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  Chapter 1




  Philip Birch sat unconcernedly staring across the classroom while Mr Whittle, his 8th Grade maths teacher, droned on about the basic principles of geometry. He was a wiry looking man with a very high receding hairline and he wore a pair of small spectacles perched on the end of his unusually large nose. He wore old shirts with long sleeves and frayed edges. He wasn’t exactly the sharpest maths teacher either, so quite a lot of typical classroom fooling around went unnoticed.




  Philip eyed his best friend Robert who sat three rows in front of him, and noticed his head bob up and down slowly. A clear indication that Mr Whittle’s droning magic was working; Robert would soon be fast asleep. He was a fairly overweight pupil who hated to overexert himself. He wasn’t all that bright either; a round of maths was a guaranteed way of putting him to sleep.




  Philip on the other hand was tall and lanky with a fair complexion. He had a freckled face with a pointed nose and a scruffy thatch of red hair. Not only was his hair scruffy, but so was his appearance in general. His shirts were usually stained with some unrecognisable substance, and his trousers always had a hole in them somewhere. Philip was always in the wars, usually covered in cuts and bruises, and wherever he went trouble seemed to follow.




  A round of maths only spurred Philip on to get up to some kind of trouble, and getting into trouble was something he managed quite well.




  Wham! ‘Oh shucks, I missed,’ he gasped. The eraser he had thrown had been intended for his friend Robert and not for Frank Featherstone. In fact, hitting Frank was a mistake that would be paid for dearly. Frank had dark brown hair, shaved into a neat brush cut. He had an olive skinned complexion and was always neatly dressed for the sake of his image. He had a hardened face with a flat nose and a large mole on his left cheek. Frank was not only six feet tall as well as wide, but he had been kept back a couple of years due to lack of observation, and was quite a lot older than Philip, not to mention the fact that he was Senton High’s lightweight boxing champion.




  Frank stood up in disgust. ‘Who hit me?’ he shouted. ‘Whoever did this is going to pay!’




  Philip sank back into his chair, his face bright beetroot red. If there had been a big black hole next to him, he would have gladly crawled into it and dissolved.




  ‘It was you, wasn’t it Birch?’ Frank roared, pointing his finger accusingly. ‘I’m going to kill you, you rotten turd!’




  Frank motioned forward then suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. Mr Whittle was tapping his shoulder with his pointer stick, and he looked anything but pleased.




  ‘Listen here, Mr Featherstone, I will not tolerate this aggressive behaviour in my classroom!’ he demanded, prodding him behind his ear like a farmer with his sheep. ‘This is not an arena.




  Detention for Frank Featherstone on Friday afternoon!’




  ‘But it wasn’t me!’ he cried in disgust. ‘Philip hit my head with an eraser; he is the culprit here!’




  ‘Listen here young man; you are nothing but a bully, always picking on others weaker than yourself. I think that it is about time that you were punished for your bursts of uncontrolled rage!’




  So detention it was. The one thing about Mr Whittle was that he was very stubborn in his ways, and once his mind was made up, things were final.




  Philip shrank back in his chair, and a cold fear crept up his spine. How was he supposed to escape the vicious clutches of Frank Featherstone? Mr Whittle could have put him in detention as well, then at least things wouldn’t have looked so bad. Philip was beginning to feel desperate, what on earth was he going to do?




  Robert glanced back, realizing who the eraser had been intended for. Beads of perspiration welled up on his fat forehead as he empathized with his friend who now sat in awkward silent anguish. White-faced, Philip stared back at Rob.




  As the minutes ticked by, Philip’s heart rate quickened. He had to come up with some kind of a game plan to escape Frank’s evil grasp, knowing very well that sooner or later he would be punished for his terrible mistake. To endure a beating from Frank Featherstone would be like getting run over by an entire rugby team.




  Frank turned his head slowly, his eyes pointing forward like the barrel of a loaded shotgun, with the veins on his head standing out like cords. He frowned at Philip. ‘I’m going to get you, Birch!’ he quietly mouthed in rage.




  Philip was a ball of nervous jelly by then, and any ideas of escape were few and far between. He glanced forward at the clock on the wall – quarter to two, fifteen minutes to home time. The question was: how on earth was he supposed to get from the classroom into the sweet smelling safety of his bedroom without being caught?




  Five minutes to two. Time was definitely ticking. Philip squirmed at his desk, wishing for some kind of magic disappearing ointment, so he could smear himself into thin air.




  He gazed across at the classroom window. Fortunately they were on the ground floor, and because of his tall lanky structure there was a good chance he could squeeze out through the narrow bars to the back of the school.




  Robert looked back at Philip. He suddenly realized his friend’s exact intentions, and shook his head in horror. ‘No, don’t do that, you will get into trouble,’ he mouthed cautiously.




  The way Philip figured, he was in so much trouble already, what difference would a little more make? As he very well knew, climbing through a window at Senton High was a very serious offence.




  Finally the time had come – RRRRiiiing! The school bell sounded. Philip’s heart felt as if it was stopping. If only he could travel back in time and undo the mistake he had made.




  Frank stood up and edged slowly towards the door, constantly looking back to check Philip’s exact position, thrusting his fists viciously through the air as he walked. He swung his right arm forward and his left arm into an undercut.




