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Praise for Kaza Kingdey’s The Dragon’s Eye

“Dragon’s Eye isafantadtic tale of aboy who gets caught up in aworld he never knew existed and finds
out he' s part of something much bigger than he knew. It isamagica story filled with suspense, intensity,
heart, and courage. | loved thisbook...and I'll be waiting for asequd.”

—Devon Werkheiser, “Ned,” star of Nickelodeon’s popular daily
gtcom Ned' s Declassified School Survival Guide

“Thistitleisasolid addition to the juvenile fantasy collection. The main character, Erec Rex, travelsto a
secret world hidden within our own (alaNeverwhere) to save hismother from an evil king.... The story
becomes more complex and compelling astrust is questioned, friendships forged, and magicd abilities
are discovered. The story touches on issues of socia justice, politics, and sportsmanship, and would be
useful inasocid studies class. Y oung readers will enjoy this story and eagerly anticipate the next book in
the series”

—Meagan Albright, Children’s Literature

“Erec finds himsalf competing for one of three nefarious schemes, acrew of sneering bullies, sumptuous
feadts, dliesfor Erec, asurprise villain and magic worked by everything from explosive ‘ nitrowishering
to push-button remotes. Kingdey speeds her tle dong to aclimax involving an impulsive dragon......
Closing with the newsthat the young hero gill hastwelve tasksto fulfill, thislight but not insubstantia
outing definitely belongs aboard the Potter wagon, but merits a seat toward the front.”

—Kirkus Reviews



“Thisisan action-packed fantasy filled with rich characters kidswill redly relate to. Erec Rex ispoised to
take over Harry Potter’slong reign.”

—Maria Schneider, senior editor, Writers Digest

“A very good book. Vivid descriptions. ..ariveting storyline. ... [and] agreat sense of humor. | highly
recommend it!”

—Wands and Worlds

“Erec Rex contains dements of magic, conflict, and otherworldliness.... Kingdey deliversher taleina
light-hearted yet compdlling stylelike that of J. K. Rowling or Diana Wynne Jones.... Erec finds
friendship and bullies, magic and trickery, and cluesto his own identity that make for as compelling a
read as any Hogwarts adventure.

“The quirky setting isas much agtar of thisfantasy asany of the characters. A castletipped onto itsSide,
mazes and magica crestures, and cleverly devised competitions create an atmosphere any fantasy fan will
long to visit. The story is peppered with ddightful gadgets. ... The book concludes with the news that
Erec has more tasksto fulfill...good news for fantasy readers of dl ages”

—Carolyn Balley, ForeWord Magazine

“Dragon’s Eye tdls of the magicd trek of ayoung boy trying to find his mother. Along thejourney, he
a so discovers shocking knowledge about himsdlf. Thisisagreat story with such incredible detail that you
will find yourself enjoying thejourney.”

—Autumn Lynn, River Reader Books, Lexington, MO

“A great read! Author KazaKingdey isoneto watch!”
—Jeff Bowen, USA Book News.com

“Welcome to theworld, Erec Rex. Y our readers have long awaited you. Erec Rex: The Dragon’s Eye
isafun, fascinating book that makes you want to chill out for awhile and just read. Plus, thisbook’s
brave new world is chock full of nifty magical gadgets; cute, dorky, and even scary magicd critters (fluffy
pink kitten, anyone?); and spellbinding people who are mean, magica, or possibly dimwits. Theselively
creations found aplatform dl their own. Grade: A.”

—Sherryl King-Wilds, fantasynovereview.com

“The Bottom Line: A good read for fanswho...can't get enough of magica adventuretales. | bought
three copiesfor Chrigmasgifts.... | found mysalf engrossed in the mystery of Erec and Bethany’ s secret
magica padt.... accessiblefor teens and adultsto enjoy aswell.”

—Epinions.com
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CHAPTER ONE

Mrs. Smith

| T WASEARLY, far too early to wake up in the summer, when Erec Ulysses Rex’ s dlarm clock went
off. Thething paced on itstiny metal legsuntil it could not stand to wait anymore. Then it kicked amarble
that hit Erec right in the cheek, just below hisglasseye.

Erec rubbed his face and moaned. He opened his good eye. Hisaarm clock was doing akind of
end-zone dance. It pirouetted toward a pen and booted it expertly into Erec’ s ear. Erec groaned. The
obnoxious thing would pounce on himif hedidn’t get up fast. He could always throw it across the room,
but it would only find itsway back. And then tomorrow it would wake him even earlier.
“Leavemedone. | told you | can deep late. It ssummer.” As Erec pried hishead from his pillow,
something grabbed his mouth. It was his toothbrush, another annoying gift from his mother. It shook its
brush head over Erec’ steeth, gripping hislipswith itsthin arms and legs. Erec amost choked.
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He yanked the toothbrush from his mouth, threw it on the floor, and watched it run from the room. Last
night Erec had jammed the darm clock in the back of abathroom cabinet. He wondered if the
toothbrush had helped it escape.

Long ago, when they could afford such things, his mother had ordered these strange, lifelike objectsfrom
some store named V ulcan. As he grew up, he became used to these creatures and thought of them
amog as pets. But hismother ingsted on hiding them from visitors, who if they saw them might think they
had completely gone crazy.

It was the start of another bad day, in abad week, in what Erec thought was avery bad year. Hislarge
family kept moving to smaler and smaler places, and growing poorer and poorer. In fact, they had
moved ninetimesthisyear done. That left hardly enough timeto make friends, |et done say good-bye
when he moved again.

A few days ago, twelve-year-old Erec, hissiblings, pets, and their adoptive mother, June O’ Hara,
moved into what the landlord called a“very modest apartment” in New Y ork City. “Of course,” he
added, “legdly, thisistoo smdl for you dl to live here.” Erec thought the landlord was being generousin
his description. Rather than crowding on the couch with his brothers, Erec dept inasmall closet with the
washing machine. He hoped his mother didn’t find more strays—for that’ swhat they al were.

All of the children in Erec’ sfamily were...wdl, unique. Erec had aglass eye (which wasredly asort of
plastic). Eleven-year-old Néll needed awaker. Trevor, nine, rarely spoke. The thirteen-year-old twins,
Danny and Sammy, were found alone and abandoned. And four-year-old Zoey could be morethan a
littlewild.

Erec wastdl and thin with dark hair that was straight in front and wildly curly in the back. Hisglasseye
did not quite match his blue one. But Erec had another problem, far worse than his odd hair and eye. It
was something he called “ cloudy thoughts.”

Erec’scloudy thoughtsleft him dizzy and hazy, like polluted clouds were spinning through hisbrain. They
made his ssomach legp into histhroat and threaten to hold a Boston Tea Party, dumping its contents out
while singing awar chant. But worst of al, once acloudy thought popped into hishead, it waslikean
order. It would grab him like asumo wrestler, terrifying him until he followed its command. Hefdt likea
puppet, out of control. No matter how hard he fought, he had to obey.

So far the odd things he was ordered to do were good, like putting pillows at the bottom of the sairs
moments before Zoey crashed down, or grabbing her before sheran in front of acar. Hewas glad to
help, of course, but mostly felt like an unpaid, nauseated babysitter. And afreak. It was like coming
down with an extremely annoying combination of ESP and the ssomach flu. But, worse, he was haunted
by afear: What if someday he was commanded to do something terrible?

Erec had not dept well. A loud click had woken him in the middle of the night. He' d figured it was
probably anew apartment sound. His stomach had churned for abit, but, luckily, he' d fallen back to
deep.

He combed the front, straight part of hisdark hair, not bothering with the tangled curlsin back, and
stepped over his deeping dogs, Tutt and King. The coat rack, another of his mother’ s purchases from
Vulcan, nearly bumped into him as he sumbled by in the halway. It tried to get attention, tap dancing on
the carpet, flapping its wooden arms. Erec waved it away.

Sunlight streamed into the smdl kitchen, glinting off thetwins sandy brown hair: Danny’ s standing on
end, and Sammy’ s pulled into a ponytail. Long and lean, Danny wolfed Flying Count ceredl from abox.
Herolled hisbright blue eyes at Erec. “ She woke me up.”

Sammy hunched in her chair with afrown. “Y ou’ d have woken me if that big. ..clown wasin your room
daring a you.”

“Yeah, right.” Danny munched more ceredl.



“What are you talking about?’ Erec asked.

“That.” Sammy pointed at an immense woman overflowing aplastic folding chair by the front door. She
did look like aclown. Unnatura white powder coated her face. Her orblike cheeks were decorated with
bright red circles of makeup like great bals of fire. Her nose bulged, and thick blue war paint surrounded
her ditlike eyes. Sick black hair clung to her wide face, coming to apoint at her first chin. A smal wedge
of bangsin the middle of her forehead made her already heart-shaped face ook like an ill-conceived
vaentine.

“Whoisshe?’

“The babysitter. Must be magic she doesn't break that chair,” Sammy whispered. “| woke up, and she
was standing over my bed staring a me. | thought | wasin anightmare.”

“Did shewake Ndl and Zoey?’

Sammy shook her head. “ Shewas only staring & me.”

“Another admirer. Clowning around.” Danny batted his eyes and fanned himself with his hand.

“Shut up.” A grin took over Sammy’sface.

Danny lowered his voice. “ Clown convention gathersin honor of Sammy Rex. Awed by her beauty, they
crown her Clown Queen.” Heraised his eyebrows. “Oh, no! Y our noseis starting to puff!”

Sammy giggled, the morning’ s bad start forgotten.

“Mom doesn’'t go out thisearly,” Erec said, looking around for her. “ And she doesn't get Sitters
anymore. Where did she go?’

Danny shrugged. “To find work, | guess.” He shoved his cered a Erec. “Want some?’

Erec took a handful of miniature flying counts. His mother had to work severa jobsto support them all,
he knew that. But it felt like he never saw her anymore.

The toaster, another V ulcan specid, shot two pieces of burnt toast at Erec’s chest. He caught them,
looked them over, and put them on the counter. “1’'m sick of toast.” The toaster puffed smoke and
plopped on the counter.

“Mom forgot to hidethe Vulcan things,” Erec pointed out. “ The coat rack iswandering the hall. What if
the Sitter sees?’

“She'll think she' scrazy,” Danny said, liking thisidea “It could befun.”

Suddenly the room started spinning. Erec grabbed the counter and took a deep breath to steady himsdlf.
His stomach twisted and did somersaults like an acrobat. In the distance, it sounded like Sammy was
asking if hewasdl right.

Fear filled his chest. It was happening again. He would be ordered to do something, yet he would fight it
with every ounce of his being becauseit made him fed so terrified and out of control.

Then the doudy thought commanded him: Go find your mother.

Where?

Outside the east entrance of Grand Central Sation. The hot-dog stand. She would not be there, he
somehow knew, but he had to go there to find her. She was not hurt but logt.

Erec dropped into achair and crossed hisarms. The dizzy feding was gone, leaving him gagging. This
was ridiculous. His mom was fine. Now he had to run across town because she got lost on theway to a
job interview? No way. He was staying right here. His mom could buy amap. It was bad enough having
to help little Zoey. Thiswas not fair.

Erec grabbed his set, fighting his body’ s urge to run to Grand Central Station. His feet danced around
him, and hislegs shot under the table, trying to push him up.

Danny cocked an eyebrow. “ Are you getting one of those cloudy thingsagain?’

Erec nodded. He gripped the chair, fighting the urge to stand, until his hands ached. He had to givein. He
would not rest until he followed the command. “I gotta get out of here” he said. “I haveto find Mom.”
He got up.

“How will you find her?” Sammy said. “ She didn’t leave anote.”

Danny shrugged. “He |l find her, dl right. HE Il crash into her by accident. Remember when he was
studying, and he had to run outside in his pgamas and pick up agarbage can, and he didn’t know why?



And it turned out that scrawny cat was pinned under it.”

Erec wished he could forget. It was bad enough to be forced to do thingsfor other people, let done
every anima around. Was he servant to the universe?

He ran without thinking through hissisters' room, into the closet where his mother dept, and picked up a
picture of his mother holding Zoey.

Nell stlayed adeep, but Zoey stood on her cot, blond curlsfalling messily over her purple nightgown and
around her wide hazel eyes. Shelooked at the picture and danced around the room. “It'sme! It'sme!”
So this cloudy thought involved taking a picture of his mother to a hot-dog stand where she was not
going to bein order to find her. Erec shook his head and shoved the picture in his pocket.
Thefortresdike babystter perched by the front door. Her eyes widened when she saw Erec and then
settled back into serene, feline watchfulness. She reminded him of a strange dream where one of his cats
grew huge and tried to eat him. “I’m going out....”

The gtter raised afinger, watching thetiny televison. A news story blared: “ Thanatos Baskania, the
self-dubbed Crown Prince of Peace, continues his push for peace on earth. He says our world leaders
need alarger power guiding them to bring us the peaceful existence we deserve. Baskaniaand his many
multinationa corporations are putting enormous amounts of money and people power into this‘larger
power,” the new world peace organization, Eye of the World. Today, amid much controversy, Eye of the
World has been accepted as the ruling body of the United Nations.”

The babysitter nodded with athin-lipped smile. “Good man,” she croaked. Red-haired Trevor snoozed,
oblivious, on the couch.

Erec’ stoes were tapping, ready to run. “I’ll be back soon.” As he reached for the door, though, the
clown-woman flicked an umbrellafrom under her chair and whacked the knob. Erec jerked his hand
away jugtintime.

“Nobody leaves the apartment.” The Sitter’ s voice sounded like arake scraping gravel. “Don’'t you
introduce yourself, young man?’

“I'm sorry.” Hereached for the doorknob again, and as he did the umbrellarosein the air. His hand
dropped.

“You're Sorry. Okay, Sorry. Cal me Mrs. Smith. What are the twins names?’

“Danny and Sammy.”

“Hmm. Danny and Sammy.”

Just then the coat rack sauntered into the room juggling three hats. Erec held his breath, waiting for the
gtter to scream. He should have thrown the coat rack in the closet.

The sitter’ s beady eyes, swvimming in blue makeup, coolly stared at the coat rack without atrace of
surprise. The coat rack seemed offended and threw afourth hat into the air, asif to get more attention.
“I haveto go. We'reout of food.” Erec touched the knob just before the umbrella smacked it, thistime
grazing hisfingers.

“No OUT!” rang like ajackhammer from her lips, and then abland smile took over her face.

“But there' sno food.” The cloudy thought gripped him and his knees knocked.

The babysitter shrugged. “1 don’t think you'll starve to death.” Her eyes narrowed to dits. She sucked
her puffy cheeksin asif shewastrying not to laugh.

Erec tried to grab the doorknob with an arm up to deflect the umbrela. Thistime, however, its unusualy
large handle caught him around the waist and yanked him in front of Mrs. Smith. “ Do that one more
time,” sherasped, “and I'll haveto tieyou up.” Her tight frown turned into asmdl grin. “But don’t worry.
We re dl going soon enough. So run adong, Sorry.”

Erec flew into the kitchen, where the twins sat gawking.

“She' sbatty,” Sammy said. “Don’t worry. We' |l get you out of here.”

Erec was ready to jump the six floorsto the sdewalk. “Where s Zoey?’ Danny asked. “We could sic
her on Mrs. Smith, and you can escape while sheruns away in terror.”

“Look.” Sammy pointed. Mrs. Smith angrily swatted her face while Zoey, by her feet, chewed and
stuffed paper into apen shell. A spitbdl sailed into Mrs. Smith’s puffy nose. Shetried to kick Zoey



without getting up from her chair, but Zoey rolled away, laughing. Danny and Sammy giggled.

Zoey steadied herself and blew a spitball into Mrs. Smith’s open mouth. Mrs. Smith spat into her hand.
Shetried again to kick Zoey, but missed.

“It'slike she' sglued to that chair,” whispered Sammy. She picked Zoey up. “Y ou’re going to get hurt,
honey. Let the Sitter rest. Did you go potty yet?’

“She' ssuch amom,” said Danny.

“And you're such apest,” said Erec. The driveto leave was so overwheming, Erec could hardly
breathe.

“Shh.” Sammy winked at Erec. Shetook Zoey into the bathroom and called, “ Mrs. Smith, Zoey needs
help.”

Thegtter filed her nalls.

“Mrs. Smith! We need you.” Sammy sounded desperate.

Mrs. Smith held out her hand to admire her filing job. “ Bathroom help isnot in my job description.”
“Please. She'sgetting sick.”

“Issheredly,” the stter said in agravelly voice. It sounded more like a statement than aquestion. She
hummed quietly and filed the nails on her other hand.

Zoey |eft the bathroom, obvioudy needing no help, trailing along stream of toilet paper. When Erec
looked into the bathroom, his breath |eft him. It was asif he had been plunged into ice water.

His mother’ s glasses sat on the bathroom counter. The thick black frameswere held by athin, silky
chain. Hismother never went anywhere without those glasses hanging around her neck, athough she
rarely used them. In fact, Erec had never seen them off her. She even dept with them, and he often
wondered how she kept from crushing them.

Erec grabbed the glasses. Hisfeet moonwalked toward the front door under the control of his cloudy
thought, until he stamped them afew times. “Look what | found.”

“Wow,” said Sammy. “I’ ve never seen those off her before.”

“She never even usesthem,” Danny said. “Maybe she' sfinaly sck of them.”

It wastrue. The only times Erec saw his mother actualy put the glasses on her face was when she was
alone and thinking. She would stare into space. Afterward, her eyes would be red. When Erec asked
why, she would say they made her eyeswater.

He looped them around his own neck, sure she would want them when he found her. Danny tried to pull
them off for fun, but the chain caught.

“I haveto get out of here.” Erec looked around, breathing fast.

Danny winked and picked Zoey up. “I’ll be under my bed,” he whispered. “If thisworks, run for it.”
In afew minutes Zoey skipped back, addighted grin on her face. “ Danny’ s climbing out the window.
He s probably aready gonel”

Mrs. Smith shot from her chair like a coyote after aroadrunner into Danny’ s room. Her thick, stubby
legs and long feet flew over the beige carpet.

“What are you waiting for?” Sammy asked. “ Go!”

Erec fdt for his mother’ s picture and made sure the glasses were around his neck. “ Come with me?’
“Nah. I’d rather see what the sitter does when she finds Danny under the bed. Now go!”

Trevor snored on the couch, gripping his action figures of Franklin Stein, the Super A springball team
guardian, and a Cyclops. Erec was sure they were duking it out in Trevor’s dreams. He darted down the
stairs and ran three blocks before he dared look over his shoulder. There was no sign of the babysitter
chasang him.

Little did he know that he had taken only the first few steps of avery long journey.
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CHAPTER TWO

Where the Sidewalk Opened

AT THE END of the block, a crowd formed behind a barricade. Super A Team sports cel ebrity
Mighty Joe Liath strolled out in shorts, amuscle shirt, and the Super A eye patch, flexing hishuge
biceps.

Erec wished Trevor could be there. Trevor owned al the Super A Team cards and figurines, knew the
players gatistics, and had seen dl of their movies. He even liked the greasy food at the Super A King
fastaurants. A man followed Joe Liath with amovie cameraand another threw him abarbell, which Joe
tossed high like abaton. He caught it behind his back and spun to flash atoothy grin at the camera.
Erec wanted to stay and watch, but his shoes tapped the sdewalk, ready to go. He pushed through the
thickening crowd until the way was clear. Helet hisfeet direct him down an dley.

A boy hisagewalked by with his parents, laughing. Erec wondered what it would beliketo have ared
father. His had deserted him when he was three. What would it be like to have happily married parents,
who bought him ice cream and went for walks with him? He knew hisfather was aive somewhere, but
he had no interest in finding him.

A long line led to the hot-dog stand outside of Grand Central Station. People were walking fast
everywhere. His mother was nowherein sight. He stopped in front of Herman Howl’ s Finest UnderWear
in the World and |ooked around.

Thiswas grest—being rushed by acloudy thought to do nothing. Then his hand, on its own, shot into his
pocket.

Of course—the picture. He had to ask if anyone had seen his mother. The short, chubby man at the
hot-dog stand had been there last night when they had bought hot dogs together. Maybe he' d remember
her.

“Want another dog, kid?" The vendor ran sausagdike fingers through what was | eft of his oiled black
hair.

Erec pulled out the picture. “ Actudly, I’ m looking for—"

“Whaddayawant?’ The man looked past Erec at the forming line. Erec held up the picture. The
vendor’ s mouth dropped and then returned to its origina scowl. “Never seen her.” He fidgeted with his
tongs.

“How did you know | waslooking for her?’

He glanced at the next customer. “What e se would you be asking? Next!”

“But we were just here yesterday—"

“ Next!”

The man behind him stepped up to the cart and ordered a soft drink. Pushed to the side, Erec kicked a



chunk of concreteinto agutter. The hot-dog vendor didn’t remember his mother. Asking any stranger
about her would be pointless.

Still thinking, he crossed the street and amost walked into aman working at a newsstand. The man was
thin, with wild-looking dark blue eyes and sparse brown hair. Something about him made Erec cringe.
Hewas strangdly familiar, like a person from one of his nightmares.

A girl Erec’sage with long, wavy, dark hair and butterscotch skin bounced over from the newsstand
after helping acustomer. “Let me guess,” shesaid. “I’m agreat guesser. Candy, right? No, it’ smore
serious. Something for your mom, | think. Headache medicine?’

The newsstand man said roughly, “Y ou buying something?’ Erec shook his head and the man crossed his
ams. “What?Y ou' rewagting my time, kid.”

Erec reached into his pocket for the picture and held it up. “Have you seen her?’

The man grabbed it. “Where did you get this?’

The brown-haired girl peeked at the picture. Her eyes widened.

The man stepped closer. “Thisisn't alost-and-found service. Y ou' re pretty young to be out here dl
alone” He moved closer, too close. “Areyou lost? What' s your name?’

The man’s cologne smdled familiar and awful. It gave Erec achill, and his somach rose into histhroat.
He grabbed the picture and quickly walked away.

“Walit!” The girl chased him. Her dark brown eyes sparkled as she waved a candy bar over her head.
“Y ou forgot this”

Her dresswastoo smal, Erec noticed, and al different colors. He had never seen clothing patched so
many times. “I didn’t buy any candy,” he said.

She stuffed it in hishand and whispered, “I’ ve seen her. The picture. Meet mein front of Water Lilies
around the corner.” She hurried away.

Erec eyed the candy bar and looked up at the girl. He couldn’t believe she recognized his mother. Ashe
rounded the corner he saw the man yelling at her.

Time seemed to stop ashe waited in front of Water Lilies plant shop. Right when he was sure she wasn't
coming, the girl dashed around the corner, eyesflashing. “I’m Bethany Evirly. My Uncle Earl can’t seeus
talk. Believe me, you don’t want to know him. And | didn’t like the way he waslooking at you.”

“That makestwo of us.” Erec glanced up the street, dmost expecting her Uncle Earl to charge around
the corner.

“It'sokay. I"m supposed to be getting his favorite coffee.” Bethany pointed at asmall, dark coffeehouse
caled Drips. She stared for amoment at Erec’ s glass eye and quickly looked away.

“Let me seethe pictureagain.” Erec handed it to her. “Y up, definitely her. I've worked here most of my
life. 1 don’'t missmuch. Especidly thewerd stuff.”

“What was weird? Where did you see my mom?’

Bethany paed. “It was your mom? 1 should have guessed.” She looked down. “Well...I saw her this
morning. She went into the underground place. | aways notice when people do that.”

“What, the subway?’ Erec asked.

“No. It'slike a secret passage underground. | told you weird things go on here. Two big men were with
her. It looked like...” Her voicetrailed off.

“What?’

“Like shewas being taken somewhere,” Bethany said. “Like she couldn’t get away from them. This
morning Uncle Earl brought me here an hour early, at four. It was awful, dark and cold. | had to set up
the newsstand by myself, and Uncle Earl just sat around until these two huge men with eye patches
showed up with her. Shelooked redlly angry. My uncle ran over to meet them. | think he was expecting
them.”

Air dipped from Erec’ slungs. He fdlt like he was collapsing. His mother was not okay after dl. “ Areyou
sureit was her?’

“Pogtive. They were under a streetlamp.”

“Show mewhere that underground placeis. I’'m going to find her.”



Bethany crossed her arms. “It’ s not that easy.”

“What are you talking about? Let’sgo.”

“Youcan'tjustwakin.”

“Why not?" Erec grabbed Bethany’ swrist and pulled her toward Grand Central Station. She yanked
back.

“Listen. I'mtrying to tell you. It'snot part of the norma subway system. It'sa...specid subway or
something. I’ ve seen people using it for years. It’shidden. My uncle watchesit dl thetime. He must
know dl about it, but he won't admit anything.”

Her face softened. “ Anyway, | figured out how it works. I’ ve spied on Gerard, the hot-dog man. He
makes it open. Peopletell him apassword and he pullsalever in his cart. The sdewak opensat the
bottom of some steps, and more steps go down. After people go in, the sdewak dams shut over their
heads. It' s strange, people walk by like they can't even seeit, but it’ s clear as day to me.”

Erec put his hand over hisface. So, thiswaswhy he was here. His mother was in danger. The cloudy
thought told him shewasn't hurt. He hoped it stayed that way.

“Do you believe me?’ Bethany looked at him sdeways.

Erec nodded. “How do | get in?" He wasn't sure why, but he had afeding shewouldn’t lieto him.
“Wetdl Gerard the password and run down the steps. But my uncle can't see us, or it'sal over.”
“Us?We? | don't think so. | better go alone.”

Bethany shuffled her feet, but looked himin the eye. “I’'m going with you. That’ sthe ded. Or no
password.”

“But you could be stuck under the sdewalk.”

“So could you.”

“I haveto find my mom. Y ou don't haveto go. And thelast thing | need isyour unclechasing us. I'm
sure he'll 1ook for you.”

“Hedoesn't know | can get inthere.” She grabbed hisarm. “I’ ve thought about escaping forever. Earl
doesn't care about me. He' s just stuck with me because my parents died when | waslittle. He makes me
work night and day, and he won't even buy me another dress.” She looked down at her dirty, patched
frock.

“But what if we get suck? What if it sacrimind hideout?’

“I"ll risk it. If I'm running away, I’ m going somewhere totaly different, and | think thisismy best bet. I've
aways wanted to see what was down there. Plus, what better way to begin than by helping you find your
mother?’

Erec did not like the idea of Bethany’ s Uncle Earl chasing them, but going underground alonewasn't so
great elther. “How can we get in without him seeing?’

They peeked around the corner. Earl was searching up and down the street. “He' slooking for me. Let's
go around the block. WEe Il hide behind people and duck when we get to the hot-dog stand. Pretend
you' retying your shoes.”

Luckily, Grand Central Station was growing more crowded. They walked behind three men in blue suits
to Herman Howl’ s underwear store and ducked beside the hot-dog stand. Bethany pointed at empty
concrete steps near awall. They appeared to be adead end.

Gerard, the vendor, peered over his cart at them, thick eyebrows raised. “Y ou again? Y ou buying this
time? If you want to play games, kids, go find apark.”

Bethany looked up. “Thereis moreto the earth, wind, and sea. Old magic remember me.”

Gerard’ s eyebrows shot up and back like two fuzzy boomerangs. His face softened. “Y ou gotta be
kidding. You'reacouple akids”

Bethany looked asworried as Erec felt. She looked at Gerard and said, louder, “ Thereis moreto the
earth, wind, and sea. Old magic remember me.”

Gerard raised hishands. “Aright, aright. Y ou got your sixty bucks?’

“What?’ Erec suffed hishandsin hisempty pockets.

“Thirty each. You don't think it' sfree anymore, do ya?’ He looked at them suspicioudy.



Erec frowned. “We don’'t even have that much at home.”

Bethany smiled broadly. “| have ninety-eight dollars and sixty-three centsin my money belt.”

Erec wasimpressed. “How do you know the exact amount?’

She shrugged. “1’m good with numbers.”

Erec shook hishead, not liking the idea. “We might have to pay to get back. Maybe another sixty. One
of us could be stuck in there”

“I won’t come back.” She grabbed Erec’ swrigt. “1 promisg, if there’ s only enough for one ticket back,
I’ll giveit toyou.” She counted out sixty dollars.

Gerard pursed hislips and drummed his sausage fingers on the cart. “ Are you two, perhaps, hiding from
someone?’ Helooked over his shoulder at the newsstand.

“Isthat any of your business? Here.” Bethany shoved the money at him.

“Hmm.” Gerard' sface smoothed out. “I guessitisn’'t my business.” He took the money and then helped
two customers who looked down at Erec and Bethany with amusement. When they left Gerard smiled.
“Password again?’

Bethany took Erec’s hand. “Ready to run?’ She nodded a Gerard. “ There is more to the earth, wind,
and sea. Old magic remember me!”

Gerard pushed away ared vinyl clothin his cart and pulled ashiny metd lever. “Aren't you kids taking
anything with you?’

“No,” they both said.

Bethany and Erec darted behind passersby. The sidewak opened at the bottom of the steps, before their
eyes. More steps descended into the darkness. Erec and Bethany flew down moments before the
concrete dammed shut.

Erec was sure he had heard Gerard shout something about great new underwear at Herman Howl’ s if
they needed it.
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CHAPTER THREE

In FES Station

THE CONCRETE SLAMMED shut over their heads so fast Erec wondered what would have
happened if they had gone down the steps dower. Bright lights flashed on in the low, doping celling.
Bethany and Erec ran down to alanding where more steps led down. These led to another [anding, then



another. Growing tired, they dowed down to awalk.

“You don't suppose these go on forever, do you?’ Bethany asked.

Erec glanced back the way they had come. “1t'll fed like forever when we' re climbing back up.”
Bethany, though, was looking the other way. “ I’ ve been wondering what’ s down here for years.”
Theair fdt thicker asthey went downward. It was heavy somehow, dmost lifeless. The farther they
went, the more unpleasant it became, until each breath felt contaminated. Erec craved the fresh air he'd
left behind. He had an urge to run back up, but he remembered his mother needed him. Bethany’ slips
were pinched together, her eyes squinting.

After countless flights of stairs, the passage ended at aknobless gray metd door. Both of them pushed,
but it did not budge. A sign at the side reed WELCOME TO FES (FEE EVERY STOP) STATION,
OUR NEW AND IMPROVED HUB OF TRANSPORTATION, WITH NEW AND IMPROVED
FEES, MONITORED BY PRINCE, INC. Below the sign was ared button.

Erec gestured. “After you.”

Bethany solemnly pushed the button. The door did open long enough to et them in, then dammed behind
them. They walked into an oval station that seemed as big as Grand Central was above. People of all
shapes, colors, and sizes rushed to and fro: men in business suits, teachers with classes of children,
couples, and families. Kidsroamed in smal packs. Some wore odd clothing, shiny silver jackets and
pants, or long black or blue hooded cloaks and robes.

“It must be an underground part of Grand Central,” Erec said, thinking out loud. The air around him il
felt strange, wrong. It was dmogt asif it weighed more, not in his chest exactly, but on hismind. “This
placeis stressing me out. | don’t know why, though.”

“| fed the sameway. Everything seems creepy. It'slike dl of asudden, the whole world feds sad. ..or
angry somehow.”

The ceiling was around sixty feet high. Shops and restaurants lined the walls. Some were familiar: Super
A King fastaurants and Burger Rama. But most were new, with interesting names like Sky High Chilly, A
FineKettle of Fish, Animasor Minerals Vegetarian Cuisine, and Molten Lava Sundaes. There seemed
to be alot of underwear shops.

“Thisis so much cleaner than the rest of Grand Centrd,” Bethany said. “And look at that shop, No Fear
Flying Gear. How could that stay openin atrain station?”

“Yeah, and al those underwear stores. | don't get it.”

“Maybeit’ s because people are traveling. They might forget to pack underwear.” Bethany shrugged.
Erec peered through ashop window. “1 don’'t even see underwear in those stores. Just weird, shiny
clothes”

“Maybethey hideit in the back so nobody will laugh at the people who forgot it.”

Erec laughed. “ Y ou' ve got to be kidding.” The strangeness of the station almost made him forget the
pressing sadnessin the air. “Hey, check out that store, Cavern in aCanyon. And...what wasthat?’ His
finger froze.

“What?" Bethany nudged him nervoudy. “1 don't see anything.”

“A door disappeared.” He turned to her. “I thought | was seeing things, but then | saw another. Look.”
All around the walls, people waked into thin doors that vanished when they shut. New doors appeared,
and people casudly srolled from them, sometimes buying coffee at Under Grounds and going back into
the same door, which disappeared.

The doors all looked the same: plain brown wood with gold doorknobs and small gold plagues.
Sometimes they appeared in front of afood stand, and then they would shrink to half szetofitinthe
short wall under the counter. People would crawl through, spilling their coffee and grumbling.
“Let’scheck them out,” said Bethany.

“WEe d better look for my mom.” Erec turned to seeif the door he and Bethany came through had
disappeared. It was till there, thankfully. Made of painted metd, it looked quite different than the
wooden ones. A big green neon sign over it flashed UPPER EARTH. Erec pushed to make sure it
opened back to the concrete steps. 1t would not budge.



A computerized voice sounded from the door. “ Password?’

Erec repeated the password they had told Gerard, but the door remained closed.

Nearby, Bethany did her hands over awooden door, shaking the knob. “1 can’'t openiit.”

A tall man with apinched nose and hair greased over alarge bald spot squinted at her through a
monocle. “ Excuse me? Are you trying to break into my house? Need | call the police?’ He pointed to
gold numbers on aplaque reading 2211.

“No. I’'m so sorry.” Bethany’ sface wasred. “I’ ve never seen one of these. | just wanted to see how it
worked.”

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “Never seen a Port-O-Door?” He whipped out a camera and took their
picture. “Just in case.” He patted the cameraand murmured a code after they waked away. The door
dammed behind him and vanished.

“Bethany, the door from the stairsislocked. We're stuck here.”

Bethany looked shocked. She pounded on the door, saying the password and as many variations of it
she could think of. Finally she gave up.

“WEell, | don’t care. | don’'t ever want to go back, anyway.” Shebit her lip. Erec took a breath of the
heavy air. This better be the right way to find his mother or he wasredly in trouble. They wandered
farther into the huge station. After afew steps, Bethany stopped and pointed up. They had walked past a
lower ceiling rim and could now see dl the way to the top. It was moving, full of changing, swarming
colors.

“What'sthat?’ Erec asked in awe.

Bethany |ooked pale. “People.”

Erec looked harder. She was right. There were people...yes, he was sure they were people, flying by
the ceilling. Most were done or in pairs; no children were up there. While they were doing something he
had always dreamed of, they looked as busy and bored as commutersin rush hour. They glanced at their
watches asthey sailed by, occasiondly bumping into one another and shaking fists. Tunnel holes near the
caling led them in and out. A few landed on atdl didethat led them to the Sation floor.

Erec wondered if they were lifelike computer images put up for fun. They seemed amazingly redl.
Bethany’ s eyes were glued to the Sight too. “ Do you think they’ re held up by cords?’

A flying man landed on the dide, sailed down to the floor, and ran by Erec, bumping him with his
briefcase.

“Bethany,” Erec said dowly, “I don’t think we' rein Grand Central Station anymore.”

“I’ ve seen grange things my wholelife, living with Uncle Earl,” Bethany said, “but never anything like
this”

They walked in adaze, bumping into people because they could not stop staring at the ceiling. Crowds
thronged toward large neon signs. One glowed ALY PIUM in huge white |etters.

“| wonder what Alypium means. Do you think it' saplace?’ Bethany asked. A gigantic red neon sgn
further away read AORTH, and athird in blue reead ASHONA.

“Ashona sounds like asea-animal zoo,” said Erec.

“Ooh, let’ sgo there!”

Erec shook his head, not moving. He could not imagine how he would find his mother here. His cloudy
thought had vanished, like so many clouds and thoughts do. “L ook at dl the kids going to Alypium. It
seemslikealot moreisgoing onthere” Masses of kids headed toward the Alypium sign. He could hear
some of them talking about contests, but not well enough to understand. Under the Alypium sign,
fast-moving lines led under huge arched doorways marked SKYWAY and ARTERY .

The Artery line waslong, but not the Skyway line. A man with ablue business suit and abriefcase
looked at hiswatch, strolled into the Skyway entry, and jumped. Instead of landing on hisfeet, he
continued to sail upward, one hand holding his briefcase at his side and the other above hishead, likea
rudder, steering himsdlf in thewind. He flew over an arched curve and out of sight.

“Wow,” Erec said, “did you seethat?’

A tiny old woman tapped Erec’ s shoulder. “Moveit, honey. Go on or get out of theway.” Erec looked



at her frail figurein surprise. He was about to offer his arm when she shoved him aside with her cane. In
the Skyway entry, cane tucked her under her arm with her shiny black purse, she flew up into thewind
tunnd.

“I wonder if we could do that.” Bethany tossed her long dark curls over her shoulder. They watched
others sail off. Erec, overcome with curiosity, ran to the takeoff spot, raised hisarms over his head, and
jumped. Hisfeet hit the ground. He jumped again and again, first with one arm up and then the other, until
he naticed the people in the growing line watching him with snickers and shocked expressions.

Erec’ sface grew hot. He grabbed a giggling Bethany and walked past someone saying, “...think he's
fiveyearsold or something...”

“The Artery then?’ Bethany laughed.

“Fine”

Erec gladly |eft the Skyway, and they found the end of the Artery line. It was set with metd railslikea
linefor aroller coaster. “1 ill don't get this place. Do you think the Artery isaride?’

“Mmm.” She shrugged. She was listening to some boys standing in front of them.

A short, dim boy with shaggy red hair wastaking fast. “My dad said everyone will be there. Even some
of the Super A Team’ skids. But they don't have any better chance than we do. | wonder if they’ [l bunk
with usin the castle.” The boy wore one of the slvery-gray jackets. It moved like shimmering lava.

A tal boy with blond hair, dso around Erec’ s age, answered. “They’ Il bein the cadtle, dl right, but in redl
rooms, not with thelikes of us.”

The red-haired boy looked disgppointed. “We Il till see’em though.”

The line started moving again and the boys rounded a corner. After afew turns, Erec heard the blond
boy talk the red-haired one into riding the Lift instead of the Artery. “I know it takes longer, but it's
supposed to be beautiful, and I’ ve never doneit. Look, you' ve still got underwear on.”

“Oops!” Thered-haired boy laughed and pulled off the jacket. The fabric melted around hisfingers, yet
somehow stayed together. He stuffed it into his back pocket, even though most of it did out again. Ashe
turned the fina corner of the queue, hisjacket caught on apost and was yanked out of his pocket. The
boy didn’t notice. Instead, he ran with hisfriend through asmall archway marked LIFT.

“Hey,” Erec shouted. “Y our jacket!” The boy disappeared through the archway.

Erec grabbed it as he passed the metd pogt. It felt surprisingly cool, soft and deek like liquid metdl.
“Might aswell gothisway.” Erec and Bethany went through the small archway too.

It looked like an amusement park ride, which seemed even odder with the sad fedling that radiated
through the place. A man with astriped vest that said “MagicLing’ asked “How many?’ without really
looking at them.

“Two.” The man pushed them toward awhite line painted on the floor. In amoment, something that
looked like aski lift scooped them up. The seats were padded and comfortable. A wide pole connected
to acable that disappeared through agap in the celling. The man strapped them in and pulled a padded
bar under their arms. He stuffed paper bags into their hands and threw thick blankets with fuzzy hoods
over them.

Thelir lift chair soared through along, dark tunnd. Bright lights rhythmically whizzed by in the darkness,
and wind pelted their faces.

“Wow,” said Erec after awhile. “Thisissometunnd.”

“I betit’sal underground,” shouted Bethany.

Then therewas ablinding burst of light. A huge green face appeared before them. Erec gasped. Could it
be?Yes. It was the Statue of Liberty. They must have come out of her torch, but they were going too
fast to be sure. Erec and Bethany looked back, open jawed, as the statue and the whole city of New
York fel from sght.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Losersin Alypium

WET DUST PUMMELED Erec’ sand Bethany’ sfaces, and &l was white until they burst from a
cloud over the ocean. No land wasin sight. They sailed so fast Erec was thankful he was covered with
blankets. There were sandwichesin the paper bags, and Erec ate hisright awvay. Huge white waves
rolled far below. Birds darted over the waters and fish jumped from the waves. The blond kid wasright,
the ride was beautiful.

The awful, heavy air Erec had felt a FES Station was gone. Still, he had an uneasy feding that they
should have turned around long ago. “When do you think we' Il head back?’

“I don’'t. Seeway out there? | think that dot isthe lift ahead of us. Have you looked up?’

Erec turned his head to see everything with his one eye. With the excitement of sailing in an open chair
over the ocean he had not noticed the pole attached to their chair. It hung unsupported in the air, with no
cablein sght. Seeing that, he grabbed the bar, knuckles white.

“Don’'t worry, we would have falen ages ago. We ve been riding about ahaf hour, and it sbeen like this
thewholetime.” Bethany amiled. “I think we found someplace. . .different. | mean, flying people, this ski
lift, that jacket that meltsin your hands. Even the password to get here, ‘ old magic remember me.” And
the people operating the lift had ‘MagicLine on their vests.”

She stlared out over the waters. *Y ou might think I'm crazy. It sjudt.. .1’ ve dways thought there might be
someplace like this. Something more. Magicd, exciting, different.”

Erec shook hishead. “I used to fed that way. My mother saw magic everywhere. It waslike agame. But
it becameridiculous because | got too old and she wouldn't stop playing.” His mother till treated him
like ababy, even singing an awful lullaby, an endless source of embarrassment.

