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CHAPTER ONE
Return to Azalea Drive

It was the hottest summer that Ellie could remember. And 
this wasn’t just any hot; it was Florida hot—the kind where 
you’re sweating before you even walk outside your front 
door. Unfortunately, as the ten-year-old little girl drifted out 
of a good night’s slumber (“ten-and-a-half,” she’d likely de-
clare), the freckles over her forehead were already mapped in 
beads of glistening moisture as the air conditioner worked 
double-time. Fingers of motionless sunlight stippled across 
Ellie’s eyes and she blinked to survey the underside of her 
older brother’s upper-bunk mattress. 
After a few seconds to orient herself to the waking world 

and gather a morsel of energy, Ellie kicked at the bed slats 
above her, jostling her sleeping brother. He didn’t stir or 
make any noise.
“Ben!” Ellie shouted louder than anyone should that early 

in the morning. “Ben! Wake up!” Her little feet kicked the 
mattress again.
Ben emitted a tired groan and turned over.
“Wake up, Ben! Today’s the day!”
Muffled by a pillow, the boy sluggishly replied: “The day 

for what, Ellie?”
“The day we’ve been waiting for,” she said excitedly. This 

time she alternated her feet for a more rhythmic kick. 
“Gah! Go back to bed!” Ben voiced his annoyance and 

tossed once more.
Ellie, not one to be dissuaded, contemplated alternate tac-

tics then rolled to the edge of her bed and stood up.



“She’s coming, too.” Ellie’s little voice was louder this time, 
startling Ben as he flipped to see his sister’s head hovering 
at the side of the covers. The freckled girl fluttered her eye-
lashes rapidly a few times, mimicking the powder-cheeked 
actresses she’d seen in motion pictures.
Ben rolled his eyes and reluctantly flung off his covers. Re-

alizing her strategy had worked, Ellie jumped down to the 
floor and began to assemble an outfit for the day. 
When they both finished getting ready, Ben met Ellie near 

the front door.
“Don’t forget the packages,” the girl reminded her brother.
“Got ‘em,” Ben replied, holding up two small boxes 

wrapped in brown paper and knots of twine, which he 
promptly placed into a backpack.
Satisfied, Ellie opened the door, succumbing to the hu-

mid wave of morning heat. “Let’s hurry,” she said. “I don’t 
know how much of this I can take.”
“Just a quick stop at Annie’s and then we’ll be on our way,” 

said Ben as they picked up their bicycles from the driveway 
and headed down the sidewalk.
Ellie looked over her shoulder at a one-story house a few 

lots from their own. It was a home where they’d spent much 
of their time as children. “I miss Oliver,” said the little girl 
softly as they continued walking next to their bikes and left 
the small house behind them. “How long’s it been again?”
“More than a year,” replied her brother. “Thankfully we 

won’t have to wait much longer until we see him! It is his 
birthday party, after all.”
“But it’s a surprise, remember? I do hope Oliver can make 

it.”
The siblings approached another house—freshly painted a 

dusty blue—where Ben eagerly rapped on the front door. A 
few seconds later, the door opened. In the threshold stood a 



large man dressed in a dark blue police uniform. His stocky 
figure nearly filled the entire space.
“Can I help you?” The large policeman said casually.
“Um, yes,” said Ben, taking a large gulp and then a step 

back. “Uh, is Annie home?”
“Depends,” the man replied. “Who’s asking?” To Ben, it 

looked like the man was frowning, but he couldn’t be sure.
“B-Ben,” the boy stammered out. “And Ellie—we’re friends 

from down the street. We had plans today.”
“Wait here.” The policeman closed the door slightly and 

sauntered down the hall. Ben wrung his hands nervously for 
what seemed like several minutes before the man returned. 
“Be safe out there,” said the man’s voice to someone out-
side of the children’s line of vision. 
Ben craned his neck to see around the door, but it sudden-

ly opened all the way once more, revealing a smiling dark-
haired girl. “Annie!” He exclaimed. 
“Friends!” Annie replied, shutting the door behind her as 

she embraced the siblings. She held a small wrapped box in 
one of her hands. “Are you ready to go?”
Ben smiled and nodded with gladness to see their neigh-

bor—he was quite fond of the girl. Annie handed the box to 
Ben to place into his backpack then grabbed her own bike, 
mounting it quickly.
“Follow me!” Ellie said as the trio took off down the tree-

lined street.
The three children safely crossed a few busy roads before 

entering the quiet, hilly neighborhood known as Flamingo 
Park. The little explorers wheeled through this historic area 
on a number of occasions, usually with the intent to visit 
a specific, dilapidated house on Azalea Drive; this journey 
was no different.
As the friends came to a halt in front of the overgrown yard, 



they surveyed the crumbling building. It was a two-story 
home built in the neighborhood’s signature style—covered 
in textured stucco, climbing vines, and pieces of scrappy, 
rotten plywood. This particular street had the good fortune 
of being situated far from the expanding highways, airports, 
and downtown centers where nearly a thousand houses of 
similar historic character had been demolished within the 
past few years. The house on Azalea Drive was spared and, 
at least for the moment, it remained one of the few places 
where the children could pass between their world and a 
magical place known as the Kingdom.
“It looks worse than ever,” Ben stated as he inspected the 

abandoned home. 
“Good thing it’s what’s inside that counts,” Annie said, 

flashing a smile at the boy.
The children hid their bikes behind a patch of thorny 

bushes and approached the front door. Ellie reached for 
the handle and discovered that it was unlocked. Opening 
the door wide, Ellie led the others into the dark and musty 
entryway. Annie flicked on a flashlight and Ben closed the 
door behind them. They slowly made their way up a creak-
ing staircase, taking care not to set their feet on a gaping 
hole in one of the steps. 
“The Gate’s just up there—at the top of the stairs,” instruct-

ed Ben, referring to the enchanted portal they’d utilized on 
more than one occasion. 
“I remember it from when we returned last summer,” re-

plied Annie. “Let’s hope it still functions.”
Eventually, the three friends reached the peak of the stair-

way and Annie shone the flashlight down the hall toward 
a closed bedroom door. Ellie nodded and moved toward 
it, swatting a thin cobweb. As their feet moved across the 
floorboards, the children heard the faint sound of shim-



mering—like hundreds of tiny bells ringing, sparkling into a 
crescendo as they reached the mysterious door. 
Ellie turned the crystal doorknob and cracked open the 

old paneled door. A sliver of sparkling light spilled into 
the hallway, blinding the children momentarily. Enveloped 
in light, the three friends proceeded through the glowing 
threshold as the shimmering grew to a near-deafening vol-
ume. Ben, at the end of the pack, closed the door behind 
them as they left the old house behind. 
The ringing faded and the children looked around. In-

stead of a dank upstairs bedroom in an aging house, the 
friends now found themselves inside an expansive, natural-
ly-lit chamber lined with ornate columns, tall windows, and 
pots of blossoming tropical flower bushes trimmed with 
care.
“We’re back,” said Ellie with a smile. “Back in the King-

dom!”
Suddenly, there was a knock at the door of the chamber. 

The three whipped around, startled.
“Hello?” Ellie asked. “Who’s there?”
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