  ‘You are a dead man Birch,’ he mouthed, rolling back his shoulders and smirking.




  As Frank passed through the door, Philip checked to see if Mr Whittle was looking in his direction. No problem – his nose was pasted to the blackboard. Philip darted forward to an open window, squeezing his legs through the open bars, and forcing his lanky body through the narrow gap. ‘Ouch!’ he squeaked, finally forcing his chest through the narrow space between the bars. His head was nearly through, although not quite; his ears were still jammed in between the bars.




  Fortunately for Philip the outside turf wasn’t very low down and he managed to get a good foothold to help pry himself free. His ears throbbed as he tugged at the bars in frustration, yelping like a starved puppy.




  Robert was standing by the window, and whispered loudly to him, ‘You’ve got to get out right now or Mr Whittle will see you!’




  ‘I know that Robert but I’m stuck!’ Philip bleated.




  ‘Robert, what are you doing by the window?’ A voice suddenly boomed across the classroom.




  ‘Nothing,’ Robert answered sheepishly, using the more popular schoolboy reply, which always raised the most suspicion.




  In Robert’s distress, he sent Philip flying through the bars with a quick frantic shove, forcing him out onto the grass below. The poor boy’s ears throbbed as though he had already received a good walloping from Frank. He groped at his head, fondling his throbbing ears gingerly. He tried his best to ignore the intense pain because it would end up making short work of his secret escape plan.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  Meanwhile Frank had been waiting outside by the water fountain, kicking up stones in frustration, and wondering why the wretched Birch brat was taking so long to show his face.




  




  




  




  He marched back to the classroom in rage, the hairs on his neck standing up like a wild dog in attack mode.




  He stormed in, gazing left and right in fury.




  ‘Damn, there are only two people here!’ Frank muttered to himself in disgust. ‘Mr Whittle the bumbling maths teacher and Fatso himself. Where did Birch get to now? Where on earth did that red-headed clown go?’




  ‘Robert, why are you making funny noises by the window?’ Mr Whittle demanded.




  Robert stood there looking confused, trying his best to cover for his friend who had thankfully run away before Mr Whittle could approach the scene.




  ‘Er – the birds, Sir.’




  ‘What about the birds, Robert?’




  ‘Well I was kind of standing at your window making bird noises, Sir.’




  ‘That’s very nice young man, now would you kindly step outside, where you can complete your biology lesson,’ he rapped, pointing the nervous schoolboy towards the door.




  Robert’s face was soaked with perspiration, yet he was very relieved that the interrogation had come to an end. Now he only had Frank ‘The Great’ to deal with.




  ‘Oh no, it looks like I am going to have to die for my friend,’ Robert squirmed, walking fearfully towards the boxing champion fiend. Frank waited outside the classroom, and glared at him as he passed through the door.




  ‘Not to worry, Fatso, I know very well where your friend is, considering he hasn’t come through this door. He went through the window, didn’t he?’




  Robert stared at Frank in fear; his face turned from bright red to pale. Frank clutched him by the shirt, and shoved him roughly against the classroom wall, causing him to wet his trousers in fright.




  ‘Yes, he went through the window,’ Robert muttered, feeling a warm unpleasant sensation trickle down his leg as he betrayed his friend. Luckily for Robert, Frank hadn’t noticed his little accident, so he snuck off home clutching his schoolbag carefully at his front, and hoped that no one would notice his soaked trousers.




  Frank disappeared around the side of the classroom like lightning, knowing that Philip would have a good head start on him by then. Frank knew very well that there was a big field behind the school, cordoned off all the way around by a high fence, which allowed very few options for places to run to or places to hide away. Another thing Frank knew was that his fitness far outshone Philip’s, and catching him wouldn’t pose too much of a problem.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2




  Startled, Philip stood up from the grass, and dashed to the side of the classroom to avoid being seen by Mr Whittle. His head throbbed and his ears rang with pain. In the background he could hear his poor friend Robert stuttering and squirming under pressure. Philip braced himself against the wall, his heart beating furiously. At any minute he expected Frank to appear from behind the classroom. He didn’t even dare to go back toward the school; his only option now was to run to the end of the field in the hope that there would be a small hole at the end of the fence through which he could worm himself.




  Philip waited for the voices to die down so that he could attempt to make a run for it.




  Finally the classroom grew quiet. Philip took a peak behind the classroom wall corridor. ‘Now or never,’ he whispered.




  He dashed across the sports field, wishing he had taken part in some sort of school sport activity before, instead of just sitting in the stadium, eating chocolates and drinking cool drink. As he ran he could almost hear his heart beat, his head still throbbed, and he was dripping with perspiration. He constantly looked around to see whether Frank was anywhere to be seen.




  Thank goodness the coast was clear! He panted towards the fence at the far end of the field, and finally reached the end drooling like a bulldog lost in the Sahara desert. He slipped and slid down the embankment, hoping and praying that the fence had been vandalised in some way so he could force a way through.




  ‘Oh shucks!’ he exclaimed in utter dismay. The fence was completely intact. It seemed as though it was going to be very difficult for him to make his escape. As he crept up the embankment to check if the coast was clear, who should he see dashing towards him?




  Frank was in close range, sprinting after him like a raging bull.