“It was the opposite for me. My uncle wouldn’t admit anything was unusud, even when it wasright in
front of my eyes.”

They stared into the expanse of blue beneath them, teeming with life and mystery. Low clouds clung to
their faceslike dew. For several more hoursthey sailed over lush land with rolling hills, dotted with farms
and villages, citiesand forests.

“Where could we be going?’ Bethany asked. “Around the world?’

“For thirty dollars?’

They crossed more water and gorgeous countryside. The sun warmed the air around them, and Erec
took hishood off. A tremendous mountain range towered ahead, rock faces and jagged cliffs shooting
into the clouds. They glided, dower, through the peaks. Waterfalls cascaded nearby. Hawks swooped
around the lift. Degper in the mountains, aglowing golden dome covered a huge plateau that was hidden



by sharp cliffs. Although enormous, it was hard to see, blinking in and out of sight asthe sun glinted off it.
The hazy dome fdt like mist on Erec’ sface asthelift did through. They stopped on aplatformin agation
house. A tall young man unbuckled them with asmile. “ Good luck in the contests.”

Erec pulled his mother’ s picture from his pocket. “Have you seen her?’

He shook hishead. “| seetoo many people, though, to swear it. Most use the Artery, anyway.”

Erec' sinsdestightened when he walked into Alypium station and hislips curled down. That sad, heavy
feding intheair at FES station was here, too. This station looked like asmdler version of FES, complete
with flying people and disappearing doors.

Bethany walked to aticket counter. A bald man behind the desk narrowed hiseyes at her. “ Going
sssomewhere? It seemssss nobody elsssseisss. They're only coming in.”

“How much aretickets back to New Y ork?’

“New York? Theman raised a puff of skin where his eyebrow should be. “But thatsssin Upper Earth.”
His eyes narrowed. “ Ooooh. Ssstrangers. How interessssting.”

“How muchisit?’

“You can't go to Upper Earth. Thatsss not alowed. Y ou know the rulessssss.” The man gtarted to
svay.

“Well, how much to that station under Grand Centrd?”

“Y ou mean FESsss? Ssssuch agood name. Ssssso much better than its old name, the ‘Heart.” An Artery
going back would be three ssssilver sssshires.” Historso waved asif he were about to strike.

“How muchisthat in dollars?’ Bethany asked.

“American dollarsss? But of coursssse.” A smile snaked across hisface. “ Thirty dollarssss apiecesss.”
Erec noticed he had no arms. “But what are your namesssss?’

The armless man was hissing and waving so wildly, Erec and Bethany backed away.

Erec whispered, “What are we going to do?’

“I told you.” She handed thirty dollarsto Erec. “I don’t want to go back.”

Erec would not takeit. “Y ou’ ve helped me enough.”

“No.” Bethany stuffed the money, folded up, in his pocket. “Don’'t worry. I'm greset. I’ ve never had a
day likethisin my life. Just compareit to daving for my uncle.”

Erec dipped the three ten-dollar billsinto a machine and got back three silver coinswith a crown on one
sde and a queen on the other. Bethany put her remaining eight dollarsin and got back eight paper bills,
printed with theword “Bil.” She turned one over and gasped. On the back was a picture of her asa
gmall child, hard at work in her uncl€’ s newsstand. Erec took a Bil, and the picture changed to him with
some friends at hisold school.

Bethany pointed. “Look.”

Thetall blond boy and shorter red-haired one from FES Station were walking by. Erec pulled the silky
jacket from his pocket and ran to catch them. “ Y ou logt thisin thelift station.”

The red-haired boy grabbed it. “Did you sted this?’

“| doubt that, you dope,” said the blond boy, “seeing as he' sreturning it to you.” Then he stepped back
in shock. “Oscar, ook at these guys.” He held histhumb and finger in an L over hisforehead.

A smirk spread over Oscar’sface. “Losers! | didn’'t know they let Losersin herel What, are Losers
coming to the contests now?’

The blond boy stared.

Insulted, Bethany grabbed the jacket back. “Didn’'t he just return thisto you?”

“Give methat!” Oscar shouted. “It’snot our fault you're Losers.” Hetried to take hisjacket, but
Bethany backed away. “ See, Jack. My dad said there was a reason they were Losers.”

“My parents said they should betreated fairly.” Jack looked at them, frowning. “1 guessthey don’t liketo
be cdled Losers”

“No kidding,” said Erec. “Maybe you two don't like to be called stupid morons.”

Oscar started to rush at Erec, but Jack held him back, laughing. “Please, don't be offended. We're
sorry, redly. Wejust don't know what elseto cal you.”



Oscar giggled. “Yeah, with those big L’ s on your forehead.”

“Say what you want about me,” Erec warned them. “Buit if | hear another word about Bethany, you'll be
sorry you were born.” He knew he should walk away, but fighting was areflex after years of defending
hissister Nell, with her walker, and his brother Trevor for being dow.

Bethany saw how mad hewas. “Let’ sgo, Erec. These guysaren’'t worthit.” She pulled him away,
leaving Oscar laughing.

Jack ran up, hisface white. “Please. Don't go. | am sorry, redlly.”

Erec looked at him skeptically. Bethany’ snose wasin the air, her face red.

“Look,” said Jack. “Isit safe to say you're not from around here?’

“Yeah, | guess”

“I redly want to help make up for the...mix-up. I'm Jack Hare, and thisis Oscar Felix. We can tell
you'refrom...up there.” Jack jerked histhumb upward. “Where people forgot magic. Y ou stand out
here”

Erec was confused. Sure, some people were dressed alittle oddly, but Jack himself wore shortsand a
T-shirt.

Bethany’ s chin puckered as shelooked at her patched dress. “It' s okay, Erec. He' staking about me. I'll
never fit in anywhere with these old rags.”

“No,” said Jack. “It's not your clothes. Y ou have L marks on your foreheads. It'saspdll put on your
kind, since President Inkle passed the Loser [dentification Law. A lot of peoplethink it was agreet idea,
but my parents say it’s not right. People should have privacy, even people from up there.” Hejerked his
thumb upward again.

“Youjerk,” Oscar said. “It’ snot up there. We re not in Aorth anymore. We' rein Alypium. From here
weadl live down there.” Hejerked histhumb downward with disgugt. “1 want to know how they got in
here”

Both Jack and Oscar had extremely pale skin. Jack looked at Erec with interest. “Y our eyes are different
colors. Isthat normd whereyou' re from?’

Erec shook hishead. “1 have aglasseye.” He paused. “My name' s Erec Rex.”

Oscar laughed. “That' safunny name.”

“Leavehimaone” Jack said. “ Y ou' re named after your dad, which isfunny knowing you and him.”
Erec looked closgly at Bethany’ sforehead. “How comel can't seethe L's?’

“| think only the Keepers can seethem,” Jack said.

“Keepers?’ Erec asked.

Bethany said dowly, “They’re the Keepers, and we re the Losers.”

Jack nodded. “ The Keepers of magic and the Losers of magic.”

Bethany and Erec stared a each other. At last she laughed. “Well, if thisplaceisredly magicd, then we
are losersto bemissng out onit.”

Erec asked, “What do you mean we forgot magic? | never knew any.”

“Welearned in History that the Losers forgot magic five hundred years ago.”

“Were made to forget it,” said Oscar. “ Because you were killing each other with it.”

“Shut up, Oscar,” Jack said. “I’ll call my dad on my cell and seeif he knows how to get rid of those L
gn

“My dad would say turn themin,” Oscar said.

“Except your dad’ s never home,” said Jack. “So, canit.” He held afinger up, shook it, and put it in his
ear. Then he spoke quietly into it and put it back in his ear.

When he finished, Bethany asked to see his phone. “Y ou can't seeit without amicroscope,” said Jack.
“Don’'t you use cell phonesin Upper Earth?

“Um, yes,” said Erec. “But they’ reabit bigger.”

Jack looked at him strangely. “My dad said to get hats on you quick. The L’s should fade when you
adjust. Let’ s get you out of here, in case someone else noticed.”

Oscar looked appdlled. “ Y ou' re hiding them? They shouldn’t even be in the contests. What if they win?’



“Then it was meant to be,” said Jack. “Let’ s get our bags.”

“What are the contestsfor?’ Bethany asked. “ Are there prizes?’

“Y ou don't know about the contests?” Jack looked amazed. “1 thought that’ s why you were here.”

Erec shook hishead. “I’'m looking for my mom.” He showed her picture to Jack and Oscar. Looking at
it made hisheart snk. What if he never saw hisfamily again? What if his mother waslost forever? He
should never have come here without knowing where he was going.

The luggage counter was piled high with suitcases and trunks. Jack cdled, “ C mon, boy.” A huge duffel
bag hunched and twisted on ashelf until it flopped onto the floor and scooted like ahumongous
inchworm toward Jack. A uniformed man ushered it around the corner, patting its back.

Oscar whistled, and two blue suitcases tipped onto their wheels and sped to him. The duffd rolled at
Jack’ sfeet as helazily scratched its belly—if aduffel can have abely—Dbefore unzipping it and finding an
Alypium Team springbal cap.

He gavethe hat to Erec. “Wear it low to cover the L.” Oscar |ooked annoyed, but he found a Super A
Team springball cap and tossed it to Bethany.

The hat fell to the ground. Bethany’ s mouth was open as she sared at Oscar’ s suitcases jumping on him
likefrisky puppies. “That settlesit,” shesaid. “Thishasdl been agreat dream. | suppose now Il wake
up.”

Erec grinned and handed Bethany the hat. So this was where his mother had found his toothbrush and the
other odd thingsin his house. He wondered why they had to keep it a secret. It seemed like everyone
would want to know about thisplace. “It’ sredl. I’ ve seen things like this before, but not suitcasesthat roll
on their own whedls”

Oscar raised hiseyebrows. “I thought everybody had suitcases with wheels now. They’ re much less
awkward.”

“Where did you get these things?’ Erec asked.

“Vulcan,” Jack shrugged. “V ulcan stores are everywhere, only they’ re hard to track down when you
need one. They sometimes wander into the lands beyond and show up years|ater. Best to get them
online”

“My mom bought our coat rack at VVulcan online,” Erec said.

Oscar looked confused. “Y ou have computersin Upper Earth but don’t have suitcases with wheel s?’
Erec said to Bethany, “Wefound it. Something more...like you said. Y ou knew it was out there, right?
Well, hereitis”

All around the station, people walked with suitcases and bags. Only now Erec noticed no hands pulled
them asthey rolled dong.

“Why do you cdl that ‘ underwear’ 7’ Bethany pointed to Oscar’ sjacket.

“Aorthisred hot’ causeit’ s underground,” Jack said. “UnderWear keeps out the heat.”

“Y ou mean al those underwear storesin FES Station sold clothes for Aorth?” Erec laughed. “But what
arethe contestsfor?’

“Y ou know. To pick out the next three kings or queens.”

“Kingsor queens of what?’ Bethany asked.

Jack squinted at them. “Don’t you know anything about the Kingdoms of the Keepers?’

“Thewhat?" Erec shook his head.

Jack 9ghed. “King Piter of Alypium, King Pluto of Aorth, and Queen Posey of Ashonaaretriplets.
They’ veruled for five hundred years.. .the whole time the kingdoms have been here. Bea Cleary, agrest
seer back then, said that they were the rightful rulers days before they were born.

“King Piter was supposed to have triplets that would be the next rulers. He did—Dbut they died when they
wereyoung. Hiswife, Queen Hedti, died later that morning: Szzled somehow. There was nothing left
except her crown and a smoking spot on the floor. It wasredly sad.

“And now there' snobody to take over. The kings and queen aretired of ruling, and King Piter isredly
sick. Someone decided to hold contests to find new rulersto take their places. The beauty is, anybody
could be the next king. Someone poor, homely, genuine.”



“Stupid, mean, or rich,” Oscar added.

“Tomorrow isthe big assembly, and then the contests start the next day. Are you coming to the castle?”’
Erec had no ideawhere to find his mother, and the castle seemed as good a place asany. Anyway, it
would be somewhere to eat and come up with a plan. Hats on, Erec and Bethany followed Jack, Oscar,
and their luggage to abus stop.

“Do you have busesin Upper Earth?’ Oscar asked.

It was nearly dark. Erec remembered his brothers and sisters. They must be worried. Plus, maybe his
mother was home by now. He asked to use Jack’ s cell phone.

Jack laughed. “Use mine? That’ s good. Don't you have one? Did they mess up when you were born?’
He spokeinto hisfinger, listened to it, and then shoved hishandsin his pockets. “ There saban on cals
to Upper Earth.” Seeing how disappointed Erec was, he added, “Maybe you' Il find away at the castle.”
The seven, including the duffel and suitcases, climbed up a steep mountain road whose top waslost in
clouds. The evening air was chilly. The same fedling of despair seemed to hang inthe air that Erec had felt
ingde FES and Alypium gations.

Jagged cliffstowered over the hugefir trees. The golden dome they had flown into seemed invisble from
ingde. Scattered houses and stores with boarded windows and chipping paint marred the scenery.

Jack looked around. “ Thisis nothing like Aorth.”

“I heard there are ghosts in the castle basement,” Oscar said. “And roomsthat trap you, and secret
passeges.”

“Doyou fed it too, that terrible, sad feding inthe air?” Erec asked. “It fed s like the world is about to
end.”

“And likeit knowsit, and it's scared and upset,” Bethany said.

Jack stared at him. “Y ou must be sensing the change. When people used to be able to go from Upper
Earth into the Kingdoms of the Keepers, they could fed the problemsin the Substance. | heard they got
depressed, unless they took a breather bag of Upper Earth air with them and brokein real dow. After a
few hoursyou shouldn’t notice it much anymore.”

“The Substance?’ Bethany squinted at Jack. “What the heck isthat?’

Herolled hiseyes, Sghing. “Don’t you guys know anything? It’ sthe energy that fillsthe world, the thing
that holds dl the magic.” He shook his head at Oscar in amazement. “ The Substance flows around the
Earth, through the Aitherplanes.”

“But we don’t have Substance and Aither...thingsin Upper Earth,” Erec said.

“Y ou have them, but you can’t use them for magic.”

Erec wondered how Jack knew about Upper Earth if he had never been there. “ So they don’t do us any
good?’

“You need themtolive”

“But thereign’t thisawful feding wherel’ m from, like thereishere.”

“The Substance is more messed up here. We know it’s a problem, but nobody knowswhy, or how to fix
it”

“So,” Bethany said with afrown, “when we get used to it, thiswill fed norma to us?’

“Usudly. It il hits you every now and then. Y ou fed that the Substanceiswrong and trying to fix itself
but can't. We dill know it’ s happening, but we try to forget about it.”

A bright blue bus waited at the stop. Jack and Oscar’ s bags scooted into atrailer and the group
scrambled aboard. The bus driver’s skin and clothing glowed hazy silver. The harder Erec |ooked, the
harder the guy wasto see, asif hewas only light, but when Erec turned away he snapped into focus. The
driver batted his eyesinto the rearview mirror and played with hisslver hair.

Bethany nudged Erec, putting two Bilsin the dot for them. When she saw the driver she screeched and
legpt backward into Jack. The driver glared at her as she hurried by. The four plopped onto one of the
two roomy benchesin front.

“What isthat guy?’ asked Bethany.

“A dlver ghost,” said Jack, shrugging.



“A red ghost?”’

Oscar frowned. “Y ou don’t have ghostsin Upper Earth?’

“No. Arethey safe?’

“Usudly,” said Jack. “You can't trust "em, though. They’ re pretty much out for themsdlves. Don't like
humanstoo much.”

“Slver ghosts? Arethere other colorstoo?’ Erec asked.

“Sure” Jack said. “ Golden ghosts are great if you can find one. But you don’t want to run into abronze
one. Then there are human ghosts, who stay on Upper Earth after they die. They look just like regular
people.”

Two identica boys about Erec’ s age with black, windswept hair, pae skin, and stedly blue eyeswere
complaining to the bus driver. They wore long blue cloaks, and one sported adroopy gray hét.

“| don't care.” The boy had a petulant voice. “Maybe thiswill help.” He handed the ghost something that
glittered through hisslver hand.

Thedriver stood, pointing at Erec, hisfriends, and the people on the bench across from them. “Get in the
back. Now.”

They froze at the order.

“Now!” The ghost roared so loud Erec’s ears rang. Oscar stood, followed by Jack and the kids on the
other bench. Obvioudy the spoiled boys had paid off the driver so they could St on the long benchesin
the front. It rubbed Erec the wrong way.

Jack raised his eyebrows. “ C'mon, Erec. Y ou gotta get up.”

The ghost growled, “Last chance.”

Bethany stepped away. Theidentica boys laughed.

Erec crossed hisarms. He knew he should get up. This ghost thing could be dangerous. But these
laughing rich kids sending everyone e seto the back of the buslit afirein him. “You can’t order us
around.”

“Oh, yes| can.” Theghost’sarm turned into agiant silver scoop. He swung it fast at Erec.

Erec winced, waiting to be flung at the door. Nothing happened. The ghost looked shocked. He swung
again, hisarm stopping inches away from Erec’ s body.

It was asif ashedl was protecting him. The ghost tried prodding Erec, but it could not touch him.

The passengers stared. Erec looked down at himsalf, not sure what had happened.

T»c',

CHAPTER FIVE

The Seeing Eyeglasses



THE GHOST SNEERED. “Something is shielding him. Maybe it' s those glasses.” He marched back
to the driver’ s seat. Theidentica boys sat on each Side of Erec, staring hungrily at the glasses asthe bus
pulled out.

“I’'m Baor Stain,” said one of the boys, “and thisis Damon. Y ou can tell us apart because | have
this’—Ba or pointed to a bronze whistle around his neck—" and Damon aways wears that goofy hat.
How much you want for those?’ He touched the glasses.

“Hands off. I'm caling my friends back up here.”

“No, you'renot,” said Damon. He spoke much dower than Balor and poked Erec hard on the shoulder.
“You can't.” Baor smiled. “They aren't alowed up when the busis moving. Anyway, we re sorry, right,
Damon? That was obnoxious of usto want awhole bench each to stretch out on. Redlly, we're just tired.
Up latelast night packing, then traveling dl day. We thought it would be fun to come by lift and buslike
everyoneese.”

Erec glared, arms crossed.

“You'redtill mad. We'll makeit up, | promise. Big pizza party at the castle, on us”

Damon’ sfacetwisted into a crooked smile. “Pizzaaa.” He sang, “Damon had alittle pizza, little pizza,
little pizza...” to thetune of “Mary Had aL.ittle Lamb.”

“You' retwins?’

“Triplets. Our brother Dollick doesn’t get out much.”

Thebusdowed. A hugewall of clouds blocked the Street, shooting up fifty feet. The swirling vapors
reached far in both directions like afortress. A bus ahead of them disappeared through an opening.
Bdor grinned. “Aah, the Citadd of Clouds surrounding Alypium.”

“Weren't wein Alypium?’

“Nah. That was the Outskirts.”

Bright green light flashed under arim of cloud and asmall gap appeared. The bus drove through along,
dark tunnel and then burst into a sunset streaked with yellow and rose hues. Twisty streets wound around
lakes, trees, and perfectly kept homes and parks. Narrow lanes with crooked overhanging signs|looked
likethey camefrom afairy sory.

In the center of the village, astately mansion with lovely gardens towered over the homes and shops.
“What' sthat?" Erec pointed.

“The Green House. That's where President Washington Inkle lives”

Shops and theaters were crammed onto a smaller plateau up ahill. They were in the shadow of an
enormous, oddly shaped building that stretched over many blocksin al directions. It was even tdler than
it waswide. One of its Sides shot straight up like a smooth skyscraper. Long, irregular brick tubes and
golden conesjutted from the other side, making stripesthat glowed in soft pastel hues. Short, wide
windows gave the building an ultramodern look. It gleamed in the sunlight like a gorgeous giant comb.
Doorsran up the straight edge of thetall building, not only leading into thin air, but Sdeways. Infact, as
Erec looked harder, the building started to look like an enormous castle onits side.

“Isthat King Piter’ s castle?’

Balor looked bored. “ Of course. The famous.”

“Isit supposed to look likeit'son its Sde?’

“Not redly, no. But it ison its Sde, nonetheless. King Piter issick. Heisold and confused, and heisn't
able to keep the castle up anymore.”

“What?’

“He muttered aspell by accident one day, amost ten years ago, and the castle went sideways. Nobody
else has the power to upright it, and King Piter’ s not up to the job. He sredlly let the place go.”

Erec frowned. “ Do you need laddersto get from room to room?’

“No. King Pluto rearranged its gravity. It'salittle tricky getting in and out, but onceyou'reinsideit fedls
dl right.”



“Usudly.” Damon giggled.

Baor laughed. “ Every now and then abook shoots sideways off atable or someonefdls. Therearea
few roomsthat didn’t take to the gravity spdll. If you go into them, you fall onto thewall.” He glanced
behind him. “Don'’t tell the new kids. Damon and | want to push afew in and watch them figure out what
happened.” Damon and Balor burst into laughter. “ Even better, what if someonewalked out the wrong
door, say, way up intheair.” Balor giggled.

Erec cringed at theidea. “Red funny.” These two were something dse. “What are those?’ Erec pointed
to dark creatures flying around spires sticking out the side of the castle. “Bats?’

“Nah,” Baor said. “Bats come out later. Those are gargoyles.”

Thebus pulled in front of six huge stone mongtersthat sat to the sde of the palace. Baor and Damon
climbed out. Erec waited for Bethany, Jack, and Oscar.

“How did you do that, with the ghost? Keeping him off you?’ Oscar asked. Erec shrugged. Oscar
looked Erec’ s glasses over before caling his suitcasesfrom the trailer.

An eager young man with sandy blond hair, green eyes, and abig grin waved and blew awhistle. He
wore aroya blue cape with abig white star. “ Right thisway, folks, future kings and queens. Grab your
bags and come onin. I'm Spartacus Kilroy, one of King Piter’s AdviSeers. Pick an open roomin the
temporary dormitories and sign your room number into my book.” He paced back and forth, rubbing his
handstogether. “Thisis so exciting.”

The dormitory wing was upright, with doors on the ground. It was attached to the flat underside of the
cadtle.

“I'mgarving.” Erec sighed. If he paid for amed, he could not afford to go home.

“Freefood and shelter for contestants,” said Jack. “ Say, want to bunk with us?’

Oscar made aface.

“All right,” said Erec. “But just for tonight.” Tomorrow he planned to scour Alypium for his mother and
head back if hedidn’t find her.

Each room had two sets of bunk beds. Jack, Oscar, and Erec signed their namesinto Spartacus Kilroy’'s
book and took room 323. When Jack and Oscar |eft to find the cafeteria, Erec plopped onto his bed,
exhausted. Kids bustled through the halways, laughing and making noise. The sadnessin the air seemed
less pressing now, but Erec could still fed it.

Hetook the glasses off his neck. Why did the bus driver think they could have protected him? Curious,
Erec dipped them on.

In aflash, the room was smaller and more crowded. Even more confusing, it looked like hewas sitting in
achair now, not on abed. It was the glasses. They were making him see strange things. He whisked
them off just as he noticed awoman in the room with him.

He was back in the dorm room. Erec froze a the image that stayed in his mind. The woman looked
oddly like his mother.

He put the glasses back on. Again, he seemed to bein the smdl, cluttered room. With his mother, who
was knitting. She did not notice him.

“Mom?’

Startled, June O’ Haradropped her knitting. She looked wildly around, right through Erec. “Who's
there?’

“It sme. I’'mright here.” Erec looked down and saw only the chair under him. He jumped when he
redlized he could not see himsdlf at all.

June looked around, worried. “Where are you?’

“I''m here in the room. In the chair by the couch. | can’'t see mysdlf.”

She glanced around nervoudly. “How did you get here?’ she said, suspicious. Erec wondered why she
wasn't happier to seehim (or not see him).

“I don’'t know. | just put your glasseson and | was here.”

Color rushed into June sface, dong with ahuge grin. “Yed” Shethrew afist into theair and fell back,
laughing, onto the bed. “Thank goodness. It is you. Erec, thisisfantastic. What a smart boy to find my
Seeing Eyeglasses. | was praying that one of you would find them. What ardlief. Areyou okay? Where



aeyou?’

“I’'mfine. I'm here, with you.”

June smiled. “No, honey. When you put the glasses on, you can see me, but you' re not redlly here.
Anyone watching you would think you were talking to yoursdf. Are you home?’

“No. | went looking for you thismorning. | had acloudy thought. Now I'min aplace caled Alypium. |
got herefrom under Grand Central Station. Mom, people were flying. | thought I d never find you.”
June seemed stunned. “You'rein Alypium,” she murmured. “1 can't bdlieveit.”

Erec looked around the small, comfortable room. “Where are you?’

June turned toward where he should be. “Erec, | don't want you to get upset, but you have to know.
I’ve been....caught. Captured by people I’ ve avoided for along time. | am fine. They can’t hurt me. But
they can trap me here, I'm afraid. I'm in adungeon—Pluto’ s dungeons.”

She swept her arm acrossthetidy room. “1 hoped if | kept moving we would stay hidden, but when they
got our money it was so hard. The funny thing, now that they have me, it seemsthey don’t even know
who | am. They just know | lived in Alypium ten years ago and | have twins. Don't worry,” she added,
“I'll figureaway out of here.”

Erec was shocked. “What? Y ou lived in Alypium?’

Junesighed. “Yes. | lived there, and you were born there. Now the fates have brought you back. Thank
goodness you' re okay.”

Erec’ s head was spinning. Maybe thiswas adream. “Y ou're telling mel’m from this place? Why did we
leave?

“It got dangerous.” Sheleaned forward eagerly. “ Are the twinswith you?’

“No.”

“Oh?" June looked disappointed. “ They're not at home. My friend here has been checking. She found
Trevor, Nell, and Zoey ababysitter sncel’m stuck here. They'refine.”

“Mrs. Smith? She sterrible”

“Who's Mrs. Smith? The Sitter is Lynette Woal.”

“Mrs. Smith was the woman in the house when | woke up. Shewouldn’t et me go. | had to snesk out.”
“| don’t know who that was,” June said, worried. “ Lynette' s there now. She’ sthe one that my friend
here got in touch with. I’'m lucky there’ s someone herel can trust.” She sighed. “If only | knew wherethe
twins are. Maybe they went looking for us.”

“Maybe they’ re home now.” Erec looked around. “This doesn’t look like adungeon.”

“Itis” Junelooked sad. “1 can makeit look how | want.”

“That’s pretty nice of whoever captured you.”

“Not redly.” June examined her fingernails. “They just can’'t sop me.”

“I don’t understand.”

June hesitated. “1 know magic, Erec. That’ swhy | can’t be harmed, and | can make my cell ook like
this.” Shetapped her finger on the table, muttering under her breath. A box of milk chocolates appeared,
and June popped one into her mouth.

Erec gasped. This could not bered. “ Do that again.”

June shrugged and another box of chocolates sprang into the room. Erec was struck dumb. Nothing was
right. He wasin Alypium; he was seeing his mother in adungeon through magic glasses. Thishadtobea
dream.

“Erec? Areyou okay?’ June asked. “I thought that with your magic alarm clock and toothbrush, this
wouldn’t surprise you this much.”

“Yeah, right. | grew up with those things. I'm used to them. But you...Why didn’t you tell me? And
where did you get these glasses?’

June smiled. “An old friend had them made for me. They let you see the one you missmost. Don't tell
anybody about their power, Erec. Keep them safe, and don't let anyone see you using them. I’'m sorry |
didn't tell you al this sooner. Thetimejust wasn't right.”

Erec heard muffled footsteps and akey scrapeinto thelock. “ Someoneis coming.” Hedidn't want to
take the glasses off.



“Erec, if you' re okay, maybe you should stay in Alypium for now. Maybe you could help me get out of
here. But don’t tell anyone who you are. Now take the glasses off before anyone seesyou, but keep the
chain around your neck. Only put them on when you'reaone. And if you see aguard in here questioning
me, don’'t say aword.”

“Can't | stay with you?’

“You'renot redly here. Go before someone there seesyou.”

Erec took the Seeing Eyeglasses off. Oscar stood before him, gawping with an open mouth. “Are you
okay?’

“Uh, yeah.” Thoughts were racing through Erec’s muddled brain. His mother knew magic? Shewasa
hostage’? He was born in Alypium?

Oscar stood before him, eyes narrowed. “Who were you talking to?’

“| wasjud...daydreaming.”

Oscar stabbed hisfinger at the glasses. “ Those are magic. Likethe busdriver said. | could tell they were
important. Can | seethem?’ Oscar tried to lift the glasses over Erec’s head, but they stuck at the level of
his chin. No matter how hard he pulled, they would not budge.

“They’re nothing specid. Redly,” Erec said.

Oscar scowled. “Whatever.” He grabbed ajacket and left the room.

Erec found Bethany, Jack, and Oscar in the cafeteria 1 might stay in Alypium awhile longer,” Erec said.
Bethany grinned.

“Great,” Jack said. “Y ou can enter the contests.”

Oscar narrowed hiseyes. “ Aren't you looking for your mom?”’

Erec shrugged. “ She' sprobably fine. I'll cal her tomorrow.”

A huge sdlad bar was piled high with fruits and grains Erec had never heard of. Cold pureed red pepper
and carrot soups colored the ends. Multicolored bowls of some pasty fluff covered atable. “What's
that?’ he asked aboy who scooped some onto his plate.

“Cloud loaf. There' s spinach, corn, strawberry, pumpkin, and plain.” The boy wrinkled hisnose.
“Where sthe beef?’ Erec felt sick to his ssomach staring at the colored goo. For amoment he worried
he was getting another cloudy thought.

Bethany called from acrossthe cafeteria. “Hey, Erec. Real food'sin the corner.” She pointed to atable
heaped with hamburgers, pizza, and muffins.

A tdl, thin woman with a sharp nose, sharp eyes, and black hair spiked with gray in abun appeared with
atray of sushi. “Anyone from Ashona? Help yourself.” She cackled. “Aorth? Mest and pizzasfor ya. |
figured our fine competitors might be craving their local fare. You'll get used to our food soon. Much
better for you, you know. That'swhy we live so long.”

Sheregarded Erec critically. He was eyeing the food with pure greed. “Well, take some, then. I'm
Hecate Jekyll, head cook. Been here forever. Say ‘Heck-a-tee” Won't have my name butchered.” She
put her hands on her hips.

Oscar appeared, reloading his plate. “ Can we get hamburgers here dl the time?’

Hecate Jekyll cackled. “I'll try to sneak more up, but you should eet the other stuff. 1t’'1l make you
stronger for the games. Thereain't nothin’ better for yathan grains, greens, and cloud grinds.” She shook
her head. “L et me know if you want anything particular. Of course, I'm way too busy, what with cooking
specia for King Piter every odd hour of the day. That man’son agtrict schedule. Just look for mein the
cadtle kitchensif you need anything.”

One of Hecate Jekyll’ s eyes was light brown and the other was a bright, shiny blue. Erec looked harder
and saw the blue eye was glass. “Hey, you have aglasseyelike me.”

Hecate Jekyll chuckled. “I’'m old asthe hills, boy. It samazing | have any of my origina parts.”

Jack came munching on cloud loaf. “I love this place. Y ou don’t know how hard it isto find decent



vegetarian food in Americorth North. | practicdly live on french fries”

“How long have you been vegetarian?’ Bethany asked.

“Sincel waslittle. Most people here have some sort of gift. Mineistaking to animals. | got so involved
inthelr lives| lost my appetite for them.”

“What' syour gift?’ Bethany asked Oscar.

“I can spot valuable things.” He eyed Erec’ sglasses.

“So isthat the magic you have, that we forgot?’

“There are three kinds of magic.” Jack leaned forward, obvioudy excited to teach a L oser about magic.
“Onekind isinherited. We call that a gift—or sometimes acurse. Y ou get it from your mom’'sside or
your dad's. If you' re lucky, sometimes both. It comes naturaly.

“A second kind is bought magic, like heli powder that lets you fly, potions, hats that make your memory
better, shoes that help you run faster, or my duffel bag that moves onitsown.”

Erec frowned. “ Are you saying my walking coat rack at homeis magic?’

Jack laughed at how little he knew. “What did you think it was? Thethird kind of magic islearned. That's
the hard kind. Some people can do it, and some can't. If you want to try, you have to apprentice a
sorcerer. It takesyears.”

Erec pushed hishat up to scratch hisforehead, trying to sort out al thisinformation.

“Hey,” Jack whispered, “your L islighter. It' sfading dready.”

Erec grinned.

After eating, the heavinessin the air, or the Substance, or whatever it was, seemed to be gone. Or maybe
it wasjust farther away, like achild crying in adistant corner that was easy to ignore.

Exhaustion filled Erec when he went back to his small dormitory room. Heleft the glasses chain around
his neck, lay down, and fell fast adeep.

Erec’ seyesflashed open in the darkness. He shivered in a cold swedt. It was hisusud nightmare. He
was stranded, maybe three years old, walking in the streets at night. He had no place to go. He walked
until he wastoo cold and tired and then curled up under abush.

Hisfather, who he could only vagudly picture, and hisfather’ s boss found him somehow in the dark. The
boss called hisfather stupid. Hisfather mumbled that Erec was usdless, but his boss yelled that he would
be quite useful, and Erec’ sfather fell to his knees gpologizing. The dream dways ended with the boss
saying that Erec would be made to forget this.

That was the strange part. He obvioudly had not forgotten. Because not only wasthisarecurring
nightmare, but it was dso Erec’sonly memory of hisfather.

Erec fdt the darkness dl around him. He was amazed that he wasredly in adorm in Alypium, not his
little laundry closet. He wished he had awatch, though. Hetried to fall back adeep, but his mind was
pinning. Had he redlly traveled across the ocean? To a strange place where magic was normd .. .where
(impossible!) he had been born? So, his mother had adopted him here then. Y es, his magical mother.
Hismagicd, kidnapped mother. Everything wasdl wrong.

Erec’' smind buzzed with questions as the minutes dowly ticked by. Were the twins okay? Where should
he keep the glasses at night? Who had kidnapped his mother and why? Did the glasses protect him from
the slver ghost? Why did his mother take him from Alypium when he waslittle? Did he get hisglasseye
inAlypium?

June had dways said hisfather was dive, implying that his birth mother had died. Maybe hewas herein
Alypium. His heart raced a the thought. Would he want to meet hisfather if he could? His one memory
of himwasterrible, and it seemed obvious his father wanted nothing to do with him, so probably not.
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CHAPTER S X

A Castleon Its Side

JACK SMILED. “Hey, that L onyour forehead is even lighter. I'd keep the hat on today, though.
Let'seat breskfast.”

Erec stretched. He had finally fallen back adegp sometimelast night. “Y ou two go. I’ Il meet you there.”
When the door closed, Erec quickly locked it and put the Seeing Eyeglasses on. His mother was reading
inbed. “Mom?’

June dropped her book. “Erec? Y ou scared me. Are you okay?’

“I'm fine. How areyou?’

“All right. The dungeon guards were just here. Same questions aslast morning.”

“I have some questions. First of al, the glasses. My roommate tried to take them off of me, but he
couldn’t do it. Why isthat? And did they protect me from the slver ghost?’ Erec told her about the bus
ride.

“If the chainisaround your neck,” June said, “nobody can take them from you. | don’t think they could
protect you from the ghost, but they will protect your neck, at least, aslong asthey’re on you. Just don’t
take them off.”

“What if | smash them when | degp?’

“They’ re protected by a charm. An elephant could sit on them and they wouldn’t bresk.”

“Why couldn’t the ghost hurt me, then?’

June thought amoment. “Let’ sjust say you' re charmed, like the glasses.”

“So, an eephant could sit on me and | wouldn't be crushed?”’

“Yesl Well...no. But ghosts can’t hurt you. Something about the past not harming the future.”

June looked uncomfortable. Erec pressed her. “Who gave me the charm? My birth parents?’

“Y ou could say that. It'sfrom your family lineage. Erec, there are reasons | have not told you more, and
I’m not surethisisthetimeto gart.”

Erec fought the urge to argue with her. There were other things he wanted to know. “Did you work here
in Alypium?What did you do?’

June waved ahand to stop him. “Erec, do you understand? | can't get into al thisyet. Thisisenough for
“No, it'snot enough.” He caught his breeth. “ Just tell me, ismy father in Alypium?’

June nodded sadlly. “Erec, | don’'t know how to say this. Try to forget about him.”

“Why wouldn't 17" He thought a moment. “ And my birth mother is dead?’



“Erec!” June sfaceflushed. “ Enough for now.”

He had expected asmpleyes. “Is she dead? Y ou always said—"

“I never said anything,” June snapped. “Now, remember the glasses stay on your neck. Don’t put them
oninfront of anybody.” Erec nodded even though she couldn’t see him. Then shewent on. “I’ ve been
thinking. Can you get into King Piter’ s castle?”’

“I"'m staying there. They attached dormitoriesto the castle for the contests.”

“Perfect.” June smoothed the sheets around her. “I’ m going to ask you to do something. Find King Piter.
Y ou need to be extremely careful. | hope he remembers me.” She shook her head. “If only you had my
picture.”

“I do. | took one with me.”

June sfacelit up. “Wonderful. Show him my picture. Tell him I'm locked in King Pluto’ s dungeons. He'll
get meout of here. I’ ve been having abit of trouble doing it mysdf.”

“Thistill doesn't ook like adungeon to me.” Erec looked at the gingham curtains and fluffy pillows.
“Thank you.” June smiled. “Nonetheless, I’ m stuck.”

“Why areyou in King Pluto’ s dungeons?’

“His people captured me. Be very careful of him, Erec.”

“How do | find King Piter?’ Even saying it sounded strange. He was supposed to ask aking for a
favor?

June thought about the question for amoment. “He |l bein the west wing. Bring him apomegranate. He
lovesthem. It might put him in abetter mood.”

“A pomegranate? Wherewill | find one?’

“In the kitchens. Now, go. Eat well; you' Il need your energy. And find atoothbrush in town. Just because
you'rein adormitory you still have to brush—"

“Mom! I'mfine. Aslong as!’m here, | probably should enter the contests. It would look strangeif | was
here and not in them. Y ou think it's okay?’

June congidered the idea. “Hopefully you won't be there long, but | don’t see the harm. Maybe the fates
put you there for areason. Just don't attract alot of attention.” She paused. “And don't tell anyone

you' re from Upper Earth. Or that your nameis Erec Rex.”

“It' stoo late. What' sthe deal ? |s somebody out to get me here?’

June coughed and looked at the ceiling. “No, not unless certain people find out you are there. Let’ s see
Erec...cdl yoursdf Rec...Rick. Rick Ross, how'sthat? And say you' re from... Americorth South. It's
part of Aorth, big enough that nobody will wonder why they don’t know you.”

Erec didn’t like the sound of this. “Mom, | can’t believe you know magic and never told me. And that
I’'m from Alypium.” Hefelt histhroat getting tight. Hewas anidiat, redly. Why didn’t he suspect there
was something strange about her all dong? She brought home toasters and darm clocks that cameto life.
He guessed that growing up with them made it seem naturd, like anorma mother could buy such things.
“And you' re not answering dl my questions. Can't you imagine how | fed?”’

June gazed sadly at the chair he sat on. For amoment it seemed to Erec that she was staring at his
stomach, but when he looked down he remembered he was invisble. He took the Seeing Eyeglasses off,
and hissmall, drab dorm room sprang before his eyes.

Bethany wasin the cafeterianibbling on fluffy white pudding with swirls of honey, sprinkled with nuts and
raspberries. “They cdl thisambroga. It'snot bad. All they havefor breakfast isthisand nectar.” She
held up what looked like a sparkling glass of honey. “Whatever it is, it’ sgood. I'm fedling much better,
too. That awful feding from the Substance isgone, unless| redly think about it. How was your night?’
Erec told Bethany about the glasses and his mother. “Don’t forget, I'm Rick Ross from Americorth
South.”



“All right, Rick Ross. But what will you tell Jack and Oscar?’

Erec shrugged. “I’ll tel them I’'m changing my nameto hide where I’ m from. They might think it' s crazy,
but I think they’ll go dong.”

“Did you sgn ‘Erec Rex’ in Spartacus Kilroy’ s book?’

Erec’ s eyeswidened. “Oh, no. | need to cross that out—quick.”

“The book’ s not out anymore. Thereisan assembly in afew hours about the contests. Maybe Kilroy will
haveit there”

That reminded Erec of something else. “Maybe King Piter will be theretoo. It seemslike agood placeto
dat.”

The entryway into the castle looked like a big porthole in the wall. Erec tried to step through, but the
gravity pulled him sideways. He found himsdlf lying in thin air and fell right back through what now wasa
trgpdoor in the floor. Bethany doubled over laughing until Erec shot her a squinty-eyed look. He
cautioudy stuck his head through the trgpdoor, rested his chest on the castle floor, and pulled himsdlf
through.

Entering the castle from the drab stone dormitory was like going from black-and-white into color. Huge,
gorgeous tapestries covered the walls with scenes of old battles, heroes holding snake-haired gorgon
heads, dragons flying, and unicorns running through forests. Erec stared at arather gory tapestry showing
adragon roasting an armored knight with fiery breath. The cloth waved in abreeze, and Erec watched,
amazed, asthe picture changed to show a happy dragon resting on atreasure chest, picking its teeth with
the knight’ s sword.

