyramid, then 

by my calculations, we’re moving toward the center of the pyramid,” Ariel said, “but that all relies on 

assumptions that still have to be proven.”  

“Yeah, sure,” Amir said, “and now the machine’s slowing down. What did you do?” he turned to Ben. 

“I didn’t do anything. It does whatever it feels like. I’m trying -”  

Before he even finished the sentence, the Lightrino stopped in its tracks with a huff. Its serpentine body 

quivered and shook, and a moment later died down. The metallic walls turned opaque once more so that nothing 

was visible through them. Instead, a light came on inside the craft, a fact that did nothing to comfort Abigail. 

“Open the doors like you did before!” she demanded. 

“I don’t really know how... earlier I did it from the outside...” For the first time, a note of hesitation crept 

into the boy’s voice. 

Silence descended upon the room. The fear of what was to come crept back into their hearts. 

“You’re the one who activated it,” Amir turned to Ben. “Do something.”  

Ben tried, but nothing worked. He swiped his fingers across all the lines, pressed every single dot he could 

see, and... nothing! Even the growling and purring sounds were gone. 

“We’re going to be stuck in here forever,” Abigail complained, expressing what they were all thinking but 

were too afraid to say out loud. “I told you we should have gone back.”  

“Umm... you’re right...” Ben muttered as he looked helplessly at the screen. Amir stared angrily at him. 

“Is she?! Why did you turn this thing on if you don’t even know how to make it work? I’ll get it open my 

way! I just need a hammer or something.” Amir looked around but came up empty. He resorted to pushing on 

the locked door with his hands. The door wouldn’t budge. 

“Wait, I’ll help you,” Ariel told him. “Push with me.”  

They tried shoving the door together with all their might, but nothing budged. Ariel even punched the 

stubborn door with his fist. 

“Stop,” Ben advised. “You’re going to mess it up.”  



“You’re the one who messed up, ya majnoon!” Amir said angrily. “As if it wasn’t enough to bring us down 

here in this thing…”  

“Stop fighting!” Gaia ordered them. “We need to think. That’s what my dad always says.”  

At the sound of her resolute voice, Amir fell completely silent, but a sour expression remained on his face. 

“Wait,” Ben said. “Maybe we don’t need to touch the screen. Maybe we need to talk to it… maybe it’s 

voice-activated.”  

“Sachtein, be my guest, Alibaba,” Amir said. “Tell the machine Open Sesame and it’ll open for you.” He 

was referring to the famous folk tale from Arabian Nights, obviously, but the idea didn’t appeal to Ben. 

“There’s no point in me saying anything. The Lightrino probably doesn’t know English or Arabic. Gaia, you 

should speak to it in your native language.”  

“I can’t speak the native language. Why would a native language even work? There are so many of them. 

Maybe it understands Mayan.”  

“My dad’s proficient in that,” Ariel said, “but he isn’t here.” Desperation crept into his voice. 

“So what are we going to do?” Abigail grumbled again. “Are we just going to sit here? Without anything to 

eat or drink? And what if one of us has to pee?” That last possibility made everyone worried, as they looked 

around at each other with embarrassment. 

“If we have to, we won't be embarrassed,” Gaia decreed.  

“How come you’re never shy about anything?” Abigail wondered. 

“I learned that from my adoptive dad!” Gaia surprised them. “Everyone calls him Crazy Professor Gustav, 

but he’s the one who taught me not to be afraid.” 

“Wait! I’ve got it! I have an idea... we’re so stupid!” Ben suddenly exclaimed, his face reddened as before 

and his lips protruded in that familiar, odd grimace. 

“What?” Everyone swooped in around him. 

“It’s the heat! It has to cool off. It’s all automatic. If we leave now, we’ll get burned from the energy it’s 

giving off. We need to wait and it’ll open on its own.”  

Amir looked at him incredulously, but Ariel surmised that it made sense from a scientific standpoint. 

“If there’s elemental iron in the ground, then it would take about 3000 degrees to melt it,” he said. “We 

really do need to wait until the Lightrino cools off.”  

“Alrighty, then. So we wait. Everyone be quiet!” Gaia commanded and, sure enough, everyone piped down 



- everyone except Abigail who, for whatever reason, continued to breathe loudly. 