  ‘Now I am really in serious trouble,’ Philip muttered in desperation. ‘If Frank catches me I am dead.’ He began shaking at the knees as he fumbled back down the embankment. He had to keep telling himself to keep calm and stay focused. Landing back at the bottom by the fence, he got up and ran further along. ‘Let me check along the fence; maybe I will get lucky and find a hole somewhere.’




  Frank shouted from the top of the embankment, ‘Birch, you stupid twit, I’m going to tear you into little pieces when I catch you!’




  Philip increased his pace, pushing his system into overdrive, not daring to look back for a single moment. He raced forward, expecting Frank’s large boxing fists to grab him at any minute. Still there was no sign of any opening, just an endless stretch of perfect fence. Even the top had been laced with barbed wire, so what other option was there now?




  Philip continued forward, close to the point of surrendering himself to his fate. The stretch of embankment fencing was speedily coming to its end, and Philip knew very well that if he had to run back up the hill again that would most surely be his end.




  Something gleamed in the distance, close to the opposite corner of the sports field. Was that a break in the fencing?




  Philip leapt forward with Frank trailing very close behind; in fact Frank was virtually breathing down his neck.




  ‘Got you, Birch, where are you going to run to now?’ Philip rushed towards where the fence seemed broken, walking a bit unsteadily on his tired jelly like legs.




  ‘Yes!’ Philip grunted with relief, noticing a large hole in the fence up ahead, big enough for one lanky boy to fit through with a bit of a push.




  Philip popped through in seconds, leaving Frank behind to force his way through to the other side in painful frustration. ‘Birch, I’m going to crush your puny head in when I get through this fence!’




  




  




  




  Frank squirmed and struggled, scratching himself viciously with the jagged mesh. He was determined to get through to the other side; he would even die doing it if he had to.




  After a few minutes of bending jagged wires and twisting his body into knots like Houdini the Great, he finally managed to force his way through.




  Philip rushed across the road, hastily checking to see whether there was any oncoming traffic or not.




  Fortunately for Philip there weren’t any speeding vehicles coming along the road, as he would most surely have been knocked over in his eagerness to get to the other side.




  On the other side of the road, Philip could see workers in the process of digging a very large trench running along the roadside. Monotonous droning of earth-moving equipment could be heard – large graders digging the soil over, shovels steadily spading turf into the air.




  Philip remembered his mother mentioning the roadworks’ project.




  These people were in the process of erecting a high thick wall, running around the perimeter of the woods which were situated behind the school. Apparently, many of the animals living in the woods were running out across the road and causing nasty road accidents, pasted over the tar like strawberry jam. What made things rather creepy about the woods was: many people had ventured there, either on a picnic, or maybe just for a walk, and had vanished. Even search party members had gone missing in an effort to find them.




  For this reason it was seen necessary to erect an 8 foot double wall, which was really serving a double purpose.




  Frank glanced ahead, and spotted Philip on the other side of the road, heading towards a large clump of trees.




  ‘Now I’ve got you Birch, now you are really trapped!’ Frank bellowed, not even bothering to check for cars.




  Philip looked around quickly to see where his enemy was, and noticed him jogging towards him not very far behind.




  He stared down at the trench in front. Fortunately for him, there weren’t any workers around to tell him to get lost, so he plunged forward, and fell hands first into the slippery mud. With Frank close behind he struggled frantically to his feet and pulled himself up over to the other side, then headed straight for the woods. After all, what other choice did he have right then?




  ‘In a matter of seconds I will have you by your scruffy neck, Birch!’ Frank croaked, slipping and sliding in the muddy trench.




  Philip was feeling very tired and he expected to be stopped in mid stride at any moment. Up ahead he saw a vast clump of dense trees. If he could only get there before Frank caught him, he would dash in between the trees and hopefully Frank would lose track of him, then he could find a place to catch a breather.




  ‘Ouch!’ Frank yelled; a sharp surging pain stabbed into his belly. ‘Blast it, how am I supposed to run now with this horrible cramp in my stomach?’




  He slowed down to a walk, clutching at his stomach in pain. Philip pushed on; his heart burned in his chest and his legs complained from the effects of the punishing jog. Completely unaware of Frank’s little setback, he made his way through a clump of dense trees, zigzagging all the way. The pine needles and leaves crackled beneath his feet as he raced forward, and he hoped and prayed that he was finally free of the enemy.




  He peeked back over his shoulder, but could see no trace of Frank. He decided to stop for a breather and listen for crushing leaves and pine needles.




  The place was dead quiet, except for a gentle breeze blowing through the trees.




  ‘And I thought Frank was supposed to be a big deal boxing champion,’ Philip sniggered, standing quietly under an old oak tree, ‘now he’s nothing but a rotten loser.’




  




  




  




  The anxious schoolboy listened carefully for the crackling of pine needles being crushed under Frank’s feet, but not a sound was heard.




  ‘I wonder how long I should wait before he decides to go home?’ Philip asked himself; peering at his watch every few seconds. He gazed up into the trees and jumped with fright at the slightest sound of a breaking twig. He thought of all the disturbing stories he had heard about the woods, and they started sending shivers down his spine.




  ‘Well, I won’t be sticking around here for very long,’ he mumbled, glancing from left to right.