Three enormous chanddiers hung in the tremendous room, many of their candles unlit. Dirt spattered the
floor, and cracks ran through the walls and ceiling. There was an overdl appearance of incredible beauty
gone to seed. Huge wooden doors led outside. One was open. Erec went to look out but staggered
back when he saw an expanse of air before him, with sky to hisright, green grassfar to hisleft, and trees
crossing horizontaly in the distance.

An annoyed maid scurried over and waved aduster. The door flew shut. Maids and janitors, dl looking
frustrated, ran around with brooms, dustpans, mops, and rags. They muttered spells and even scrubbed
with al their strength, but dirt just hopped from one place to another.

Bethany asked amaid why she kept trying to wipe smudges off avase when they only moved to another
Spot.

“Because that’ swhat I’'m paid to do; what do you think?” The maid looked angry. “I’ m not

incompetent. Nobody can clean this place since King Piter let it fal into disrepair.”

“How did hedo that?’ Erec asked.

“Oh, the castlejust hasn't been right since helet it go Sdeways. It knows something iswrong and has
been completely uncooperative. King Piter used to insist the place was spotless.” She smiled and sighed.
“Those were the days. Now he' sjust too old and sick.” She whispered, “We' re dl hoping after these
contests....one of you may make this place stand upright again.”

The vase suddenly shot sideways, and the maid caught it and set it back again. *Y ou’ d best be careful,”
she said to their wide-eyed stares. “ This fake gravity doesn’t dwayswork. Don’'t stand by any open
doors, lest you fly out.”

Erec and Bethany walked down a hallway into a huge, ornate atrium where the four wings of the castle
met. The west wing was blocked by ropes and alarge guard with long stringy hair and an armored
breastplate. He held a spear and something that |ooked like aremote control.

King Piter was somewherein there. If only Erec could get through...When he leaned over the ropes,
though, the guard scowled. “ These are the king' s private quarters. He is not to be disturbed. Now, off
withye”

“Could | pleasejust use abathroom in there?’ Bethany said.

“No,” the guard growled. “Y ou'll find onein the south wing.”

Two boyswaked by, laughing. One pushed the other, and he fell and did undernesth the ropes.
Springing into action, the guard aimed his remote control at the boy on the ground. The boy froze



mid-laugh with hiskneein the air. The guard did him back under the rope and pressed another button.
The boy looked around, stunned, and got up.

Bethany cleared her throat. “Is King Piter there? We wanted to meet him.”

A tall man with black hair appeared around the corner behind the ropes. A crease rode vertically up the
center of hisbulging forehead. Thick eyebrows danted from his sharp, thin nose, dmost meeting to form
abushy V. Hewore ascarab amulet on hisblack cape and carried a beautiful walking stick carved with
figuresin dark wood. A smell drifted from him that reminded Erec of rotting garbage.

“And whoo are yoou?’ he sneered, hiswhisper fierce and bone chilling.

“Uh...Rick Ross. And Bethany. We re from Americorth South.” Erec took abreath. “Isthe king in? We
wanted to meet him.”

“Wanted to meet him,” the man’ svoice rosein amocking tone. “The king is not himsdlf lately, and the
last thing he needsisto be bothered by fans.” His eyes narrowed. “And don’t you think of snesking in
for avigt. Theking isnot leaving my sght. If | catch you two in thewest wing, you' re straight in an
Artery back to Americorth South. Now get back with those other brats to your stupid competition—that
is, whileit lasts,” he said, snickering.

Erec and Bethany walked away. “Who wasthat?’ asked Bethany. “Hewas horrible.”

“Whoever heis, theking never leaves hissight,” said Erec. “Now what am | going to do?’

“Don’'t worry,” said Bethany. “We Il figure something out. Let’s go to the assembly.”

Plush red velvet seats and humongous chanddliersfilled the beautiful theeter in the east wing. Severd
people sat on stage, including Stoney Rayson, a Super A Team bouncer. Murmurs of excitement echoed
through the room.

“Look,” said Erec. “It's Stoney Rayson! Now I’ ve seen two Super A Team membersin person.”
Bethany squinted. “I recognize him from articles a the newsstand.”

“What?'Y ou haven't seen him on televison amillion times?’

Bethany blushed. “I don’t see much television. Uncle Earl says| have to be useful. That means cook and
ceandl thetime.”

Bethany pointed as the man with the creased forehead who yelled at them in the west wing did acrossthe
stage with hiswalking stick. With him was Spartacus Kilroy, who had greeted them at the bus, il
wearing the royd blue cape with the white star. Erec did not see Kilroy’ s book.

They were helping an elderly man on stage. Long gray hair lay limp around his craggy face. Hewaslarge
but stooped, asif he was somehow folded in on himsalf. Kilroy and the man with the creased forehead
both tried to help him sit, but they pulled him in two directions at the sametime. The old man’sarms
yanked outward, and his eyes bugged as he looked wildly about. The dark-haired man snarled and
segted the old man next to himsdlf.

Spartacus Kilroy approached the microphone, and the room burst into cheers. He laughed and held his
handsin theair. “Thank you! For those who do not know me, | am Spartacus Kilroy. Cal me Sport,
Mr. Kilroy—whatever you like. I’ ve been one of King Piter’ s AdviSeersfor the past ten years, and what
agreat decadeto be here! This” Hewaved an arm acrossthe audience. “Thisisamazing. A firstin
history! A timefor dl of our youth to come together as one: rich and poor, smart and dumb, young
and...younger, from all the lands of this beautiful earth!”

“Except Upper Earth,” Bethany whispered.

Kilroy continued. “These contests are not only the highlight of my career. Asyou al know, they will
forever changethelives of three youngstersin thisvery room. Three boys and girls, right here today, will
be our future rulers. What would you do if you were king or queen, with your own scepter, and all that
power at your fingertips?’

The black-haired man scowled more fiercely than ever. He looked like he wanted to jump out of his
chair and beat off the contestants with hiswalking stick.

Kilroy said, “ Six hundred and twenty-one of you sgned my book. After tomorrow, only two hundred
will remain in the games. The next two contests will bring the numbers down to one hundred, then fifty.
Thosefifty will move on to games of greater difficulty, one devised by Queen Posey of Ashona, one by



King Pluto of Aorth, and one by our King Piter and his staff. These will narrow down the group to
twenty-five, then ten, and finaly three.

“You aredl invited to stay and enjoy the games. Three days after the contests we will dissolve the castle
dormitories, so please make sure you are not in them at that time. In the meantime, there will be parties
and even aSuper A Team Alypium springball match for your enjoyment.”

After the riotous cheering quieted, Kilroy continued. “ Before you isthe pand of saven judges, including
mysdf.

“Mr. Richard Rayson, known as Stoney Rayson from the famous Super A Team.” Therewaswild
gpplause as Stoney flashed aamile, reveding stunning white tegth.

“Olive Umpeg, the gamesreferee.” A gray-haired woman nodded to scattered applause.

“Our lovely Queen Posey.” Kilroy nodded back at a dark-haired woman with dark circles under her
eyesand aslver crown, who waved regdly.

“King Pluto.” The room howled with applause as athin man in thick coats and abronze crown smugly
waved.

“King Piter.” The applause hitched up anotch. The old man with limp gray hair blinked asif he had no
ideawhat was going on.

“And King Piter’ s other AdviSeer, Bdthazar Ugry.” The dark-haired man’sface did into adick smileas
the applause died down.

“Wewill seeyou dl tomorrow at the first game, whichis called the Mongter. Ten o' clock behind the
castle maze.” More cheers broke out as Kilroy waved and took his sedt.

Stoney Rayson walked to the podium in agray tailored suit, wearing the black Super A Team eye patch.
The room went wild. Rayson obvioudly enjoyed the atention. He smoothed hisdick gray hair and
soaked up the crowd with his stedly gray uncovered eye. Then he posed, knees bent and arms out, fists
flipped back, so that he looked remarkably like one of his action figures. In the movies, he turned people
to stone by tilting back hisfists and opening gorgon eyesin hiswrids.

Rayson’ s deep voice boomed. “If it weren't for these wristbands, kids, you' d dl be rocks out therel”
Kidswent wild as Rayson posed again, moving hiswrists to point at the entire room. “Okay, kids. I'll be
meeting you in person. I’'m one of your judges; that’ s right. Remember—no touch.” He dusted his
deevesasif to wipe off dirty kid fingerprints. “He who touches the Stone Man isdisqudified. My son,
Rock, will bewith you al tomorrow. Now, good luck, fight fair, and play to win!” Stoney flashed his
wrigtsone last time in aquick pose that again set the room on fire and then went to his seet.

Olive Umpee, squat and muscular with thick silver hair cut in ashort bowl style, walked to the podium.
Her lips pressed tight so they were dmost invisible. She surveyed the crowd with distaste and blew her
slver whigtleloudly into the microphone. Theroom fdl sllent. Erec’ searsrang.

“Wadl,” Umpee yeled into the microphone, “I hope there are three of you out there somewhere who can
control yoursalves. Thisisnot acontest for lily livers or screaming meemies. In fact, those who know
they are unfit to rule, please excuse yourselves right now!”

Everybody |ooked around, but nobody stood. Umpee continued, quieter. “Y ou will address me asMiss
Umpee, or Referee. | am King Pluto’ s assistant. There are rules. No remote controls or bought magic
unless otherwise specified. No second chances. I'll have my eye on you.” She leered over the audience
before abruptly turning and sitting down.

Queen Posey—abeautiful woman with long, wavy, dark hair and arippling silver crown—rose, picking
up along golden scepter that sparkled with jewes. She wore a shimmering agua dress and awhite shawl
that fluttered and swirled around her asif it were made of tiny floating feathers.

“She needs more deep,” whispered Bethany. “L ook at the lines under her eyes.”

She cleared her throat into the microphone and the room fdll silent. “ Quiet, please. | am Queen Posey of
Ashona. My brother Piter wants these contests, so | am behind him. Please enjoy.” She blew akissto
the audience. Her soft accent sounded mysterious. “I have nice prizesfor winners of my contest.” She
waved and sat down.

Next to her, King Pluto picked up his scepter and walked to the microphone. He was pale and bundled



inathick black coat, scarves, and ablack knit hat. A thin, coppery crown perched on the hat. He blew
his nose and held up ahand until the clapping died down.

“I'm King Pluto of Aorth, asyou must know. Hey folks...man it's cold up here.” Erec did not think it
was cold at al. King Pluto spoke fast, sounding very unlike his sster Posey. “Reminds me of the Cyclops
who ran into astore and stole athermos. Had no ideawhat it was. A friend told him it keeps hot things
hot and cold things cold. He showed it to hiswife, and she asked, ‘What did you put in it? He sad,
“Three snow cones and a cup of hot chocolate.’

“Listen, have agreat time. | can’t wait to meet the new rulers so my brother and sster and | can findly
retire. King Piter used to talk about this grest little seaside condo on Miami Beach, right by the ocean for
Queen Posey. I’'m ready.” He chuckled and sat down.

Erec was puzzled. Was this the King Pluto who put his mother in adungeon? That Erec was supposed to
stay away from? He seemed so nice.

Kilroy whispered in King Piter’ s ear and walked to the microphone. “ Asyou know, King Piter isnot
well. Y ou have hisblessings. He wants you to know heisvery excited about the contests.” King Piter
stared, fascinated, at his hands.

Bathazar Ugry, King Piter’ s other AdviSeer, with the bulging, creased forehead, went to the podium.
Theroom fdl slent and afew people gasped. Erec fdlt his ssomach riseinto histhroat.

Ugry hissed, “1 cannot tel you how...ddighted | am that you arein our pdace. My nameis Balthazar
Ulrich Theodore Ugry. | must, of course, attend to the king as my main duty, but believe me, | will be
watching dl of you. Nothing shal escape me.” He spun around and his black cloak fanned behind him.
Everybody in the audience stared, forgetting to clap.

“Okay! Tomorrow morning, ten o' clock, behind the maze. First game,” Spartacus caled into the
microphone. He ran back to King Piter, but Bathazar Ugry was aready walking the king off the stage.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Maze

WANT TO COME find apomegranate?’ Erec asked.

“All right.” Bethany shrugged. “But | can’t imagine King Piter helping your mother. Did you see how
ancient helooks?’

“I havetotry.” Erec was doubtful too. “Maybe he's changed since my mom knew him. Kilroy said he
wassick.”



“| thought King Piter, King Pluto, and Queen Posey were supposed to betriplets,” Bethany said. “King
Piter lookslike he could be their grandfather.”

Walking to the kitchensin the east wing, Erec felt a pang of sadness. It took a moment before he realized
the fedling was not his, but part of the atmosphere around him—the Substance. But the minute the
kitchen doors opened, the fedling disappeared.

Wild noises flew from the kitchen: banging pots and pans, knives hitting chopping blocks, and clunking
equipment. A giant black oven gtrolled through on short meta legs. It swung jointed arms through piles of
food, scooping handfuls of eggs and flour into its door. Seconds later, it Spit eggshells onto the floor.
Servants ran through, sweeping up the mess. The oven dumped piles of sugar and butter into its belly
with abandon and collapsed with ahum that sounded like a bad rendition of “A Spoonful of Sugar.” Ina
moment it was quiet. The two lights on its hood blinked off, making it ook adeep.

Baor and Damon Stain, whom Erec had met on the bus, and atdl blond boy with dark blue eyes sat on
acounter. “It’ sthe poor littlerich kid,” said Balor. “Never heard of Port-O-Doors, but he ownsthisnice
little piece of work.” He pointed to Erec’ s glasses and squinted. “| bet that funny eye does something
clever too. Can | seethe glasses?’

Erec shook hishead. “Who'syour friend?’

Bador shrugged. “Ward Gamin. Ward, thisis...what did you say your name was?’

“Rick Ross. And thisis Bethany Evirly.”

“Evirly. That' sfamiliar.” Balor smiled. “Y ou' Il both be on my team.”

“Y our team?’ Erec asked. “We have teams tomorrow?’

Baor and Ward' s eyes met. “Not tomorrow. In the second contest.” He looked Bethany over
skepticdly. “Got anything good up your deeve?’

Bethany’ s eyes narrowed. “Y ou think | want to be on ateam with someone who threw me out of my
Segt on abus?”’

“Ooh, she'sgot spunk,” Baor said. “We |l take her dl right.”

“Yeah,” Ward grinned. “ Just to make her mad, if nothing else.” He high-fived Bdor.

Damon strutted around the floor, flexing his muscles and singing, “ Just to make her ma-a-ad, ma-a-ad,
ma-a-ad. Brother isalittle lamb.” He stopped and stared into the distance. “| want the donuts.” His
mouth hung open and a strand of drool dithered out.

“Who saysit’sup to you, anyway?’ Bethany asked, crossing her arms.

Baor, Damon, and Ward burst out laughing. “1 do,” Baor said. “I have connections. Who were those
other two with you on the bus?’

“Jack Hare and Oscar Fdix,” Erec said. “How do you know we' Il al make it through thefirst contest?’
Bdor grinned. “ Just follow me—if you can. | know theway.”

Ward shoved Balor’ s shoulder. “ Shut up, aready. Here' sour stuff.” Hecate Jekyll walked over carrying
traysloaded with cookies, cakes, popcorn, and candy. Balor and Ward grabbed the trays and Damon
followed them out, stuffing food in hismouth al the way.

“Haven't | seen you kids before? What can | do for yeh?’

“Do you have any pomegranates?’

Hecate Jekyll’ shands fdll from her hips. “ Pomegranates, en? Y ou're apomegranate fan? What' s your
name?’

“Um, Rick.” Erec’smind blanked. He could not remember his new last name.

“Rick what?' Hecate Jekyll stared intently.

Erec glanced at Bethany, mind racing. Rick Rose? Rick Rent?

“Rick Ross,” Bethany put in. “He' salittle distracted, new place and al. We aso wanted some
hamburgers, please. And if it' s possible, those dessert trays Baor Stain had |ooked awfully good.”
Hecate Jekyll smiled. “Well, sure. Baor and Damon have their own menu plan, but they’re fill down
here changing it every day. | guess| don't see any harm in sending you two up with a plate of tregts. All
right, two burgers, two pomegranates?’

Erec and Bethany nodded. Hecate disappeared and returned with hamburgers and pomegranates. She
whispered something to the big black oven. It swung open its door and stuck arack out like abig



tongue. She picked off treats and put them on atray.

Hecate shook her head when she handed Erec the pomegranates. “Now, you kids eat some hedthy
Alypium food tonight. It' [l give you more energy for the race tomorrow.”

Erec cradled the pomegranatesin his arm and Bethany carried the plate loaded with doughnuits,
brownies, cookies, and muffins. Asthey ate their hamburgers, Bethany whispered, “Did you hear her say
‘energy for therace ? | guessit’sarace tomorrow.” She bit her lip. “I’m not arunner.”

“Remember, Bdor said he knowstheway. It's not aregular race.”

Shefrowned. “He sthe last person I'd follow.”

“Unless you wanted to win. Balor obvioudy gets specid treatment.”

“Noway,” said Bethany. “Y ou heard Kilroy. Everyone has an equa chance. ‘ Rich and poor, smart and
dumb,”” shesad, giggling.

“Did Hecate Jekyll look at me funny when | asked for the pomegranates?’ Erec grabbed a cupcake with
sporinkles.

“Nah.” Bethany munched on abrownie. “ She just wondered why you didn’'t know your last name.”

Erec looked at hisfrosting-smudged T-shirt. “1 wonder if Jack would lend me clothes.”

Bethany brushed brownie crumbs off her dress. “My roommeate, Melody, told me there’ safreelaundry
inthe cadtle. Y ou wouldn’t need many.”

Erec told Bethany about his* cloudy thoughts” asthey passed the roped-off west wing. The guard was
muttering to himsalf about missing lunch. When he saw Bethany walk past with aplatefull of trests he
threw hishandsin theair. “Blagt it. Where s Ugand?’

Bethany held afinger to her lips asthey walked around a corner. Three boyswalking by ogled the treats.
“Want some?’ she asked.

“Sure”

“Y ou can have thewholetray if you play ajoke on that guard,” Bethany whispered.

One boy lifted an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’ sagood idea?’

Shenodded. “1t'll be funny.”

Erec and Bethany watched as the boys walked close to the guard, tossing donuts to each other. When
they were right next to him, they shouted, “Aaargh!” and threw food at hisface.

While the guard swatted at the food and cursed the boys, Bethany and Erec darted past the rope.
Keeping an eye on the guard, they dipped in and out from the suits of armor that lined the halway,
holding swords, axes, and nunchucks. One held ateddy bear. Asthey walked by, it squeezed itsteddy
tighter and turned away.

Hallwaysled from halways, and huge doorslined thelong walls. A torrent of noise spilled from behind
one closed door. It sounded like bowling balls were dropping, pots and pans clashing, and jackhammers
hammering, with wild Snging mixed in.

“The king could be anywhere.”

They peeked in rooms and dodged maids. Erec saw athin wooden Port-O-Door with agold handle like
they had seen in FES Station. Then Bethany pointed into aroom.

King Piter was Sitting on ared velvet couch near afire. He seemed unnaturally gaunt and stooped for
such alarge man. Spartacus Kilroy was coaxing him into drinking coffee. “C' mon, King, open up. Here
you go.” He pushed the cup to the king’s mouth. King Piter turned away.

“You know it’s coffee time. It helps you so much. There you go.” He poured the coffeeinto King Piter’s
mouth and dusted his hands. The king dumped into the couch. “Y ou rest. | have everything taken care
of.” He pulled ablanket over the king and walked out.

Bethany and Erec flattened themsalves on awal behind a suit of armor. Kilroy walked out without seeing
them. Erec held his breath when they went into the room. He stopped before King Piter, unsure how to
wake him. He put his hand on the king’ s shoul der.

Theking' seyesflew open. Helooked at Erec in shock. Erec removed his hand, and King Piter’ seyes
started to close.

“I need your help. My mother, June O’ Hara, isa prisoner in King Pluto’ s dungeons.”

King Piter looked confused.



“Do you remember my mother?’

King Piter tilted his head asif deep in thought. Erec held his mother’ s picture out. The king looked at it
and sniffed.

“Would you like apomegranate?’ Erec held one ouit.

The king wrinkled hisnose asif it disgusted him, but Erec pushed it into the king’ s hand. Astheir hands
touched, theking said, “ Erec?’

Erec jumped back in surprise.

“What isthe meaning of this?’ Balthazar Ugry stormed into the room. “ So, it’syou two cretins again.
Had to upset the king, didn’t you? Pack your bags. Y ou’ re going straight home. Y ou kids think you can
come here and take over, be the next king or queen. Wdll, that’ s not about to happen.”

“Oh, Bdthazar, | see you' vefound my friends,” said avoice from the doorway. Spartacus Kilroy winked
at Erec. “Isthere aproblem?’

Ugry hissed, “Y ou know these wretches?’

“Sure. They volunteered to help. King Piter wanted to meet afew contestants, and these two agreed.”
“That'sfunny,” Ugry retorted. “1 haven't heard the king say athingin years”

“It'sdl inyour gpproach,” said Kilroy, smiling.

Ugry glared at Erec and swept from the room.

“Thank you,” said Bethany, very rdlieved. “I would havedied if | had to go home.”

Kilroy shook his head at the thought. “ Balthazar tends to overreact. If it was up to him, al you kids
would go home. I'm not sure who he thinks the next kings and queenswill be. But he' salittle setin his
ways. | think the world stopped for him when King Piter got sick.

“Meanwhile,” Kilroy added, more serious, “don’t bother the king again. Onetime, no harm. But he
needs hisrest.” Kilroy pointed Erec and Bethany out the door and out of the west wing.

The gardens around the castle were immaculate, unlike the castleitself. Beautiful plantsthat Erec had
never before seen were arranged without aweed in sight. The roseslining the path were taller than he
was, with bloomsasbig ashishead. A terrace full of huge, brightly colored daisieswhirred with activity.
The daisy headstook off into the air, spinning like little yellow, purple, and orange helicopters, and
landing on different gems.

Small green reptiles with big back legs hopped by. When one jumped on Bethany’ s head, she shrieked
and pulled it off. “What wasthat thing?’

A girl nearby said, “Leaping lizards. They’re harmless.” The girl ducked as another legping lizard sailed
past her own face.

Near the back corner of the palace, hundreds of flags waved from every country in Upper Earth and the
Kingdoms of the Keepers. A few kids ran between the flagpol es, touching one, then another. Seeing this,
Erec touched onetoo. A slencefell and abeautiful tune played. Erec guessed it was the nationd anthem
of that country.

Behind the castle was agreat maze made of shrubstoo high to see over. “Oh, how fun,” Bethany said.
“Let’stryit.”

A dgnin front of the maze entrance said it was closed for the day.

“How can amaze be closed?’ Erec asked.

“You'reright. Let’sgo.” Bethany tugged hisarm.

Nobody was looking so they went in. Once inside they discovered that al the passageways |ooked dike.
They quickly got lost. With so many twists and turns, the maze seemed like an endless trap. Erec Started
to wonder if they would ever get out.

Findly they heard aloud howl and cursing. Alarmed, they followed the noise. A gap in the shrubs
revealed a courtyard in the center of the maze. A man was chaining a strange, deeping beast to apole.



Another man sat on the ground, swearing. Blood covered hisleft arm, which hung limp a hisside.
“It'sokay, mate,” thefirst onesaid. “They’ll fix you right up at the paace, they will.”

The man covered with blood groaned. “Why do they want aminotaur here, anyway? All these kids
around. Someone sgoing to get killed, you just wait. Look what it didto meinits deep.”

Thefirst man shrugged. “ Thisiswhat the king’ s AdviSeer wanted, and he knows better than us. Said
something about asurprise.”

“Well, do we leave food for it?’

“The AdviSeer wanted it hungry.”

The gtting man didn't like that idea. “ Thisthing would eet akid for breskfagt.”

Erec and Bethany tried to get a better look at the minotaur. It had the head and body of a huge bull, but
itslower legslooked like agiant, hairy human'sin racing shorts.

“Let’sget out of here” Bethany said. “If you follow the right hand wall of amaze you' Il eventually get
The sun was sinking and the maze seemed endless. Knowing that around any corner they might run into
the kid-eating minotaur again made it even worse. When they finally got out, Erec was shaking. They ran
into the dormitories and collgpsed in astting room.

Later at dinner, al Erec could think about was asking his mother more questions. Why did shelieto him
hiswholelife? He didn’t know what to believe. He wanted to put his glasses on right then in the cafeteria,
but kids were everywhere. His dorm room was no better with Jack and Oscar popping in and out. He
closed hiseyes. “1 was stupid. Why didn't | put my glasses on in the maze?’

“Put them on now,” Bethany said. “Nobody can hear us. I'll pretend we' retaking.”

“Someone could St with usand | wouldn't even know.”

“Don’t worry. I'll kick you if someone comestoo close.”

Erec did the glasses on hisface. His mother was knitting and reading abook with atelevison blaring.
“Mom?’

Taken by surprise, June dropped her knitting and spilled her lemonade. She put her hand on her heart.
“Erec?’

“Yeah, it'sme, Mom.” A wave of embarrassment passed over him as he redized he was |ooking at
Bethany and saying, “Mom.”

“Areyoudl right?

“I'mfine. | may haveto leave at any second, though.” He did not add that he was sitting in abusy
cafeteria He could imagine what shewould say. “I have alot to ask you. First, why didn't you tell me al
of thisbefore? 1 don't even know which way isup now. | find out my own mother knows magic. | was
bornin Alypium. People were after me here for some reason. | want the whole story.”

“Erec, stop. | know,” she said, picking up her knitting. “I’'m sorry | didn’'t tell you | knew magic. | had
my reasons. Then you would have wanted to know everything...like you do now. And you can’t know
much more.” She twisted a pen she was holding so hard thet it broke. “Don’t beimpatient. You'll find
out whenit' stime”

“Why did King Pluto capture you?’

June sighed. “He' shad ahard life. He was a sweet man, but he could only take so much. Hewasn't as
powerful as Posey, and not nearly as powerful as Piter. Not that that should matter, but he was always
compared, and | know he felt bad.

“He sauffered, too. His scepter isweaker. That'swhat keeps them alive so long. It goesinto everything
they touch. That' swhy King Piter’ swifelived along time, before she and the triplets were killed. Queen
Posey’ s hushand and kids are several hundred years old. But Pluto’ sfamilies...he' shad afew, but they
grow old and die while he kegps on living. His scepter isn't strong enough to keep them dive. That's
been terribly painful.”

His mother sighed. “Plus, he uses his scepter far too much, probably to make up for hislack of power.
Those scepters can warp the strongest soul unlesstreated very carefully. And Thanatos Baskaniais
awaysat hissde, making him fed worse, promising him power he never had. I’ m afraid he' sfindly gone



to thewrong side for good.”

It seemed like his mother had skirted around his question, but he was curious. “ Thanatos Baskania? Y ou
don’t mean the Crown Prince of Peace, do you?’

“Thevery one.” June frowned. “Y ou may aswell hear this now, for your own safety. Baskania, the
Crown Prince, isnot from Upper Earth. Heisto be strictly avoided. In fact, of al people, he must not
find out that you are there. He' s a dangerous man.”

“Whereishefrom, Alypium?’

“He created Alypium, and Ashona and Aorth, too. He' s from the old times, when magic was
everywhere.”

“But what ishe doing in Upper Earth, then?’

“Good question. | have abad feding about it. HE' s power mad from hundreds of years of trying to
perfect magic and do things that nobody can do. Taking over Upper Earth wouldn’t be too hard for him,
and that’swhat I'm afraid he istrying. When he bought those huge corporations that spread acrossthe
world, | wondered if it was about the money, and al the things and people it bought. But now, with this
politicking for ‘ peace’ and getting involved with the United Nations...I don’t know.

“But he'll be stopped before he getstoo far. The rulersin the Kingdoms of the Keeperswill never et him
take over.”

“What rulers?’

“Well, King Piter, of course. And Queen Posey, | suppose.”

Erec faintly heard Bethany laughing asif he had told ajoke. Hefdt grateful for her efforts.

“Mom, King Piter isno help. He didn’t remember you. And he didn’t want the pomegranates.”

June was shocked. “But he does know me. Maybe he didn’t hear you. Was he busy?’

“Hewas propped on a couch staring at the wall.”

“Washe adeep?’ June bit her lip.

“No,” said Erec. “But he' ssick, and he' sredly old and confused. | don’t think he knowswhere heis.”
June picked up her knitting, studying the stitches. “ Thiscan’t be. | knew he was...not feding right and
that something wasterribly wrong, but | had no idea...”

Erec wondered how she knew, but she didn’t look like she wanted to talk about it. He could hear
Bethany chatting nearby.

“Unless...” Junesaid loudly.

“Huh?’ asked Erec.

“Y ou say he' s confused, doesn't know where heis?’

“Yeah. He slet the castle go. It'slying onitsside.”

“Something isn't right, Erec. | think someone put him under aspell. He doesn't sound sick to me. | have
anidea...”

Bethany kicked Erec hard ontheleg. “Ow...bye!” he said and whisked the glasses off.

Ward Gamin, Baor Stain’ sfriend, was marching to Erec’ stable with asneer. Muscles rippled under his
shirt.

Bethany whispered, “Y our nectar glass shot over to that wall. It must have been agravity lapse. It got all
over Ward.”

Ward wiped his shirt with Erec’ s ngpkin. “Think you' re funny, huh?’

Erec bit hislip, trying not to laugh. He offered another napkin. “ Sorry, Ward. | guess the messed-up
gravity did it.”

Bethany nodded. “I tried to grab it, but | missed.”

“Yeah, sure.” Ward looked back and forth between Erec and Bethany. He seemed confused how to turn
their apologiesinto afight. “Wéll, | don’t like you anyway. | don’t care what Balor thinks. He only wants
those.” He pointed to Erec’ s glasses. “But you' re abunch of nobodies, | cantell.” He walked away,
chuckling. *'Y ou bozoswon't make it through the first game.”

Bethany stuck her tongue out at Ward' s back.

Erec dumped in hischair. “| fed like | should be wearing atarget on my back. The only person | can



trust isstuck in adungeon. . .except for you.” Then again, he wasn't sure he did trust his mother now.
“I’'mturning in,” he said. “ See you in the morning?’
“Ten o' clock behind the maze,” said Bethany. “Ward Gamin iswrong. We are going towin.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The MONSTER

AFTER SHOWERING AND putting on clean clothes that Jack lent him, Erec felt like anew person.
Jack said the L on hisforehead was so light now he could barely seeit. Erec decided to wear the cap
just in case. They found Bethany in the cafeteria, no hat on, eating ambrosia and nectar. Shelooked
completely different in her roommate Melody’ s orange shirt and blue shortsinstead of her raggedy
dress.

“You look great,” Jack said.

Bethany’ s cheeksturned pink. “I don't fed like me. | fed so much...better. Why do some of the kids
wear blue cloaks?”’

Jack said, “They’ re apprenticing to be sorcerers. Sorcerers wear black cloaks—at least they al used to.
It’' s getting old-fashioned. A lot of sorcerers wear street clothes now, except the ones who want
attention. Funny, the oneswho are the least powerful often are the ones who wear the cloaks.”

Asthey walked together to the maze, Erec asked a question he d thought of yesterday. “ Do you know
what the magic box wasthat the guard had? It |ooked like aremote control.”

Jack laughed. “That’ sjust what it was. They concentrate your energy, let you do magic you couldn’t do
unlessyou wereredlly good. All the apprentices use them. A lot of people never could do magic without
them. It dl depends on how much power you haveingde, redly.”

Erec thought that was greet. “ Do they let you do anything you want?’

“Nah. Only mid-level magic, like moving things or people, making thingsinvisible, destroying things,
making peoplefed different, sarting fire, Suff like that.”

Erec and Bethany |ooked at each other. “ That soundslike alot. What can't they do?’

“Plenty. They can't hed things, change things, make things grow, make force fields, enchant objects, read
minds. To do those you haveto learn alot, and get past needing aremote.”

A crowd gathered behind the maze where Erec and Bethany had been lost. He shuddered to think of the
minotaur insde. “Y ou don't think we haveto gointhereand...”

Bethany grew pae. “Wewon't doit. Y ou heard what the man said. That thing would eat usfor



breskfast!”

Erec’ s stomach dropped. “ Someone' s going to get hurt, | know it. I'll go inand do what | can to help.”
“You'renot afrad?

“I didn't say that.” Erec would not think about being afraid. There was no room for that now.

Spartacus Kilroy, in hisbright blue, starred cape, stood by alarge meta archway with adome on top. At
his side, Queen Posey tapped her scepter on the ground. A thin stream of water sprang near Erec’ sfed,
curving around the large group of contestants.

Kilroy blew hiswhistle. He seemed uncomfortable. “Now that we are dl together, | have an
announcement. There have been reports that, um, some of you are not who you say you are. We ve had
afew cdls, and...just to be safe, you understand, everyone will have to walk though this | dentdetector.
Y ou will notice the water wall surrounding you, provided by Queen Posey, in case anyone wasto try
to”’—he cleared histhroai—" escape. Now, form aline, and let’ s get this over with.”

A buzz immediately arose. Bethany grabbed Jack by the arm. “What’ s an |dentdetector?’

“It shows your true identity and appearance, and exposes people who changed shape.”

“How can people change shape?’ Erec asked.

“Thereare spdlls,” Jack said. “Not alot of people do it, though, because you can never look like your
old sdf agan.”

“Why not?’ Bethany asked.

“Y ou' d have to use the spell again to make yoursalf look like your old self, but it never works aswell the
second time. Y ou' d only look smilar. And if you change more than once or twice, you start to ook
srange. Pointy ears, pink eyes. People don’t do it too much.”

Kilroy wastrying, unsuccessfully, to form aline. Occasiona spurts of water shot above the crowd to
gppreciative laughter.

“Erec.” Bethany pulled him aside and whispered, “Y ou better hide. HE s going to see your real name.
And what if it showswherewe arefrom? It could be al over.”

“Maybe we should get out of here.” Erec wasn't sure how the tiny stream could keep them penned in, so
he put part of hisfoot over the water. It shot into the air with such force that he was thrown onto his
back. A roar of laughter went up around him, but Bethany |ooked panicked.

A line formed near the Identdetector, which was the only way out of the circle of water. Erec and
Bethany drifted near the machine, but avoided the line. Kilroy ushered kids one by one under the

| dentdetector’ stall blue dome.

A boy walked under the dome. “Name?’ asked Spartacus Kilroy.

“Bo Garth,” the boy said.

Spartacus repeated “Bo Garth,” and the pages of hisledger book flew open to Bo’s name. Erec could
see the screen on the side of the I dentdetector comparing two identical pictures of Bo'sface and his
name. No address or other information was listed. Spartacus put a check by Bo's name.

Erec jabbed his thumb toward the book in Kilroy’shands. “1 guessit’sagood thing | didn’t change my
namein hisbook. | sgnedin as Erec Rex, so | should be okay.”

“But what if Kilroy recognizes your name?’

Erecidly kicked apebbleinto the water wall, and asmall jet shot it back. “1t' snot like | have much
choice”

The crowd in the water wall was thinning when arumble of chatter erupted near the | dentdetector. “Well,
| think we have our culprit,” Spartacus Kilroy said. Erec squeezed into atight crowd peering at the
pictures on the side of the machine. One showed an angry boy, about fourteen, now cursing insdethe
machine. The other picture was of a bading middle-aged man. “ Queen Posey, your highness, we' ve
found him. A grown man trying to sneak into the contests.” Kilroy shook his head.

Queen Posey gppeared with a splash, dark brown hair hanging in ringlets and shimmering blue robes
draped around her. Now that she was close, Erec saw that the dark circles under her eyes were made
from three thin black lines. She frowned and wagged afinger at the boy-man whose name was Tyrone
Rant. In amoment Rant was Sitting near her, penned in by asmall water wall.

Kilroy looked shaken. “Good thing we checked. Y our highness, should we let the rest of these kids



go?’

Queen Posey thought aminute. “No. | think they should dl go through.”

Erec's heart sank.

Not many kidswere left ingde when shouts erupted. Two othersjoined Rant in hiswater wall: another
man, posing as aboy, and awoman who looked like aten-year-old girl. Queen Posey did not look
plesased.

“I"'m getting this over with,” Bethany announced. She walked to the I dentdetector with Erec behind her.
After ashort wait, shewaked in. “Bethany Evirly,” she said.

“Bethany Evirly,” Kilroy repested, sounding tired. He looked up. “Oh, hi,” he smiled. His book flew
open to adifferent page and he marked a check by her name. “Y ou changed your name once, | see.” he
sad. “Hmm. Areyou related to Earl Evirly?’

Turning pae, Bethany shook her head.

“Too bad,” said Kilroy. “He sin big around herelately. Always at important meetings.” He shrugged.
“Next.”

Erec walked in. “Erec Rex.”

“Bdthazar’ sfriend,” Kilroy chuckled. He looked at the machine, puzzled. *Y our mgesty, I'm not sure
what to make of this. Can you look? He is akid, but his pictures don’t match.”

The queen stared at the pictures for along time, then at Erec with alook of disbelief. Erec wondered
what was wrong with his picture. He could not see it from ingde the machine. Could his name be
confusing everybody?

“Y our mgesty? Should we let him stay in the games? He' s not an adult trying to sneak in. Who knows
what happened to him?’

Queen Posey cleared her throat. “Y ou are right, of course. He may stay.”

Erec felt asurge of rdief, though hislegs were wesk from the waiting. “ AdviSeer Kilroy?’

“Cdl me Sport.” Kilroy winked. “ Saved you twice now.”

“Uh, | liketo be cdlled Rick Ross, not Erec Rex. Could you change my namein your book?’ Erec held
his bregth.

Kilroy was clearly surprised. “Well, | don’t know. That’ srather odd.”

“Y ou heard the boy,” said Queen Posey. “Cdl him Rick Ross.”

“Wadll, okay then.” Kilroy smiled politely and drew athin line through “Erec Rex.” “Rick Rossit is”
“Thank you.” Erec nodded to the queen and darted away to where Bethany stood waiting.

“What happened?’ Bethany asked. “1 couldn’t see the pictures from thisside. Did they recognize your
name?’

“I have noidea.” Erec shook his head in amazement. “They said my pictures didn’t match. How could
that be? 1 didn’t have a shape-changing spell. Queen Posey was staring at me. | wonder if she recognized
my name. Kilroy didn't ssemto.” A heavy weight settled on Erec’ s shoulders. He had been safe, but
now hewasn't sure what was going on.

Bethany bit her lip. “1t sounds like my Uncle Earl has been here.”

“All right,” Kilroy shouted. “There will be no more entries. The games have officidly begun!” He blew his
whistle and the crowd erupted in cheers.

“Thefirst contest,” said Kilroy, “isthe MONSTER: the Multi Option Non Stop To End Race. The track
isdivided into haf-mile segments, each splitting into branches. At the ends of the segmentswill beasgn
with a question. Each answer choice will point you down adifferent path. Only oneis correct. If you pick
the right answer and go down theright track, it will split againin another haf mile with another question.
If you pick awrong answer, you either come to a dead end and go back or, worse, you may go on to
another track split, where there are two wrong answers leading to two dead ends. If you cometo a
guestion where you know both answers are wrong, turn back and take another track choice.

“Y ou will not be able to see the dead ends until you are on top of them. They look like forksin the track.
When you return from a dead end, you must wear vanishing caps, which will bein big boxes next to each
sign.” Kilroy plopped ablack cap on his head and disappeared. Then he pulled it off and reappeared.
“This keeps your competitors from knowing they are on the wrong path.



“If you make each choice correctly, you can win in five segments. That’ stwo and ahaf miles. If you
make every choice wrong, the race can be up to seven and ahaf milesforward plusfive miles
backward. Don't wear yoursalf out too fast. Decision making is more important than speed. And don’t
worry. Thisis hard, but two hundred of you out there will win the Multi Option Non Stop To End Race.
Good luck!”

Erec thought of hissster Nell and her walker. The contest did not seem fair. Still, he wasrdievedit did
not involve the minotaur in the maze.

Erec watched as Bethany was counting on her fingers. She saw him staring and looked sheepishly at him.
“Judt figuring out the odds of winning by randomly guessing answers, with this many kids and the number
of segments” She shrugged. “1 like math.”

The judges, minus King Piter, huddled nearby. Bathazar Ugry stood to the sde with ascowl. King Pluto
waved his scepter, and numbers appeared on the backs of everybody’ s shirts. Erec was 441 and
Bethany was 398. Erec wondered if the numberswould stay on their shirts permanently.

The huge crowd followed Spartacus Kilroy around the maze and crowded around awide starting line.
Kilroy blew hiswhistle, and everybody ran, bumping into each other for ahaf mileto thefirst sign. A boy
and agirl who looked like they were around sixteen flew above the crowd. A girl pointed up, saying,
“There go the Cdaistwins”

A boy zipped by so fast Erec dmost fell over. Hisfeet skimmed over thetrack likeice on glass. A few
kids bounced asiif they were walking on the moon. Erec was the most surprised, however, to seea
cheetah speed by like lightning. When it reached the Sgnposg, it turned into agirl with long golden hair
and freckles.

Erec saw Balor Stain look at writing on his pam and dash down the left fork without stopping, Damon,
Ward, and Rock at hisside. They al bounded with long strides, asif their shoes had rockets or springs.
A gigantic beast with long snakelike necks and big fangsjutting from its heads hissed from the first
signpogt. Erec jumped back when a head shot toward him, jaws opened. A dick, futuristic woman's
voice spoke in cam monotone above the commotion. “Y ou have cometo aHydra, which arosefrom a
lake. It ischarging at you, fangs bared. Go down the left path if you throw a sack over its middle head.
Go down theright path if you chop its heads off with your sword.”