“Didn’t you hear what Gaia said?” Amir said angrily. 

“I’m allowed to breathe. Gaia’s not the boss of me. It doesn’t affect the temperature. I’ll breathe as much as 

-” She didn’t get to finish the sentence. Both doors on each side opened suddenly and remained open as if they 

had never closed. 

“Who did that?” Ben exclaimed. “Someone did something. We need to know!” But now that the doors were 

open, his appeal left no impression on them. 

“A majnoon, but a genius,” rejoiced Amir. “Yalla, come on, we’re going outside!”  

He hurried out and everyone followed. The sight that greeted them was unlike anything they had ever seen 

before. 

They stood at the edge of a large, cylindrical, high-ceilinged hall. A greenish dome sparkled above, dotted 

with sparks of lights that seemed to fuse together because of the distance. On the floor was an expansive 

depiction of a round, golden sun, surrounded by circles on all sides. The sun’s rays shot out in every direction 

and pierced the circles. On the walls of the hall appeared the familiar drawings of native tribes in a variety of 

reds, greens, and blues – geometric shapes, split masks that were both gruesome and human, warriors clothed in 

battle garb and feathers, joined by jaguars, wolves, and eagles. 

The warriors and masks were surrounded by circles, like ripples spreading across the water after a stone is 

thrown in, and between them stood smaller figures of animals and human faces. 

One figure stood out in size and severity – a human form with a carefully crafted beard. It gazed forward, 

and above it blazed a crown of long, radiant rays, like sunbeams. A tongue stuck out of its mouth as if mocking 

all those present. The figure was surrounded by expanding circles, and the longest ray, right above the middle of 

the apex, cut through the circles all the way up to the brilliant dome at the top. Near and around the figure were 

colorful, winged creatures, small and large, butterflies, fish, alligators, and even glowing green and yellow 

frogs. 

The kids took in the sights, unable to make a sound. They felt that they were on the precipice of an amazing 

historic discovery. The crowned figure was particularly stunning. 

“That must be Quetzalcoatl,” Gaia finally broke the silence, “the mysterious king of the Native Americans.”  

“Didn’t you say he was a snake with wings?” Ariel questioned. 

“When he became a god, he turned into a feathered serpent.”  



“I don’t get it.” 

“Neither do I. We should ask your dad why he’s got all those rays.”  

“They’re energy beams,” Ben suggested. “Your deity had rays of energy coming out of its head.”  

“Moses also had horns.” It was Abigail’s turn to say something surprising. “There’s a statue of Moses with 

horns coming out of his head, just like beams.”  

“Next you’ll tell us Quetzalcoatl was actually Moses,” Amir said, and everyone burst into laughter. 

“He’s not Moses,” Ben came to her defense, “but it really is similar. Maybe they both had radiating heads.”  

“Just like I said,” Ariel concluded, “they’re both aliens.”  

“I don’t know,” said Ben, “this whole thing is weird. Do we even know what kind of pyramid we’re in – if it 

even is a pyramid?”  

“The biggest pyramid in Egypt is tiny in comparison,” Gaia said. “This one’s the size of a mountain.”  

“I think we’re at the center of the universe,” Ariel said. “Let’s say the pyramid in Egypt is the center of the 

Earth, so this would be the center of all the matter and dark energy in the universe.”  

This new notion was both strange and thrilling, and Ariel drifted further away in his scientific imagination. 

“Let’s assume we’re at the center of the cosmos. This would be a gateway to stars at the far reaches of the 

furthest galaxies. And we could reach them independent of the speed of light, since -”  

“Hey, I can see myself!” Amir suddenly called out, “and you’re here, too!”  

Indeed, when the kids got closer to the large spaces on the wall between one circle and the next, they saw 

their reflections looking back at them. Amir approached his image and touched it. The material was sleek and 

shiny. 

“We aren’t reflected where the masks are drawn inside the circles,” Ben said, “so that must mean...”  

He stood there, wondering, while the others waited for the enigma to be solved. 

“That means these circles are something else.” 

“Great,” Amir said. “The genius speaks.”  