  ‘Half an hour tops and I’m going home.’ A fresh layer of perspiration formed on his brow. There seemed to be something sinister about those woods, not something you could say for sure, but evil seemed to lurk there.




  Fifteen minutes had passed. Smearing the sweat from his forehead into his scruffy red hair, Philip peered behind the old oak tree, checking once again to see if Frank was anywhere to be seen.




  Thock!! In an instant Philip came crashing to the ground like a bag of cement, knocked out stone cold.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 3




  Mathias was a tall being with long straight jet-black hair, coloured in between with blue streaks.




  He resembled your average wizard with his long nails, thick pointy snout, bent slightly to the left side, and a fine black moustache. He had long ears, also pointed on the ends, and his bright green eyes were like those of a cat, with a dark piercing stare that turned the whole room to ice. He wore a fine black silk robe with a wide light blue edging, which almost matched the colour of the stripes in his hair. His shoes were made of thick black leather and came to a pointed end. The way you could distinguish him from other dark wizards was that he had a black “M” tattooed at an angle across his cheek, which had become slightly faded over time. Most importantly, he was rotten to the core.




  He had a dark underground shaft for a home, which lay deep enough beneath the ground to accommodate fairly comfortable living quarters, although most would have called it a jail or a tomb rather than a home, for that matter. A rope ladder hung down from the entrance into a fairly large room, like the main lounge area, although not nearly as cosy as one should be. Instead this room was used to brew a variety of concoctions for some evil and destructive cause.




  Further along the way, down the dark stagnant passage, stood a room on the left containing all sorts of strange wizardry contraptions: an empty hatstand with hooks that glowed a luminous shiny blue colour; next to that stood a small drum set with one stick softly tapping away at one of the drums all by itself. On the floor close to the entrance lay a pair of blue denim jeans, quite a large pair at that, which hovered slightly above the ground, and flapped about as if they were being blasted by a fan.




  In the far corner stood a birdcage with three canaries frozen in mid flight; no doubt, just another one of his experiments that the animal anti-cruelty league might have had something to say about.




  Suspended from the ceiling were three large crystal balls, each filled with an array of colourful butterflies with wings that magically changed colour every time they were flapped.




  Other than that, sitting in the opposite corner was a large box closed at the top with a zip – a very unusual collection of experiments that he had discarded for later scrutiny.




  Further down the passage to the right were two padlocked steel doors. These rooms were used to store his deadly potions. At the far left hand corner of this underground dwelling were two large cages positioned next to each other in an “L” shape.




  In the cage on the left Philip lay unconscious on a prickly bed of straw. It was pitch dark and reeked with an unpleasant pungent musty underground odour. A few hours had passed since school, and Philip’s mother would most surely be worrying about him by then, having no idea of the mess her beloved son had got himself into.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  Philip stirred. ‘Snort, huh what!’ he exclaimed, blinking his eyes rapidly in an effort to adjust to the frightening darkness. ‘Ouch, my head hurts! Where the hell am I? Have I gone blind?’




  The confused boy held his throbbing head, having absolutely no idea why it hurt the way it did, and desperately hoped someone would answer him soon.




  ‘Frank, is that you? Have you got me locked in your garage or something?’




  Several seconds passed…




  ‘Frank, this is not a joke, where are you?’ Philip called, sounding almost frantic.




  ‘Birch, is that you?’ Frank piped from nowhere, sounding half dazed. ‘How did you lock me up like this Birch? Where the hell are we? And why did you beat me over the head?’




  The hairs on Philip’s neck stood on end at the sound of Frank’s voice, frightened yet relieved at the same time, thinking he was at Frank’s house and not taken hostage somewhere.




  ‘What do you mean, where are we? We are at your house, of course.’




  




  




  




  ‘Birch, if this is some kind of joke I’ll bash your brains in, you twit; now let me out of here,’ Frank barked in rage, clutching his aching head. ‘How dare you beat me over the head. When I catch you I’m going to beat the crap out of you!’




  After a brief session of fruitless squabbling, the boys finally came to the realization that they had both been knocked unconscious in the woods, and taken captive by someone.




  The cages were dark and uncomfortable and the sound of scuttling rats could be heard nearby.




  Frank and Philip felt sick to the stomach at the thought of being abandoned in a dark dingy hole like caged animals. There was a constant dripping sound coming from somewhere nearby, and the air was filled with the odour of something that had been dead for quite some time.




  After a short while the boys grew tolerant of the recurring stink, and their eyes adjusted slightly to the dense blackness. After a lengthy silence they eventually started talking about the things that had gone on in the classroom earlier that day. Frank was rather surprised when he found out that the eraser thrown in the classroom wasn’t actually intended for him in the first place.




  ‘Well I guess that was my temper getting the better of me,’ he said sheepishly. ‘If I had only stopped to listen to you for a moment, we would never have been in this mess in the first place.’




  ‘Never mind,’ Philip said, tapping his head dismally on the steel bars of his cage. ‘You had every right to be angry; I would have most probably reacted the same way myself.’




  A few hours had passed, and faint sobbing could be heard coming from Frank’s cage. Philip, although rather shaky himself, was surprised to hear the school boxing champion crying his eyes out in the corner. He groped about in the dark fumbling for Frank’s hand through his cage. He reached forwards slowly and stroked his fingers. ‘Frank, are you okay? There is no need to cry; we will get out of this mess, I promise!’