Kidsran to the right and left, sometimes changing their minds and turning the other way. A snake head
shot at agirl facing away from the sign. Erec rushed to push her out of the way, but the monster melted
into theair when it touched her.

A tall, thin boy jumped twenty feet in the air and looked over the sgn. Whatever he saw must not have
helped him, though, because he looked disappointed when he landed. A dark-haired girl was somehow
able to make the Hydrajump up and down. Although it was interesting to watch, it didn't help her at all.
“Wadll,” said Bethany, who had kept up easily with Erec, “it’s crudl and disgusting to chop off its heads,
but | suppose that’ s the right answer.”

“I don't think so,” said Erec. “Bdor ran to the left without even reading the sign.”

Bethany put her hands on her hips. “ Then we should go the other way.”

“And lose for sure?” Erec wasn't sure why, but he wanted to win. Maybe it was his competitive Sde
taking over. Then again, hismother did say that fate might have put him here for areason. Anyway, it
seemed best to try his hardest.

Bethany made aface and ran up theleft track. Balor and hisfriends were out of sight. The track wasless
crowded, and they ran the next half mile at adecent pace. At the next sign, ahuge crablike beast
snapped long pincers a them. It had one eye and alarge mouth with sharp teeth.

The same cam female monotone said, “ Congratulations. Y ou threw abag over the Hydral s middle head,
which holdsitslittle brain, confusing it so you could run away. If you chop off aHydra head, two grow
back inits place right away.

“Now ahungry ginglehoffer seesyou in aforest. It isdinnertime. Herunsto catch you. If you usea
marshmallow, take the path to the left. If you use a sword, take the path straight ahead. If you usea
|eash, take the path to theright.”

Murmurs of confusion filled the air. Kidswith knowing expressonsran in dl three directions. “ At least



we re not the only cluelessones,” said Erec.

“Well,” said Bethany, “it seemslike swords don't work well with these things. And amarshmallow
soundsridiculous. Want to try the leash?”

Erec thought aleash sounded as ridiculous as amarshmallow, but it was as good as anything else. They
ran to theright, dower now, to the large sgn ahaf mile away. On the sgnpost adragon roared and
clawed at the air, wings spread. A path forked behind it.

Thewoman’ svoice said, “What would you do with aleash if aginglehoffer was chasing you? Become a
delicious dinner. Put on aninvishility cap behind this sign and leaveit at the ginglehoffer sgnpost.”

Erec and Bethany looked at each other in disgust. “I’ m getting sick of running,” Bethany said. From
behind the signpost, the raging dragon looked like motionless cardboard. Bethany put a cap on and
disappeared.

“How can we run together if | can’t seeyou?’

“Wecan't.” Bethany’ s voice was near Erec. “Don't wait for me. I’'m getting tired. | don’t want to lose
thisfor you.”

“Forget it,” said Erec, putting his cap on. “Run your best. Y ou may beat me, anyway. WE Il wait at the
sgnpost for each other. | won't mind abreak then.”

Running whileinvisible felt srange. Bethany appeared a minute after Erec took his cap off by the
ginglehoffer sgn.

“We veonly runtwo miles,” Bethany said. “We better dow down. Remember the tortoise and the
hare?’

Oscar and Jack tore up to the sign, red and winded, and leaned on their knees, panting.

Oscar scowled. “We cut off the Hydra s heads, then we came to a giant mosquito and tried to throw a
net around it. Wrong. Jack talked me into coming back here before we tried riding the mosquito. Who
knowswhat’sright?’ He glared at Jack. “1f we were supposed to ride the mosquito. ..”

Jack held up afinger. “Shh...Wegot it right, doofus. Listen tothesign.” Erec didn’t hear anything. He
redlized the woman’ swords must sound in the runners heads when they cameto the sign.

Oscar spat. “We' ve run three miles. Y ou two look pretty good.”

“Wejust ran two. We' re going dower,” said Erec. He went to drop the vanishing cap in the box, but
turned around when Bethany loudly cleared her throat. She stuffed hersin her pocket and pointed at it.
Erec put his cap in his pocket too.

Oscar and Jack saw him. “Good thinking,” said Oscar. “ That could comein handy.”

Jack frowned. “I don't think that's smart. It's stedling. Isit worth getting sent home?’

Oscar’ snose wrinkled. “ Just say it wasamistake. They can’t prove anything.”

After amoment of doubt, Erec decided he should keep the cap. It could end up helping him save his
mother. He stared & the ginglehoffer, claws snapping, while the woman’ s voice again sounded in his
head.

“I ill don't likethe sword,” said Bethany. “ The leash path was adead end.”

“It samarshmalow,” said Jack.

“Areyou crazy?’ said Oscar.

“No. My dad said something about it once, I'm sure.”

“No way. Give me the mighty sword.” Oscar took off down the path straight ahead. Bethany, Erec, and
Jack took the marshmallow path to the left. Running wasn't bad after the short break. They jogged at a
steady pace, then jumped back when a giant minotaur in racing shorts appeared, towering over them. His
bull-like upper body reared up to smash them.

“Eeek!” Bethany turned away.

“Look,” Jack said. “It'sjust fake. It can't hurt you.”

Theinfuriaingly cam woman' s voice echoed in their heads. “ Congratulations. Ginglehofferscan’t resst
marshmallows but areterribly alergic to them. Y ours egts the marshmallow, gags, and throws up while
you run away.”

“I guessthe theme is escaping and not killing the monsters,” said Erec.

“Of course,” sniffed Bethany. “ One should always be kind to creatures.” Jack nodded.



“Hmm, why don’t | want to be kind to aminotaur?’ Erec said, laughing.

The woman’ s voice continued. “A giant minotaur istearing a you acrossafield. If you plead with the
minotaur for your life, go left. If you shoot an arrow into the minotaur’ seye, go straight. If you throw
water on the minotaur, go right.”

“I don’t think pleading with a minotaur would work.”

Bethany scrunched her face at the awful creature. “I don't like shooting it in the eye, though. Water,
everyone?’

Erec looked a Jack. “Has your father said anything about minotaurs?’

“No.” Jack shrugged. “Water’ s good as anything to me.”

They took theright fork. After about an eighth of amile, Jack struck something hard inthe air. He fdll
onto his back, feet up.

“Darnit,” avoice echoed behind them. The three looked at each other.

“Isthat what | think it was?’ Erec asked.

Jack stood and dusted himsdif off. *1t was someone running back with an invisibility cap. We' re on the
wrong path.”

“That saved usamile.” Bethany wiped her forehead.

“Or more,” Jack said. “It could have split again.”

Erec and Bethany took their vanishing caps from their pockets.

“Ugh,” Jack said. 1 didn’t take one. Now what do | do?’ Helooked longingly at the cardboard back of
the minotaur sign.

Bethany said, “Y ou don't need it. Just run back without it. Y ou’' ve only gone down here alittle way.”
“No,” said Jack, “it’ s not worth therisk.” Helooked sadly at the path ahead as kids ran by.

“Here.” Bethany threw her cap to Jack and ran back without one. Erec and Jack |ooked at each other,
put caps on, and followed her back.

“Thanks.” Jack smiled and tossed Bethany the cap.

She shrugged. “I guessit’ sthe arrow, then. Pleading with aminotaur isridiculous.” They walked dowly
but picked up their pace asthey came to an enormous, muscular man at the end of the track. Holding a
club, he had one huge eyein the middle of his doped head.

The woman’ s voice sounded in their heads. “ Congratulations. Y ou shot abull’ seye. Y our arrow stunned
the minotaur, letting you shoot another &t its other eye, blinding it, or its heart, to kill it.”

“So much for kindnessto animals,” said Jack.

Thevoicesad, “Findly, at the end of your journey, an angry Cyclops swings hisclub at you as he climbs
down amountain. If you grab hisankles and trip him before he hastime to react, go to theright. If you
offer him your watch and al your vauables, go to the left.”

Erec frowned. “ Something tells me bribing the guy might work better than fighting him.” Bethany and
Jack agreed and they started dowly down the left fork. A few kids ran by, so the three put on steam and
ran hard to the finish line. “We went seven segments. That’ sthree and ahaf miles,” said Erec. “Not
Olive Umpee wrote down their shirt numbers as they crossed the finish line. Erec asked Umpee what his
place was, and she pointed at alarge board behind her, where runners names appeared next to their
numbers. Erec, Bethany, and Jack were listed as ninety-five,-six and-seven. They cheered and fell onto
thegrass.

“Look &t thefirst four winners.” Bethany pointed. “Balor Stain, Damon Stain, Rock Rayson, and Ward
Gamin. Surprise, surprise.”

Hecate Jekyll handed out cloudsicles, pollen sundaes, honeycomb, snow cones, and spring water at a
refreshment stand. Erec tried aberry peach nectar swirl cloudsicle. Frozen purple mist moved around the
gtick. It was cold and delicious, and twirled in his mouth before it melted. Bethany ate amaple cloudsicle.
“Look,” shesaid, “it meltsup!” Asthe cloudsicle thawed, it spun faster and bits puffed off the top. Jack
had a honey cocoa swirl and a pollen apple swirl before flopping onto the soft grass.

“Spread theword,” said Hecate Jekyll, “ Sport Kilroy has planned awinners' party tonight in the agora.
Winners meet at Six & the dormitory entrance, and we' [l walk down together.” Shewinked. “We' |l have



pizza and ice cream, candy, sody pops—some Aorth treats for ya. And a pomegranate for you.” She
pointed at Erec then tapped her head. “ See, I'm old, but I've till got it dl up here.”

Baor, Damon, Ward, and Rock Rayson walked by, laughing. Somehow they had bags of Super A King
fastaurant burgers and sodas. “ So, you madeit,” Balor said. “Good. You'll be on our team, then.” He
laughed. “ Probably. Y ou going to thewinners party tonight?”

“I guess,” said Erec. “Areyou?’

“Oh, we have plans,” said Balor.

Damon grinned. “We have some spying to do.”

Baor looked crosdy a Damon. “ Shut up, bonehead.” He turned to Erec and laughed. *“Have agood
timetonight.” They waked away.

“Did you hear that?’ said Bethany. “ They’ ve admitted to spying. That's how they know so much about
the contests.”

“It ssemsto me,” said Erec, “that whoever gave them those fastaurant burgers could just as easily have
given them contest secrets”

Oscar walked over, red and panting. “Y ou look like you spent al day relaxing on the grass.”

Jack, Erec, and Bethany’ s eyes met. Nobody wanted to ask if he came in asawinner. Oscar plopped
down. “Wadll, aren’'t you going to even ask how | did?’

“Uh, how'd yado?’ asked Jack.

Oscar scowled. “One ninety-five.”

“You'rein!” Jack shouted.

“Bardly,” said Oscar. “My dad will kill me.”

Both Oscar and Jack’ s skin glowed bright red. *Y ou guys are sunburned.” Bethany tapped Oscar’'s
nose. “Don’t you get any sunin Aorth?’

Oscar glared at her asif the answer should be obvious.

Stoney Rayson appeared, looking cool in agray suit, black wristbands, and eye patch. Kids ran up,
searching for paper and pensfor autographs. Rayson ignored them, announcing into amicrophone, “ The
contest isover. Thejudges are leaving and the track isgone.” Suddenly, awide field of grassand
wildflowers blew in the wind where the track had been a second ago.

“Winners, get your prizes here.” Rayson pointed to alarge pen where bals of different colorsand size
were scattered over the ground. “ Everyone gets an aniball.” Rayson checked off winners names asthey
entered. “Only one each—just one. You can keep it or let it go.”

All around balls popped, turning into rabbits, hamsters, lizards, dogs, squirrdls, pigs, and even aplatypus.
Erec recognized Bo Garth from the Identdetector. He touched asmall red ball and it popped, leaving a
smal mosguito inits place. He shooed it away, deected.

Bethany was glowing with excitement. She eyed asmal group of bals carefully. “I’' ve dways wanted a
pet. Uncle Earl would never let me have one.”

Jack touched amulticolored bal that turned into abig, beautiful butterfly and flew away. He shrugged. “I
have too many pets a home, anyway.”

Baor, Damon, Rock, and Ward checked in, and Rayson pulled out a burlap sack, rolling four black
anibdls before them. The boys touched them and they became four identical shining black stdlions. The
boys high-fived and laughed. Rayson pointed athumb to apile of bridies and saddles.

“Hey,” Bo shouted. “Why do they get special ones?’

“Top four winners,” grinned Rayson, dusting his hands.

Bethany carefully chose apink bal, which turned into avery fluffy smal pink kitten. She oohed and
aahed, picked the kitten up, and looked happier than Erec had ever seen her.

Oscar ran by with hishand cupping atiny fish, which was gasping for bregth. “ See any water?”’

Erec did some searching himsdf. There were afair number of anibals|eft, and kids roaming through the
pen seemed afraid to pick. Hefinally touched agray ball that turned into afully grown dog, wagging his
tall. He was shaped like alarge Labrador, except triangular pointy ears stood straight up from his head.
His back and face were adark, flecked gray, and his underside, legs, neck, and snout glowed white. A
white gtripe did down hisface.



The dog jumped, paws hitting Erec’s chest, dmost knocking him over, and licked hisface. Hiseyeswere
ashocking blue, with vivid inteligence. Erec wrapped an arm around his neck and rubbed his head,
laughing.

Suddenly there was a scream. Kids and animals ran, shouting and squawking, as a huge rhinoceros
charged through the pen. Upset aniballs popped into birds and newts around them. Erec grabbed his dog
and Bethany’ sarm and ran to the gate.

Bethany and Erec’ s dog both stared at him in shock. “How did you pick that dog up? Wasn't it heavy?’
Erec redized he was till holding the dog and set him down. He shrugged. “1’ m stronger than | look.”
Stoney Rayson watched the pandemonium, not moving. Three kidslay on their backsin the pen, and
others were trampled. Erec wondered if Rayson was frozen in shock.

Finally, after the pen was mosily cleared, and the rhino had charged back and forth afew times, Rayson
shouted, “ Everybody stand back.” He pulled awristband off hisright wrigt, flipped hisfist up, and
suddenly the rhinoceros turned to stone, head lowered and poised to charge.

A girl and severa animals near the rhino were aso turned to stone, dong with Bo Garth' sleft leg, which
had beenin the air. Bo screamed.

“It' sokay,” Rayson covered hiswrist again. “We'll get you kidsto the roya hospita in the south wing.”
He scooped Bo in hisarms and started carrying him to the castle.

Bathazar Ugry appeared, glowering. “I knew someone would get hurt,” he said. “ These contests must
end now.”

“Nobody asked you, Balthazar,” said Rayson. “And nobody got hurt in the contest. Stay out of it.”

Ugry waved hiswalking stick toward the pen. The girl who had turned to stone, afew children lying limp,
and some stone animal s rose above the field and drifted longside him to the castle.

“Did you see Stoney Rayson turn that rhinocerosto stone?’ Erec asked. “He must really have gorgon
eyesin hiswrigs”

Bethany aso was dumbfounded. “ Could al the Super A Team membersredly have the powersthat they
do in the movies and comics?’

Jack frowned at them. “ Of course they do. What did you think? Some of those guys are pretty scary.
I’m surprised you' ve heard of them at al in Upper Earth.”

Erec thought of the comics showing Mighty Joe Liath crushing hisenemies, Franklin Stein bringing deadly
thingsto life, and Md Timan with hismelting hesat rays, and shuddered.

The pizzaand ice cream at the winners party tasted so much better than the cloud cuisine Erec had for
dinner. Hecate Jekyll laid out trays of desserts and had brought a soda machinein.

Spartacus Kilroy quieted the room with an announcement. “First of al, congratulations. You
demonstrated intelligence, strength, and, I’ m pleased to say, good sportsmanship. You aredl invited to
the next contest on Wednesday. That'sin two days. It's caled the Pro and Contest. We' Il meet behind
the maze again a ten in the morning. Now give yoursaves ahand.”

Thekids cheered. Kilroy quieted them again. “Unfortunately, as you know, there was aterrible accident
in the prize pen today. Somehow, one of the aniballs turned out to be an angry rhinoceros. Three winners
were mauled, Bo Garth’ sleg was turned to stone, and Sue Penne was turned entirely to stone by Stoney
Rayson, who wastrying to help.

“Ezzy Mumbai, our castle doctor, is excellent. She assured me everyone will befine. I’'m sure you can
imagine how disappointed these kids are not to be able to go on to the next contests, so please vist
them. And anyone who did not get an aniball because of the accident, see me.”

Music filled the room. Kids talked about the contest, each sounding asiif they knew the answers al aong.
It wasaroom full of conquerors.

Erec went to the dessert table for another brownie. He had not spoken to his mother since the contest



because Jack and Oscar had been in the room. He was worried that Queen Posey had recognized his
name. Would she find him and lock him in adungeon? Since he did not know magic, dungeon life might
not be as comfortable for him asit wasfor his mother.

Spartacus Kilroy bumped into Erec on hisway out the door, mumbling something about being needed in
the castle. Bethany’ s pink kitten perched contentedly on her shoulder. It was so fluffy it looked stuffed. “I
named her Cutie Pie. | found ashoebox for her bed, but I'll probably let her deep on my pillow. What's
your dog’ s name?’

Erec hadn’t thought about it. “I don’t know yet.”

Suddenly there was wild screaming at the other end of the room. Something wasterribly wrong. Erec’s
fists clenched, and he ran toward the noise. In the dim glow he saw kids running amlesdy, crashing into
each other.

A girl had blood on her face. Were the screams because she was hurt, or was she hurt from the
commotion? Had there been afight? Erec took a deep breath. More shrieks rose, and kids ran around
him, frantic.

Then Erec heard agroan so deep it sounded like thick rust-covered hinges scraping open. Chillsran
through him as the noise turned into an unearthly howl. Then, between running kids, Erec saw it. The
minotaur. The same creeture that had been deeping in the maze was now in the party room, awake.
The minotaur looked wild-eyed, as disoriented asthe kids. It knocked over tables, clawing chairsand
children. It thrust its horns toward aboy and charged. At the last second, someone yanked the boy to
safety. The minotaur paused for abreath and looked around into the chaos. Kids shook the doorknobs
and kicked the doors, but they were al locked.

Erec pounded awindow, trying to break through, but hisarmsjerked to astop. A pair of chilling eyes
gppeared on the other side: Balthazar Ugry. Ugry had a horrifying look on hisface, eyesflashing. For a
moment Erec was more afraid of Ugry than he was of the minotaur.

In the confusion, kidsfilled a bucket with water and threw it on the minotaur, making it angrier. Of
course...the MONSTER race today told us how to stop a minotaur, Erec thought. What was the correct
answer? Not water. The minotaur grabbed a girl and amost bit her, but someone threw atable at its
head. It dropped her and roared, spinning around.

Bethany shouted, “ Stab itseye!” but there was no sword.

Suddenly, Erec felt faint and dizzy, like he was drifting over the crowd. His eyesjolted open. It was a
cloudy thought. He dreaded the fedling, the loss of control. A mixture of sickness and quiet command
took over him. Hetried not to fight it.

The next thing he knew, he picked up a ceramic plate and threw it into the glass shelves behind the bar,
smashing them. The minotaur was crushing aboy initsgiant hands. It turned to look for the cause of the
noise and then faced the boy again, licking itslips.

Erec leaped over the bar, grabbed along glass shard, and charged. The beast looked at him right before
he plunged the glass deep into its eye. The beast howled, dropping the boy, whimpering and pawing at
theglass.

Just then adoor burgt off its hinges, and Spartacus Kilroy ran in with Bathazar Ugry glowering behind
him. Kilroy ran toward the minotaur, remote control outstretched, shouting strange words.

Nothing happened.

Ugry pointed with his staff and boomed, “ Aphantos.”

Ugry pointed a the minotaur with his staff and it disappeared. “Out!” Ugry shouted at the contestants.
“out!”

They ran to the doors, some limping and others crying.

Kilroy scooped up the boy who had been squeezed by the minotaur. “ Anybody hurt? Oh, my
goodness,” he said, stunned by the disaster. “I'll take you to the roya hospita. Come with me.”

Ugry stood in the doorway, afoul ook on hisface.

“What an awful night,” whispered Bethany. “Remember what those men in the maze said? Theking's
AdviSeer ordered a hungry minotaur for a surprise. Some surprise.”



“Wadl, Ugry wantsto end to the contests. Maybe thiswas his plan.”

Jack looked shocked. “But Bathazar Ugry isone of King Piter’ s AdviSeers. He' s been dedicated to the
king since before we were born. He wouldn't hurt us.”

Erec wasn't so sure. “Have you ever seen him close up? He cregps me out. There's something not right
about him. It dmost fedslike heislooking right through me.”

“Did you see hisface at the prize pen after the rhino appeared?’ Bethany asked. “I wonder if he planned
that, too. Maybe he' strying to scare everyone off.”

Erec said, “I saw him in the window when the minotaur appeared just now. He looked evil.”

Bethany said, “Maybe he cdled Kilroy out so he couldn’t help us, then magically locked usin.”

Jack shook his head. “Y ou have no proof. Anybody could have donethat.”

“Likewho?’ asked Erec.

“Maybe asoreloser,” said Jack, but he did not look too sure himsdlf.

¢,

CHAPTER NINE

The Sneakers

AMBROSIA AND NECTAR aregrowing on me,” Bethany said, walking with Erec after breakfast
the next morning. She was wearing another of her roommate’ souitfits. “And | fed so grest after egting

it”

Erec gave her asdewaysglance. “Maybethey’ |l start to sdll it at the fastaurants.” Bethany laughed. “1'll
have a Super Star ambrosia meal, please. Hold the bacon.” He had taken a bag of ambrosiafor hisnew
dog, but doubted he would like it.

Melody walked by and waved, black curls cascading over her dark shoulders. Bethany said, “Now’sa
good time, if you want to use my room to talk to your mom. I’ [l guard the door for you.”

Erec waked into Bethany’ s room and shut the door. A loud screech made him jump, and then something
flew at him. He put a hand up and knocked Cutie Pie out of the air, but not before she scratched hisface.
She legped onto Bethany’ s bed and glared at Erec, hissing and saying, “rawwwil, rawvwl,” asif she were
trying to imitate adog.

Erec glared at Cutie Pie until she settled on the bed. He did the glasses on, and jumped back to his
mother’ s room. June sat on her bed, reading.

“Mom?’ Erec said quietly.

June jumped and dropped her book. “Erec?’



“I’'m on the blue chair.” Even though she couldn’t see him, it was nice for her to look in his genera
direction.

“Areyou okay?’

“I’'mfine. | won thefirst contest, Mom! It was arace, and you had to know about mongters. It was fun.
Maybe | might win some more. And | got adog asaprize.

“But aminotaur attacked kids at the winner’ s party. Luckily | had acloudy thought, or one of the kids
would have been eaten.”

Junelooked appalled. “1 can't believethis. Piter...King Piter would never alow thisto happen. He had
to know abouit this”

“Mom, the king doesn’'t know anything. He' s dazed.”

Shedidn’'t understand at al. “ Something fishy isgoing on. If Piter wasredlly sick, Ippocra Asclep, the
castle doctor, would fix him immediately. Thereis nothing that woman can't cure.”

“She’ snot here. Now the castle doctor is Ezzy Mumbai.”

June shook her head. *“ Somebody is messing with the king. Who do you think could be behind this?’
“Bdthazar Ugry, one of his AdviSeers, dways seemsto be around when bad things happen. He gives me
the chillswhen helooksat me.”

“Bdthazar was dwaysfaithful to the crown,” said June. “ Still, things seem so topsy-turvy now.”

“Queen Posey found out my name. And she looked like she recognized it. Her eyes nearly bugged out of
her head. Was she...out to get mewhen | lived here?”’

June shook her head. “No. I d like to think you could trust her, but | really don’t know now. Just keep
your distance.”

“Why are people after me? What' sgoing on?’

June sighed. “Pleasg, it' s been abad day. We |l talk about it later. Just be careful. Danny and Sammy il
aren't back. Lynette Wool, who' swatching the other kids, said they called afew timesand they'refine,
staying with friends. They talked to everyone, so I'm pretty sureit wasredly them caling, but it doesn’t
make sense. They don’t have friendsin New Y ork yet.” June made aglass of ice water appear and took
adrink.

“Erec, | need to get out of here. Obvioudy King Piter can’t help me. But maybe you can.” Erec jerked
back in surprise, but shedidn’t seehim. “I hate to ask. It could be dangerous. | just have no other
choice.”” She hedld up afinger, thinking. “Y ou can make aformulathat will blast through the force field
around my cell. It takesawhile to brew, so you better get started. Most of the thingswe need are
around the castle.” She smiled as her plan came together. “ There is something you need to help you
collect theingredients. They' re specid shoes called Sneakers.”

“I’'m dready wearing gym shoes.”

“No. These are real Sneakers, Erec. They let you walk fast, in perfect silence, no floorboard creaks or
anything. And if someoneis nearby you can stamp your feet and they will throw sound into another room
or make aclatter down the hal to lead them off your track.”

Erecliked thisideaalot.

“They're under afloorboard in the linen closet outside the roya chambers. Thereisabag of money with
them for emergencies. Takethat, too. Go into thewest wing...let’s see. Take thethird halway to the left,
go to the end, turn right, go to the end of that hall, then turn left. The closet will be on your right, right by
abig double door.”

Erec sad, “ Third hdl left to end, right to end, then left.”

“Exactly. Get those, and then we' |l talk about the ingredients for the force field-blasting formula.”

“Mom, if you can do magic, why don't you make the formula?’

“I tried. Theforce fidd kegps me from bringing magica thingsin, like some of the ingredients.”

“How will | get it there?’

“You'll haveto bring it. There are severa ways. I'll think about it. Also, keep an eye on King Piter. If
you figure out who is spdlbinding him, let me know.”



When Erec came out of the room, Bethany got Cutie Pie and fed her something strange.

“I'll wait over here,” Erec said, “away from your attack cat.”

“You'rekidding,” Bethany said, laughing. Shetalked to her cat in ababy voice. “Y ou are such a soft fluff
bundle, you wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Oh, yeah?’ Erec pointed at his scratched face.

“Maybe you did that to yoursdlf.” Bethany shrugged.

“Uh-huh. What are you feeding her?’

“Ambrosaand sushi. Shelovesit.”

Erec told her about finding the Sneakers, and when he was done, she said, “We can use the vanishing
capsto sneak into the west wing.” Bethany pulled her cap from adrawer and popped it on and off afew
times, watching hersdlf disappear. Noticing the new clothes she was wearing, she added, “I need to find
the laundry. Thank goodnessit'sfree. | don’t ever want to wear that awful dressagain.”

That gave Erec an idea. “ Clothes will be agood cover. If we get caught in the west wing, we could say
we were looking for the laundry. And we could hide the shoes and money in the clothing.”

Erec stuffed his cap into his pocket and went to put hisdirty clothesin abag. When he put the cap on,
the bag disappeared with him. As he stumbled through the sideways gravity into the castle, two socks
and apair of shortsfell out of hisbag. They becamevisblein midair asthey fell. A boy nearby stepped
back in shock. The falling shorts and socks vanished when Erec scooped them up. The boy said to his
friend, “1 am very tired. I’'m going to lie down.” Erec and Bethany tiptoed away.

It was difficult darting around people who did not see them. Spartacus Kilroy walked by in his bright blue
cape and looked right through them. When they were near the west wing, Balthazar Ugry swept close.
He gtared right at them. His scarab amulet glinted in the light. Erec grabbed intheair for Bethany’sarm,
and pulled her to thewall until Ugry went by. He held his bresth. Ugry came closer, eyesblazing.

Erec’s stomach turned over. A musty smell wafted over Erec, and hetried not to sneeze. Ugry stared at
him. Erec glanced down. Hewas Hill invisble.

Ugry’sbrow furrowed into aknot. “ Did you steal those vanishing caps? Take them off now.”

Erec and Bethany took the caps off and saw each other’ sred faces.

Bethany said, “I’m sorry, Sr. We just found them.....in the dormitories.” She held hers out to Ugry.
Ugry’seyes narrowed to dits. “Return them to Spartacus. If | catch you using those again, you'll find
yoursaves home immediately, or somewhereworse.”

Erec and Bethany waked down the halway, breathing fast. “How did he see us?’

Bethany shrugged. “Nobody el se seemed to. We better not wear them again.” She stuffed hersinto her
pocket.

“Shouldn’t we give them to Kilroy?" Erec asked.

“Ugry didn't say we' d be kicked out if we kept them,” said Bethany. “Only if weworethem again.”
Bdthazar Ugry and Spartacus Kilroy were glaring at each other nearby. Erec heard Kilroy say, “You
don’t know what' sright for Alypium. I’'m warning you not to meddle, Ugry.”

“What are you going to do?’ Ugry hissed. “Kill me?’

Bethany snuck past them, unnoticed, and signaled Erec to follow her to the west wing. “I'll distract the
guard and you runin.”

“I guesssince Ugry is4till out here | can use the vanishing cap,” Erec said.

“I wouldn't. If you’ re caught in the west wing, you can say you got logt, but if you havethat cap on, it's
al over. Ugry would love to send us home. Go, quick. I'll distract the guard.”

“How?’ Erec was amazed Bethany saw this as an opportunity, with aguard, Ugry, and Kilroy nearby.
“I'll ask him about the laundry. Go while they’ re till arguing.” She went to the other end of the rope and
called the guard over. Erec glanced down the halway at Ugry and Kilroy and darted under the rope,
laundry bag in hishand.

He ran on histoes past the room where loud noises boomed from behind a door and turned I eft at the



third halway. When the halway ended, he looked to the right. Two maids were leaning againgt thewall,
taking.

Erec hid around the corner, waiting for them to go. Instead they started walking toward him. He touched
the vanishing cap in his pocket. Could they see him with it on, like Ugry? Better not risk it. He opened a
door and stepped into a dark room.

The minute hewasinsde, atremendous force dammed him sdewaysinto thewall. He was pinned, like
thewall was a magnet and he was made of iron. He pushed his body away as hard as he could, but then
his hands were stuck to it. He could pull one hand off, but the minute he lifted his other hand, his body
flung back into thewall.

Footsteps clattered and voices rose outside the room. He redlized how loud he had been, crashing into
thewall. The door burst open and light streamed in. Without athought, Erec grabbed the vanishing cap
from his pocket and put it on.

A maid flipped the light switch and peered into the room. She seemed to know not to step inside. “Wéll,
I’ be. It sounded to me like someone wasin here.”

“Yes,” another giggled. “ Someone who didn’t know what they were doing.”

“Wdll, I'll go get Ugry,” thefirst one sighed. “He Il want to know about this.” They closed the door,
leaving thelight on.

Erec whipped the cap off. Ugry was on hisway and he was trapped. He looked around the room. The
only furniture was asmall sofaand chair. They seemed stuck to thewall he was trapped on.

Ashetried moving, herealized that hisfeet easily lifted off the floor. Amazingly, he could scoot on his
sgdeadl theway up thewal, sraight to the celling. It was asif there was no gravity, or...

Erec remembered how Balor Stain told him that the gravity change didn’t take in some rooms of the
castle, and how they led kids into these rooms and watched them struggle on the wdl. What anidiot he
was. The gravity was Sdeways, that was al. He stood up on thewall. Now the question was how to get
up the floor to the door. He dragged the sofaaong the wall, leaned it onto the floor, and climbed up the
cushions. Standing on its Sde, he reached around the door frame and pulled himsdlf out, faling with a
clunk on thefloor.

V oices echoed down the corridor. Erec was sure he heard Ugry. He ran down the now empty hallway to
the right and then turned |eft. The closet was supposed to be on hisright, by the big locked double doors.
Heran by the gold-knobbed Port-O-Door. Severa doorslooked like they could be closets. Which was
the right one?

Ugry’ svoice was getting closer. Erec doveinside abig door next to the double doors. Thankfully, he did
not fly againgt thewall. Sheets and towels were piled inlong rows on shelves. Maybe thiswas the right
one. He did his hands on the floorboards but felt nothing unusud. Hetried prying some up with his
fingers. It seemed impossible.

A maid twittered, “...around here somewhere. ' Seer Ugry said he probably has avanishing cap on.”

As Erec’ s eyes adjusted to the dark, he saw that afloorboard by the wall was dightly uneven. He pried it
up with a pop. Underneath lay blue suede sneakers and a canvas bag full of coins and bills wrapped with
rubber bands.

“Hecan't befar. Probably hiding somewhere.” Ugry’ svoice sounded very close.

Erec pulled the shoes on. Luckily they fit. He hoped his mother was right about how they worked. Right
asthe doorknob started to turn, he ssomped hisfeet.

A huge clatter arose down the hal. The doorknob stopped.

Ugry said, “Hmm.” Erec heard the maids' loud footsteps and Ugry’ s cursing drift down the halway.
Erec stuffed hisgym shoes into his bag. Just to make sure, he jumped afew more times before peeking
out. Nobody wasin sight. He tore down the halways, running in complete silence, thanksto his
Sneskers. As he rounded thefina corner, though, he ran smack into Spartacus Kilroy, who was carrying
atray of milk and cookies. The cookiesfdl to the floor, smashing into pieces, and some of the milk
splashed onto the tray. Kilroy stared at the tray, stunned.

“Uh, sorry.” Erec dusted off the cookies and put them back on the tray.

“I didn’t hear you coming. My fault. No harm, only abit of milk spilled. Theking’sten o’ clock cookies



and milk.” Kilroy suddenly grew concerned. “ Say, what are you doing back here?’

Erec hdd up hislaundry bag. “Trying to find the laundry. Someone pointed me back here. | think it wasa
joke.”

Kilroy amiled. “I'll show you the right way. Now, no coming in here anymore, okay?’

“Yes gr.”

Kilroy led Erec past the guard. “ The laundry room used to be in the basement, but since the castleison
itssdethat’simpossible to get to. Now it’s near the kitchens.”

He headed off with the tray, and Erec spotted Bethany talking with agroup of kids acrossthe hall. When
she saw Erec, sheran over. He pointed to hisfest.

“Youdidit!”

“They work great. Y ou know, | wasthinking. If | was born here, | might have some sort of magic, too.
Maybe | can do something, like send Balor and Damon home, or disappear without avanishing cap.” He
scratched his head. 1 wish | remembered more about being here.”

“Better work on it fast. The Pro and Contest, whatever that is, isin the morning.”

The laundry room, when he found it, was dimly lit. At first Erec had to squint to see the dark rows of
machineslining the walls. Although the room seemed empty at first, Erec heard sniffsand panting. He
wondered if someonewas hiding.

With aloud creak, severa washing machines sivung around and walked toward them. Asthey got closer
they came fagter, and the ones at the other end of the room followed. Their lids opened and shut, giving
them amenacing ook, like they were about to gobble Erec and Bethany up. The sniffing noises grew
louder. Erec redlized they were coming from the machines.

Bethany backed away, but the machines closed in. A small washing machine, up to Erec’' swaist, nipped
at hisbag of dirty clothing. Erec opened itslid, and it straightened up. He pulled the money bag out and
dumped his clothing insde fagt, as much to make it leave him done as anything se. The small machine
plopped on the cement floor and hummed contentedly.

The rest of the machines walked faster toward Bethany. They reminded Erec of agroup of huge ducks
fighting over bread from a child they towered over. Bethany screeched, dropping her clothesas sheran
for the door. One of the machinesflipped her bag into the air with itsfoot, and they dammed against each
other waiting for it to fdl into one of their mouths.

The lucky machine made satisfied gurgles while the others dowly dragged back to thewalls. A machine
walked by Erec, sniffing him asit went back.

“That'sit,” called Bethany from the door. “I’m never seeing these clothes again. If anyonethinksI’'m
going to stick my hand in and try to get them back...”

The gurgling, humming machines with their clothing soon fell slent. The smdler onetrotted to Erec,
circling him playfully. It nipped and pulled a hisshirt withitslid.

“Isit dill hungry?’ Bethany asked from the doorway.

“Maybe it wantsto play,” said Erec. “Or maybe the clothes are done?’ He peeked under itslid whilethe
smal machine held ill. His clothing was perfectly clean and folded insde. Helifted it out, and the
meachine trotted back to thewall.

Thelarge machine with Bethany’ s clothing was still. A smal noise came from it that sounded alot likea
snore. Erec peeked in and Bethany’ s clothing was aso clean and folded. He took it out, leaving the
machineto its nap.

Oscar and Jack were gone when Erec got back to hisroom. He opened the bag: There was more gold,
dlver, and bronze than he had ever seen, aswell asrolls of the funny Bils he had seen in Alypium gation.
The gold coins had holesin the center. He took a deep breath and sat down with the bag in hislap.

His dog nuzzled his hand and gazed at him with its blue eyes. “ Good boy. We can get good food for you



now, and acollar.” Erec opened anapkin and gave his dog fish, an apple, and some bread. With the dog
happy, he locked the door and put his glasseson. “Mom?’

June jumped, but not so much thistime. She was knitting, and her fingers were covered with huge
diamond, ruby, and emerald rings. “ Oh, Erec, thank goodness. I’ ve been so worried—sending you off
aonein the castle with things al topsy-turvy and Posey knowing you' re there. Are you okay?’

“I’'m fine, Mom. | got the money and the Sneakers. They're great.”

“Already?’ June said. “Wonderful. Did you have any problems?’

“Not at al. Don't worry about me.” There was no need to worry her about how he was amost caught
by Ugry. “Mom, where sthejewdry from?’ If they’ d had those rings before, they could have bought a
house.

She tapped her finger and they vanished. “| just missthefiner things. It sasmall consolation, though, for
being stuck.”

“If you could just conjure those up, why didn’t you do it when we needed money so badly?’

“I couldn’t. Magic isnot alowed in Upper Earth. And if | had tried it, we would have been even easier to
track down. There are homing devices.” She popped asmall emerald ring back on onefinger. “ So, are
you okay with finding ingredients for aformulato blast me out of here?’

“You bet. What arethey?’

She had aligt ready. “We |l need a used horseshoe, wolfsbane, gunpowder, nitrowisherine, an eagle
feather, threelion hairs, warthog essence, and grain acohal. Y ou better write that down.”

Erec’sheart sank. “And I'll have how many yearsto find dl that?”’

“Oh, it'snot that bad. You canfind alot of it in the castle.”

“Okay.”

Erec took off his glasses, found some paper, and leaned back against the door before putting them back
on.

“Get about four handfuls of wolfsbane, ten drops of nitrowisherine, three cups of grain acohol, and five
drops of warthog essence—be careful with that. Y ou can get these in the ingredient storerooms; at least
you could in the past. The old head cook, Hecate Jekyll, kept everything well stocked. Is she il
there?’

“Yup,” sad Erec.

“Good. She'll bearea help. Ask her for those four things. | don't think she knows enough about
formulasto figure out what we are making. If she givesyou a problem, let me know, and I [l tell you how
to bresk into her storerooms. Then you' || need two cups of gunpowder, that’ s about two heaping
handfuls. There are bags of it in the conventiona armory. I'll tell you how to snesk in therelater.”

That struck Erec asodd. “Why isthere an armory? Does Alypium have wars?’

“It never has. It smostly a precaution. Now, the eagle feather and the three lion hairs are more unusud.
I”'m pretty sure Hecate Jekyll won't stock those. You'll have to order them on the Net.” She looked
anxious. “Can you do that?’

“Mom, I'm not stupid. Remember you said we could use the Internet at other peopl€’ shouses? It's easy.
| doubt I'll find lion hairs and eagle feathers, though.”

Junewaved away that idea. “I’m not talking about the Internet. | mean the MagicNet. Same ideabut a
little different.”

“Isit easy to use?’

“Easer. Someone should have accessthere.” She snapped her fingers. “ Ask around. It'snew since |l
lived there. | don’t know how we did without it.” Her face filled with asmile. “Y ou can even buy things
over it. And you have money now. But be careful, there are some scam artists out there. If you need
more money I'll tell you how to break into the castle vaults.”

Erec wrote, “Eagle feather and three lion hairs—MagicNet.” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
His mother knew how to plunder the castle vaults? He guessed that should be no surprise after learning
she could loot Hecate Jekyll’ s torerooms and burgle the armory. She knew an awful lot about stealing
things. He started to wonder what she was locked up for.



“That leaves the used horseshoe. Hmm. | suppose you can get amost anything on the MagicNet; you
might aswdll try there”

“Don’'t worry. | know where| can find one.” Erec wrote, “Used horseshoe—Bdor’ s aniball horse.”
Swiping the horseshoe would be a pleasure.

¢,

CHAPTERTEN

The Pro and Contest

| T HAD BEEN hard to convince Bethany to take money for clothing, pet food, and a.collar for Cutie
Pie, but once Erec did she was ecstatic about having new things. They dangled their feet in alarge
circular fountain. Kids were swimming around in the water spurting from alarge sonewhae, sea
mongter, and mermaid in its center.

Cutie Pie pawed the water by Bethany’ s side. After watching her, Bethany looked to seeif anybody was
listening and said, “ Cutie Pie can talk. Really. She jumped onto my shoulder and whispered that the boy
with the glass eye—that’ s you—taked to his mother in my room. | am so proud of her. | couldn’t get her
to say anything ese, though.”

“Great. First she attacks me. Then she spieson me.” Erec glared at the fluffy pink kitten that was
innocently licking her paw.

“You'rejust jealous because your dog can't talk. Does he have aname yet?’

“No.” Erec wasitching to go in the water himsdlf, and he said, “We should have bought bathing suits.”
“Tosvim?’ Bethany stared at the water, blushing. “ Did you know | have never gone svimming? Never
had abathing suit? | fed likeanidiot. | don’t know about anything.”