“Yeah. It’s something else. I’m telling you, the insides of the circles are made of a different substance. It’s... 

an entrance!”  

“An entrance?!” everyone wondered in unison. 

“Yes. Maybe it’s an entrance. Because otherwise, what’s this big empty hall for?”  

“How is it an entrance?”  



“I don’t know. Maybe Gaia could scratch the masks. She’s an expert at scratching stuff.”  

Everyone laughed, but Gaia really did walk up to the large mask, which was surrounded by multiple circles, 

and touched its protruding tongue. There was a great deal of surprise when the mask’s round mouth turned on 

its axis by precisely 45 degrees. A doorway opened revealing a side chamber at the center of which stood some 

sort of large aquarium. 

“I’m tired,” Abigail announced. “I’m hungry and thirsty, too. I want to go home.”  

“Go back now?!” exclaimed Ariel. “We’re not going anywhere before we figure out what all of this is.”  

“But I don’t feel so great. Maybe there’s radiation coming from these walls. Maybe we’ve been getting hit 

with radiation this entire time, and it’ll make us all sick.”  

“No way.” Ariel was quick to provide some sensible reasoning. “If that were true, then Gaia’s Quetzalcoatl 

and all of his natives would have been irradiated and died, too.”  

“Maybe they really did die,” insisted Abigail. 

“We’re just going to check out that aquarium and then we’re out of here,” Gaia said in a gesture of goodwill. 

“Right,” Ariel concluded. “That’s it. I’ve made up my mind. We’ll check it out and then scram.”  

He went in and everyone hurried to follow him. Inside the room, they found several large, pool-like 

aquariums, their walls semi-clear or otherwise murky. Inside each was some sort of liquid or gas - certainly not 

normal water. It was some kind of bubbling, roiling solution in which rested eggs of multiple sizes. At the 

bottom of the central aquarium – the one they had seen from outside the room – rested a number of large, 

reddish eggs with rough shells. 

“Let’s take one with us,” Ariel said. 

“You’re not putting your hand into that stuff,” Abigail announced. 

“It might be super-chilled,” Ben added. 

“Your hand could fall off,” Gaia clarified. 

“A genie might pop out of an egg and eat your hand,” Amir concluded. 

“I guess you’re all cowards,” Ariel said. “No problem. Let’s get out of here. But we’ll be back.”  

“This pyramid could be our future home,” said Ben pensively. “I feel it in my bones.”  

“You mean brain,” Ariel clarified. 

“Not just my brain. I feel it in my entire body.”  

“It’ll pass when you get to your hotel room, brother,” said Amir. 



They all felt tired and relieved. It was time to let the adults in on their exploits. The real question now was 

whether the way out was the same as the way in. Soon enough, they learned that a surprise awaited them on this 

front as well. 

“Hey, check it out! This place is full of those entrances. This room has round doors, too. Let’s go through 

one.” Ariel tried his luck once again. 

“He’s right,” Ben said. “This whole place is a huge maze of rooms. There are great secrets here. We’re just 

getting started.”  

“Like an anthill,” Amir added. 

“And we’re heading out,” Gaia reminded them. 

“Thank God!” Abigail concluded. 

Once they were all back inside the illuminated Lightrino, much to Ariel’s dismay, the doors closed behind 

them once more and Ben attempted to activate it just as before - with one difference. This time, he slid his 

fingers down the lines instead of up, tracing them in a backward instead of forward motion, assuming that this 

would make the Lightrino go back the way they had come. They were quite surprised when the Lightrino started 

shaking as before, vibrating with that typical quiet growl, then lunged forward. The glazed wall in front of them 

lit up with a bright circle and began melting, just like it had earlier. No amount or combination of swipes would 

change its course. The metal serpent moved confidently through the new aperture. 

“This crazy thing’s doing whatever it wants again!” Ben said. 

“But I thought you checked it?” Amir wondered. 

“Not at all. I showed you before that I could get it to stop, but not that I could make it reverse.”  

“Alrighty then, to jahanam. Underworld, here we come!” Amir said angrily. 

“It’s got preset routes,” Ariel reassured them. “Nothing to worry about. Besides, it’s too bad we didn’t stay 

and check out more stuff.”  