  Feeling terribly embarrassed, Frank sniffed and wiped the tears from his cheek.




  ‘Do you really think so?’ he croaked, trying his best to keep it together.




  ‘I am quite certain that everything is going to be just fine,’ Philip lied, patting Frank reassuringly on his arm.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  A jingling noise could be heard coming down the passage as someone approached them, sounding unpleasantly jolly.




  ‘Mara kekatra, la vinta ketreat!,




  ‘There’s a smell in the air of schoolboy meat!




  ‘Let’s stop with the twisted poetry for a moment,’ Mathias rambled in his sickening voice, ‘it’s important for me to meet my guests first.’




  The boys shook in fright, and their knees rattled together like a jackhammer. Who on earth could this dreadful creature be? He sounded like nothing the boys had ever heard before.




  The next moment a tall, bold character stood before them, with a dreadful face and eyes that could bore holes into your very being. The wizard held up a large bright kerosene lamp, and shone it into their faces to take a closer look.




  ‘Well, well, what have we here?’ he asked, examining them carefully. ‘Schoolchildren, soft, succulent schoolboys!




  ‘You do realize of course that these are my woods?’ he barked, flashing his filthy teeth like a snarling dog. ‘Don’t you?’ He leaned towards Philip in a threatening manner, and poked the poor boy on the chin with his index fingernail.




  Philip fell over backwards onto his harsh straw bedding, clutching his face in shock. The sting was terrible; blood oozed from his chin and drizzled down his neck.




  ‘Come on, sit up straight, feeble schoolboy, I’m talking to you!’ the evil wizard snapped, making his presence all the more unbearable. Philip obeyed his orders and sat upright as straight as a post.




  Mathias was pleased with his fearfully obedient response to his command, and continued to lecture the two. ‘Stepping into my woods is trespassing, and for trespassing there is a rather unfortunate price to pay. It looks like the two of you have kindly volunteered for experimentation,’ he hissed; then his face transformed into a wicked grin.




  The boys could not believe what they had just seen and heard. This was far worse than they could ever have imagined. This man was on a par with some kind of a sick psychopath you only heard about on the evening news. A vision from your darkest nightmare.




  He then produced a fairly large bag of peanuts from his coat, and poured a few handfuls into the containers provided at the side of the cages. ‘How on earth am I supposed to survive on these rations?’ Philip wondered. ‘I am absolutely starving. Imagine how poor Frank is going to suffer, with the enormous appetite he has.’




  ‘You see, I’m not really such a monster, my friends,’ the wizard chuckled, enjoying their puzzled expressions. ‘I will see to it that you both have adequate food to eat, not to worry.




  ‘Ke bo brika la set rot hent vi lange!’ He began muttering to himself in a foreign language.




  ‘The pair of you are about to experience a change!




  ‘Lest tra mentok see mut ke lun keys!




  ‘Two schoolboys transformed into a pair of monkeys!’




  As Mathias completed his weird rhyme, he produced a bottle of steaming pink liquid, and sprayed it evenly over the two boys. They gasped in fright, trying their best to remove the disgusting pink stuff from their faces by wiping their cheeks with handfuls of smelly straw.




  It was unfortunately too late for that; Philip was already sprouting hair all over his body. Frank looked horrified at Philip, then he also began to sprout thick tufts of monkey hair. The boys soon shrank down to size; monkey ears and noses became evident, until finally they each grew a soft sleek furry tail. The school clothes they were wearing disappeared, and they both sat completely naked.




  They stared at each other in horror, not quite believing what they had just seen. They sat clutching their hairy bodies, feeling miserable and uncomfortable in their nakedness.




  Mathias leaned against the wall and bellowed with laughter. ‘Don’t worry, you boys aren’t really nuts, but you will as sure as hell enjoy eating them. Now the pair of you are proper animals in cages, so taking care of you shouldn’t be too much of a problem, if you know what I mean?’ The evil wizard returned to the main room, and left them in the darkness to dwell in their misery.




  They breathed a sigh of relief as he departed, and patted their soft hairy bodies all over in disbelief.




  ‘This has to be a nightmare Frank; there is just no way that this could possibly be real.’




  ‘Wizards are fairy stories!’ Frank blurted, ‘this can’t be real, it’s impossible.’




  ‘Don’t worry, Frank, we’ll wake up soon, then all this nonsense will be over with.’




  Time passed very slowly, and they were finding it more and more difficult to distinguish between day and night.




  ‘Frank, don’t you think our parents will send a search party out to look for us?’




  ‘That’s all very well Philip, and what are they going to be looking for? Certainly not a pair of monkeys.’




  ‘You do have a point. At least we are talking monkeys though. Like our parents would ever believe something so ridiculous.’




  ‘Right, we’ve got no chance.’




  ‘Tell me Frank, why don’t you call me Birch anymore?’




  ‘Well, I guess I’m calling you by your first name ‘cause I think that we are kind of friends now; what do you say?’




  ‘Definitely, I’m your man. Paws up!’ Philip replied, and gave Frank a furry high five.




  




  




  




  ‘Philip, why don’t we join the circus when we get out of here? Think of all the money we will make! The two talking monkeys, how does that sound?’




  ‘Great idea, we will make millions.’