Erec threw arock, and it skimmed the water until it hit the sea monster. He was not sure what to say.
Bethany hugged her knees. “Uncle Earl thinks swimming isawaste of time, partiesarefrivolous, and if
I’'m relaxing I’ m not earning my keep.” She kicked the water, making aloud splash. “1 hope | never see
him again.” Suddenly, she jJumped into the wai st-deep water in her clothing, tripped, and fell in over her
head. She came up coughing and sputtering, eyeswide. “Thisis great!” She splashed back under again.
Smiling, Erec jumpedinin hisshorts. “Don’'t fed bad. My mom’ s greet, but even she drives me nuts
ometimes.”

Bethany stood, dripping. “Y ou’ rekidding. I’ d give anything for amom like yours. | guess| had one
once. | have something to help me remember my parents. Earl never knew | had it, or he’ d have taken it
for sure.” Bethany fumbled at something on her shirt and then held out two ova pictures connected by a



gold clasp.
The picture on the left showed a smiling man with tan, pancake-colored skin and chocolate chip-rown

eyesand hair. On the right was a red-haired woman holding a giggling, dark-haired baby. “ That’smy
mom and me, and that’smy dad. I’ ve had thisinvisible locket ever sincethey died. Y ou'rethe only one
I’ve ever shown.” She closed it and it disappeared.

“Kilroy said Earl Evirly comes herefor important meetings. Do you think that could be your uncle?’
Bethany sighed. “He does go on business trips sometimes. | had to work twice as hard when he was
gone. | alwayswondered what kind of business trips a newspaper vendor went on. Of course he' d never
tell me. But it is hard to imagine astreet vendor in meetings at acagtle”

“With aninvishblelocket like that, he smore likely going to Alypium than Hoboken.”

Bethany tilted her noseto the air. “ He didn’'t give me the locket. My parentsdid.”

“I know.” Erec shrugged. “But heisyour uncle. Y our parents could be from here and then he would be
too. Maybe you were born here, like me.”

Bethany stopped splashing around and sat back on the wall. They both stared into the water. “1t's
funny,” she said ashejoined her. “When you' ve had something your whole life, even when it’s strange,
likeaninvisblelocket, | guessyou don't question it much.”

Erec nodded. “I’ ve been thinking that my mother may have been some sort of ....outlaw.”

Bethany’ s eyebrowsrose. “No way.”

“Way.” Erec pointed out the reasons. “Bethany, she knows how to break into the castle vaults, and into
Hecate Jekyll’ s storerooms. Don’t you wonder where the money in the bag came from? We' re not rich
at home. What if she’ slocked up for areason? What if she stole money and was on the run? We were
aways moving. She knew they were closing in. It would explain why we used to have money and she
didn’t work when | was younger. Plus, shewon'’t tell me what she used to do in Alypium.”

“You'redtill going to bresk her out, right?’

“Of course. She’smy mom. She adopted me. | guess that makes me an outlaw too. That' s probably why
I”’m not supposed to spread my name around. Maybe I’ll get arrested unless | can pay back al the
money she stole.” That ideamade Erec frown, and hefell slent.

“| wonder if I am from Alypium.” Bethany’ sfingerstwirled an invisblelocket. “Maybe my parentswere
important. Maybe that' swhy Uncle Earl getsto visit with important people.”

“Maybe your parents were the king and queen.”

Bethany chuckled. “If King Piter was my dad, I’d be ahundred. Plus, my parentsdied. Plus, King Piter’s
tripletswerekilled.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Erec stood up, dripping water. “Come on, let’s go back.”

Erec doshed to the dormitories to change. Taking about his mother reminded him of the night before he
had cometo Alypium, and hefelt guilty. He dmost never had time done with her, with al of hissiblings
and al of her jobs. That night, they had finaly gone on awalk together. A man had been following them.
Erec told her, but when she turned around, the man had vanished.

Jdune laughed. “What animagination. | wish | waslittleagain.”

“I'm not little anymore, Mom.”

“Of course.”

Erec had gotten a hot dog, and an old man had sat next to them on abench. June pointed at a bed of
flowers crowded into asmdl plot of soil. “1 bet if you look real hard you could see aflower fairy in there.
Therearen't alot of placesfor them to go here”

The older man raised his eyebrows and chuckled. Then, to Erec’s complete embarrassment, she started
to sing the lullaby she had written for him ages ago. This, unfortunately, happened al too often. He
supposed it wasto try to make him fedl better about being given up by hisfather and for having aglass
eye. The man on the bench looked at Erec with pity.



Hush and quiet my sleepy child

And follow your dreams to places wild.
Safe within your snuggly bed

Let thoughts of magic fill your head.

You can be an explorer, a knight so brave
And find a dragon in a mossy cave.

He' sguarding a gift that isjust for you.

It came from your daddy, with love so true.
And this special gift, | tell nolie,

Isyour very own dragon eye.

It was made for you, it fitsright in

So your new life can now begin.

The man on the bench | eft.

“Mom, I'mtoo old for lullabies.”

“Uh-huh,” June said dreamily.

Not only did shetreat him like atwo-year-old and not believe him about the man following them, she
asowasn't ligening.

Erec snapped, “1 hate that lullaby.”

Junethrew him asharp look. “Oh, redlly? | seem to remember you begging meto singit.”

“That wasyears ago. | can’t stand it now.” Part of Erec felt bad saying this, but another part needed to.
June graightened on the bench. “ And why isthat?’

“It remindsme | don't have adad. And I’'m missing an eye. And it doesn’t make me feel better about

it”

“You do have afather.”

“Not redlly. He' s never even bothered to send a birthday card. I’ ve never even seen apicture of him or
spoken to him. He sglad he got rid of me.”

June put her hand over Erec’'s. “Y our father loves you very much.”

This put him over the edge. “Do you think I'm stupid?’ Erec could not stop himsdif. “Why don't you ever
tell me about him? And about my birth mother? She died, right? 'Y ou never say she's dive and lovesme.
That'swhy my father gave me up for adoption. He didn’t want to deal with akid. Why don’t you tell me
the truth?Y ou won't talk about the real Stuff; you only talk about ‘flower fairies” You treat melikea
baby.” Althoughit felt good coming out, Erecimmediatdy fdt horrible.

June' seyeswelled up and Erec’ s heart sank. She worked so hard and wanted everything to be good for
him, and he had to go and make her cry.

They had waked homein slence. She had bought him a chocolate chip ice-cream cone even though
Erec knew they shouldn’t have been spending the money. It had tasted great, but it was tinged with the
flavor of sadness.

“I wonder if Hecate Jekyll will have that crazy stuff. What is nitrowisherine?’ Bethany and Erec both fell
on their sdes as they climbed into the castle. On their way to the kitchens, Queen Posey appeared
before them wearing a silky blue-green gown of scales and holding a scepter carved with edlsand sea
dragons. They stumbled to avoid crashing into her.

Queen Posey pointed along finger at Erec. “ There you are.” Her voice was dow and deep. “We need to
tak.”

Erec glanced at Bethany in desperation and turned, without thinking, to run. Queen Posey grabbed his
wrist. “Not so fast.” Ingtantly, the hal around Queen Posey and Erec morphed to alarge, round room



with ahigh ceiling. Dolphinsjumped and played in apooal in the center. A huge circular skylight the size of
the pool was overhead, circled by afresco of edls, stingrays, octopuses, sea serpents, and starfish.

The Queen of Ashonasat on achair that looked like a huge oyster shell on apedestdl. She motioned for
himto stinasmilar chair. It was surprisngly comfortable, dthough it made him fed like a pearl.

“Why isyour name Erec Rex?’ Queen Posey asked.

Erec’sbreath caught. Wasit al over? Would he be sent to the dungeons because he could not pay back
his mother’ s tolen money?

“I want an answer, whoever you are. The Identdetector doesn't lie. Y our nameis Erec Rex, isit not?’
Erec nodded. His voice seemed frozen.

“Why areyou cdled that?’

What kind of aquestion wasthat? Erec wanted to ask why anybody has the name they were given, but it
didn’t seem right to be smart with a queen. He shrugged, heart till pounding.

“Did you change your nameto Erec Rex? Did you think if you called yoursdf Erec Rex you would win
the contests?”’

Erec again shook his head. The more she said his name, the more uncomfortable he became. What was
she talking about? Did she think hewas acrimind, like hisinfamous adopted mother?

“Where are you from?’

Erec hedtated. Should he lie to the queen? Then again, dare hetell the truth? “ Americorth South.” Erec
hoped she didn’t ask for details.

Queen Posey’ s expression softened. “Maybe you were named after the Erec Rex from Alypium. Isthat
Serd

Erec shrugged. It seemed like as good an excuse as any. He wasn't the Erec Rex they knew, only some
kid named after him. “Yes. | think so.”

The queen frowned. “But you changed shape, didn’t you? Who changed your looks—or did you do it
yoursdf?’

Erec sared at her, mouth open. How could he answer aquestion like that?“1 redlly don’t know. | don't
remember what happened.”

Queen Posay looked at him skeptically. “Obvioudy you can't be the Erec Rex.” She sighed. “1 hear
there is another boy here too, who claims he used to be Erec Rex or something ridiculous like that. |
think you are d| trying to get specid attention. Or you are psyching each other out to win.” Shelooked
reproachful. “ Something bothers me about you, though. Well, I'll keep my eye on you. If you need
anything, cometo me.”

Erec nodded, thinking that she would be the last person he would cometo for help. He was lucky she
was letting him gtay there at dl. He sammered, “Um...uh...your highness?’

“Yes?' Her voice was sharp.

“Did you know Erec Rex?’

Sheralled her eyes. “Obvioudy.” She pointed at him with ady smile. “Thered Erec Rex would know
that, wouldn't he? 1 don’t know why | wasthinking...How old are you?’

“Tweve”

“Yes. Thereal Erec Rex would be thirteen.” Shelooked satisfied.

“Your highness?1 liketo go by Rick Ross”

The queen was puzzled. “Rick Ross. Whatever.” She pointed her scepter at him and he gppeared back
in the castle where she had found him. The chair he had been sitting in was gone, so he fdll onto the floor
inthe hdlway.

He found Bethany by the fountains. She ran, grinning, when she saw him. “I thought you were agoner.
Wow, am | glad you' re back. What happened?’

“| don’'t get what she’ sthinking. She wanted to know who changed my appearance, and if | thought I'd
win the contests if my name was Erec Rex. She mugt think | am a hardened crimina because of my mom.
And she said another boy isrunning around saying he used to be Erec Rex.”

She clapped her hands together. “Now it makes sense. | heard there was akid who said he used to be
Erec Rex and that helost the first contest. | thought someone was talking about you. | didn’t want to tell



you because they said that kid was crazy.”

Erec was dill uneasy. “It was aclose call. She asked where | was from. | had to say Americorth South,
but what if she wanted details?”

“Youlied? What if shefindsout?’

His mother had told him to lie. His mother, who knew how to break into the castle treasury and Hecate
Jekyll’ s storerooms. “ See how easy it isto become a crook? | guessthat’ s what happened to my mom.
And now herel am, lying and geding...”

“Y ou stole something?’

“Think about it. Who knows who that money and the Sneakersredly belong to?” The beautiful sunny
skies and breathtaking scenery suddenly seemed dull. Erec had once taken pridein playing by therules.
“That'sit. I'm going to talk to her right now.”

Nobody wasin Erec’s room except his dog, who licked his knee and jumped up and down for atrest.
Bethany stood guard by his door, partly because she could not wait to hear what Erec’ s mother had to
sy.

Erec placed the glasses over his eyes. His mother wastaking anap. “Mom,” heyelled. “Mom!”
Junejolted upright, looking wildly around, her hair reaming in every direction. “What...who...Erec?’
Erec waited for his mother to prop hersaf up in bed. “I need some answers. First of al, what did you do
in Alypium? Exactly?’

“Erec, | told you we should go dow. It'stoo much—"

“No. That'sit, Mom. Tell me now.”

June fussed with her hair. “Okay, okay. | was...the...l took care of theroyal triplets.”
“Thetripletswho died?’

June raised her eyebrows. “Y ou heard they died?’

“Everybody knowsthat here.”

“Oh. Okay.” June concentrated hard on her fingernails. “ That settlesthat.”

“Did you do something wrong? Like stedl things?’

“Who me?’ June sfingersfluttered to her chest. “ Of course not.”

“Who did the Sneakers belong to?’ Erec asked.

“Why, me”

“And beforeyou?’

“Just me.” June became cross. “Did you talk to Hecate Jekyll yet?’

“No. I'mworking onit, okay?’ Erec said, annoyed. “It'sbeen along day, and I’'m worn out. I'll try to
get the ingredients after the second contest tomorrow.” He figured she probably had been the triplets
nursemaid, but that there must be more to the story.

“Queen Posey talked to metoday. Shethinksthereisno way | am Erec Rex from Alypium. | must be
some kid named after him. And she asked about someone changing my looks. What wasthat al about?’
“Hmm?’ June nervoudy studied her fingernalls. “ Are you sure you heard her right?’

“Yedl” Erec’ sannoyance grew. “ Out with it, Mom. Something weird isgoing on. Kilroy and Queen
Posey were staring at my pictures on the Identdetector machine. They said | looked different than | was
Supposed to.”

June looked around the room asif hoping to find away to change the subject.

“Mom. Tell me now.”

“Okay. Fine. Erec, | had to change your looks when we escaped from Alypium. It was for your own
protection.”

“l don't get it. Who was after me?’

Junedidn’t want to go on. “Erec, | wish you were here. Thisisthekind of thing | should tell youin
person, with acup of hot cocoa, not when you' re alonein some dormitory.”



“Go ahead. Please. It fedslike you're herein person to me, anyway.”

June sighed. “ Thanatos Argus Baskaniahasit in for us. He' s befuddled King Pluto, and I’'m pretty sure
that iswhy things are so messed up there now. He' s been after you since you were alittle boy. | had to
hide you any way | could. | Ieft your eyesthe same, though.” She had a pleading, apologetic look on her
face.

Erec was struck slent. Then he exploded. “Baskania? The Crown Prince of Peace? The one who
created the Kingdoms of the Keegpers? The one who might be trying to take over Upper Earth? HE s out
to get me? Y ou're not serious.”

June nodded. “I am. Sorry. | know this must be upsetting.”

Erec could not believethis. It wasimpossible. She must belying to him again. “ All right, whatever you
say, Mom. I'll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Areyou sureyou're okay?’

“Y eah. Too bad you left my eyesthe same,” he snapped. “1t would be nice to have two working ones.”
Erec pulled off the glasses and put his head in his hands. She expected him to believe that the world-
famous, incredibly rich Crown Prince had it in for him: anobody kid who dept in awashing machine
clost?

Erec stuffed his pockets with gold from the bag and gave handfulsto Bethany. “If I'm going to be a
crimina, | might aswell enjoy it. Let’swak my dog and Cutie Pieto the agora. | hear thereisagreat
cloud cream and candy shop there. I'm buying a bathing suit, too.”

Bethany looked excited. “I'll get shoesthat don’t hurt. Thanks, Erec.”

“Y ou ran that whole MONSTER race with shoes that were too small?’

Bethany nodded. “Uncle Earl never thinks my shoesaretoo small. If | can cram my feet in they’ re good
enough.”

“What about dl the money you made at the newsstand?’

“Room and board.” Bethany looked puzzled. “| keep wondering about what your mother said. She took
care of thetriplets before they died, and now she'sin hiding, right?’

Erec’ sfaceturned dark. “Y ou're not saying she killed them, | hope. She may be alot of things, but she's
no murderer.”

“No, but what if something bad happened while she was watching them?’ Another idea cameto her, and
she asked, “Erec, she changed your looks. Could you be one of the triplets?’

Erec shook hishead. “| remember my lousy father alittle from before | was adopted. Plus, | dways have
the same nightmare about him. He was no King Piter. Plus, the tripletswould be thirteen now. I'm
twelve” Jugt then he remembered, “ The twins are thirteen, though...”

“Twins?’

Erec’' s heart dropped. Sammy and Danny. Thirteen-year-old twins. They must be from Alypium too.
What if hismother had changed their looks? What if they were two of thetriplets...that his mother had
kidnapped? That would explain why she was on the run. And why she would be making up obvioudy
fake storieslike the Crown Prince of Peace being out to get him, to keep Erec from talking.

“I have athirteen-year-old sister and brother, Sammy and Danny.” Erec and Bethany stared at each
other at thiswild connection. “Nah,” Erec shook his head. “ Everyone knowsthe royal triplets were
killed, right?’

Kids crowded behind the maze the morning of the second contest. Spartacus Kilroy blew hiswhistle.
“Thisisthe Pro and Contest. It will be the only group contest. Y ou will succeed by working asateam. It



will show your skillsin diplomacy, debate, logic, and judgment.

“Asyou know, we have had afew unfortunate accidents. Five of your friends were injured from the
rhinoceros, and six from the, ahem, minotaur, so they are unable to compete today.” He cleared his
throat. “ Two dropped out because they were. .. upset by the circumstances. There are now one hundred
elghty-seven of you. Therewill be twenty groups: Ten will win.

“Each group will listen to three debates, with speakers presenting pros and cons. Discuss each case, then
cast your votes. The groups of ten have adisadvantage. They may be split down the middle, then must sit
until someone changes hisor her mind. | gpologize. Our origina plan wasfor al twenty teamsto have ten
people each.

“Thereisaright and wrong answer to each question. The ten top-scoring groupswin. If thereisatie, we
will look at the times the ballots were turned in. Stoney Rayson drew up random groupings.” Kilroy blew
hiswhistle and a projection screen lit twenty lists of names. Erec found his name in group number one.
“Look, Erec—you're listed as Rick Ross. Oscar, Bethany—we re all together!” Jack whooped and
gave highfives

“Y eah, surprise, surprise.” Bethany looked annoyed. “Look who elseison our ligt: Baor Stain, Damon
Stain, Rock Rayson, Ward Gamin, and Bette Noir. Nine people—how lucky. I'm sure it was no
coincidence Rock Rayson’ s dad made the groups.” She amiled. “Baor redly thinks you’ re something
with those glasses”

“And that al my friends must be something too.”

“Of course. Why esewould you hang out with us?” She turned to leave. “I want to change teams.”
Oscar said, “Are you guys crazy? We re on ateam with Rock Rayson. | wonder if I'll get to meet his
dad. Maybe we Il get to befriends. | can go over for dinner and everything.” He sighed. “ Stoney
Rayson.”

Jack laughed, and Bethany gavein.

Their group met in the entryway to the north wing. Baor, Damon, Rock, Ward, and Bette, adender girl
with long black hair, were waiting for them. Oscar waved. “Hey, Rock. I'm Oscar. Y our dad’ s my
favorite springball player. Loved that great play the last game with Audtrdiorth.”

Rock yawned.

“All right, idiots,” said Balor. “Our room isover here” Baor led them into a conference room with along
table and nine chairs. Everyone took a sest. “ There aren’t enough judgesto bein each room, soI’'m
running the show here. | work the projector, | take the vote, | count them, and | hand in the score. Any
guestionsgo to me.

“You lucky stiffs’—Balor swung hisfinger at Bethany, Jack, and Oscar—"are in here because | wanted
to get to know you better.” He pointed at Erec. “I’ ve never seen anyoneflip off asiver ghost before. |
couldn’t even do that. So we're gonnahave alittle talk. | want to check out those glasses.

“Anyway, you'rein the lucky room today. We re going to win first, so you al owe me. | got the answers
to dl three questions—only then they changed the last question this morning, so now we don’t know
one”

“Why did they changeit?’ Bette Noir asked.

“One of the movies quit yesterday.”

Erec wondered what that meant. Balor got up, flicked the light switch, and turned on aprojector. A film
started on a screen at the front of the room. “I’' m gonna show the movies, even though we have the
answers, S0 there’ sno arguments later.” He flicked a switch and the room darkened. Damon started
humming “Mary Had aLittle Lamb,” until Balor told him to shut up.

Thefirg film was ten minuteslong but fdt like haf an hour. A man in asuit and tie tood behind a
podium. He argued in avery dull manner that the “forgetful ones’ in Upper Earth should be told about
magic. “ They have every right to know facts, and even try to relearn magic should they choose, inthe
name of equdity and fairness. It is even sugpected that there are smdl, remote regionsin Upper Earth
where magic was never redly forgotten. These people are not killing each other any more than you and
l.”

“Wow,” Erec said. “| wonder wherethat is”



The man in the movie cleared histhroat. “Please do not interrupt,” he said, unmistakably looking at Erec.
“You may ak questions a the end of thefilm.”

Erec looked at Bethany, and she looked back in shock. The man talked on, but Erec stared at the screen
in wonder.

Baor turned on asecond projector, which showed another movie next to thefirst one. A tal womanina
blue suit argued that people of Upper Earth were made to forget magic for areason. Themanin thefirst
film was gill on the screen, and watched her with arms crossed.

The woman wrinkled her pinched nose. “ They do not have the capacity to understand much anymore.
They would use magic for evil and kill each other off, just like they were starting to before.” The man
from the firs movierolled his eyes. The woman saw him and scowled, crossing her arms. Bethany
argued with the woman but could not change her mind. The man in the first movie nodded and clapped
after everything Bethany said.

Baor flicked on the light and narrowed his eyes a her. “ So, we have little Miss Open-Minded in our
group, do we? Thisquestion isagimme, eveniif | didn’t have the answers.” He passed out dips of paper
to vote.

Jack said, “Thereis no right and wrong here. Thisis being debated so much because nobody knowsthe
right answer.”

“Of coursethereisaright answer.” Baor played with the bronze whistle around his neck. “ The answer, if
it’'snot obvious, isno. The bumbling idiot Losers should not be told about magic.” He laughed, dong
with Damon, Rock, and Ward, who put checks on their papers and flung them back.

Bethany squeezed her pen, face red, and tossed her dark curls back. “Y ou’ re wrong. People from
Upper Earth are smart as anyone here. They have the right to know. What was dl that garbage about not
being able to understand magic? Hah! And killing each other? People can do that without magic if they
want.”

Bette exploded in shrill laughter. “ Gettaload of her! Whatcha got, relatives down there or somethin’ 7’
Ward winked at Bette and stretched hisarms over his head. “ Those Upper Earth folk are savages. They
would just as soon kill you aslook at you.”

Jack looked worriedly at Erec and Bethany. “My family knows Upper Earth people who are great. Y ou
don’t know what you are talking about.”

Oscar put acheck on his paper and handed it to Balor. Erec looked a Bethany. “We know the truth.
Who cares what the right answer is supposed to be. We' |l be outvoted, anyway.”

Bdor gleamed. “I’'m glad you' re getting the rules, Rick Ross. But I'm disappointed that you think we
should help the poor Losers.” Hetilted his head with afake sad look.

Erec and Bethany voted yes and passed in their ballots.

Bdor lazily flipped through the balots. “ A unanimous vote of no—not to remind the stupid Losers about
magic.”

“Dum-dums” said Damon, nodding wisdly.

Bethany threw down her pen.

The next short films showed two men dressed as genera's debating whether to trust their nonhuman
neighbors, or if it would be better to arm themsalvesto the hilt. Balor told everyone the right answer was
to have large armies at the ready. Again, he counted a unanimous vote for his answer, despite Erec, Jack,
and Bethany’ smarksagaingt it.

Thethird film was awider picture with many peopleinit. It waslabeled “Ethiopia” A judgeinlong red
robes held a diamond bracelet. “ Two people were fighting over this. Neither isfrom here, and neither has
proof of ownership. Y ou decidewho it belongsto.”

A man in African garb stepped up to theleft Sde of thefilm. “My nameis Koorc. | am herevisiting
friends and family. What happened issimple. | bought the bracelet at home and brought it hereto giveto
my mother on her birthday. I went out to find abox and paper to wrap it. | wasn't paying attention to
where | waswalking since | was admiring the bracelet, and | dipped on a paich of iceand fell. This
woman saw the bracelet fly from my hand and tried to grab it from me.”

The judge turned to the woman. “ State your name and case.”



Thewoman glared. “1’m Renwo Tneconni. Thisisridiculous. Everyone knowswomen do not sedl. Itis
not in our nature. We are honest and true. That isdl | haveto say.”

Thejudge frowned. *Y ou must tell what happened.”

“Fine,” Tneconni snapped. “ The bracel et was given to me by an old boyfriend...who hassincedied...in
awar.”

Thejudge said, “ There has been no war herein years.”

“There haswhere | comefrom,” Tneconni said. “I came to Ethiopia because my siger liveshere. | have
no money. Work is hard to find where | am from. So | was holding the bracelet, the only valuable thing |
own. And thismantriedto grabit.”

Baor passed out the ballots. “Who did the bracel et bel ong to? Koorc? Tneconni?’

Rock said, “ The man made more sense.”

“I agree with Rock,” said Oscar.

Ward nodded. “Y eah, she has amotive, too. She' sdirt-poor.”

Erec frowned. “Not every poor person isathief.”

Baor cracked up. “Practically.”

Bethany spit out, “It belongs to the woman.”

“Yeah, right,” said Rock. “We know. Women aren’'t capable of seding, right?’

“Her boyfriend died?’ Balor cackled. “ She probably killed him.”

“The bracelet belongs to the woman.” Bethany’ s face turned red.

“You'reagirl.” Baor laughed. “ Of courseyou'd say that.”

“Girl, girl, girl, girl,” sang Damon, playing with the tassal on hisfloppy gray hat.

“What do you think, Bette?’ Ward asked.

Bette smiled at Ward. “ Thewoman isathief.”

“So, we're decided?” Balor asked.

Bethany stood. “If you'd dl shut up and listen.” Everyone stared. “ The man said he dipped onice. Not
that you' d al know, but Ethiopiaisin Upper Earth on the Equator, whereit’s always hot. That man was
from somewhere e se, and he messed up when hetold that story. It'san obviouslie.” Bethany sat ina
huff and crossed her arms.

“She'sright,” Erec said.

“I'mwith them,” Jack said.

Bdor bit hislip. “Fine. But if you' rewrong, you' |l be sorry. Not that we won’t win anyway.”

They checked off ballots and Baor said, “ Unanimous. Bracelet belongsto Tneconni.” The group
followed him out.

Erec asked him in the hdlway, “ Do you know anyone who hasthe Inter...| mean MagicNet here?’
Baor laughed. “1 do, of course.”

“Canl useit?’

“Sure. Come over tonight. And we' |l talk about your glasses. Oh, wait aminute, not tonight.” He grinned.
“Wait afew days, then comeuseit.”

Kilroy took Balor’ s answers and patted his floppy black hair. “First onesback. And, let’s see...dl three
correct! You' rewinners” Hewinked. “ Prizeswill be given out at four.”

Baor, Damon, Rock, and Ward high-fived and hooted. Balor looked knowingly at Damon. “I knew
Ethiopiawasin Upper Earth. It' sin Europe.”

Damon leaned forward, looking excited. “ My ope?’

Oscer tried to corner Rock, asking about hisfather, but Rock dodged him. Erec and hisfriends went to
the cafeteriafor lunch.

Erec asked, “What' sthe big dedl about reminding us about magic?’

Jack looked at Erec. “Ten years ago, King Piter was about to lift the spell so you' d all remember. A lot
of people were upset about it. But then he got real sick, and his opponents took over. That’swhen
President Inkle let Prince Baskania put the marks on your foreheads. They shut down the gateways
between our worlds. Prince Baskaniais working on apermanent spell so you dl could never possibly
remember magic.”



“Prince Baskania, isthat what he calls himself here? The multibillionaire who ownsthe Super A Team
and too many corporationsto count?’ Erec shivered. So Thanatos Baskaniaredly had aconnection to
this place. He thought about what his mother had said yesterday about Thanatos Baskaniahaving it out
for him, but it seemed ridiculous. If Baskaniawas busy trying to take over the world and keep Upper
Earth from remembering magic, why would he care about Erec?

“Histrue followers cal him the Sorcerer Prince. | don't know about the corporations you' re talking
about, but he does own the Super A Team. He' s the most powerful sorcerer, and he' s good friends with
President Inkle. Most people around here think he saved the day, helping run things since King Piter's
been sick.”

“The most powerful sorcerer?’ Theidea sank in. No wonder Baskania had the Midastouch in the
businessworld.

“He sancient, spent centuries perfecting hismagic. My dad saysit warped him, made him sick for more
power. That level of magic isso hard to attain, doing things like reading minds, warping time, seeing the
Substance around us and understanding it. But it’snot enough for him. They say he wantsto do things
even ascepter can't let you do, and he' sworking at it constantly. Create people out of nothing. Move
the planets. Mind control.” He shook his head. “ Nuts, huh?’

At four 0’ clock Jack pointed to hiswatch. “Prizetime, guys.” They had been walking with Erec’ s dog
and Cutie Pie through the flag gardens.

The prize pen behind the maze |ooked almost the same as the one with aniballs. Oscar saw Stoney
Rayson waking away from the pen and rushed over. “Hi, Mr. Rayson, sir. I'm Oscar Felix. I'm friends
with Rock. | was on histeam today.” Oscar reached out his hand, and Rayson nodded, ignoring it.
“Uh, hey!” Oscar shouted. “Are Rock and the guys getting prizes?’

Rayson shook hishead. “1 don’t think s0.” He walked away.

Oscar called to Rayson’s back, “Maybe we |l see each other later!”

Spartacus Kilroy stood in front of alarge pen filled with white, glistening balls.

“Oh, no,” said Erec. “More anibdls. Let’ s grab one fast before another rhino charges.”
Bethany’seyeslit up. “Maybe I'll get akitty friend for Cutie Pie. Or ahamster!”

“Lunchfor Cutie Pie,” said Erec. Bethany shot him across|ook.

Kilroy blew hiswhistle and everyone stopped taking. “ Congratulations. There were ninety-three winners
of the Pro and Contest. Let’s hear it for the winners!”

Applausefilled the air. Cutie Pie held her claws out and glared at the noisy kids. Erec’ sdog howled asif
he had won himsdlf. Erec thought he saw Cutie Pie give hisdog the evil eye.

Kilroy blew hiswhistle again. “ The next contest will be ten o' clock, Monday morning, here behind the
maze. It iscaled the Tribaffleon. And, for aspecid treat, there will be aspringball match between the
Super A Team and Alypium in the agoraon Saturday.” The crowd burst into cheers.

Kilroy shouted, “I'll check off your names when you go into the prize pen. Everybody gets one
inquizzle—only one. It will give ayesor no answer to any question you ask. But after one answer it
pops. Think before you ask. Thisisagreat opportunity. And don’t take more than one.”

Kidsraced to check in and grab inquizzles. Some stood il asif they were afraid to talk. A boy grabbed
oneand sad, “Thisisaninquizzle?’ It vanished in apuff of yelow smokeand said, “Yes” Helooked
around, stunned, and then kicked the dirt and walked away.

Erec |eft his dog outside the pen with Cutie Pie. Hisinquizzle felt glassy and cool. White smoke drifted
within the orb. What should he ask? Was his mother a criminal? He wasn't sure he wanted the answer.
Where were Sammy and Danny? He wished he could get more than ayes or no. Would Hecate Jekyll
have dl the ingredients he would need for the formula? He would find that out soon enough. Was
someone hypnotizing King Piter? Would hewin dl the contests? Would he be ableto free his mother?
Yes, that wasit.



But then Erec stopped. He could not ask that. What if the answer was no? What would he do? How
would hetdl her? He couldn’t ask. He had to go on believing he would get her out.

So whét, then? Anidea hit him, something he had almost forgotten with dl of the other questions nagging
him. He had always thought his birth mother was dead. June never mentioned her, even though she
aways said that hisfather was “dive and loves him.” But recently when he asked, she baked. Washis
birth mother dive too? Would he meet hisfather here?

Erec looked into the swirling mists of theinquizzle. “Is my birth mother...who gave birthto me...dive?’
The glasdike ball shattered in his hand, each shard mdlting into yellow smoke. “Yes”

She was dive! And she was probably herein Alypium, too. Erec did not have any memories of her. She
must have left hisfather. And from what Erec remembered of hisfather, he didn’t blame her for leaving.
Only, why didn’t she take Erec with her? Was she sck? Didn’'t shelove him?

Bethany put her inquizzle down. “Y our birth mother...who gave birth to you? Can you be more
specific?’

“Leave medone. What' syour question going to be?’

“I'mafraid to ask...but | haveto.” She picked her inquizzle up. “IsUncle Earl going to find mein
Alypium?’

Her inquizzle exploded in yellow smoke. “Yes”

Bethany jerked back, horrified. Her fingers were frozen asif she still held the orb. “He can't make me go
back. I'll just escape again. | know how to get here now.” She sat, burying her facein Cutie Pie. “He
can’'t take Cutie Pieaway.” Her voice was muffled from the cat fur. Cutie Pie growled asif she agreed.
Erec sat by Bethany. “It just said he' d find you, not get you and bring you back. Maybe he finds you and
you escape, and then he never finds you again. Maybe he finds you here when you' re seventy.”

Bethany laughed unhappily, stroking Cutie Pie' sfur. “1 guessit was too much to hopethat I'd never see
him again. Y ou know, he threw me birthday parties every year? | had to do al the work while the kids
played. Then he' d sall my presents. He thought it was a great scheme.”

Erec shuddered. “Don’'t worry. I'll make sure he' Il never get you.”

Oscar walked by. “1 won't be one of the three final winners. At least, according to the stupid inquizzle.
Who saysthey’reright, anyway?’

Left and right, kids asked inquizzlesif they would be find contest winners, black poofsand No's
resounding through the air.

Jack walked over with agrin.

Oscar glared. “What? Don't tell me you' re one of the threewinners.”

Jack shrugged. “Dunno. But I’'m getting anew dog a home.”

“When?’ Bethany said, excited.

“I don't know.” Jack’s smiledimmed. “| hopeit’sbefore I’ m eighteen.”

They walked to the cafeteriafor dinner with their fellow champions, many grumbling because they would
not befina winners.

Cutie Pie pawed her fur. “Look,” said Bethany. “1 wonder why she’ sdoing that.”

Jack scratched his head in thought.

“I'm having fish tonight,” said Erec. “ Everything elseis dlouds and veggies”

“They’re good, though,” Bethany replied. She was rubbing her arms.

Erec scratched his neck. Hefét itchier as he ate. Hisfeet, arms, legs, body, and head burned. He
noticed hisfriends scratching, too.

“Think we got into poison ivy?’ Erec asked.

“What' sthat?’ Oscar asked. “Some Loser plant?’

Bethany set down her water. “ Upper Earth plant. I’ll bring you some, Oscar. Y ou can check it out up



close and persond.”

Oscar scratched his neck with one hand and his scalp with the other. “ Thisis getting bad. I’m going to
see Dr. Mumbai.” He scratched both legs. “1 can't even eat.”

“Metoo,” said Bethany.

Jack and Erec nodded in agreement. They left their plates and ran to the castle. “Whereistheroyal
hospital?” Erec asked.

A few other kids ran down the centra halway. “1 bet | know wherethey’re going,” Bethany said. “Let’'s
follow them.” They ran past the west wing corridor where asmug-looking Ugry stood, pointing down the
hallway. “ Second lft, end of the hall,” he sang out with an eerie smile on hisface.

Erec caught asour smell as he ran past Ugry, and sneezed. They took the second left. Down the hallway,
acrowd gathered around Dr. Mumbai, atall woman with blond hair twirled into abun. Shelooked at
scaps, arms, and necks al around her with gloved hands.

“Attack fleas.” Dr. Mumbai batted long eyelashes. “| have no idea how abrood got loose. They don’t
usualy svarmin Alypium. Did these spread at the contests? | thought you al werein separate rooms.”
“Unlessit happened in the prize pen,” said Erec. “Like the rhinoceros.”

“Your prizeswereinfested?| guessthat’ spossble.” A show of hands confirmed that they al had won
the second contest. “Well, everyone take a cup of ngpamroid ointment and adeeping pill. Cover your
body, and come back tomorrow after | get more. For some reason my whole supply ismissing. Luckily,
| had ten spare tubs under the sink. | don't want to think about how bad you all would have been by the
morning.” She scooped ointment into plastic cups and handed them ouit.

They rubbed it on. “How long before thisworks?’

“You'll fed alittle better tomorrow. It will take afew days before they’ re gone. Tonight will be rough so
don't forget your deegping pill. You'll need it.”

They scratched dl the way back to the dormitory. “I’m taking my deeping pill now,” Bethany said.
Erec’ s skin burned, but he could not stop scratching. He went to his room and took hisdeeping pill. As
he was drifting off to deep, he wondered about the answer he got. His mother was dive.

He was thinking of how hewould find her when hefell fast adeep.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Springball

EREC SLEPT PAST breskfast. He dressed Sowly, exhausted from the sleeping pill and itchy, when



he noticed his dog panting and scratching his dark gray and white fur. He looked like he had been up al
night. Erec’ s heart dropped. “I forgot all about you. I'll get you something from Dr. Mumbai.”

Erec ran to theroya hospital, where a crowd had formed, getting their morning dose of ngpalmroid. He
grabbed cupsfor himsdf, Bethany, Jack, and Oscar, then two more for his dog, and adeeping pill
coated in peanut butter. After Erec put ngpalmroid on himself and his dog, he spent the day in bed,
itching and dozing. He could not even think of finding formulaingredients.

The next day was more bearable. Erec found Bethany in the cafeteriaat lunch. She had deep scratches
on her faceand arms.

“It' smy fault. | totally forgot about Cutie Pie. Luckily she...reminded me before | took my deeping pill.
She' sdtill adeep.”

Finally, they went to the castle kitchens, theingredient list in Erec’ s pocket. Hecate Jekyll saw them and
smiled. “Whadda ya heed? More pomegranates?’

Erec pulled thelist out. “Brownieswould be nice. Maybe cupcakes.” He had thought about how to ask
for theingredients. “I like to do experiments with different. . .things, kind of like achemistry . It'smy
hobby. Could I borrow some ingredients from you?’

“It depends what yer asking for. There snothing | don't have...or can't get. I'm kind of awhiz at
potions myself. That iswhat you're getting at, right?’

Erec nodded. “Have you heard of nitrowisherine?’

Jekyll laughed, ddlighted, her stiff nose highin theair and her eyes crinkling. “Oh, | see now what you're
after, yalittle menace. Pipe bombs aren’t good enough for ya, huh?Y ou need the big kaboom. What do
your parents say about this pastime?’

“They'redl for it.” Erec suppressed asmile.

Jekyll flashed ahuge grin. “1 like them aready. What €lse do you want?’

“Warthog essence?”’

She winked. “Now you're really talking explosion. Now how can | be sure nobody will get hurt?’

“I'll beredly careful,” Erec said. “Do you have grain dcohol ? Wolfsbane?’

Jekyll’ s brow knitted. “ Grain dcohal...hmm.” She suddenly looked stern. “I can’t give acohol to kids.
Let me seethat list.” She grabbed the paper out of Erec’s hand. Her eyes narrowed. “What isthis?” Her
darefdt likeit pierced through hiseye. “Y ou have aglasseye,” she said accusingly.

“So doyou,” Erec reminded her. He was confused. She was like him, then? Some woman in Alypium
was his birth mother. Could it be her?

She sensed Erec’ s confusion, and a smile spread across her face. “I'm sorry for snapping.” She folded
Erec’slist. Hetook it back as shetried to put it in her pocket. “ All misunderstandings, I’'m sure. Now |
can't give you those ingredients. Way too dangerous for anice young man like you. But I'll fix you both a
big plate of cupcakes, brownies, and cookies. Did you two win the second contest? Come down with
attack fleaslike the rest of them?”

Bethany nodded. “Don't you think it’salittle fishy that bad things keep happening in the prize pens?’
Jekyll nodded. “I’ ve thought the same thing. Any ideas?’

Erec shrugged. “ Bathazar Ugry gives me the creegps. | wouldn't put anything past him.”

“Good thought,” Jekyll said. “I"d pin any mischief on that one, mysdlf. Any other thoughts?’

“It' salittle strange Rock Rayson and hisfriends are so lucky,” said Bethany. “ They missed the rhino and
the attack fleas. | wonder if Stoney Rayson isin on it somehow.”

Jekyll disappeared into the kitchens and came back with atray of treats. “Kids, keep your eyes open.
I’m hereif you need anyoneto talk to. Y ou can trust me.”

Bethany pushed her chair againgt the Sitting room door and sat, scratching her scalp. “I'll try not to
ligen.”
“Go ahead.” Erec sat on another chair, ready to put on hisglasses. “I'll tell you everything anyway.”



His mother was Sitting on her bed, staring at her fingernails. “Mom?’ Erec said quietly.

June dropped her book. “Erec?’ She looked pale and worn.

“Is something wrong?’

“I’'mtired. | missyou dl. Thetwins are back and they’ re fine. Everyone sfine. You seemfine” She
sghed. “And I’'mamousein atrap. | mean, I'm really glad nobody needs me, it'sjust...nobody needs
me.” She looked sadder than Erec could remember.

“That' s not true. It’ sterrible without you. | worry dl thetime.”

June smiled sadly. “I’'m not sureif that's better, redly. I'm sorry. Y ou just caught mein amood. I'mfine,
Except I'm stuck.”

“Why don't they let you go?’

“Someone thinks | know more than I'm telling. | was dumb. | thought | had everything under control,
moving alot and erasing peopl€ s memories of us each time.”

“Y ou erased people’ smemories of us?’ Erec paused. “Nobody remembers me from before we moved
to New York...last week? My old friends? Is that why you never let me make long-distance calls? It
wasn't the money, wasit?’ Fury rosein Erec. “ And that’s why nobody writes me back—ever?’