“Stop it!” It was Gaia’s turn to get angry. “You really don’t know when to shut up. We’ll wait and see.”  

Everyone held their tongues until Ariel broke the silence. “We’re moving in a reverse spiral orbit. It reminds 

me of the double helix structure of DNA. Maybe we really are inside some colossal, biological, alien animal. 

What do you think?” He looked excited by this new idea. 

“Bas,” said Amir. “Enough! Can’t you see that it’s just dirt?”  

Indeed, the Lightrino was digging through the soil just as before, hovering in an upward circular motion. 



After a while, it halted again. This time, the doors opened almost immediately. 

“What did we do to get it to open?” Ben asked again. “I don’t get it.”  

“By the time you figure it out, we’ll all be out of here,” Amir declared. 

He quickly exited and everyone hurried after him. They found themselves in a wide, windowless room, just 

like the one where they had found the Lightrino. This prompted an argument over whether it was, in fact, the 

same room, or a completely different one. The only way to be sure was to explore the open hallway at the end 

of the room. At first, it looked as if the hallway was identical to the previous one. They climbed the steeply-

angled stairs. The walls were marked with the same feathered serpents, but Gaia noticed something was 

different. 

“Hey, look! The snakes’ heads are at the top, and not at the bottom,” she said. 

That was clear-cut proof that they were walking toward a different entrance. 

“Your snakes sure are something special,” Amir said. He looked at her, and anyone paying attention could 

see a spark of admiration in his eyes. 

“That’s right. The winged serpent was a god that could dive into the earth and soar through the sky.”  

“And what does that mean, Gaia?” Amir asked. 

“Simply put - we’re going to see the sky soon.”  

Gaia’s proclamation inspired a spirit of enthusiasm among the kids, and they hastened their steps even 

though the climb was quite strenuous. Soon enough, they reached the edge of the hewn steps and set off along 

the dark tunnel. 

Ariel pulled out his headlamp and walked in front. The tunnel came to an end in an area shrouded in 

complete darkness. The light fell upon a round, rocky formation blocking their path. 

“Come on, Gaia, scratch that rock,” Amir called excitedly. 

Gaia walked up to the rock and scratched it as she had done before. She tried to replicate her exact 

movements, and thankfully it appeared that she did so correctly. The rock swung 45 degrees on its axis with a 

muffled creak.  

“Yalla… out!” Amir called, and together they ran outside. Behind them, the stone door creaked shut again. It 

was immediately apparent that they were, as expected, somewhere entirely different. The real surprise was that 

it was already dark outside. Many hours had passed since they discovered the first rotating door, and in the 

meantime, night had fallen. 



“What do we do now?” Abigail asked worriedly. 

The question hung in the air. No less important was the question of their whereabouts. No one knew the 

answer. They were engulfed in darkness. Above them, the sky was littered with stars. By the light of the moon, 

they could see thorny bushes and low trees near the rock where they stood. Luckily for them, it wasn’t cold, and 

there was a paved road a few dozen feet away. The sight of a road certainly lifted their spirits, but they were still 

unsure of what to do. Now, they also recalled the unfortunate fact that they had no way of communicating with 

anyone. 

“We go left,” said Ariel. 

“We go right,” said Gaia. 

“How would either of you know?” Ben asked. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” Abigail declared. 

“I’m going to make us some tea,” announced Amir. 

“Tea?” they all exclaimed. “Where did you get tea from?”  

“I just have it. Ariel carries high-tech flashlights around in his backpack, and I’ve got a finjan – you know, a 

tin pot, and a canteen.”  

To everyone’s surprise, he pulled a ragged plastic bag out of his backpack and unwrapped it to reveal a 

charred pot. 

“You weren’t expecting that, huh? And I’ll get whatever’s missing from around here.”  

The group sat under one of the trees. Amir drew a pocket-knife from his backpack and sent Ariel and Ben to 

gather some firewood. “Bring small twigs, only dry ones,” he told them while he prowled among the bushes, 

inspecting them. As it turned out, he was searching for plants suitable for making the tea. In his exploration, he 

sniffed the plants and even tasted a few. 