  




  * * * * * * * *




  The boys lay spread out over the coarse straw, feeling rather depressed at the thought of being circus animals. Philip gave a small monkey yawn.




  ‘What time do you think it is Frank? I’m feeling awfully tired, and if this is all supposed to be a dream, I’m definitely not waking from it, unless you can fall asleep in your sleep.’




  ‘It must be night-time. I’m also a bit dozy. Forget about the dream theory Philip; as ridiculous as it may seem, this is reality, my friend.’




  The boys, or should I say monkeys, lay awake chatting and eating nuts, and soon afterwards they were both sound asleep, with no idea of what the future had in store.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 4




  It was eight in the evening and the hunting dogs were barking frantically up ahead. There was a search party of about twenty fathers of Senton High School pupils out that night. They were frantically searching for Philip and Frank, who were last seen running towards the woods earlier that day.




  Robert had told his mother about the disagreement between Philip and Frank during school, and explained to her which way they had run. Later on that evening, Philip’s mother called Robert’s mother to find out where on earth her son was. After a thoroughly unsuccessful neighbourhood search, it was concluded that they must have gone off into the woods somewhere.




  Searchlights combed the trees and wild vegetation, and the dogs howled, searching desperately for fresh human scent. As the search party moved deeper into the woods, the faint sounds of excited dogs and shouting people could be heard inside Mathias’s shaft. He stood by his entrance, and squirted a magical pine forest spray over the entrance flap.




  ‘These foolish people, do they really think there is any chance of finding what they are looking for in these woods?’ Mathias rattled, after having cleverly disguised the scent of his home.




  Philip stirred, grabbing his tail with a startled jump.




  ‘Frank!’ he called, standing firmly pressed against his cage. Frank jumped up, alarmed by the noise outside.




  ‘I think we are saved,’ Philip announced in excitement. ‘That must be our families coming to look for us.’




  ‘No need to get excited!’ a voice boomed down the passage. ‘After all, they aren’t looking for a pair of monkeys, remember, they are looking for two young boys!’




  Mathias gave off a spine-chilling cackle, leaving the two boys startled and dismayed. They realized then that they truly were doomed.




  After a long period of excited barking and loud talking, things went dismally quiet.




  The boys sat down feeling frustrated and unsure of ever returning home safely as two normal human beings. They both lay back on the straw with their paws behind their heads, surrounded by silence and smothering darkness. Philip started crying; this couldn’t possibly be happening to them. Frank lay still, not uttering a word. His eyes were also tear-stained, and he had very little encouragement left to offer. After an exhausting day, the two of them soon fell sound asleep once again.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 5




  Buzzzzz was the sound zipping in and out of the trees. ‘He-he,’ Zen chuckled in a squeaky dotty pitch, ripping the bark off the side of a tree as he zapped past. ‘Bounce, bounce, bounce,’ Zet went, zipping up and down, dissolving his way through a pile of leaves as he flew. Zip cruised straight forward swaying gently from side to side, resembling a ball of liquid mercury, transforming into a variation of zooty colours – a sneaky fun trio mastering in colour intelligence, pure and true in their creation. Yes, these masters of magical tricks were none other than the Malco trio, who carried a good solid reputation amongst the creatures of the wood.




  The Malco trio were made from the finest magical ingredients, each with their own bubbling personality. They appeared quite plain when seen from a distance, having no facial features or dangling legs and arms. They were quite simply living balls of energy, loaded with lots of life and fun, never spotted by a person before. Even if they were analysed in a laboratory, very little was there to actually discover; the underlying factor was quite simply magic!




  Zip flung herself towards a nearby tree, ricocheting straight back onto another at an incredible speed. Very soon, Zen and Zet joined in on the fun, bouncing after her at an amazing speed. ‘Bing bong bang bing bing bing.’ Squeaky voices of laughter and excitement could be heard as the three balls bounced from tree to tree. Watching them from a distance, they looked something like a pinball machine gone wrong, with the three balls slamming against objects in the woods as if they were about to strike a jackpot at any minute.




  Suddenly a branch cracked nearby causing them to freeze in mid-flight, and bringing their fun to a grinding halt.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  A dark presence was evident, looming somewhere in the near vicinity. Below them stood none other than Mathias the wizard with a large pistol that oozed luminous yellow goo. He resembled some kind of a wicked space creature about to annihilate the innocent victim. He chanted something under his breath as he leapt forward, attempting to squirt the trio with his toxic goo. He hated them with all his being. The pistol he carried contained poison especially prepared for the destruction of the Malco balls. He leaped forward in anger, disappointed with being discovered. He shoved the sticky pistol forward, squirting the yellow liquid into the air in an effort to spray the alerted trio. But they were too fast for him; they zipped smartly up a tree and blended instantly with the surroundings, safely out of harm’s reach. He flung his pistol down in rage.




  ‘Where have you disappeared to now, you pesky balls?’ he grunted, glaring through the trees.




  ‘When I finally catch you, I am going to turn all three of you into lovely shiny useless marbles!’




  he raged, waving his fist. ‘And I will most definitely catch you, you can count on that, silver goons, you can count on it!’




  Mathias knew he was wasting his time and marched off back to his lair. ‘Next time I won’t be on foot, I will catch you in flight,’ he muttered, clenching his long fingernails into his palms, causing them to bleed.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  The Malcos hastily spun off.