June looked like she was about to cry. “I’m so sorry. It wasfor your safety, really. Look at us now.”
“Lookslikeit wasfor your safety, morelike.” Erec did not care anymore that she was upset. “ By the
way, my birth mother isdive.”

June became pae. “How did you find out?’

“Don’t worry. | didn’t meet her. | asked an inquizzle. It was a prize for winning the second contest.”
“Congratulations.” June bit her lips.

“Don’'t you have anything to say about my birth mother?’

June shook her head.

“Wall, that'safirst.” Erec wished he could dam adoor and walk out, but he wasn't redlly in her room to
beginwith. “1 haveto go.”

“Don’'t go, Erec. Not likethis. | couldn’t take it now. Tell me about the contest.”

“Well, the strangest part isthat al the winners came down with attack fleas. Last time the winners got
attacked by arhino—and aminotaur. It'sgetting so I’ m afraid towin.”

“That doesn't sound like a coincidence.”

Erec heard Bethany shout, “ Off!” and something crashed into him.

“Gottago.” He whisked the glasses off and saw that Bethany had flung abook at him. Somekids were
entering the room.

“What happened?’ aboy asked.

Bethany shrugged. “I thought | saw amouse.”

“So you threw that book at it?” He pointed.

“I lost my head, | guess.”

The boy merdly shrugged, not redly interested.

After dinner, Ereclaid in bed scratching and remembering his old friendswho had forgotten him. His grief
was not because of the messed-up Substance that had given him the heavy, sad feding when he had first
entered FES Station. No, he knew exactly whose fault thiswas.

The next day theitching was better, but Erec was till rubbing hisleg when Jack burst into the room.
“Springball’ sin an hour and ahalf. I’ m grabbing lunch, then heading over to get good seats. You
coming?’

They knocked on Bethany’ s door and found Oscar playing pooal in the sitting room. Bags sat on the
cafeteriatables, packed with apples, dried fruit, seeds, nuts, and sandwiches. The bread wasthin and
crunchy.

“What isthis?” Erec asked.



“Dehydrated sprouted wheat berry bread,” Oscar said sadly.

“Not bad, though,” said Jack.

On the way to the springba | match, Erec felt empty inside. All of his past friends had forgotten him. His
only friendsin the world were right here—until June made them forget too.

“How isspringbal played?’ Bethany asked. “I saw headlines about it at the newsstand, but | could never
figureit out.”

Erec smiled, glad to think about something else. “ Each team hasaball, and heisin play the whole
game’

“He7

“Yeah. Thebdl. They have to be good gymnasts, redly agile”

“Wait...the bals are people?

Erec nodded. “ Y ou didn’t know that? Each ball triesto get in the other team’ strap, or ahoop over the
trap for extra points, and to stay out of their own trap. They wear thick, rounded padding that bounces,
30 they look likereal ballswith arms and legs. And they have two big springs: One sticks up from their
heads and one out from their bottoms. They can bounce on them to get away.

“The Super A Team is so good they wear eye patches just to show they can win with only one eye.
They’ re undefeated. It' s hard to imagine, this group of amateurs has beaten every pro team for ten years
draight. They'relike pure magic.”

Jack looked at him sideways. “Y ou're kidding, right? They lose dl thetime. Look & ’em. Someare old.
What they' reredlly known for is cheating.”

“Areyou saying the Alypium team can besat the Super A Team at springbal?’

“They could probably beat them at anything except posing for the camera. So could most of the Aorth
teams.”

“Wow,” Erec said. “Y ou must have amazing athletes here. I'm glad someone can beat them. The whole
story about them istoo much.”

“What story?’

“Thanatos Baskania, the Crown Prince of Peace, isa corporate genius. He owns twenty huge
conglomerates that stretch dl over the world. Television, movies, ail, lumber, you nameit. But he got
kooky. And that’s what too much money does. | guess, maybe too much magica power, too. He
wanted everyone in Upper Earth to call him * Crown Prince,” and he started a huge media blitz about how
he' s going to creete the best springball team in the world—he' sabig fan—and he’ sgoing to give each
player ahuge company to run. The television and newspapers ate it up.

“All the big springbal teamsin the world leagues thought their best players would be scooped. The
playerswaited for tryouts, phone cals. Nothing. The Prince said he wasfinding players himsdlf, but
nobody knew how. The news went crazy; everyone wanted to know who would be picked. Findly the
Prince said he had ateam, but only one of them was a pro springball player—picked off the Miami
Bounce. A lot of these guysdidn’t even look like athletes. Some weretoo old, like Rayson. There sno
way that guy should be able to compete.

“Everyone laughed at first. But they play like demons and nobody can beat them. Baskaniacalsthem the
‘Team of Heroes!’

“It never stopped. Baskania got the American League to let them compete even though they’ re not acity
team—ypaid’'em off, I’'m sure. Then came dl the movies, the fastaurants, comics, cards, figurines, toys.
Three of them just got eected governor. | don’t know how they have timefor that and pro springbdll
and being CEOs.”

Jack looked stunned. He whispered, “Prince Baskaniais making you think those guys are superheroes.
They'redl just regular athletes from the Kingdoms of the Keepers.” He shook his head. * People here
used to beterrified of the Sorcerer Prince, but now they think he's saved usfrom disagter. Since King



Piter has been sick, he has*helped’ make decisions and run things. Everyone is desperate for aleader
Oscar’ sforehead wrinkled. “1 didn’t know hetook his Super A Team to compete with the Losers. That
doesn't seem fair.”

Jack shook his head. “With communication shut down these last ten years with Upper Earth, | doubt
anyone knows.”

Cliff Arenahung over asharp drop in the mountain a the edge of the agora. The part of the arena
suspended over the cliff had no seats, only asolid glasswall, giving a spectacular view of the mountain
range and the fedling that the entire arena sat in thin air. Erec, Bethany, Oscar, and Jack found great seats
near themidfield line.

“Thisdoesn't look right,” Erec said. “Usually, the spectatorslook down into the arena. It's ahuge pit
with solid walsfor the bal to bounce off. Thisplaying floor isat our level. The balswill fly into the
crowd.”

“Theré saforcefield around the ovd,” Jack said. “We get a better view thisway.”

Thefield otherwise looked about the same: an eighty-yard by fifty-yard ova with amidfield linedown its
center and four starting circlesin each corner. Ramps, holes, nets, and smal wallsrandomly scattered
over thefield. A large“trap” sat at each end, and over each hung ahuge net eight feet off the ground.
Erec could not believe he might see someone actually beat the Super A Team. It was even more
unthinkable that he was here at dl, with fantastic seats. Erec spotted Olive Umpee sitting between
Spartacus Kilroy and Bathazar Ugry severa rows ahead. Kilroy and Umpee scratched continuoudly.
“Doean't it seem strange that Ugry isn't scratching?’ Erec asked. “He must have done something to
protect himsdif at the prize pen. What do you think?”

Jack looked stunned. “Why would he do that? Y ou’ re not meaning that he planted the fleas, are you?
He shereto help us”

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Help usinto an early grave. Just the same, | wonder if Rayson had something
to do with it. Where do you think Rock and his friends are getting dl the answersto the contests? And
they’ re never around when the winners are getting attacked by one thing or another.”

Erec said, “Maybe Rayson isjust helping his son, and Ugry isdoing dl the bad things.”

“Rayson hasamotive: scare other kids away so his son will win. | wonder what will happen to the next
contest winners.”

Oscar sad, “You can’t scare me away that easy. I’ m more scared by what my dad would think if | logt.”
He scratched hislegs. “ Someidiots are quitting because their inquizzles said they would lose. | don't
believe those things, anyway. Nobody’ s shown me proof they work.”

Bethany smiled. “Y ou’ re completely right. Mine was probably wrong too. Hey, before the game starts,
fill meinontherules”

“The balstry to get into the other team’ straps and hoops and stay out of their own. A batter follows
them around with abig rubber club to knock them looseif the other team gets them. The trapper guards
the trap and the hoop with hisbody or a huge racket. Three pointsfor getting your ball in the other

team’ strap, Six for getting him in their hoop, five for getting the other team’sball in their trap, and ten for
getting himin their hoop.”

“Why arethere more pointsfor scoring with the opposing bal?’

“Their ball isfighting againgt you. There are three guardians on defense and four bouncers on offense.”
“This Il bean easy win for Alypium,” Jack said. “They just won the Dragon Cup in April.”

Erec laughed. “ On Upper Earth we cal the championship the Big Spring.”

“Star Wdllcandleis the hot player now,” Jack said. “He s only played ayear, but he' sthe top scorer. His
magicd gift is perfect: He gets hiswishes. It shard to get aball by him—you have to snesk it around. Of



course, he' snot alowed to wish for god after god, but he can wish for playsto go hisway. Guy’s
amazing.”

“I can't imagine getting everything | wished for,” Bethany said. “What adream.”

“Y eah, but not for those around him,” Jack said. “ People fed sorry for hiswife. She seems happy, but
she sunrecognizable. Each year she getstdler, nicer, more understanding, and funnier. Her nose gets
smaller, her eyes get bigger, and her hair color changes every week.”

The lightswent off and sparkles of color filled the stadium. An announcer’ s voice boomed. “ We cometo
the specia, off-season springba | challenge between the Alypium Sky and the Super A Team, brought to
you by the Castle Alypium, Flying Donkey Nectar, and Micro Cell Phones—get them whileyou're
young!” An unseen band blared peppy music.

“That's Barnum Gong,” Jack whispered. “He announces Alypium’ sgames.”

Spotlights zoomed, leaving fans and swirls of light in the darkness. Barnum Gong' s voicerang. “And,
now, without further ado, the Super A Team!” The crowd shouted with cheers and afew hissesasthe
playerswearing red and black, with black eye patches, ran onto the field in beams of light.

“Robert Burr, bal; Md Timan, guardian; Tom Fan, bouncer; John Arrete, trapper; Count Araignee,
bouncer; Gog Magnon, batter; Franklin Stein, guardian; ‘Mighty’ Joe Liath, guardian; Rich * Stoney’
Rayson, bouncer; and Rock Y ettas, bouncer.” The applause waswild.

“And now,” boomed Barnum Gong, “our home team, the Alypium Sky!” The crowd roared like mad
when Star Wellcandle ran out in his blue and white uniform. He looked smallish and distracted, not your
typicd athlete.

When Gong cdled out, “Pi Cleary, bouncer,” Jack said, “He hasamathematica gift; he can figure out
arcs and trgjectories. He can throw aball at just the right angleto get it in the hoop, or bounceiit off its
spring and make a perfect pass.”

Thelights came on. Robert Burr, in huge, round red padding, and the white Alypium ball opened with the
head-off. Erec laughed. As many times as he had seen springball, it was till funny to seethe giant balls
with arms, legs, and ahead sticking out. The ballsran and legpt off springy ramps, flying at each other
headfirst. When the big springs sticking from their heads collided, they flew back toward their opposing
teams.

“I love when their springs get stuck,” said Erec. “It's chaos.”

The springball game seemed more fast and wild than usud. If the ballsweren't so big they would have
been hard to follow. Bethany laughed, pointing. Thelittle bits of arms and legs that were sticking out of
the giant Alypium ball waved frantically astwo Super A Team playersran with him down thefield. He
managed to break free and bounced off his spring to the other side of thefield. But he didn’t get far
before someone kicked him toward the stands, limbs wagging and mouth open. A few audience
membersflinched asthe giant bal flew a them spring first, until he hit theforcefield.

Batters ran around swinging rubber clubs, knocking balls out of players arms. Mighty Joe Liath and
Stoney Rayson guarded Star Wellcandle by blocking hisview of the game. He must have wished them
away, for amoment later they wereflat on their backs. When an Alypium player kicked Burr, the Super
A Team ball with a hooked nose and shaved head, into the trap, awhistle blew.

“And ascore!” shouted Barnum Gong. “Three pointsfor Alypium, red ball in thered trap.”

“Wadl, now I'veseenit al,” Erec said. “I thought the Super A Team could never loseapoint.” He
frowned. “The Alypium ball lookstoo big. | can’'timagine he d weighin.”

“Weighin? asked Jack. “ Y our balsweighin?’

“Of course,” said Erec. “They have to be under one hundred thirty poundsin full gear or they’d smash
people.”

Jack shrugged. “ That wouldn't work here. It stoo easy to find players who could levitate and trick the
scales”

Robert Burr looked angry and spit. The players waked to their starting positions for the next head-off.
The three guardians on each team lined up between the starting circles and the four bouncers along the
midfield line. The whistle blew and the balls bounced off their springboards for a clean head-off.



“Look!” Erec shouted. “ Araignee sflying! Likeinthe moviesl” With the excitement of the game, Erec
had forgotten the Super A Team had magica powers.

Jack looked a him funny. *“He has been the whole game. It shis gift. Nobody knows how he got it,
though. He snot from aflying family.”

“No wonder they dwayswinin Upper Earth.” In aninstant, Erec’ s opinion of the Super A Team fell.
They were cheaters, not heroes. “ So, Tom Fan redly can pass through walls? Burr can defy gravity? The
Count can redlly fly, and turn into abat? And Franklin Stein can breathe life into deadly contraptions? Is
anything made up?’

Jack shook hishead. “They’re only supposed to use their own magica gifts, not anything store-bought.
The A Team got busted once for using atrap that moved to keep balsout.”

Erec could not believe it. For the past ten years on Upper Earth people said trapsin Super A Team
games looked like they moved to keep balls out. They thought it was because Trapper John Arrete’'s
speed made people dizzy.

The Alypium Sky easily outplayed the Super A Team. They won thirty-six to twelve, with afind grest
play by the Alypium team cdled the Tet Offensive. Every member of the Alypium Sky dropped their
positions and rushed ahead of their ball onto the opposing Sde, as allowed with the play, tackling
everyoneinsght.

Erec couldn’t wipe the grin off hisface. Kids poured into the agora, buying nectar cones, going to Sky
High Candy for spun sugar birds and honeycomb, browsing the pet store, and just wandering under the
soaring mountains, eagles, and blue skies.

While Jack and Oscar went to get cloud creams, Erec said to Bethany, “I want you to try redly hard to
remember me”

“What are you talking about?’ Bethany asked Erec.

A cloud passed over the sun. “1 found out my dear mother erased my old friends memories of me. Not
just my friends—everyone who knew me before we moved to New Y ork last week. 1sn't that great? So,
| figureyou'renext. I'll get her out, we'll go back to our tiny gpartment in New Y ork, wherewe can't
afford to live, and everyone herewill forget | ever existed. Y ou'll probably have grest memories of
walking your cat and exploring the castle by yoursdlf.”

“Why would she do that?’

Erec dumped. “ She saysit was for my protection. I’ m starting to wonder if it wasfor hers. She' sthe one
they captured, not me. And she didn’t seem too happy that | found out my birth mother isdive. Maybe
my birth mother will take me back. Thisone ruined my life.” He thought about Hecate Jekyll and her one
eye. Who knows? Maybe she was his real mother.

“You'rejust mad.”

“I am mad. | was going to get gunpowder in the armory today. Maybe I’ ll walk my dog and enjoy the
sunshineingtead.”

“Let’'scompromise. We' |l hang out with our pets, then check out the armory after dinner.”

Erec shrugged. “It'saded, but only if we get cloud cream sundaesfirs.”

T»c',

CHAPTER TWELVE



The MagicNet

DINNER WASWILD pheasants, quinoa cakes, wild berries, nuts, a shredded vegetable salad, cold
raspberry soup, and barbecued duck. Erec was surprised how much he liked it. He wondered if histaste
was changing since he' d been here.

After cherub puffsand divinity, Erec and Bethany climbed into the castle. Erec wore his Sneskers, and
the vanishing capswerein their pockets.

“I guesswe can't just ask wherethearmory is,” Erec said.

Bethany stopped amaid in the hallway. “ Excuse me, isthere amap of the castle?”’

“A map?’ The maid was amused. “Nobody who should be wandering would need a map, now, would
they?’

“What kinds of things arein the different wings? | know the west wing isthe king’ s quarters, throne
room, and state rooms. What' sin the south wing?’

“Too muchto list off,” said the maid. “Now on with you, I’ve work to do.”

“Istherealibrary?’ asked Bethany.

“Sure, in the east wing.”

“A bdlroom?’

“Severd, of course...”

“Isthere athrone room?’

“You sad yersdf it’sin thewest wing. Now let me go.”

“Anamory?lsthere an amory?’

“Of coursethere’ san armory.”

“Whereisthat?’

Themaid growled, “The south wing. That’senough.”

“End of the south wing, right?’

“Of course.” Shewaked away, grumbling, and Bethany winked at Erec.

“Good work.”

They headed for the south wing. At the end weretall, inlaid mahogany doors, around fifteen feet high.
They pulled them open and went into ashort corridor. Two oak doors bore signs saying conventional
armory and magica armory. Broken pieces of asuit of armor were scattered before the doors.

A sternvoice cdled, “Who goes there?’

Erec and Bethany glanced around. Nobody seemed to be there.

“Who goesthere?’ Louder now, the voice sounded amost desperate.

“Um, Rick Rossand Bethany Evirly,” Erec said.

“Password?’

“I...don’t know.”

“Then you must leave.” The voice did not sound like oneto betrifled with.

“Look.” Bethany pointed at the head of the suit of armor. “It’ stalking.”

The empty meta headpiece held ill asif it did not want to be discovered. “Hello?’ Erec asked. There
Was no answe.

Erec dowly reached for the door to the conventiona armory, and the armor head swirled to face him.
“Stop! You may not goin.” A metal hand brandished asword.



“Wejust want apeek.” Bethany reached for the door. Several metal parts rustled on the floor, but the
only piecethat could move well was the hand not clutching the sword. It shuffled onitsfingersto
Bethany, grabbed her ankle, and squeezed.

Bethany screamed and kicked, but the hand held tight. Erec tried to pry it off.

“It hurts” Bethany stamped her foot and pulled at the hand.

“I'll let go when you leave.” The head seemed suddenly cheered. A few moments later, though, when
neither Erec nor Bethany |eft, the other hand flung its sword at Erec. The sword fell with aclatter afew
feet from the hand, which scuttled to grab it and throw it again.

Erec picked up the sword and kicked the other hand into the corner. He raised the sword to whack the
metd hand off Bethany’sleg.

“No!” Shewhisked her leg away. “Areyou crazy?’

“All right. Try this” Erec did the sword between her ankle and the metd fingers and then yanked. A few
fingertips flew from the hand.

“That' s better.” Bethany sighed. “ Try again.” Erec did the sword back and chopped the fingers off with a
sharp jerk. The hand fell off Bethany’ s ankle, which was now red with along cut.

“Sorry.” Erec kicked away the other hand, which had sneskily grabbed the sword and was inching back
toward them.

“I’'mfine. Let’'sgo.”

“Y ou ruined my hand,” cried the head. Bethany and Erec opened the door to the conventional armory.
“Get out of there!” shouted the head. “Don't think I’m not coming after you. When | get you, you'll be
sorry.” Erecrolled hiseyes.

The armory was humongous and nearly empty, save afew missilesand mortars. A large tank and severa
armored personnel carriers stood in what looked like an enclosed yard in back. Markings on the ground
made it look like many others had been around them.

“Look at al the empty shelves and spaces,” said Bethany. “1t looks like there was just awar and they
haven’t restocked yet.”

“My mom said the armory isjust herein case of an emergency.”

“Wadll, it looksto melike there' salot missng.”

Several misslesthe sze of smdl truckslined thewalls. Most of the empty spots near them had big skid
marks where others had been. “Hey, over here.” Bethany waved. Huge burlap bags marked
“gunpowder” lay near piles of flak jackets and afew cannons.

“Oh, no. | forgot abag,” said Erec.

“Well, we have pockets,” said Bethany. “How much do we need?’

“Two cups.” They took the vanishing caps out and stuffed their pockets with gunpowder. Their hands
and clothes becamefilthy.

“Isthereasink here?’ Bethany wiped her hands on the burlap bag.

The mangled suit of armor yelled, and the door burst open. Erec and Bethany dove behind apile of flak
jackets, pulling afew over their heads. Erec put his vanishing cap on and disappeared, dirt and all.
Footsteps approached. Two people were talking. A hoarse whisper said, “ Take the rest of the sidearms.
Don't forget the racks of semiautomatics. We' re good on assault riflesand LAW rockets. Over there,
the grenades and land mines, grab dl those, too. I’ ve taken al we need from the magica armory. As
soon as our three win the contests and get those scepters, we'll have dl we need. We'll lay Siegeto
Alypium firg, then Aorth, and finally Ashona. With those scepters, nothing can stop us”

A familiar voice whined, “Y ou promise Rock will be one of the winners?’

Bethany shot alook at where Erec should be, in front of adirty spot on the wall. Rayson!

“Of course,” the whisper hissed.

“And what if the stone doesn’t scream?’ Rayson asked.

“Who caresif the stone screams,” the whisper replied. “People will be so glad to have new kings,
nobody will notice. Just do your part and everything will go as planned. When the Sorcerer Prince gets
those scepters, we' |l be unstoppable.”

“What about Ward Gamin?’ Rayson’ s voice boomed, even when hewastrying to be quiet.



“I'll get rid of him before thefinal contest. Don’t worry.”

“What if they don’t win the fourth contest? We don't have that one under control.”

“They will win.” The whisper sounded impatient. Suddenly, an ear-shattering howl ripped through the
room, sounding like a cross between a mating banshee and an angry werewolf. Erec flattened againgt the
wall and held hisbresth.

The whisperer sounded breathless. * Get to work. I’ m needed el sawhere.”

Quiet footsteps drifted away, gpparently leaving Rayson bumbling through the sidearm brackets. Erec
peeked around the flak jackets and saw Rayson tossing revolvers, pistols, and shellsinto what must have
been aninvisble bag.

Bethany pulled Erec back. “What if he can see you with the cap on, like Ugry?’ she whispered.

Rayson hummed tunelesdy. The small arms clattered as he threw them into his bag. The noise got closer.
“Let’ssee, I'll come back for this. What'sin here?” Smaler clunks echoed into what must have been a
full bag. “What' sthis, gunpowder? What amess. Wéll, lifting spell for you.” Rayson sounded afoot
away. A thick blanket fell over the heavy gunpowder bags next to them and then disappeared, the bags
disappearing under it. Erec could fed the edge of the blanket lift.

“Hmm.” Rayson was right in front of them. “Flak jackets.” Hethrew afew into his sack. Erec’sheart
sank. He and Bethany shrank lower behind the pile. Bethany looked sadly alone. . .unless Rayson could
see Erec with the cap on.

Erec stamped afoot hard on thefloor. A clatter arosein the halway.

“Shoot.” Rayson went till. Erec banged with both feet and more noise erupted outside the door. Rayson
ran out, empty-handed.

“Quick, put your cap on,” Erec said. “Let’'sgo.”

“If we re seen wearing them it'sdl over.”

“If Rayson knowswe heard himin here, we' re dead.”

Bethany put the cap on. Asthey ran to the door, Erec held Bethany’ s deeve to know where she was. He
stomped heavily, making noise down the hall and in the magical armory. Rayson was nowhereto be
seen. “Careful,” Bethany whispered. “He could be anywhere. He could beinvisible.”

In the entryway, the chopped armor shouted, “I know you're herel” Alarmed, they ran into the south
wing. Up the hallway, they heard aloud “ Oof.” Rayson stood before Bathazar Ugry, looking like he had
crashed into him.

Rayson was talking to Ugry, pointing to where they must have heard clatter from Erec’s Sneakers. Erec
and Bethany ran down aside hall and whisked their caps off.

“Inhere,” Erec said, and they dashed into the nearest room. Both of them flew hard into the wall to their
right.

“Ouch. What isthis, some weird magnetic wall?’ Bethany tried to pry hersdlf off.

Erec sat on the wall, having aready been through this. “1t’ s one of the roomsthat didn’t change gravity.”
His good eye adjusted to the darkness. A pool table hung from the middle of the floor. It must have been
nailed down. Everything else, the cues, balls, tables, and games that were on shelves around the room
werein piles around them on the wall.

“How do we get out of here?’ Bethany stood on the wall and jumped to reach the doorway,
unsuccesstully.

“Theré sno hurry,” said Erec. “Let’ swait for Ugry and Rayson to leave. Surprised to see Ugry here?

Y ou think that was him whispering in the armory?’

Bethany shrugged. “A whisper isawhisper. But I'll bet it was him. Did you hear him? He wantsthe
scepters, whatever they are, and then he'll destroy and conquer everything!”

“The scepters are what King Pluto and Queen Posey carry,” said Erec. “I’ll bet King Piter has one
somewhere. They must be powerful. We better tell someone about this...only who?’

“We should probably tell Queen Posey. But let’ s start with your mom. At least we can trust her.”
“Canwe?’ Erec sad bitterly. “ She' ll just delete me from everyone' s memory. Then Ugry will take over
with Rayson’' shelp, right?’

“Cut it out. Shewas just protecting you.”



“Y egh, right. Anyway, we' re stuck hereright now. | guess|’ll tell her. Do you mind?’

“Of coursenot.”

Erec put the glasses on, and he found his mother waswriting. “Mom?’

June s eyesflicked up. “Erec? Oh, good. | was just writing aletter to your brothers and sisters.”

“I got gunpowder.”

“How did you?| didn’t give you the password yet.”

“| didn’t need a password. The suit of armor was all chopped up. He till wanted to fight me, though.”
“Chopped up!” June sat straight on the rocking chair. “Impossible! That was made by Vulcan himself to
guard the armory. Nobody could destroy it.” Her forehead creased with worry lines. “ Someone pretty
powerful isbehind dl this”

“Mom, | was even ableto cut afew fingers off the armor.”

“Onceit’ ssevered, itsstrengthislost. But...why would you do that?’

“Forget that. The armory was looted. Almost everything was gone. And two people camein. Onewas
Stoney Rayson, if you can believeit, and | couldn’t tell who the other was, but | think it was Ugry.
They' re planning on taking over Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona. They said when certain kids won the
contests, Rock Rayson being one of them, they would have the scepters and then they would be
unstoppable.”

June put her hand over her mouth. “Tell King Piter. He hasto know about this.”

“Mom. King Piter isno help. Who esecan | tdll?’

June pursed her lips and stared at the ceiling. She pounded her bed. “I don’t know. Erec, you need to
win the contests. | know you can. That would ruin their plan...whoever’ splanitis.”

“Thanksfor the confidence, but—"

“No. You candoit. And try to find King Piter’ s scepter. It' s very powerful. Maybe you could get it
somehow and fix him withiit.”

“King Piter doesn’t carry a scepter.”

“What? Hewould never let it out of hissight.” She stood up and started pacing the room. “Thisisn't
good. Try tofind it. I'd warn Queen Posey about the armory. .. but we don’t know who she' slistening
to.” June shook her head. “Have you talked to Hecate Jekyll about the other ingredients?’

“It'sno go. She looked like she might give me some, but when | mentioned grain acohol, she changed
her mind.”

“It'sokay, it'snot her fault. I'll tell you how to break into her storerooms. It'snot hard, just don’t be
seen. In the back of the kitchensthereisaround metd plate in the floor, inscribed with an eye. Whisper
intoit...hmm, let's see. She used asilly phrase. Oh, yes. ‘One eye seesdl.” The plate will move and
under it will be ahole with aladder into the sorerooms. Everything is al phabetized.

“Put theingredientsin aglassjar, but don't drop it. Y ou could blow up the east wing. Bring it straight to
your room and hide it somewhere safe.” She put her head in her hands. “I can’t believe I’m asking you to
get explogves. | must be crazy.”

“Don’t worry, Mom. I'll be careful.”

June sghed. “Have you found someone with the MagicNet to get the eagle feather and lion hairs?’

“Y es, some boys haveit here.”

“Good. And the horseshoe?’

“The boys have horses.”

“Gregt.” Shelooked relieved. “When isthe third contest”

“Monday. I'll get the ingredients from the storeroom tomorrow.”

“Becareful,” Junesaid. “There safull moon tomorrow night.”

“Doesthat matter?’

June shrugged. “ Probably not. Funny things sometimes happen, though.”

“Mom, how many people can see me when my vanishing cap ison?’

“Y ou have avanishing cap? Perfect. Nobody could see you withiit on.”

“Nobody? Ugry can.”

“Bdthazar? He doesn't have that kind of power. It would be an unusua power, anyway.”



“But hecan.” Erec Sighed. “| better go. I'll check in later.”

Erec took hisglasses off. “Ugry’ s powers must have grown since my mother lived here.”

“He sgetting more evil,” said Bethany. “We better warn Queen Posey about his plans.”

“You don’t know her. She' sredly powerful. My mom'’ s not sure what she' s up to. Plus, she’ s suspicious
of me because of that dumb | dentdetector.”

“Wall, | don't seethat we have achoice,” Bethany said. “ Someone that can do something hasto know
about this” She stood on thewall, jumped over the pool cues, and balanced on the built-in wooden
bookshelves.

“True. But how do you suggest wetell her?*Um, Queen Posey, while we were hiding in the armory
stedling gunpowder, we overheard Ugry and Rayson plotting.””

Bethany walked on the bookshelves like they were balance beams. “No. Just say, ‘ Queen Posey—'" In
an ingant, atorrent of water dumped from the air onto Bethany. She dipped and fell onto the bookcases.
The downpour continued, asif from atida wave. Bethany coughed and sputtered under the torrents,
looking around desperately.

Water splattered Erec and started to fill the room, covering his shoes. For some reason, it only poured
on Bethany. Erec |ooked for a source, and was surprised to seeit was the pool table top. In fact, the
entire green surface of the pool table was replaced by water, endless water, falling straight on Bethany.
Erec reached in to grab her from the avalanche, but her foot was caught. Her hand covered her face, but
water flew from al directions. Erec hoped she could bregthe. He yanked until her foot pulled loose. Inan
instant the water stopped. The poal table' s surface wasflat and green.

Bethany sat, coughing, on the edge of abookcase. The water in the room was up to their knees. “Did...
she do that to me?’ Her eyeswere red and alittle more water poured from them. “ A piece of the ocean
came down out of nowhere.”

“Not out of nowhere.” Erec pointed at the pool table hanging on what used to be the floor, but now
functioned asawall, over Bethany. “What made it start and stop, though?’

Bethany looked up. “ It started when | tripped on abookshdf, and it fell in. My shoe got stuck. Then it
stopped when | got out. Maybe the shelf flipped back again.”

“Huh?’

“That' sexactly when it started.” Bethany crawled over the wooden shelves, pulling on boards near
where shefdl. Suddenly, a bathtub-sized gush dropped on her and then immediately stopped. “1 found it!
L ook—there are wavy lines on the wood behind this shelf. It lookslike awater symbol, marking this
gpot. Thislittle shdf folds right up then back again.” She sat down. “Only, why in the world would
someone want something like this here? Look, the room is ruined.”

“Maybeit worked differently before the castle was on its Side. The water might not have dumped out.”
Bethany stared up at the pool table, shivering. Her pockets were black from gunpowder. They stacked
card tables on chairs and climbed from the room.

“I hopethemesswon't ruin thewalls,” Bethany said.

Erec shrugged at the huge mess. “ Someone will probably fix it with aspdl.”

They trudged back to the dormitories leaving atrail of water behind them.

Bethany was happily eating ambrosiain the cafeteriawith Jack when Erec came to breskfast the next
morning. When Jack went for seconds, Erec whispered, “1 had enough gunpowder, luckily. Was
yours—"

“Ruined.”

Baor and Damon Stain were Sitting across the room with Rock Rayson and Ward Gamin. “1’1l be back.”
Erec waked over to them.

“Look who'shere.” Baor laughed. “We re dumming today. Y ou actudly egt thisstuff?” He pointed at a
mound of ambrosa.



Erec shrugged. “ Can | use your MagicNet today ?’

“Yeah, let'sgo now. I’'m outtahere.” Baor shoved histray forward, ambrosia and nectar untouched.
“WEe'll get room service. C'mon.” Damon, Ward, and Rock stood, grumbling. Balor looked at Erec.

“Y ou got money?’ Cause you' re not bumming any off me.”

“Shoot, no,” said Erec. “Wait here. I'll beright back.”

“Hear that, boys?’ Balor grinned. “Old one-eye hasto go get money from hislittledorm cdll.” He
grinned at Erec. “We |l walk dow. If you catch up, you can come.”

Erec swalowed hisanger and ran to his dorm room, where he stuffed his pockets with gold, silver, and
bronze. When he tore back, Baor and hisfriends were climbing into the castle. Erec followed them to
the south wing. He wished he had a charge card so he could buy things on the computer. Maybe he
could use Balor’sand pay him back with the gold.

“Come see wherethe big boyslive,” said Baor. “ Guest quarters on the second floor. The whole Super
A Team stayed herelast night. We had dinner with them. A redl feast,” he said, smirking. They climbed
to an ornate hallway with chanddiers and plush plum carpeting.

“Did you hear the game room flooded yesterday?” Ward asked. “ Red mess. All King Piter’ sfault, I'm
sure. Thisplaceisin rotten shape.”

Erec winced. “Did they get it cleaned up?’

“Why wouldn’'t they?” Ward said nastily. Erec had the urge to warn him that he better not get too comfy.
Hisfriends were supposed to win the scepters, and he would be “gotten rid of.”

Baor swung around. “1 have agreat idea. Fair trade. Y ou use my MagicNet, and | get to try out those
glasses of yours.”

Erec’ s hand flew to the glasses hanging on his chest. He remembered his mother said nobody could take
them off of him. He hoped shewasright. “Wdll, firgt I'll use the MagicNet, and then you can try to take
these off me. If you can take them, you can try them on.”

“Excdlent.” Balor seemed satisfied. “| awayslikeachdlenge.” They entered ahuge, plush room with an
eight-foot screen set into onewall. The beds looked twice as big and fluffy asthe onesin the dormitories.
Low, foam-stuffed chairs with joysticks on their arms sat around the screen for playing video games. A
maid was straightening the room.

“Out, servant. Out!” Balor roared at the maid. “ Can’t you see we' re here?’ She looked flustered and
gpologized severd times as she ran out the door. Balor laughed. “They're like deer in the headlights.”
Ward rolled his eyes. Damon stared dumbly at the screen, goofy gray stocking cap sill on his head. “I
wannaplay Jackknife,” hesaid. “Let’s play Jackknife.”

“All in good time, Damon. First our new friend here wantsto get on the MagicNet.” Balor snagpped his
fingers. His and Damon’ s names appeared on the large screen and the room darkened dightly.

Damon mumbled, “...Jackknife...”

“Do you know your site, or do you want to do a search?’ Baor asked.

It looked like all four of them were going to watch. Erec hoped he could hide that he’ d never used the
MagicNet before. “I’ll search.” Erec put his handsin his pockets, trying to look casua, but his pockets
were S0 full of coinsthey stuck out tiffly.

“Search,” Balor caled out and snapped hisfingers.

A young woman' s face with dark hair pulled in atight bun, appeared. “Y es?’ Shelooked out from the
screen.

Baor nodded toward Erec, opening ahand in his direction. The woman on the screen |ooked impatient.
“I need threelion hairs,” Erec said.

“Lion hairs.”” The woman nodded briskly and the screen split into eight boxes, a different person framed
in each. A box at the bottom of the screen said, “Next eight of forty-six.”

Bdor crossed hisarms and tilted his head, obvioudy interested. “Eight on one dl right?’

“Uh-huh,” said Erec. From each box a person shouted, pedaling their wares, except in one of the lower
boxes, where awoman with long gray hair and atall feathered hat was sound adeep.

A woman' sface with ablack pointed hat and a crooked nose nearly filled screen one. She waved afew
brown hairstoward Erec. “Thesg |l do ya Straight from the jungles of Kenya. Only eight shires, but for



you, seven shires and five gands.” Shewinked at Erec.

A thin man with adick mustache in the box next to her jingled asmall bag before the screen. “ Alpha
lion’smane hairs. Best you can buy. Onegold ring. You won't do any better.”

Everyonewastaking at once. Erec glanced at Baor, who watched him expectantly. If only he knew how
to do this. The woman with the pointed hat produced alittle jar and rattled it. “Tiger claws...eagle
tdons...I'vegotitdl.”

Erec heard one of the vendors shout the word “ certified.” He wished he knew who was reputable.
“Which of you are...certified?’

Most of the screen vendors immediately whisked papersin front of their faces. The others appeared to
be searching madly around them but finally gave up and shrugged. Erec pointed at the screen numbered
five, onethat had acertificate, whatever that was worth. “Number five, how much?’

The young, dark-skinned man on screen five straightened up and held asmal vid. “For three certified
lion hairs| can give you aded for nine slver shires. Of course, it would usualy cost aring and severd
shires—"

“Lion’smane?’

“Of course.” Helooked insulted.

“Do you have an eagle feather?’ Erec asked. “Certified?’

The man searched around himsdlf frantically and then pulled an envel ope from somewhere. “Pure ogtrich
tall festhers”

“I need an eagle feather,” Erec said.

Severa hands waved long brown and white feathers before them. “Right here!” “ Over herel Genuine
esglefeather! Only thefinest.”

Erec pointed to the woman with the pointed hat. “Number one. Isyour eagle feather certified?’

“Of course.” Sheworeasmug grin.

“How much?’

Her eyes darted to the sde. “One gold ring and six shires.”

Immediately her competitors started shouting, “ One ring, two shires.” “Onering, even!”

“Oh, dl right,” the woman with the pointed hat huffed. “One ring, one shire, five gands.”

Erec sad, “ Okay, then.”

“Aren’'t you even going to ask where they sl from?1 only see two company names listed,” Balor said.
Erec noticed for the first time that two vendors had a small box at the tops of their screens, one saying
“Potion Portions,” and the other saying “The Besstiary.” Why bother asking what companiesthey were
with? Erec would not have heard of them anyway. A few vendors shouted out namesin response to
Bdor, othersignored him.

“Have any recommendations?’ Erec asked Balor.

Bador shrugged. “You'reright. They'redl deazy little off-brand shops anyway. It' s okay. We know
wherethey live.” He narrowed his eyes. “Y ou can’t imagine what we did to avendor who cheated us
once.”

A few vendors shrank back and looked like they were changing their minds about the sale. Quickly, Erec
sad, “Eagle festher—number one. Lion hairs—number five.”

The woman and man in one and five smiled brightly, and the rest of the vendors | eft their screens,
grumbling. Erec waited for them to ask how they should bill him.

“Wadll,” said Bdor, “go pay them, aready. Y ou’re not expecting meto foot the bill.” He laughed and
looked at hisfriends, eyebrows up.

Erec had no clue how to proceed. Everyone was watching him, waiting. Go pay them. What did that
mean?

“It'sokay, boy,” said the woman in the pointed hat. “Why, he' sjust had abad experience, that’sal. It
happensto al of us. Someone grabbed me by the throat once. If | didn’t have help here | could’ ve had
my head pulled through, and that would’ ve been it for me.” She shuddered.

“Oh, that’ll cam him down, dl right,” said the man in square five. “ Come here, boy. It'sokay.” Erec
walked to screen five, while Baor and hisfriends snickered. The man’shand with the vid of lion hairs



stuck through the screen into the room. Erec stared at it in shock. The hand looked asreal as hisown.
Erec reached into a pocket and counted out nine sllver coins. “Isthisright?’

Theman looked kindly at Erec. “A little dow, areyou? Y es, that’ sfine.” Hetook the silver coinsand
gavethevia to Erec. “ Do you want areceipt?’

“No, thanks.” Erec found agold coin with ahole, hoping that was agold ring, and another silver coin. He
held it out to the woman.

Shelooked at him criticaly. “1’m not going any lower. | need five gandsaswell.”

Therewas only one other type of coin in Erec’s pocket, a bronze-colored coin. Erec counted five.
“That’ sagood boy.” The woman took the coins and handed Erec along white eagle feather with ablack
tipin aplastic bag, followed by acertificate.

Erec turned to see Balor’ samirk. “ Afraid of the mean old vendors, are you?’ Damon laughed in huge
guffaws.

“That’sagood boy,” snickered Ward. Rock laughed, pointing at Erec.

“What arethelion hairs and eagle feather for?’ Balor asked. “ A courage potion?’

“No, just ahobby.”

“Aah. He has ahobby, boys. What are you using them for?’

“Making explosons.”

“Ooh. Vey interesting. We like to do that sometimestoo,” Balor said.

“Yeah,” said Rock. “We may need your recipe...soon.”

“Good point, Rock old man,” Balor said. “What' s the recipe?’

Erec figured it wouldn't hurt to mention afew ingredients. “ Eagle feather, lion hairs, nitrowisherine, alittle
warthog essence...and five crumbled leaves”

“Leaves? What kind?" Rock asked.

“Oak.”

“And you swear by this?” Balor asked.

“Notat dl,” Erecsad. “I’'mjust trying it out.”

“Ward, write those down,” Balor said. “What are you going to blast?’

Erec shrugged. “1 don’t know yet.” He walked to the door.

“Wait aminute,” Baor said. “1 think you' re forgetting something. Y ou owe me alittle thing around your
neck.”

Erec turned. “ Oh, yeah. Threetriesto get it off, then I’m going.”

Baor rubbed his hands together. He pointed aremote control at Erec and pressed a button.

“ Akamptos.”

Erec suddenly felt cool and tight al over. It was hard to breathe. He tried to speak, but his mouth
wouldn’'t move. Infact, he couldn’t move at al. He was frozen siff, feather and vid il inhishands. If
someone poked his shoulder, he would havefdlen flat onto his back.