“If we’re lucky we’ll find something here, maybe hyssop or sage, ana aref’...”  

“Ana aref?” Abigail asked, clearing an area around the tree. 

“It’s Arabic for ‘I don’t know,’” Amir explained. 

Meanwhile, Gaia was searching for the North Star, hoping to figure out their location.  

“If I can spot the Big Dipper then I can use it to find the North Star. That way, we can figure out the 

direction of Chichen Itza.”  

“I think I found some babonaj,” Amir announced, “what you call chamomile.”  



“And how do you know that it’s chamomile?” Ben asked. 

“If it isn’t babonaj, then it’s something similar, maybe from the same family... and this stuff is verbena.”  

“I’m never going to drink that stuff,” Abigail said. 

“First give it a taste, then you can decide. You people are always complaining. You know what? I’ll take a 

sip first, and if I don’t drop dead, then you can drink some, too.”  

As he spoke, he quickly arranged the collected twigs into the proper shape and easily lit them with a match. 

The pot was filled with water and set on top. Amir took the leaves he had picked and placed them inside. 

“I’ve got paper cups and sugar packets from the hotel,” he said. 

“And I’ve got cookies,” Abigail said, bringing out a large bag of chocolate cookies. 

“You’re so awesome!” Ben said, clearly stating in words how everyone else felt. 

The fire licked and hissed around the blackened kettle. The kids sat around and watched. It somehow felt 

like any other campfire back in faraway Israel, just like the ones they used to have with their parents. Amir 

poured tea into the cups, but Abigail hesitated. 

“Here, look,” Amir tried to ease her concerns. He sipped a bit, suckling and clacking his tongue to prove 

how safe and delicious his brew was. Apparently, there was something very convincing about his performance 

since Abigail and the others eagerly sipped some at once. The hot brew was slightly spicy and pretty strange, 

but also sweet and astoundingly delicious. 

“This is the best tea I’ve ever had,” Abigail admitted. 

“So tomorrow I’ll make you some chubeza burgers -” Amir said with satisfaction, “- you know, mallow 

leaves. I’ll find some, and then we could even be out here for an entire week.”  

“We’ll end up becoming one with nature,” Ben said dreamily. His face wasn’t as red as before, but his eyes 

were wide and illuminating.  

“Hey, hold it,” said Gaia. “Are you settling down here? Did you forget we need to get back?” 

That sounded reasonable. The kids continued to ponder their next steps, sipping the sweet-spicy tea and 

eating crisp, tasty chocolate cookies. Amir added twigs to the fire, which sent its reddish flames skyward. 

“Next time, I’m bringing a compass and maps with me,” Ariel said. 

“I’m not leaving,” Abigail said. 

“I’ll wait with you,” Ben added. 

“I’ll just find the North Star. That’ll tell us which way to go,” Gaia told them. 



“No one’s going anywhere,” Amir interjected. “You can’t go hiking at night. In the morning, we can carry 

on -”  

He stopped mid-sentence. Two bright lights pierced the darkness with a loud roar. A large SUV emerged 

from the direction of the road and screeched to a halt in front of them. Two figures emerged from the vehicle. 

One looked familiar – a pudgy, round man, his face tan and kind, and his near-sighted eyes reminiscent of a 

large bespectacled owl. It was Dr. Daniel Hyden, of course, the spitting image of his son, Ariel. Daniel hurried 

toward the campfire. His lost son and the rest of the gang appeared before his astonished eyes. His face shone 

with both relief and anger.  

“Are you insane?” he snapped after catching his breath. 

“Look here, Daniel,” the other stranger said with a pleasant smile, “look how clever your children are. They 

got a bonfire going to help us find them.”  

“My team’s been looking for you all night!” Dr. Hyden continued. “Where have you been? What were you 

thinking?”  

“We’ve got something to tell you, Dad,” Ariel said with a smile. The other kids also smiled and yawned. 

They were suddenly very aware of their exhaustion. 

“What? What could you possibly have to tell me?” Dr. Hyden was having trouble containing his excitement. 

“We’ll talk back at the hotel, Dad. I think you’ll find it rather interesting.”  
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