  ‘Zip, we have to be more careful in future; we can’t afford to take a chance like that again,’ Zen rattled, sounding quite shaken.




  ‘I realize that Zen! Why should I get all the blame? Because I’m a lady?’ Zip squeaked indignantly, spinning to the front.




  ‘Don’t start that Zip, please! You are the one that spun off like that in the beginning, that’s all I’m trying to say!’




  




  




  




  Zip and Zen continued arguing for some time, which was starting to give Zet a terrible ball ache.




  Zet spun in front, bobbing up and down in frustration. ‘Please stop arguing for goodness sake,’ he pleaded, ‘it was no one’s fault; we are all to blame and we just need to be more careful in future.’




  Zen and Zip immediately stopped squabbling and looked at Zet in surprise.




  Zet was very reserved and only ever spoke when it was absolutely necessary, otherwise he simply followed orders. Zen was more of a leader and liked taking charge over a situation. Zip was a real lady and always had to have her say like most women do. Other than that the trio worked together as a good team, well at least most of the time they did.




  The three Malco balls headed home, which lay on the very far outskirts of the woods.




  Zen cried out with a shrill squeak, suddenly intercepting a magical message, ‘Formation time in progress!’




  They spun into formation, positioning themselves into an evenly spaced, floating triangle.




  Once the triangle was perfectly formed, each of them projected a beam of light towards each other. The light formed a solid tube of twisting rainbow colour, shining brightly like an encounter with an alien spaceship. The triangle of light hovered for a moment, gaining perfect form, then it gently settled to the ground. Once the triangle had landed, the three colourful bars of light projected a surge of dazzling radiant colours upwards, linking together at a point, and forming a large brightly coloured pyramid of light. The dazzling light gradually faded as the Malcos decreased the energy flow, and finally disappeared altogether.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  Left standing there was a great being who radiated truth and resembled all that was pure. His brilliant blue eyes shone like liquid gold that spoke of great wisdom and peace. He had a long mane of wispy white hair, with a touch of gold. His beard was the same wispy white, only slightly coarser and with a dash of grey. His face was pale with a touch of red in the cheeks, showing his age in fine wrinkled lines. He had a large, crooked, pointy nose and long pointy ears. He was dressed in a dark ivy green robe with brown trimmings. He wore pointy brown leather shoes and carried a staff, made from century old oak. Chimzen the wizard was a peacekeeper, with a great love for the woods and all the little animals that lived in it.




  He stretched his palm out towards the trio, and they responded in seconds, leaping onto their master’s hand. They were definitely his most magnificent creations; not at all surprising Mathias so desperately wanted them destroyed. The Malcos were the good wizard’s main method of transportation, used to teleport him from place to place. They could fly off to almost any place they were assigned, allowing him easy access to wherever he wanted to go.




  The wizard stepped forward with the Malco trio neatly tucked inside his pocket. He would often take walks during the day, checking on the general wellbeing of things. The woods had become very quiet over the past few years, ever since Mathias had decided to take up residence there. The little animals that once inhabited the place were rapidly becoming a thing of the past; not even a rat could be found creeping through the grass; even the sound of birds chirping in the trees had disappeared. He shook his head in dismay, his heart saddened by his cousin’s destructive behaviour.




  Mathias used them for experimentation, for his own selfish gain, and now they were all hiding in fear of their lives. They sensed his sickening presence, which infected the woods like a plague, and they kept themselves well out of sight. Hundreds of the small creatures ran across the streets in a desperate effort to escape from that dark place, and many had been flattened to death by the oncoming traffic.




  This explained why Senton Village council saw it necessary to erect a wall all the way around the woods. Before there would be the odd badger or squirrel running astray, and ending up in the street, but nothing quite like this.




  




  




  




  Chimzen strolled on, finding the silence more and more disturbing. Deep in thought, he slowly raised a hand to rub his coarse beard. ‘There must be something I can do to put an end to my cousin’s destructive behaviour. Surely there must be a way I could expel his treachery from this place.’ The problem was, as far as he knew, no real crime had been committed other than cruelty to animals. Being the fair wizard he was, walking in truth and always doing what was considered right, he really had no valid argument to challenge Mathias’s actions.




  What made the situation worse was that Mathias was using poor monkeys and squirrels as live moving puppets and selling them to his brother Mathick, a druid in Asia. He would freeze the poor creatures with one of his dreadful potions, and magically move the body parts up and down, making them respond to a clap or a whistle. The moving puppets looked so real that no one could resist them. They were taking Asia by storm, making Mathias an extremely wealthy man.




  He believed that there was nothing better than the real thing, and developed many clever ideas with the use of his wicked creative streak – frogs that jumped up and down, croaking when pressed on the nose; a pair of beautiful lovebirds flying in a perfect circle, without the need of a cage; a rat that stood on its nose at the snap of the finger, spinning around like a top, and so the list went on.




  Poor little animals suffering continuous abuse.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  Chimzen was aware of many of his cousin’s deceitful schemes and greatly disliked his treacherous ways; however, he was completely unaware of his latest antics.