Baor swaggered to Erec. “1 hope you didn’t think you could strong-arm me, son of the great sorcerer
Mauvis Stain.” Helifted the glasses from Erec' s chest. “Maybefor al the effort I’ [l have to keep these”
Baor tried to pull them over his head, but they stopped, immovable, at his chin. He yanked and pulled,
but they would not budge.

“Very tricky, Rick Ross.” Baor did not sound happy. He pushed his remote-control button. “Aeiro.”
The glasses rose off Erec’ s chest, but they hit the same barrier a his chin. Baor' s eyesblazed. He
pushed harder and then stopped.

Baor paced, stroking his chin. “Ideas, boys? Hmm...maybe gravity will doit.” He pushed hisremote
control button again. “ Aeiro. Anastrepho.”

The ground dipped from under Erec’ sfeet and the room started to rotate around him. Thefloor did by
to one side. Erec’s stomach lurched. He wondered if he could throw up, since he was till frozen. Soon
he hung upside down in the air, his glasses hanging at chin level. Damon pounded on them, to no avail.
Bdor said, “I suppose we could cut his head off. That might work.”

Damon giggled. “Let’sdoit. Cut it off.”

Ward smacked hisforehead and plopped into achair. Rock looked around the room. “How should we



doit?

“We can dl keep asecret here, right?” Baor asked. “I’'m gtarting to want those glasses even more.” He
pushed his remote control. “ Apotemno.”

A searing heat lurched through Erec’ sneck. It grew until his skin burned, and then it faded. Balor kicked
achair across the room.

Damon pulled aknife from hisdrawer. “I’ll doit. I'll doit.” He swung the knife a Erec’ sankle. The
blade dug into Erec’ s skin, causing himto cry out in pain. Damon pushed harder into Erec’ s ankle, and
sang, “1 am cutting off his heed, off hisheed, off hishead. Brother isalittlelamb...”

“Y ou bonehead,” Balor said. “ That' s hisfoot.”

Damon looked at Erec carefully and turned his head upside down. Then he swung with al hismight. The
knife stopped within an inch of Erec’ s neck. Damon swung again and again, but an invisiblewall kept
sopping him.

“Hetricked us” Baor spat. “Leave him hanging.” The four boys | eft the room.

Erec was sure they would never let him down. They would probably keep trying to get the glasses until
he starved or bled to deeth from his ankle.

Blood pounded into his head. It was hard to bregthe. At this rate they’ d have the glasses soon because
Erec was sure he wouldn't last long. When he wasn't thinking about dying upside down, he wondered
about the explosive Baor was planning. He had abad fedling about that, too.

After the longest ten minutes of Erec’slife, Ward came back into the room. He pointed aremote control
at Erec. “Angpdin.”

Erec felt the room turn, gravity pulling at hisside, then, findly, hisfeet. He took adeep bresth and found
he could move.

“Get out of here, idiot,” Ward said. “1 don’'t want you making the room gtink. | like to hang out in here.”
“Thanks.” Erec went to the door and rested his hand on the knob. He looked back to see Ward glaring
at him. He wanted to pay him back, somehow. “Be careful, Ward. There saplan to get rid of you so
your friendswill win the contests and you won't.”

Ward gaped a himin shock. “Y ou jedlousingrate. | know who my friends are. Y ou just want usto fight
and destroy each other so you canwin.”

Erec merely shook hishead. He d tried to warn the guy.

Hewent to the roya hospitd to get his ankle bandaged, saying that he tripped on asharp rock. Once he
was back in hisroom, he put the eagle feather and lion hairsin a drawer with the drying gunpowder.
Now for the storerooms. He only hoped his mother remembered the right password.

Bethany was abouit to leave when Erec cameinto the cafeteriafor lunch. *Y ou look awful. Did you use
Bdor'sMagicNet?’

“Uh-huh.” Erec told her what had happened. “I’m taking it easy this afternoon. Nighttimeis better to go
raid the storeroom anyway, right? Less people.”

“There saband playing in the agoratonight. A lot of kids are going. Maybe the kitchens will clear out
too.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Tribaffleon

THE FULL MOON shone down on the band, Medusa, asthey strummed electric guitars and thumped
around on the open-air stage in the agora. Erec and Bethany stayed for the first songs, “Born to Be
Styled” and “PoppaWas a Stone.” They ate some imported chocolate rain from aplace called Cinndim,
but they had to spit out the occasional bugs that were mixed in.

When it grew dark, they strolled casudly to the castle kitchens. They were nearly empty, with somelights
off. A few maids and cooks scuttled through, getting their bags. Bethany asked acook if Hecate Jekyll
was coming back.

“Inan hour or so. Can | get you something?’

“No, thanks.” Bethany smiled like alittle angel and the cook walked off. “Okay, let’ s get to work.” They
searched the back of the kitchens, looking under racks and bags of flour. “Look! Hereit is.” Bethany
pointed at around plaque, about three feet wide, on thefloor. A closed eyewascarvedintoit. “That's
got to weigh”—she closed her eyes—* Sixty-eight pounds, judging the diameter and cubic weight of

iron.”

Erec’ s eyes widened in shock. “How do you know that?’

Bethany blushed. “I just like math.”

He whispered into the plague, “One eye seesdl.”

In an instant, the carved eye opened wide, and the thick metal did acrossthe floor. Under it, aladder led
into alit pit. Erec pulled theingredient list from his pocket and put his vanishing cap on. Ugry would kick
him out if he saw him wearing it, but if he was caught in the storeroom, it was dl over anyway.

“I'll wait up here,” Bethany said. “If someone' scoming, I'll...drop this salt shaker down the hole.”

Erec climbed down the long ladder into a narrow room. He hoped the plaque would not shut over his
head. Everything imaginable was packed on shelvesin bags, jars, and vids, with labelslike “ dried toad
skin,” “mouse antlers,” “ cricket breath,” and “ eye of newt.”

Wolfsbane was easy to find in the W section. Erec stuffed six big handfuls of the torn rounded leaves and
yellow flowersinto the bag he brought. On anearby shelf he saw aglassjar in the shape of awoman,
labeled “ spirits.” Curiogity got the better of him. He unscrewed itslid, which flew from his hands. Four
white, vaporous figures shot from the jar, each thanking Erec profusely before they flew away and
vanished. Erec put it back carefully. Somebody would not be happy about that. Still, it seemed better
that they were free.

Hefound the grain alcohol, but he redlized he forgot to bring aglassjar. Instead, he poured it into a bag,
tied the top, and set it down. The nitrowisherinewasin adark, round glassjar. Rancid-smelling gas
steamed from the top. He carefully put one drop into a plastic bag.

Theliquid Szzled through the plastic and fell to the floor. The room shook with aloud explosion. Erec
was thrown onto the shelves behind him. Hisribs hurt, but somehow no jarsfell off and broke. He
supposed a spell protected them.

Erec wished he had brought three glassjars. All of a sudden, three glassjars appeared on the floor. How



the heck did that happen?

Bethany stuck her head down the hole. “ Are you okay? | heard alittle noise and the ground shook.”
“A little noise? It wasablast,” Erec said. “ The storeroom must be soundproofed.”

“What happened?’

“The nitrowisherine burned through the bag and exploded. Then | wished | had brought glassjarsand
they appeared. | think this stuff gave me my wish!”

“Drop another drop on the floor when you' re done, and wish us safely back in the dormitory,” said
Bethany.

“Good idea. | wish | could get out of here now.” Erec counted ten drops of nitrowisherineinto aglass
jar, five drops of warthog essence into another, and poured the grain alcohol from the now serioudy
leaking bag into the third. He grabbed the jars and the bag of wolfsbane and dropped a droplet of
nitrowisherine on thefloor.

The blast threw him back into the shelves and rang in hisears. “1 wish Bethany and | were back in the
dormitory with our ingredients, and the plague was back in place.”

In aflash Erec wasin the dormitory entrance with Bethany, hisbag, and three jars. He grinned. “I should
have gotten more of that stuff.” He grabbed the bag and ajar, and Bethany took the other two.

They found Oscar panting heavily outside of their room, his back on the door. Jack stood next to him
looking stunned.

“What'sup?’ Erec asked.

The fear in Oscar’ s eyes changed to an angry squint. “ Oh, nothing. It'sjust your dog, Erec. | think you
need to have atak with him. He' sgotten alittle out of hand today.”

Erec heard agurgling, panting growl. He opened the door.

“No! Don't gointherel” Jack shouted, but Erec was dready inside. His dog had grown to twice his
regular Sze. He stood on his hind legs, so hewastaler than Erec. Erec recognized hisgold collar and
blue eyes, but otherwise he looked completdly different—bulging muscles, acrazed look in hiseye, and a
frathing mouth with huge fangs.

The beast backed away from Erec, whining, into the corner of the room. Erec had never seen hisdog
look afraid, and it was odder now that he looked so fierce. When he came closer, the now hideous dog
winced.

“It'sokay, boy. | know. Y ou're sick or something, right?’

Jack said, “Erec, be careful. He sawenwolf. It' sthe full moon.”

The moon gleamed in from the window. Erec stepped closer and the wenwolf yelped, pawing at the air
to keep Erec away.

“We haveto get you out of here.” Erec looked around. The sheets were shredded. Scratch marks
covered thewalls and door. Erec reached to grab hiswolf dog’ s collar, but his head dove into the
corner. It sounded like he was crying.

Oscar and Jack watched in shock. “I don't get it,” Oscar said. “When | walked in, hetried to kill me. |
barely escaped.”

Jack shook hishead. “He s crying, ‘Go away.” Poor thing. He must be ashamed for you to see him like
this”

Bethany’ s arms were crossed, atwisted smile on her face. “ Erec, you better come out here, and bring
your bag.”

“What isit?’ He shut the door.

“Y ou three take our room tonight. Melody and | can bunk with friends down the hal. The dog will be
fineinthe morning.”

“That dog needsto be destroyed,” said Oscar. “He lunged a me. If | hadn’t |eft the door open for
Jack—"

“No,” said Bethany. “It'sErec’spet. Y ou can't tell on him. We' ll keep him tied up somewherefor the
next full moon. The contests should be over by then anyhow. Just think, wouldn't it be great to have your
own wenwolf? He could be....useful.”

Oscar shrugged and mumbled to himself.



Asthey walked, Bethany whispered, “ The reason he didn’t attack you was not because you're his
master. Think about what you were holding.” She pointed to the bag stuffed with wolfsbane.
Wenwolf, Erec thought. Wolfsbane. This place got crazier every day he was here.

The next morning Erec’sroom was amess. His dog, now his usua self, was adegp on the floor, tangled
in asheet. Erec rubbed his head. “Rest up, Wolfboy.” 1t seemed like a good name now. He cleaned the
room and changed for the third contest.

The crowd behind the maze was smaler now. Other kids gathered nearby to watch.

The wind touded Spartacus Kilroy' s light brown hair and blue cape. Umpee checked Erec off—*Rick
Ross’—and stuck the number seventy-five on his back.

Kilroy blew hiswhistle. “ There should be ninety-three of you, but we only have eighty today, so there will
be just forty winners. | hear afew were discouraged because their inquizzles said they would not be findl
winners.” He looked disturbed by thisthought. “ That was not the intention of that prize. A few others
were upset by things that happened to the winners and have dropped out.” He shook his head. “I want to
assure you, the judges are aware of the Situation. Y ou will be perfectly safe from here out.”

Erec was happy that Ugry was nowherein sight. At least he felt safe for the moment.

“Thethird contest,” continued Kilroy, “isthe Tribaffleon. It is made up of three parts, with separate
scores. We will start with the sword pull. 1 do not expect many to accomplish this. Perhaps none will. But
if youdoit, you will get ahundred points.

“Next isatimed race. Y ou must ride a creature across atrack. To make thismore difficult, and in some
cases safer, the creatures are babies. Since there are eighty of you, the first acrossthe line will get eighty
points, then seventy-nine, down to one.

“Thefind partisindividualy judged.” Kilroy held up arippled, uneven urn, riddled with pockmarks. It
looked like it was molded from black mud. “ Thisisanocked urn, made just for our contest. Each of you
will draw apaper fromit. It will give you a specific test that will use your inborn magica gifts. Don't
worry. If you are afraid you have not inherited anything, the nocked urn will discover something inyou,
evenif itissmdl. You will be observed and scored from zero to one hundred.”

Erec wondered what the nocked urn would find that he could do. Eat? Sleep? Tame crazy dogs?

The crowd followed Olive Umpeeto form lines behind four stone anvils. Umpee and Rayson counted
twenty kidsto aline. Baor and hisfriends were at the end of the line on the right so Erec swerved to the
|eft.

Stoney Rayson clapped his hand onto Erec’ s and Bethany’ s shoulders, and steered them to the right
behind Rock. “Nice glasses, kid.” Hewinked. A girl lined up behind Bethany, and Rayson said, “That's
twenty. Thelinesarefull.”

Bdor turned around. A dick smile spread over hisface. “Thisisyour lucky day, Rick Ross. You'rein
thewinning line. That’ s good. | want to keep you around here awhile longer.”

Erec remembered hanging upside down in the air, Balor and Damon trying to chop hishead off. He
gritted histeeth, but he didn’t reply.

Rayson said, “These stoneswill release their swords only into the hands of aworthy king or queen. They
are from the druids of Ireland—top-quality spells.”

Erec watched as kids yanked and pulled until they were blue. The going was dow: Everyone thought one
more hard pull might do it. Nobody was getting the swords out.

When it was Balor’ sturn, he pulled aremote control from his pocket and mumbled something. It grew a
point, and small meta spikes shot from itssides. He did it down the back of the sword. Stoney Rayson's
arm dipped around Olive Umpee, and he turned her so they were facing away, Rayson pointing in the
distance.

Baor’ sremote control shook, and bits of stone flew in al directions. One hit the boy at the next stonein



the forehead. Balor stopped and waved to him. “ Sorry. | think I'm getting it here.”

The boy turned away and pulled harder, not to be outdone. Balor dug deeper into the rock, splitting it
nearly in two. Finally, he yanked the sword from the broken stone. The remote control changed back
and Bdor did it in his pocket. He waved the sword triumphantly over his head.

“Did you seethat?’ Bethany whigpered. “We should turn himin.”

“Rayson’sthejudge. Littleluck we'd have,” Erec said.

Rayson charged over. “A winner! Balor Stain! A young man worthy to be king! Grest job, boy.” He
marked a score on hislist. Balor did the sword into the stone and sauntered away.

Damon walked up next, and in one yank pulled the loose sword out. He held it over his head with a
goofy grin and did adance. “ Another winner,” Rayson shouted. “Of course, another one of the Stain
triplets. Equaly worthy.”

Ward faked pulling for awhile before he easily did the sword free. Rayson sounded shocked. “ Another
winner? Well, birds of afegther...”

Rock gave afew fake pulls and lifted the sword high. Hisfather made abig fuss. “And look &t that. |
guess hero linesrun in thefamily, eh? My Rock, aworthy king...”

Erec was next. He tugged gently and the sword did from the broken anvil. 1t looked like the stone
opened abit wider as he pulled. He held it up.

Rayson amiled. “Name?’

“Rick Ross.” Rayson nodded as Erec put the siword back. Bethany and the girl after her pulled it out as
well, with envious looks from the other kids.

In the east lawn, a pen overflowed with baby animas of al types. They were mostly strange creatures
Erec had never seen. Rayson joined Kilroy in handing creatures to each kid.

Kilroy grabbed what looked like three one-eyed horses held together by abar. “ Triclops.” He handed
the bar to Erec. “Oh, hi. Good luck.”

The leathery skin coating the bar blended with the skin of the three horses. They moved in tandem
around the bar: one legping up, back legs on the ground, onein midair, and one landing, front legs on the
ground, &t al times, likeacarousd.

Bethany was given amynaraptor, a huge bird that |ooked like an enormous duck with fat ostrich legs and
asharp beak. It was the perfect size for her to ride, her feet sticking out over its broad back. The bird
talked nonstop. “And when | was born, that was amonth ago, there was agiant hailstorm. My momma
says that makes me specid. | know alot for only being here amonth. My mommasays|’m very
smart...” Bethany patted its downy head, unable to get aword in edgewise.

Baor Stain and Rock Rayson sat atop white winged horses. Damon and Ward rode funny crestures that
looked like waist-high ants. Pincers waved around their crablike heads, sharp teeth filled their round
mouths, and an eye stared from the center of their faces.

“Ginglehoffersl” Bethany laughed. “1 can’'t imaginethey’ |l control those.” A few other kids had baby
ginglehoffersaswell, quickly discovering they had to be held by their heads or they would bite.
Everybody lined up with their baby animads. Bethany’ sbird was il talking: “...and that’ swhy | like
tulips better than roses. My great-grand aunt was named Tulip. She was famousfor her fish recipes. Her
husband Borick was friends with some of King Piter’ splants...”

Oscar sat on ahuge rabbit, holding itsfloppy ears. He laughed at agirl sitting cross-legged on aplodding
tortoise,

Theracewasadraight shot, athird of amileto thefinish line. Kilroy blew hiswhistle. Balor and Rock
cantered by on their white horses, which took wing and were at the finish line dmost immediately. Damon
and Ward were close behind. They held marshmalows on fishing linesin front of the ginglehoffers faces.
Erec shook his head. Of course they would be perfectly prepared. The ginglehoffer in the MONSTER
race loved marshmalows.

Erec sat on the middle horse body and shouted, “Go,” kicking its Sides. The three-part animal dowly
loped onto the field. Each horse stayed in the air an amazingly long time between its funny galoping steps.
Erec fet like he was on amerry-go-round, but at least he moved forward.



All around, animasranincirclesor didn't moveat al. A few walked back toward the starting line. Some
kids were thrown and were left Stting in the dirt searching for their creatures. Oscar, on the huge baby
rabbit, hopped wildly around the field, stopping here and there at patches of clover. The girl onthe
tortoise plodded dowly past him.

Bethany was engaged in degp conversation with her bird. They had not moved from the Sarting line.
Erec shouted, “Go! Fagter!” into the ears of histriclops and dapped itsside. It moved alittle faster. At
least it was going in theright direction.

After he was dmost acrossthefield, helooked back to see Bethany and her mynaraptor still at the
garting line, the great bird talking nonstop. All of a sudden, it spread itswings and flew over thefidd. At
thefinish line she did off its back and grabbed it by the head, pulling it down to land. Erec crossed the
line after her.

Umpee marked their names. “Bethany Evirly, twenty-two. Rick Ross, twenty-three.” Thegirl onthe
tortoise camein soon &fter.

Jack, pale and greenish, fell off of his Dervish Toad, which happened to spin acrossthefinish line. He
looked like he might throw up. The toad had whirled so fast around the field it had been hard to see him.
After Jack fell off, the Dervish Toad continued itswild ride onto the track, knocking kids off their
animds.

Oscar’ srabbit sat in aclover patch, midfied. He wastrying to drag it by the ears without much luck.
“What happened with your mynaraptor?’ Erec asked.

“It wouldn't shut up. | begged and ydlled at it, but it kept babbling.”

“How did you get it to fly?’

Bethany rolled her eyes. “It kept talking about how it knew everything about the castle, the king,
Alypium...Imagine, it wasjust ababy! | findly said, ‘I bet you don’t know about that clock tower.” It
somehow heard me, and went on with crazy stories about the clock tower, probably made up. So | said,
‘| bet you can't fly there” And it did! It would have kept going if | hadn’t jumped off and pulled its head
down.

“That bird said the king has ‘ plants —spies, | guess—and that Bathazar Ugry has been trying for years
to figure out how to get the plantsto talk to him now that King Piter issick. But then it said Ugry wasa
decent man and talked about pink potatoes and how it would eventually grow twenty feet tall. | don't
think it knows up from down.”

A lineformed at the nocked urn. Only two contestants could be tested at once, they were told. Melody
was next in line. Her tight black hair curled around the warm, deep brown skin of her face. Shedrew a
card from the green vapor in the urn.

“Play asong,” sheread. She sat in the grass, asmile diding across face, and did her top leg over the
lower one. Asshe did, abeautiful melody filled the air. The sound waslike aviolin, but deeper, with
sadness and happiness woven into the music. The crowd hushed, enchanted. When it seemed it could be
no more perfect, Melody rubbed her forearms together. A new, strange, sweet sound, like an oboe,
joined the other to make the most beautiful refrain Erec had ever heard. She popped her lips open and
shut, adding sparkling percussion, and occasiondly tilted her head in achord flourish.

Bethany had tearsin her eyeswhen the song ended. “Oh, Melody...I didn’t know you could do that.”
Melody shrugged shyly. Spartacus Kilroy and Queen Posey gave her ascore of ninety-eight.

A boy had to legp over afountain, but he splashed in at the back and got ascore of sixty-five. A girl was
told to read Queen Posey’ s mind. The queen conjured a book from the air, and the girl recited the words
sheread, but then went deeper and said, “How much longer will thisdrag on?1 can’t deep well
here...What? Thisgirl is getting into my thoughts. Stop! Enough!” The last word, “ Enough!” was shouted
by the girl and the queen at the sametime.

Erec wondered what Balor’ s gift was. Hanging people upside down and trying to kill them?

When Bethany reached into the smoking nocked urn, aroll of paper came out instead of adip. It was so
long, she looked like amagician pulling reds of tissue from a hat. Queen Posey and Spartacus Kilroy
looked at each other in amazement. Bethany read from the top: “Break the code.” Strings of numbers



filled the scroll.

Erec’ s heart sank. How could she ever do it? Bethany sat on the grass and smoothed the paper on the
ground, gazing &t it. A faint smile grew into alook of delight as she pored over the numbers. Then she
laughed and held the paper up. Asif in plain English, sheread:

DEEPIN THE GROUSY FOREST DEN,

SYRINX, A TREENYMPH, STAYED AWAY FROM MEN,

ONLY WANDERING FROM SLITHERY CAVE,

TO TEND HER TREES, WITH SPIRIT BRAVE.

SHE CAREFULLY CREPT UNDER COVER OF TREES,

TO HIDE FROM PAN, WHO WANTED TO PLEASE.

FOR THE LOVE OF THIS CREATURE SHE COULD NOT BEAR,
WITH HISWILD WAY S, HORNS, AND GOATY HAIR.

BUT ALAS, PAN FOUND HER, HE HAD WON,

WITH HELP FROM HELIOS, THE SUN.

SYRINX SAW PAN, IN A FLASH SHE FLED.

HE CHASED HER TO THE RIVER BED.

SHE WAS CORNERED BY A RIVER THAT RACED WITH SPEED,
SO SHE TURNED HERSELF INTO A REED.

BUT AFTER A CRY AND A SLEEPTHAT WASLONG,

PAN HEARD SYRINX SING A SONG.

THE REEDSWHISTLED HER LOVE FOR HIM BECAUSE,

AFTER SHE CHANGED, SHE SAW PAN ASHE WAS.
HISLOOKSDIDN' T MATTER, HISHEART SHOWED THROUGH,
ASHER BEAUTY HAD CHANGED. NOW PLANT WISHED TO WOO.
PAN GATHERED THE REEDS AND CUT STALKSWITH LOVE,
HE MADE THE FIRST PAN PIPES, WHICH SANG LIKE A DOVE.

Bethany grinned. Kilroy clapped. “Fantastic! Outstanding! Excdllent gift.”

Queen Posey looked skeptical. “How do we know she didn’t make that up? Or recite it from memory?’
Bethany skipped over, holding the paper. “It' s easy. Each lineis separated by a sequence of ten
numbers. See? After thefirgt lineisone, four, nine, sixteen, twenty-five, thirty-six...the squares of one
through ten. After the second line, those numbers are squared, see? One, sixteen, eighty-one, two
hundred fifty-gx. After the third line, those ten numbers are squared: one, two hundred fifty-gx, Six
thousand five hundred sixty-one. Theninthefirst line of poetry, al of thelettersarein relation to the
letter A, except squared. Aiszero, Bisone, Cisfour, D isning C issixteen. Inthesecond ling, it'sdl in
relation to B, except cubed. A isnegative one, Biszero, C isone, D iseght, E istwenty-seven. It'sso
greet. | lovethisstuff. Then—"

Queen Posey cleared her throat. “I think that isenough.” She suppressed aamile. “ Y ou are quite the
mathemeatician. Have you had seer training yet?’

“Seer training?’ Bethany said, puzzled.

“Of course, my dear. With your skills, you'll be afine seer someday. In fact, the only person I’'ve met as
excited about codes and numbers was Ruth Cleary, King Piter’ sold AdviSeer. Maybe you' [l work in my
court someday. With your skills, you'll go far.” She glanced at Kilroy, who turned red.

“AdviSeer Kilroy, you can read codes?’ asked Bethany. “Areyou aseer?’

Kilroy stared at hisfeet. “No, never clicked, actudly. King Piter was very kind to hire me anyway.”
Bethany scored one hundred points. Melody ran over and gave her ahug. “How can you do that so
fas?

“It’' shard to explain. Each number looks like aswirling color to me. They’redl different...” Bethany and
Méeody waked to the hillside with the others.



Unfortunately, the girl judged by Ugry and King Pluto had just finished making aflower grow. Erec
wanted to be judged by Kilroy and the queen, but King Pluto waved him over.

Ugry glared stonily as Erec reached into the nocked urn. He was surprised how cold the green smoke
was. Hewiggled hisfingersand awarm dip of paper appeared. Erec read doud, “Y ou will know what
todo.”

King Pluto leaned on his scepter, apatient smile on hisface. Ugry’s cold stare was so intense, Erec felt
he was |ooking right through him. A bitter smell crept into Erec’ snose. The king cleared histhroat. “Well,
go ahead, boy.”

What was he supposed to do? Announce Ugry’ s plansto take over, and expose his treachery with the
rhinoceros, the minotaur, and the attack fleas? Then again, King Pluto might bein on it aswell, with his
mother in Pluto’ s dungeon. So who was he announcing it to? Theat is, unless his mother wasacrimind.
Suddenly, midthought, acloudlike, unreal feding hit Erec. His head spun and his ssomach did the tango.
Not now! He had to stay in control, not be forced to do something. Especidly now. Dizziness made him
sumble.

A moment later, the cloudy thought arrived as usud: facts, acommand. Look up. A huge boulder is
dropping over your heads. Destroy it yourself with King Pluto’s scepter or you will bekilled in
seconds.

Erec shook with anger and fear. There was no fighting this one. He pointed over King Pluto’s shoulder.
“Look!” Theterror and excitement in hisvoice were red. Pluto glanced back. Erec dove at the jeweled,
golden scepter, knocking the king over. He landed on his back, scepter up, under the growing shadow of
the boulder.

The scepter waswarm. It quivered. “Who are you?” A voiceringing in Erec’ s head seemed to come
from the scepter. “Well, | hope you know what you' re doing.”

Erec shouted, “Explode!” The scepter shook. Surges of eectricity coursed through his body and out
through the scepter. 1t felt like he was holding a thundercloud. He wondered if he could keep holding on,
but he knew he had to. His chest, arms, and the scepter became as one. It seemed that he would burst
apart.

A jet of blinding light rocketed through the shaft of the scepter. It struck the boulder, smashing it into
fragments. As pebbles rained down al around them, Erec collapsed in the grass.

King Pluto’s mouth hung open in shock. “Thank you.” He glanced up, asif expecting another boulder to
fal. “Y ou know, you could have just asked me to take care of the boulder.” He brushed himsdlf off and
winked. “But | guessthat wouldn’t be much of atest. Y ou must be an incredibly powerful boy.” Pluto
picked up his scepter and examined it. “ I’ m supposed to be the only one able to use this.” He checked
the score sheets. “Y our nameis Rick Ross?’

Ugry’sexpression narrowed into deep suspicion. A cold chill ran through Erec when their eyes met. “I'm
not surewhat gift he actualy showed. Steding?’

King Pluto said, “Wdll, he knew the boulder was coming before anyone and knew what to do. And he
also used my scepter. That’ stwo gifts, | think. Score one hundred, right, Balthazar?’

Ugry nodded sourly. Erec backed away, stomach twisting. What had he just done? He had grabbed a
king’ s scepter and shot an incredible bolt of energy from it. Maybe heredly wasfit to rule this strange
land.

¢,



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Swamp Gas

FORTY WINNERS NAM ES were posted behind the maze, Erec, Bethany, Melody, and Jack
among them. Along with, of course, Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward. Finding he had logt, Oscar threw
an empty bottle of Flying Donkey Nectar against asgnpost. “ Stupid contest,” he muttered, walking
away. “Who would want to waste their time being king, anyway?’

Jack caught up with him. “It’ sal right, bud. None of usherewill winintheend. It'sdl for fun, realy.”
Oscar’ seyes were red, and he wiped them with the back of hishand. “Tell that to my dad. | can’'t go
home now. HE |l hate me. He' s been talking about me winning thisfor months—that is, thefew times|’ve
been back from boarding school. He' saready mad | haven’t gotten the basicsin sorcery apprenticing.”
Jack comforted him asthey walked away. “Just stay awhile. We'll tell him you lost & the very end.”
After eating, Erec felt better. The more he thought about the scepter, the frightening, painful surges of
electricity began to seem like nothing. Only the memory of itsfantastic power remained. He wanted to
fed it again. Maybeif he won the contests he could have his own.

Kilroy nervoudy handed out prizeswhile Ugry and King Pluto stood nearby. “ The next contest isthe Sea
Search, Thursday morning at ten behind the maze. Queen Posey saysyou may bring ameagical item.”
“Isit worth taking aprize?’ Bethany stood on her toesto see what they were. “If not fleas, what next?’
Other winners seemed to be thinking the same thing. A few refused prizes and waked away.

Kilroy held up something that looked like aflashlight and turned it on. “I’ ve checked these out. No fleas.
These are Magiclights. Hard to see herein daylight, but these beauties put out aray of light that will stay.
When you turn it somewhere e sg, light staysthere, too. Y ou can color awhole room with light, and it
gayslit until you flip the switch off. They’ re great for writing wordsin the dark; you can leave messages
for friends” Hemoved it in an arc and afan of light hung inthe air.

Erec took one, curious about the thing. “ Do they need batteries?’

Kilroy laughed. “ That’ sfunny. Isn't that aLoser thing? A bulb that light shinesfrom?’

The Magiclight looked fine. No fleas or dangerous animals around. Erec had afunny fegling hewould be
needing it.

Wolfboy jumped on Erec when he got back. After petting him, Erec switched on the Magiclight and
wrote hisnameintheair. It hung there, glowing. Erec drew acircle around it and turned off the switch.
Thelight disappeared at once. He put it with his Sneakers and money under his bed.

At dinner Bethany said, “When should we tell Queen Posey about Ugry’ s plot?’

Something had changed Erec’ s mind about telling Queen Posey, but he wasn't sure what. It seemed like
amistake. “Shewouldn’t believe us. | cantdll she doesn't trust me.”

“I'll tell her, then,” said Bethany. “ Somebody hasto.”

“Thenwhat will she do? Confront Ugry? He Il deny everything and we' |l get thrown out, or worse. Or
maybe she'll tdl King Pluto, and then we rein bigger trouble.”

“I'll take that chance,” Bethany inssted. “How can you let thiswhole world get destroyed by Ugry just to
protect yourself? | thought you agreed with me.”



“I don’'t know.” Erec tried to think of agood reason but couldn’t. “All I know ismy mom said | could
stop Ugry by winning mysdf. That would ruin his plans. I’ d have one of the scepters.” Wondrous
thoughtsfilled Erec’smind: the power, the perfection, the magic at hisfingertips. The boulder exploding
into crumbling pebbles at his command. Y es, having his own scepter was the answer.

That wasit. The scepter. Something about using it today had changed his mind. He wanted to solve the
problem on his own. Who needed a corrupt king or untrustworthy queen to help? The power he
commanded earlier had been his, he was sure, with some help, of course. Hadn't King Pluto said he was
powerful? He could do it dlone.

“Wdl,” sad Bethany, “ if you could win al the contests, and you actualy did get a scepter, it would il
leave them with two—probably enough to do an awful lot of damage. That’ s saying, of course, that you
besat Balor, Damon, Ward, and Rock, on top of al of their cheating.” Bethany crossed her arms,
unhappy he had changed hismind.

Shewasright. But still Erec wanted that scepter. “We can tell Queen Posey later, as soon aswe lose,”
he said. “Maybe by then we' || know who to trust. Ugry’ s not doing anything until the contests are over.”
“Except unloading the entire armory with Rich Rayson.”

“That'sdready done,” Erec said.

“Wadl, who knowswhat elsethey’re doing! The queen might need time to get ready to fight back.”

“I bet she' d go right to King Pluto. Why wouldn’t she? And he might bein onit.”

Bethany considered that possibility. “Kilroy seemslike agood guy. We could tell him.”

“Y eah. Or maybe Hecate Jekyll.”

“She' snice, but she' s only the head cook. She probably couldn’t do much.”

Erec shrugged. “I have to get the horseshoe tonight. It' sthelast thing | need for the formula I'm going to
take one from Bdor’ saniball horse. Y ou want to come?’

“I do, but Melody promised me a concert after dinner. Can you wait?’

“Sure. Knock when you' re ready.”

It was dark when Erec and Bethany set out for the stables. He hoped the aniball horses would be there,
or any horses. The door was gar and lights were on. Straw covered the floor, and unusua animals
strolled through pens, afew tethered to the walls.

Erec heard voices and laughter. He ducked, crouching behind the open door. Baor and Damon Stain
wereinsde with Rock Rayson and Ward Gamin.

Bdor waslaughing. “ These beauties arefit for kings. Imagine, flying our dragon horses, fire blasting from
their nogtrils, burning up everyone againgt us, waving our scepters...”

Rock’ svoice was solemn. “Y eah, except one of uswon't be king. There can only be three. | wonder
whichthree”

“Whoever’' sthe best.” Ward' s voice sounded confident.

“Put on that goofy coat of yours and take awalk,” Balor said. “1 persondly don’t care, since | know I'll
be king. Anyway, the fourth can be my AdviSeer.”

Rock said, “My dad said the kings can’t keep the scepters. The big guy getsthem, and he'll bein charge
over us”

“That’ swhat he thinks,” said Balor. “But how’ s he going to take them from us?’

“By magic,” said Rock. “Because he can. Plus, he has the whole armory and powerful friends.”

Baor sounded annoyed. “I’ d like to try him one on one. Then we' d see. But dl in good time. Right,
boys? Anyway, only kings or queens can use their own scepters. So maybe he won't be able to use them
after we get them.”

Ward sad, “Well, some people can usethem even if they aren’t kings. If they’ re powerful enough. Did
you seethat Rick Ross kid use King Pluto’ s scepter today ?’

“Hethinks he' s hot stuff, using the scepter, escaping my trap, keeping his glassesfrom me. It' s about



time we paid him back. | hope he getsagood night’s deep tonight, right?” Balor laughed, and hisfriends
joined him. “Let’sgo.”

Erec and Bethany jumped behind abush as the four boys lft the stable and flipped the lights off. When
their footsteps were long gone, they crept inside.

“Leavethelight off. Someone could see.” Erec turned his Magiclight on and waved it, making broad fans
of light that hung intheair.

“Wow. That' s beautiful.” Bethany took it and drew shapesin the darkness. When animaswalked
through the rings and gtripes, it looked like funny spotlights were on them.

Bethany filled the air around the four black horses with light. Smoke came from their nogtrils. One reared
dightly onitshind legs, and two blue-black shimmering, scded wingsflew open.

“Do those things even wear horseshoes?’ Bethany asked. She shone light on their feet. Dark purple,
shimmering scales covered their lower legs and deep silver glowed under their hooves. “I wouldn't want
to pry one of those off. We could get fried.”

She spread afan of light around the stable. White-winged horsesfilled the pens, but none of them wore
shoes. A tool that looked like a stretched hammer sat near a stack of horseshoes that gleamed the same
deep slver. “Thismust be how they put them on,” Erec said. “1 could pull out naillswith that end.”

“Why don’t you take one of these?’ Bethany picked up a horseshoe from the pile.

“It hasto be aused one.” Erec walked to one of the big black horses. It tossed its mane, eyes glowing
red. Small jets of flame flashed from its nose. Erec spoke softly. “It’'sokay. I'm just going to take ashoe
off. It won't hurt. Let’s see that foot.”

Flames shot from the horse' s nogtrils. Itswings flashed open, and it lightly kicked Erec’s chest. Erec flew
back, winded, onto the straw. He caught his breath and tried another horse. “It’ s okay, boy. | just need
one shoe. Give me your foot. Redl easy...”

The horse streamed fire, singeing Erec’ sfingers. He had the fedling it could easily have burned himto a
crisp. The horses seemed to be deciding what to do with him.

“Can’'t you get one of those * cloudy thoughts 7’ Bethany asked.

“I can’t make them happen,” said Erec. “That' sthe problem. They control me, | don’t control them.
They usudly come when someon€e sin danger.”

All four horses were watching Erec now with glowing red eyes. Two of their faceswerein the dark, and
Erec could see only their burning eyesin the blackness. His bresth caught, and again he had thefeding
they could destroy him in aningtant.

“Baor sent me,” Erec said. “Hewasjust here, but he forgot to get a horseshoe for something he's
meking.”

The horsein front looked at the other ones. He touched afront foot with aback foot and flung asilvery
shoe near Erec.

Erec picked it up and backed away. “Good boy. Balor will be happy.”

Bethany switched off the Magiclight and the room fell into darkness except for eight glowing red eyes.
Erec and Bethany scrambled from the stable. “ These aniball animas are something ese,” Bethany said. “I
hope dragon horses can’t talk.”

Erec tried not to laugh. “It’s okay. Baor can’'t hate me any more than he aready does.”

By thetime Erec got back, it was around midnight. Jack and Oscar were adeep. He put the horseshoe
under hisbed. In the morning he would find out how to mix the formula.

As he brushed histeeth, the mirror blurred. It had been along day. He felt dizzy, and the room started to
spin. Erec wondered if he was sick but then he got the sinking fedling that he was having another cloudy
thought.

Not twicein oneday. A war dance in his ssomach whipped into afrenzy, putting hisingdesin full attack
mode.



Thenit hit him. Something terrible was happening. In the air. Not poison, but a gas that would make
everyone very sick. He dropped histoothbrush and looked out hiswindow. A thick bed of shrubbery
ran aong the building.

Erec ran down the hal and pounded on Franz Bugga' s door. They had learned today that Franz's
magical gift let him morph objects. The cloudy thought said Franz had to change the shrubs outsde into
rubber, so when Erec pushed people out the windows—

Wait! Erec stopped pounding. Pushing people out the windows? That was crazy. He stood till, hands
shaking with the urge to wake Franz. How could he let himself do this? Then again, what if he didn’t?
Franz opened the door, hair rumpled. “What’ s going on?’

Erec could not stop himself. “Y ou have to make the shrubbery rubbery.”

Franz |ooked annoyed. “What are you talking about?’

“Changeit. Makeit into big, bouncy, rubber. We have to jump. Poisonous gasis coming in.”

“Y eah, right. Y ou had anightmare.”

Without warning, Erec grabbed acrystal cricket off ashef. “I'll smashit,” he threstened.

“No! That'smy grandfather’ s good-luck charm. Put it down.”

“Doit.”

Franz shook his head, but he went dlong. “1f | get kicked out for this...” He opened hiswindow and
changed the bushes d ong the dormitory into ahuge, air-filled rubber cushion.

Erec shoved Franz out the window, yelling, “Don’t change them back,” ashefell.

Erec ran down to the second floor, knocking on doors and shoving people out their windows. He shoved
Oscar out adeep; hewould have put up afight if he was awake. Oscar’ s eyes opened in midair inwild
confuson. Wolfboy sailed after him.

Once Erec woke Jack, he followed Erec down the hallway, helping him. “Y ou better be right, buddy, or
we'reinforit.”

They flew from door to door aong the second floor, pounding and screaming “ Get out!” Boys stuck their
heads through doorways, confused, and Jack and Erec threw them out their windows. Erec fdt likea
springball player, shoving kicking ballsthrough traps. They cleared the second floor, then thethird. The
element of surprise worked well for them. People were flying through the air before they knew what hit
them.

On the fourth floor, Erec findly pushed Jack out awindow, saying “Thanks!” It was getting too
dangerous. Bethany watched him toss Meody out in shock. “Poisonous gasis coming in. Sorry,” he
explained to Bethany as he threw her out too.

Black swirled inthe air near Erec’ sfeet. Soon it was up to hisknees. The smoke wasrising; thefirst
three floors must have been filled by now. Black vapor flowed through the staircase.

By thetime hereached thefifth and find girls floor, black mist swirled around hiswaist. Onthe plusside,
it was very easy to convincethe girlsto jump.

The gas stung his eyes. Erec moved dower and felt like throwing up. The gasreached hisface ashe
knocked on the last doors. His head spun. Was he going to make it?

He lurched toward an open door. The room was spinning. Two girls saw him and screamed. Or maybe
they saw the gas. He pushed them toward their windows and tripped, spinning into blackness.

A thin diver of light appeared in the darkness. Erec’ s good eye opened and the diver grew until the light
was blinding. Moaning, he shut his eyes.

“Look,” awoman murmured. “Our hero iscoming back.” Erec opened his eyes and saw avery fuzzy Dr.
Mumbai leaning over him. Behind her, Bethany, Jack, Oscar, Hecate Jekyll, and somekids al smiled.
Bethany ran to Erec, face twisted. “ Are you okay?’ He nodded, though he wasn't sure yet. “Y ou saved
amost everyone. How did you know?’



Erec shrugged, painfully. At least he was't breathing that poisonous air anymore.