  Mathias was up to something terrible, of which you may have some idea already. Due to the shortage of furry creatures in the woods, he replaced them with human subjects. The evil wizard took great pleasure in the capture of schoolboys who had wandered into the woods. They made the finest magical monkeys, equipped with a human voice box. Not only did they bounce up and down while playing a small set of drums, but they also sang the most beautiful songs. Young schoolboys possessed some of the finest voices. These monkeys would fetch a particularly large sum of money, and were seen as particularly rare.




  Recently two boys from Senton High (other than Philip and Frank) had also gone missing, appearing in the “child missing” column in the local newspaper. According to the report, the boys had wandered into the woods on a Saturday morning to do a spot of birdwatching, and neither of them had been seen since. They searched Senton Woods for weeks, and the only thing ever found was a pair of binoculars with one broken lens. The whole incident was put down to kidnapping, which wasn’t too far wrong. If only the search party had known, the boys had been there the entire time. Well I guess those poor children are busy tapping drums and singing lullabies somewhere in Asia right now. If Chimzen had been aware of any of this, he would have most certainly taken serious action against his evil cousin.




  As he continued with his walk, he noticed a very faint footprint in the sand, with clearly defined sole ridges, like the print a shoe with a plastic sole would make. The shoe impression appeared like it had been formed by a fairly small shoe. He leaned over and scraped up some of the soil shaped by the tread, and carefully placed it into his left hand pocket.




  He quickly looked up, alerted by barking dogs and men shouting in the distance.




  ‘I wonder what’s going on? Sounds like a search party,’ he muttered, peering through the trees to his right. ‘Just as I suspected. I wonder who’s missing? Maybe this search has something to do with the shoe print I’ve just seen.’




  Chimzen reached into his pocket, and brought the Malco trio out. They chuckled excitedly, always ready for action.




  ‘Home, Malco trio!’ he roared, thrusting them into the air. In a second the trio were flying like a bullet in between the trees, off to the far end of the woods, up the tall old pepper tree which extended far higher than any other, and into the quaint old tree house where their master lived.




  




  




  




  They completed their colourful pyramid of light formation, in preparation for his return. Chimzen waited patiently for them to teleport him home. In a short space of time he vanished and promptly reappeared in the comfort of his home.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 6




  The boys sat trembling in their dark cages, wondering what this evil man was going to do with them. Once again faint barking noises could be heard from outside. The sounds grew louder, until the voices of men calling their names could be heard. Once again Mathias sprayed the entrance to his gloomy abode, disguising any scent which might attract the hunting dogs. Philip and Frank were excited all over again, in the hope that they would soon be found. Realizing once again that they were a pair of monkeys, they collapsed on their furry butts and let out dismal sighs.




  ‘We really don’t stand a chance, do we Frank?’ Philip asked, his voice trembling.




  ‘I think we are well and truly doomed!’ Frank replied, ready to give up all hope.




  ‘There must be a way out of this, Frank! We have to try and escape the first chance we get!’




  ‘I agree Philip. The only thing that worries me is even if we do escape, does your family really need a pet monkey?’




  ‘You’re right, it looks like we’ll be eating bananas and peanuts for the rest of our lives.’




  ‘What if this wicked man wants to make monkey stew out of us? Or what if he sells us to the circus?’




  ‘Don’t talk like that Philip, you’re giving me the bleeding creeps! We have to get out of this maggot hole somehow. There simply has to be a way!’




  The boys had no idea how really bleak their future looked. Their only chance of survival was to escape from Mathias.




  The determined shouting and frantic barks of an exhausted search party soon died down to a cold disturbing silence. The boys were deeply saddened, fumbling in the straw with their tiny hands like poor animals taken from their mothers and shipped off to the circus. They had to escape from this treacherous man no matter what the cost.




  




  * * * * * * * *




  Shortly after the search party retired from their search, a jingling noise could be heard coming down the passage. The boys sprang to their feet, clutching onto the bars with tiny monkey paws.




  ‘What’s that?’ Frank screeched in fright. Before Philip could reply, a voice came booming down the passage.




  ‘It’s your old friend Mathias, the zookeeper, coming to fetch his two hairy friends! Are the peanut eaters ready for some monkey business this morning?’ he cackled, placing his lamp neatly between the two cages.




  The boys shuffled to the back bars, two little hearts thumping in panic. Mathias leaned forward, and produced a small bundle of keys. He carefully unlocked Philip’s cage. At the same time he produced two small chains with shackles on either end, which he had neatly clipped to a thick leather belt around his waist. He wore a thick pair of leather gloves, just in case one of the two decided to use their animal instincts and take a bite.




  ‘Come to me my little friend, let’s go and have some fun.’ He grinned at Philip, displaying a set of filthy yellow teeth, overjoyed at the look of terror on the poor monkey boy’s face. He grabbed one of Philip’s legs and clamped it with a shackle in a matter of seconds.




  He proceeded to the next cage. Unlocking it first, he leaned forward, attempting to shackle one of Frank’s reluctant paws as well. Frank stood upright on his hind legs in boxing position. As Mathias leaned forward, he began swinging vicious little monkey punches towards the wizard, his small monkey hands lashing out in desperation. Unfortunately for Frank, punching Mathias with his little paws was like whacking a door with a feather duster. All his skill and technique as the school boxing champion were of no use to him this time, being the small creature with tiny paws he now was.
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