Hecate Jekyll said, “Thank you, Rick Ross. You arejust full of surprises.” She turned to the doctor. “I'm
sorry, but | think it’ s getting too dangerous here. Everyone should just go home. To heck with these
stupid contests.”

With gresat effort, Erec found hisvoice. “How long was | out?’ He pulled an oxygen mask off hisface.
Dr. Mumbai smiled. “Mogt of the day. It' sfour in the afternoon.” Erec immediately remembered the
blasting formulaingredients under his bed. He had to talk to his mother. In apanic, hefdt hischest. His
glasseswere dtill there.

“Iseveryone okay?" Erec asked.

“Pretty much. Only sixteen kids breathed the swamp gas, thanksto you. Oh, and one boy sprained his
anklefaling from thewindow.” She added, with an edge to her voice, “What isyour gift, teling the
future? Where are you from?’

Everyoneleaned closer. “ Americorth South,” he whispered. Hefdt incredibly tired. Plus, he didn’t want
to tell them about his gift, athough he knew his cloudy thoughts were exactly that. They seemed too
persond to talk about. “Did anybody...die?’

“Heavens, no,” said Dr. Mumbai. “Swamp gasisonly fatd if you deep long enough to starve to degth. It
can knock you out for days. If everybody breathed it in, nobody could report it. By the time anyone saw
it, it would have been too late to make it down the stairs. There' sno telling how long everyone would
have lain there breathing it in. But you al could have missed the next contest. Maybe the kitchen staff
would have figured out something waswrong at breskfast.”

“Who did it?’" Erec asked, sounding like he had gravel in histhroat.

“Wethink it was aprank. Probably some kidswho lost the last contest,” Dr. Mumbai said.

Bethany rolled her eyes. “ Or the same people who sabotaged us after the other contests.”

Dr. Mumbai looked concerned. “Don't you think that’ salittle. .. paranoid?’

“I would believeit,” said Hecate Jekyll. “ Something' s afoul. | worry something...worse could happen if
everyone s not careful. Who knows what vicious person is behind this? Anyone who stays hereisafooal.
Better to be aive than trying to be king or queen.” She marched to the door. “1 better start King Piter’s
dinner.”

Dr. Mumba smiled patiently as the cook |€ft. “ She shouldn’t worry you. I'm surewe Il catch the culprits
soon. Anyway, this boy needs deep. Timeto clear out.”

Erec lifted hishead. “I’mfine. | want to go to my room.”

Dr. Mumbai put her hands on her hips. “ The dormitories are being aired out for three more hours, mister.
And you're degping here tonight, where | can keep my eye onyou.”

Erec dghed, exhausted. If the place was being aired out, that meant no one would find hisingredients. He
knew, though, he’ d have to mix them as soon as possible. Whoever was trying to poison the contestants
had to be stopped.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN



A Bubbling Brew

EREC AWOKE IN the morning and pulled his curtains back. “Can | go now?’

Dr. Mumbai checked histemperature and pulse and listened to his chest. “All right, hero. Firgt, though,
eat some breakfast. Y ou should be hungry.”

Erec stood, legs weak. “Today’ s Wednesday?’ Dr. Mumbai nodded. “Will I have my strength back for
the fourth contest tomorrow?’

“I sugpect you' Il befine after alittle nectar and ambrosa”

Erec felt much better after eating three times as much as usua. Once he was back at the dormitory, he
fed and played with Wolfboy until Oscar and Jack were gone, and then he looked under hisbed. The
formulaingredients seemed okay.

Quietly, he pushed achair againg hisdoor. Then he put his glasses on. His mother was Sitting in her
rocking chair. “Mom?’ he whispered.

Asusua, Junejumped. “Erec? |’ ve been so worried about you.”

He noticed puffy dark circlesunder her eyes. “ Are you okay?’

“I'mfine. Just tired of being here, that’ sall. Did you get any moreingredients?’

“I got al of them. The used horseshoe is from adragon horse. Isthat okay?’

June |ooked surprised. “Even better. But how did you get it?’

“I' liedtoit.” No use worrying her about Balor. “ So, what do | do now?’

She was pleased with him, he could tell. “ Get abig glassjar,” she said. “ That will work aswell as digging
apit. Put dl the ingredients together a midnight, carefully, at acrossroadsin the agoraor intown. Make
sure nobody seesyoul.

“Put the nitrowisherinein last, and wish out loud to blast me free. Stir it, then close your eyes, wave your
hands over it, and chant, * Bubwa, bubwa toiwet twubwa. Codewon boon ad codewon bubwa.” Carry it
back carefully. 1t will be very powerful.”

Erec wrote the chant with her help. “How do | measure three cups of grain acohol ?”

“It doesn't have to be exact. Cup your hands; that will be close enough. A heaping handful is about acup
of gunpowder or wolfsbane.”

Erec told his mother about the swamp gas, and she shook her head. “I can’t wait to get out of here. The
formulaneedsto brew for three days, soif you put it together at midnight you can blast me out Saturday
night, after midnight.”

“Three more days, then you' re out, Mom!”

She looked upset. “I’ m sorry about erasing everyone' s memory of you. It waswrong. | just didn’t know
what to do.” She sniffed. “I was afraid you weren't coming back.”

Erec felt sorry he had ever been angry at her. “1t' s okay, Mom. I’'m not mad anymore. Just don’t do it to
my friends from Alypium, okay?’

June' sfacerelaxed. “I promise. How are the contests going?’

“Fine. The fourth one istomorrow. It's Queen Posey’ s Sea Search.”

“You'll do greet. Tdl meadl about it.”



Erec and Bethany walked with Wolfboy and Cutie Pie into the gardens. Cutie Pie chased the legping
lizards, howling and screeching asthey got away.

Bethany frowned. “We can’t wait much longer. I'll tell Queen Posey about Ugry with or without you.”
Erec didn’t want to talk about it, even if Queen Posey could help. What if she called the contests off? He
would never win ascepter. Itsfeding of power had stayed with him, deep down. When he redlized what
he was thinking, though, he was ashamed.

Still, Queen Posey would tell somebody el se about the armory, very possibly King Pluto. Ugry would
find out, and Erec and Bethany would be goners. “Bethany, think it through. King Pluto would know we
knew.”

“Maybe he' sagood guy. We have no proof he'shelping Ugry.”

“Except for the small fact that my mother isin hisdungeon.” Erec kicked aclump of spinning daisies, and
their bright topswhirled into the air.

Bethany rubbed Wolfboy’ s head. “Um...didn’t you wonder the other day if maybe she wasthere
because she had done something wrong? Didn’t you think maybe she stole money? Or tried to kidnap
thetriplets?’

Of course. Erec wondered at himsalf. He obvioudy didn’'t want to think about it, but there it was. He did
not know how his mother figured into things. Of course she said she wasinnocent and Erec wanted to
believe her. But till, why would King Pluto want to destroy his own kingdom? Maybe he was't helping
Ugry after dl.

“Okay,” hesaid. “Let’ stell Queen Posey after the contest tomorrow. | guessit’' sour only choice.” At
least they would get to do one more contest before being thrown out of Alypium...or worse.

Only forty kidswereleft out of the original six hundred. Winning was starting to fed redly possible. And
maybe, even if Queen Posey found out about the armory, the contests would till go on and Erec could
win ascepter. If only he could fed that power again! To useit a will and command al that magic. To be
king. Toright al wrongs and stop the Ugrys and the Raysons. And maybe even hang Baor upside down
intheair. Yes, that too.

“My mom says someone might be hiding King Piter’ s scepter. If we found it, maybe | could useit to help
us”

“Nobody can use his scepter except him, remember?’

“But | could. | used King Pluto’s.”

“That does't mean you could use King Piter’s.”

“Ugry must be able to since hewantsthem al.”

“Maybe he can only use them after they’ re given to the next kings,” said Bethany. “Maybe they have
gpells on them now. Who knows?’

“I il think we should look for it. It might help usfind out who is hypnotizing the king.”

Cutie Pie legpt on Bethany’ s shoulder and whispered in her ear, apaw in front of her mouth. Bethany
giggled. “ She' stalking again.” Cutie Pie whispered more. * She saw some boys making bombs behind the
bushes. Let’sgo see”

They peeked through the shrubs. Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward were mixing ingredients and setting off
amal explosons.

“Thiswon't be enough,” Rock complained.

“It will when it' smagnified by athousand,” said Baor.

Erec and Bethany turned to each other. What were they planning? Cutie Pie stalked back toward the
fountains tail high.

After lunch, Erec and Bethany went to the west wing. Erec had his Sneakers on, and they had vanishing
capsintheir pockets. “You should stay out here,” Erec said. “No need for both of usto risk getting



caught. Y ou can digtract Ugry if he comesby.”

“You know,” Bethany said, “if Ugry seesyou, Kilroy won't help you thistime.”

Erec nodded because he knew she wasright.

“I hope you find the scepter.”

“Metoo.”

Erec put on his vanishing cap and darted past the guard. He had aready decided what to say. If he saw
Ugry hewould whip the cap off and pretend he had been looking for him to tell him about Balor's
bomb.

Running was smooth and noisaess with the Sneakers. They only sent sound elsawhereif Erec stamped
hard. He was glad when he spotted Kilroy waking down a halway with coffee and cookies on atray.
He would probably lead the way to King Piter.

As he came closer, Kilroy tripped, and coffee splashed over the mug onto the tray. The splashed liquid
hissed, and smoke rose, smelling like rotten eggs. Wasthat what they were serving to the king? Kilroy
went into aroom, and Erec darted in after him. King Piter was Sitting in front of a crackling fire on an
ornate, cushioned chair. Hislong gray hair and white beard hung limp around his face. Helooked up,
confused.

“It'sokay, King Piter,” Kilroy said. “ Drink your coffee. Y ou will fed better, | promise” Theking madea
face. “Now, your mgesty,” said Kilroy. “Beabig boy. Drink up.” The king shook his head. Kilroy
reached, but before he could take the cup the king tipped it over. Coffee spilled al over the floor with a
loud hiss, black smoke rising into the air. The smell was so horrible that Erec held his breath. He held
back acough so Kilroy wouldn't hear him.

Kilroy’ sface turned red. He smashed the cup into the fireplace. “Don’t move. I’ be back with more
coffee. You will drink it, evenif | haveto usethe funnel.” He stormed from the room and dammed the
door.

A faint smile appeared on the king’ s face. When Erec redlized nobody € se was there, he coughed until
he could breathe again. King Piter looked like he might fal adeep any minute.

Erec pulled off hiscap. “King Piter?’

The king did not look surprised that Erec materialized before his eyes. Then again, he did not ook awake
enough to be surprised. He smiled lazily.

“King Piter, where s your scepter?’

The king raised his eyebrows and looked around asif hewasn't sure where he' d left it.

“Did somebody take it?’

The king looked around some more and relaxed into his chair, eyes haf-closed.

“King Piter?’” Theking opened one eye. “1 wouldn’t drink that coffeeif | wereyou.” The king nodded
and fell right to deep.

Erec searched the room. No scepter. He looked in the broom closet and bathroom. Nothing. He put his
cap on and snuck out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

Hallways upon hallways stretched through the west wing. How would Erec ever find something hidden
there? He wasn't sure where to start.

Big double doors at the end of ahalway towered over others. That looked like apromising placeto
look. Erec dipped through the doors.

The room was massive. At the far end was amagnificent gold throne that stretched hafway to the
thirty-foot celling. Gems studded its arms and back. In the center of its high back sat an enormous, round
diamond, the size of an extra-large pizza. Ornate carvings and pearl inlays swirled in alanguage Erec had
never seen.

A long, empty groove ran along theright arm. Erec had the fedling that the scepter fit into it perfectly. At
the base of the throne was abig, rough, jagged stone. It looked oddly out of place amid the finery.

Y et the room was empty except for some humongous chanddliers, ornate draperies and tapestries, and
pictures of kings and queens on the walls. The scepter wasn't there. Erec snuck out of the throne room,
disappointed. He passed the Port-O-Door by the closet where he had found the sneakers. After looking
through afew stting rooms he gave up.



Back out of the west wing, Erec told Bethany about the strange coffee. She became upset. “Kilroy is
poisoning the king. Maybe it was him whispering to Rayson in thearmory.”

“Areyou kidding?" Erec asked. “Ugry hatesthekids. | think he' strying to scare us away—now with
swamp gas—so only Damon and his friends are left to win and he'll get the scepters. Kilroy seemslikea
good guy.”

“We have no proof he'sagood guy.”

“He helped us when Ugry tried to send us home, when he caught usin the west wing.”

Bethany did not look impressed. “ Remember when we saw the men putting the minotaur in the maze?’
“Yegh”

“Well, they said the king’'s AdviSeer told them to put it there. Kilroy isKing Piter’ s AdviSeer, just like
Ugry. Maybeit washim.”

Erec shook hishead. “1 don't think so. Kilroy isso...nice.” He shrugged. “I don’t think I’ll ever find the
scepter here. It' s probably locked in Ugry’ ssafe” Erec somped hisfoot in anger, making a crashing
noise down the halway in the west wing. The guard jumped and looked behind him, his remote control
out. Bethany rolled her eyes.

“It doesn't matter,” Erec said. “1 fill have my mother’ singredients.”

Erec met Bethany at eleven-thirty that night by the dormitory entrance. They waked to the agora,
carrying the formulaingredients and an extraglassjar. The night was quiet. A few peopleflew by on
white winged horses, and others soared aone.

They waked down small, dark streets scattered with homes and pine groves, staying asfar from other
people asthey could. The houseslooked smal in the dark, likelog cabins.

“I wish | had awatch,” Erec said. “How will we know when it smidnight?’

The answer came when a clock tower banged out twelve gonglike tones. They were at the crossroads of
two small streets, where they were completely surrounded by trees, except for one small house far from
the road.

“Do we put it together in the middle of the road?’ Bethany asked.

“It couldn’t hurt,” Erec said. He had never seen carsin Alypium, only occasional buses, winged horses,
and doorsthat appeared from nowhere. They put the wide-mouthed glassjar in the middie of the
crossroads. Erec pulled out hisligt.

“Four handfuls of wolfsbane.” He grabbed four clumps of the fibrous roots, tore them up abit, and
guffed themin thejar. “Two cups of gunpowder.” He dumped two heaping handfuls onto the wolfsbane.
“Three cupsof grain dcohol.” Bethany poured threetimesto fill Erec’s cupped hands.

Erec found a stick and stirred the gunpowder and leavesinto the clear liquid until it wasthick and black.
“Five drops of warthog essence.” Erec carefully poured in the five drops he had measured in the
storeroom. When it hit the liquid, there was aloud cracking sound and then ahiss. Theliquid started to
swirl inthejar.

“One eaglefeather.” Erec dropped the feather in, and it disappeared into the swirling mixture. “ Threelion
hairs.” He carefully opened the vial and dropped in the three spiky brown hairs. A loud growl erupted as
they churned in. “One used horseshoe.” The dragon horse s shoe bardly fit through the top and fdll in
with asplash. Foam and bubbles erupted through the formula. Hot steam shot from the opening.

Erec carefully picked up the nitrowisherine. “ After thisgoesin, I’ m supposed to wish for thisto blast my
mother free. Maybe you should wish too.” Each drop that fell in sounded like adistant explosion asit hit
the bubbling, swirling liquid. Erec closed hiseyesand said, “I wish thisformulawill blast my mother free
from her forcefield.” Bethany repeated hiswords, saying, “his mother.”

Erec stirred the bubbling brew and read from his paper. “ Bubwa, bubwa toiwet twubwa. Codewon
boon ad codewon bubwa.”

A loud, hot blast pushed Erec and Bethany back. The jar flew into the air, landing on its bottom without



Foilling.
Lights switched on in the smdl house on the hill. Erec put alid on thejar, picked it up carefully, and
walked fast with Bethany back to the dormitories.

Erec did thejar under hisbed. If it got knocked over the whole dormitory would explode. He woke
Wolfboy. “L ook, boy. Nobody can touch this, okay? Guard it. It could blow usal up.”

Wolfboy panted, tongue out. He turned in circles, dropped to the floor by Erec’ s bed, and fell adeep.
Erec didn’'t want to risk talking to his mother with Oscar and Jack in hisroom, even if they were adeep.
He went to the bathroom, knowing it would be empty thislate at night. He stood against the door, ready
to take hisglasses off if hefdt it move.

“Mom, wake up,” Erec whispered. June murmured in her deep and turned over. “Wake up!”

Shelifted her heed. “Erec?’

“Sorry. | just wanted to tell you | made the blasting formula.”

June smiled. “Great! Oh, | can't wait to get out of here. | think the easiest way hereisthrough a
Port-O-Door. | just wish King Piter could take care of things and get me out of here. Did you ever get
an ideawhere his scepter is?’

“No,” said Erec. “It could be anywhere.”

“Did you look in the throne room?’ June asked.

“| did. What' sthat big rock by the throne?’

Junesmiled. “That' sthe LiaFail. Legend saysthe stone will shriek at the crowning of arightful king. Of
course, | wastoo young to remember Piter, Posey, and Pluto’s ceremony, but my parents say it
screamed threetimesthat day. Y ou' d better get to deep. Good luck with the contest tomorrow.”

Erec took the glasses off and fell adegp as soon as hishead hit the pillow.
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CHAPTER S XTEEN

The Sea Search

A SMALL GROUP GATHERED behind the maze for the fourth contest. Kilroy looked



disappointed by the turnout. “ Only thirty-four today? Where are the other Sx?’

They had decided to go home after the swvamp gasincident. A lot of spectators had left aswell.

Ugry stood to the side. He looked paler than usual, the crease down his forehead seemed deeper, and he
wore a particularly sour expression. Bethany whispered, “ Remember, Rayson said they couldn’t chest at
thisone”

Kilroy cleared histhroat. “ These last three contests are pecid. A king or queen planned each one. This
is Queen Posey’s, the Sea Search. The next contest was planned by King Pluto, and the final one by
King Piter.”

Erec had the feding that King Piter wasn't up to planning the final contest. He wondered if Kilroy had
doneit himsdlf. Kids had brought magica items, as the queen dlowed, many brandishing remote controls.
Sneskers and Magiclights didn’t seem like ahelp underwater, but Erec and Bethany had vanishing caps
inther pockets. Hopefully Ugry wouldn’t noticeif they used them.

Queen Posey drew acircle of water around the competitors, hersdlf, and Kilroy. In aflash, everybody
was standing on a deserted beach. Cliffs overhung the water. Ugry followed amoment later.
Kilroy’ s good humor seemed to be back. “ Thiswill be great. Y ou'll get to see ocean life up close! No
masks or fins. Queen Posey will let you al bresthe underwater. Y our job isto find a hidden treasure
chest. Thefish and water spritesknow whereit is, aswell asafew merfolk, if you happen to see one.
“Youmay not use magic to harm any sea creatures. Thefirst twenty back with treasure from the chest
will win.”

Queen Posey said, “Hold handsin acircle” After some grumbling and shuffling, acircle was formed.
Erec reached for the hand next to him and was sorry to seethat it was attached to Balor Stain. A dick
smile spread across Baor’ sface. “ Good luck, one-eye.” Balor’s cold hand clenched hisuntil hisfingers
hurt.

The queen said, “ Take adeep breath and go under. | will put acharm on you. It will let you bregsthe
under the water, and aso afew surprises, too. Do not come up until you are finished. Onceyou rise
above the water, the spdl will break.”

Erec plunged under the water, shaking from the cold. Kidslooked at each other under the water, cheeks
full of air, wondering if they could let go of one another’ s hands. Erec wondered if the charm was
working. He il felt cold and was more and more hungry for air. Everyone was looking around wildly.
Erec wasn't sure which was worse—taking a breath of water or coming to the surface and blowing his
chances.

Baor smiled, still gripping hishand. He looked like he was comfortably bresthing the weater. Erec’slungs
burned. Some kids coughed under water. A few rose to the surface, more worried about drowning than
lodng.

Erec had to bresthe. He sucked in water, prepared to choke. The liquid felt like cold air, so he
automatically pulled in adeep breath. His chest stung, but he bresthed fast and deep until he caught his
breath, and then coughed as his body adjusted.

Thering of kids scattered. Erec |et go of Bethany’ s hand. He tried to shake free from Balor’s, but Balor
gripped his hand harder and pushed him toward the surface.

Erec kicked the water, fighting hisway back down. Hisleft leg splashed into the air. He wondered if
Queen Posey’ s spell would be undone, but, thankfully, he could ill breathe water. Hewas sureif his
head surfaced, he would lose. Baor grabbed his glasses, asif he might be able to take them underwater.
Still he could not pull them higher than Erec’s chin.

Erec twisted out of hisgrasp, but Balor grabbed his ankle and pushed him back to the surface. Hisicy
blue eyes gleamed with hate. Erec’ seyes met hisand anger filled him. So what if Baor was powerful
enough to hang him upside down in the air? Erec was not going to be afraid of an obnoxious bully. He
remembered Baor picking on the maid in hisroom, making fun of Bethany, even bullying hisown
friends.

Erec snarled and dove at Baor, grabbing his neck. Hislegs pounded the water as he drove Balor down.
Baor pulled aremote control from his pocket, but Erec grabbed it from his hand and snapped it in two



againgt arock. The pieces drifted into the coral reef below.

Baor’ s pale blue eyeswidened in shock. “I’ll get you, Rick Ross. Y ou wait.” Hiswordswere
surprisingly clear in the water. Balor svam to hisfriends waiting nearby.

Erec hoped the fight with Balor didn’t put him behind in the contest. Some kids, he saw, had gone
through the surface and were still bobbing at the top. He found Bethany searching through the cord
spikes that towered up from the reef. Shelaughed, and it sounded like bubbles. *Y ou showed him.
Maybe he'll lose now.”

“He |l probably stedl aremote control from afriend.”

She did asomersault inthe water. “1 fed like |’ ve svam my whole life. Maybe that was part of Queen
Posey’sspdl.”

The colors of the reef were spectacular. The cord glowed in yelows, pinks, and pale greens. Bright
ydlow fish with black stripes darted in and out of waving seaweed. Thin white fish that Erec could dmost
see through swam in huge schools around the coral beds. An edl darted under an anemone.

Kids overturned loose cord, dug the sand around the reef, and shuffled plant leaves. Nobody seemed to
be finding anything. There was alot of noise, which seemed odd. In fact, the reef sounded likea
shopping mdl a Chrisgmastime.

A crowd gathered around Jack, who had the gift of speaking to animas. A large fish whispered into his
ear about swimming conditions but would not say aword about the treasure.

Thewater was plessant and warm from the sunshine. Although svimming felt nice, nobody was having
any luck. Erec wondered why the kids with remote controls couldn’t make the treasure appear. Maybe
they had to know what it looked likefirst or where it was.

“I'mhungry,” Bethany said.

“Doyoulike sushi?’ Erec laughed.

Just then, angry shouts and cursesfilled the water. The fish around Erec darted away.

Erec redized what had happened. The talking had been from the fish themsalves. Understanding fish must
have been one of Queen Posey’ s surprises.

Otherswere catching on too. A group gathered around a blue fish with yellow fins. Bethany found a
school of orange and yellow gtriped fish diving through holesin the redf. “Um, excuse me? Fishies?” she
sad.

Seven beaked noses pointed at her. “ She can talk!” one squeaked. “ Amazing!” Thefish swam
uncomfortably closeto Erec and Bethany’ sfaces.

“Have you seen any treasure chests around?’ Erec asked.

Seven voices babbled a once. “Do you havefood?” “He can talk!” “Food? Food?” “Food!”

They swam closer, dmost touching Erec’ sface, shouting, “Food? Food?” until one nipped Erec’ snose.
Erec swam away, hisfeet kicking at fish in al directions.

Melody swam away from aslvery fish, her brown legs kicking her closer to Erec and Bethany. She
shook her head. “It just talks about what it likesto egt, which smdler fish, worms. Maybeit'll tell us
moreif wefeedit.”

Kids scoured the reef floor for fish food, yet smadler fish wereimpossible to grab, and no wormswerein
sght. Erec turned hisface from side to side so he wouldn’t miss anything with his one good eye.

Schools of fish swarmed around Baor, Damon, Ward, and Rock, whose hands overflowed with fish
food at the edge of the reef. When the food was gone, Baor pointed aremote control at their hands, and
they filled again. Thefour were hard to see through the swarming mass. Different fish swam by their ears
asif teling them something.

Soon, Baor and hisfriends dove below the reef, where it dropped off into the ocean. Some kids
followed them. Other kids with remote controls made fish food and feeding frenzies. Soon fish whispered
intheir earsaswdll.

Erec got close enough to afish feast that some of the fish must have thought he was feeding them too. A
yelow fish that looked huge from the Side, but very thin from the front, swam to hisear. “ Dive degp
under the reef. The water sprites might help you.”



By that time most of the kids had followed Baor and hisfriends under the reef. Balor seemed to be
winning even without his usud outside hdlp.

Thewater was dark under thereef. A few sunny rays streamed through holesin the cora like spotlights.
The water was colder, but Erec gill felt comfortable. He was surprised how deep the water was. Long
caverns shot under the cora. A cold, dimy hand touched his arm and he jumped....but it was only
seaweed reaching from the reef. In the shadows Erec could see kids searching, but he saw nothing that
looked like awater sprite, whatever that was.

Gold flashed nearby. Hoping it was the treasure, Erec dove after it. A shining gold circle or coin sparkled
through the water ahead of him. It was just out of reach. If only he got alittle closer, he could grab it.
Erec followed it into a degp underwater cave.

He looked back, wondering if he was going too deep, but the flash of gold glinted from the corner of his
gye. It wasirresstible. Erec followed it degper, forgetting hisworries. Something told him the gold meant
treasure. Maybe not just for this contest, but other treasure beyond hiswildest dreams.

Before he rounded a corner, something yanked hisfoot, jerking him backward. Confused, he turned to
see Bethany tugging him.

“What are you doing?’ Bethany said, upset. Erec wondered what was wrong with her. Hefdt alittle
confused. The gold glittered in the corner of hiseye, and he turned to follow it. Of course: Shewas
jedous because he' d found the treasure.

She yanked hisfoot harder. “ Are you crazy? Let’ s get out of herel”

Erec tried to kick her away, but Bethany seemed possessed. Sure she wanted the treasure for hersalf, he
struggled, but Bethany had a grip on some cord, and yanked him from the glinting gold. He twisted and
kicked some more, until Bethany pinched him hard on the leg.

“Oww. Why did you do that?’

“Because you're bewitched! Y ou'refollowing an ugly seamongter into its cavel”

Erec turned in horror to see ahuge black shape with tentacles waving where hisgold glint was, dinking
deeper into the rocks. He gritted histeeth. “Ugh. Thanks.” He hoped it was too dark for Bethany to see
how red hisface was.

Deep caverns shot under the murky cora of thereef. A dozen water sprites, in dresses of woven agee,
darted through the water. They were smdler than Erec but could have been any age. Long seaweedlike
hair of blues and greenswaved over their pale blue skin, but their eyes sparkled and their faceslit with
laughter, especialy when they were teasing the kids. Swimming close, they acted like they had something
to say, but dove away laughing. They hid in rocks and cord, springing out in front of unsuspecting souls
to make them jump. It seemed they never stopped giggling. Catching awater sprite seemed impossible.
The harder Erec tried, the faster they dipped away, taunting and laughing. Bethany and Meody cornered
one againgt some cord. They lunged, and she shot straight down, letting them crash into each other,
bumping heads. Sprites spun like otters, grabbing the hands of contestants before diving away, laughing.
The kids bargained and pleaded for the spritesto tell them where the treasure was, but the sprites
seemed to think the whole matter was ajoke.

A sprite wrapped athin blue arm around Erec and Bethany’ s shoulders. “ Have fun with the sea
monster?’ she asked. “Did you think you were going to get rich?’ Her voicetinkled like bells.

Erec eyed her sourly. “1 bet you know where the treasureis.”

The sprite giggled. “Of course. But you never will.” She looked away, ready to go tease someone el se.
Bethany said, “ Tell us. Wewant to win this...before some bad kids do.”

The sprite threw her asharp look. “Why should 17" She swam away.

Erec shook his head. This seemed hopeless. Bethany stared into the ocean, browsknit. A smile started
to curl on her lips. Erec looked toward where she stared, but nothing was there. He wondered if asea
monster was putting her under aspell.

Sheflashed himagrin. “I’vegot it! She gave usaclue—"

Before she could finish, high-pitched shrieksfilled their ears. Not far away, awater sprite was bound
tight with thick ropelike seaweed. Baor pointed aremote control at her and the seaweed tightened with a



jerk. The sprite screamed in pain. Her angry friends tried tugging the seaweed off her without success.
Bador cackled. “Who' s laughing now?” The sprite stuck her lip out and struggled against her chains. “It’s
okay, water lily, just tell old Balor here where the treasure isand you' refree asafish.”

The water sprite looked steaming mad. She nodded for him to come closer and whispered in his ear.
Bdor laughed with glee and siwam off into atunnel hidden by seaweed, leaving her trapped in her
seaweed prison. Damon gave her flowing blue hair atug as he swam by.

“Youidiots” Ward aimed his remote and set the sprite free. He pointed at the sprite. “ Next time don’t
play stupid gameswith me and my friends.” He disgppeared into the tunnel after Balor, Damon, and
Rock.

The water sprite dusted hersalf off with a good-riddance ook on her face. She had red marks on her
amsand legs.

Eight or nine kidsfollowed Baor’ sfriendsinto the tunnel. Erec asked Bethany, “What do you think?
Should wefollow them in?’

“No way. Those sprites aren’t dumb. That one gave usaclue.”

“What cdlue? Did | missit?’

“When we asked her to tell uswhere the treasure was, she said, ‘Why should 17 That was agreat
clug”

Erec looked at her with an eyebrow raised. “Y ou think so?’

Bethany crossed her arms. “What got the fish to help us?’

“Feeding them.”

Bethany sgnded keep going with her hands.

“WEe re playing charades now?’

Bethany rolled her eyes. “ Okay. The fish helped us when we helped them. | think it’sthe samefor the
water sprites. We need to give them something so they’ Il help us.”

Erec put out his hands and gestured al around. “ And what can we give them? Seaweed? Water? We
have no sprite food in our pockets.”

Bethany grinned. “That' sit! Greet ideal” She whipped her vanishing cap from her pocket. “They’ll like
these, | bet. Maybe that’ swhy we were alowed to take magical items here.”

Erec was astounded. “Y ou would give them your vanishing cap? They'll loveit dl right. They’ll laugh and
takeit, and we'll be no better off than we were before.”

“It'sour only chance. | think that sprite wants usto win.”

A few kids with remote controls took cues from Balor and were trying to poke or club the sprites, or
even capture them. None had Balor’ s success, but the sprites grudgingly pointed them to the same tunndl.
Otherskids continued to beg and cgole without luck.

Erec had afunny fedling that Bethany was right. The sprites seemed too ready to point the annoying kids
toward Balor’ stunndl, and the other kids were getting nowhere. He pulled his vanishing cap from his
pocket.

The soriteswere no longer playful and laughing after Balor hurt their friend. They seemed lesshelpful, if
possible, than before. Still, Bethany and Erec waved two sprites over. The sprites put their hands on their
hips and looked at them expectantly.

Bethany waved her cap. “Watch.” She put it on and disappeared, then regppeared with it in her hand.
The spriteslaughed in delight. “Do you want it?” A sprite grabbed it from her hand. Bethany signaled to
Erec. “They deserve these after what they’ ve gone through today anyway.”

Erec held his cap out and the other sprite whisked it away. They put the caps on and vanished. “Oh
well.” Erec shrugged. “Y ou'reright. They deserve them. We had them long enough.”

In aflash, the sprites reappeared, capsin hand. Over the next few minutes they disappeared and
reappeared continuoudy. Then the pleased sprites beckoned them to follow asthey dove deep under the
cord.

The sprites plunged around a narrow bend and pointed up to a hole where twenty keys were embedded
deepinrose cord. Words were chisaled above the keys. The sprites waved and swam away, putting on



their caps and disappearing in aflash.

“I wonder where Balor’ stunnel led. Y ou don't think it led to the seamonster, do you?’

Bethany looked worried. “1’ m sure Queen Posey wouldn't want anyone getting hurt. Contestants are
supposed to be eiminated, not killed.”

“Those water sprites were pretty mad, though. Maybe they have their own plan.”

Words negtly engraved in the cord read, “ Answer thisriddie: Why can you aways depend on the
gqueen?’ Below it were carved these words:

| TIDEMY SHOE, IT HITSME WELL,

SO I'LL REEF THE EXPENSIVE THING ON,
BECAUSE | STUBBED MY UNDERTOW,

BUT NOW ALL MY SAND DOLLARS ARE GONE.

IT"SCOLD TROUTSIDE AND YOU'RE HUNGRY, DEAR,
BUT, BEACH YOUR LIFE, WE'LL HAVE FUN.

BEFORE YOUR KINDNESS EBBS AWAY,,

SHAREMY WARM FIRE AND CURRENT BUN.

ONLY YOUR FRIEND, NOT YOUR ANEMONE, WILL SAY:
YOUR UNDERWATER'S SHOWING OVER YOUR PANTS.

| SEA YOU WEAR RUFFLY BLUE ONES,

LIKE THE EMPEROR PENGUIN OF FRANCE.

WE WAVE HELLO, AND THEN GOOD-BYE,

ICE SEE YOU ARE ALMOST DONE.

GAZE UPTO THE TWINKLING, STARFISH SKY,
OREELSYOU WON'T NOTICE—YOU’ VE WON!

Erec stared in silence. How could he solve a puzzle from a crazy poem?

Bethany’ s eyebrows knit. “Five thousand, two hundred fifty six...no, that can’t work. Ugh.” She crossed
her arms. “I’ ve tried about every function. Nothing seemsto work. Maybe if the letter A isaderivative of
pi only when there are no other vowelsin the word, then B could be related to the linear root of its
integrd—"

“Bethany, this can't be that complicated. | mean, everyone hasto have ashot at this, right?’

She shrugged, |ooking disappointed.

Erec laughed. “It’ s pretty funny, actually: the ‘ ruffly blue underwater showing over your pants.” Each line
has a play on words about the ocean. Look: tide, reef, undertow, sand dollars, trout, beach...”

Bethany grinned. * Ebbs, current, anemone, underwater, sea, Emperor Penguin, wave, ice, sarfish, and
eds. That'seasy. Thefirst letters spdl out ‘trust because wise” That’swhy you can depend on Queen
Posey. Trust her because she' swise.”

With acreak, the coral wedged open. Two keys did onto aledge. They took the keys and swam
through the hole into what looked like aroom with cord wals, floor and celling. Sunlight streamed
through so many holes above that it looked like a disco.

In the middle of the room sat ablack chest with gold buckles. A thick yellow sea serpent with big eyes
and sharp teeth was coiled on top of it. Itsjaws were wide enough to snap off ahand. “1 hope he's
supposed to be here,” Bethany whispered.

Erec and Bethany dowly approached the serpent. “We have keys,” Bethany said.



The serpent hissed, “Put them in my mouth if you want the treasure.”

Bethany’ s hand shook as she dropped the key into its jaws. He gulped and opened his mouth for Erec’s
key. “Uncle Earl doesn't seem so scary anymore,” Bethany said with alaugh.

Erec dropped hiskey into its mouth from asfar as he could. The serpent swallowed and did off the
chest. Insde the heavy lid were twenty black bags. Erec and Bethany each took one and shut the chest.
The serpent did back on top and hissed.

In the bags were six plagtic packets and anote. “INSTAGILLS. Ingtructions: Choose alocation on your
body, three gills on each side. Place the marked edge of the packet against your skin and squeeze. Gill
will permanently enter skin. It is advisable that the location not be covered with clothing to ensure ease of
breathing. Must be donein water immediately. Instagills close automatically when out of water to alow
for immediate lung bresthing. Open each time you arein water. Guaranteed for life.”

Erec looked at Bethany. “ Thisis great. Where should we put them? On our face like Queen Posey?’
Bethany looked worried. “1 hope they don't scar too much. I’ll put mine on my back.”

“They’ll be covered up. What if you' rein water someday with ashirt on? Like now? |’ m putting mine on
my wrists.” Erec held a packet to hiswrist and squeezed it. For amoment he felt apinch, and then agill
in hiswrist opened and shut. “L ook at that!” Erec put three gillsinto each wrist and stared at them
moving inthe water.

Bethany held apacket in her hand with adisgusted look. “1 don’t redly need these.”

“Comeon. They'll close onland. Just think: You'll be able to ways explore underweter like this. You
haveto put themin.”

Bethany cringed and squeezed a gill into her pam. “Ow!” She shook her wrist and put therest in, threein
each hand. “ Do you think we'll aways be able to understand the sea creatures?’

Apparently, the sea serpent had been listening. “ Everyone knows humans can't talk. Y ou'll be back to
your dumb selves after the queen’ s spell wears off.”

“That wasnice,” Bethany said to Erec.

“Let’'sgo.” He swam out of the hole with her behind him. They brought their empty bagsto the surface.
All eyesturned to Erec and Bethany when they splashed to the surface. The six kidswho had risen to the
surface early had given up and were sitting by the shore. Erec looked at hiswrigts. The gills had closed
and left thin black lines.

Immediately, he was starving and freezing. Bethany’ s teeth were chattering. Asthey walked to shore,
Queen Posey rose. “Y ou found the treasure?” She examined the gill lines on their wrists and hands. With
awink from Queen Posey, they becameingtantly dry. The front of Erec’s hair was straighter and the
back curlier after being wet for so long.

Kilroy clapped them on their backs. “Thefirst two winnerd You camein a atie a four hours and fifteen
minutes.”

Four hours? No wonder they were hungry. Bethany saw a snack table on the beach and ran for it. Erec
followed, redizing they had missed lunch. They gobbled down sandwiches, fruit, cookies, and nectar until
they felt better.

He and Bethany waded in the water and then rested in the sand with the others while they waited. They
practiced putting their hands and wrists under the water and breething through their Instagills. It worked
without effort.

After afew hours, it seemed like nobody € se was coming back. “Maybe we should tell Queen Posey
about the seamongter. What if they were esten?’ Bethany said. “ And there is something else we need to
tell her too.” Shelooked knowingly at Erec.

“What?" Erec was ready to fall adeep in the sand. The sun was hot and it had been along day.

“Y ou know.”

Erec waved off that idea. “Ugry ishere. We can’t tell her now.”

“As soon aswe can, then.” Bethany talked to Queen Posey for amoment and came back to where Erec
was sitting. “1 told her the water sprites might have sent some kids to a seamonster, but she said they
wouldn’t hurt anybody. She said in an hour the time would be up, more winners or not.”



Erec picked his head off the sand. “ Then we' d be the only winners?’

“Uh-huh!” Bethany grinned.

“WEe I be king and queen!” Erec whispered. “1 wonder how they’ll pick thethird one. | bet they’ll giveit
to Bador snce Ugry wantshimin,” he said, glancing at Ugry across the sand. The sun hadn’t touched his
pa e appearance.

“And we |l have two scepters, so Ugry won't be able to take over for sure,” Bethany said. “| told the
gueen we had something important to tell her, in secret. She said we' d talk after the contest.”

Erec let the cool water run over histoeswhile Bethany ate cookies and drew math formulasin the sand.
She raced to see how much she could calculate before the waves washed her work away.

Erec’ s nose stung from sunburn. He wished he had awatch. It felt close to dinnertime.

Queen Posey threw the book she wasreading into the air and it vanished. “ That'sit.” She doveinto the
water and returned pulling a huge bamboo raft filled with contestants. Melody and Jack waved from it
with glum looks on their faces. Baor and his friends were not among them.

Queen Posey dove again, thistime returning with Baor and the kids who had followed him into the
tunnd. They yawned, stretched, and rubbed their eyes asif waking from a deep deep.

Bdor'sdream must have been anightmare, for hewasin afoul mood. “I'm not done. Thisisn't fair. |
demand arematch.”

Queen Posey said to Kilroy, “These kids found the srens.” Kilroy counted fifteen in their group, who
mostly dropped onto the sand to dowly wake up.

“What srens?| didn’t hear anything,” Erec said.

Méeody laughed. “ Sirens are sea creatures that [ull people to deep with their songs. | guessthose guys
would have dept forever if Queen Posey hadn’t rescued them.”

Kilroy, Ugry, and Queen Posey discussed the results away from thekids. “Thisisit,” Erec whispered.
“It' syou and me, King and Queen. | cal Alypium.”

“Forget it,” shesaid, giggling. “You get Ashona | cantell you liked it down there.”

Ugry and Kilroy argued fiercely, and Queen Posey did not look happy. Erec snuck closer and heard
Kilroy say, “I cdled King Piter onmy cell.” Heheld up hisfinger. “Y ou know I’ m the one he talks to.”
Queen Posey saw Erec and Bethany nearby and shooed them away. Ugry wasin arage.

Findly, Kilroy announced, “We have decided who will advanceto the fifth contest.” He glanced at the
queen. “It was avery difficult decison. We have two definite winners.” He gestured toward Erec and
Bethany. “We have agroup that found the sirens’—he held a paper in one hand—* and a group that
didn’'t find anything.” He held asheet in his other hand. “It was avery...tough...choice, but the group
who found the srenswill be admitted into the next contest because at least they found something.”
There were groans and curses, aswell as cheers and whoops. Jack flopped into the sand and Melody
buried her facein her hands. It was't clear which of the judges had arranged this solution. All three
looked upset.

Erec flew to Kilroy. “You can't let that group win. They were sent to the Srens because they were
attacking the water sprites. They would have lost for sureif there was enough time.”

Kilroy held up ahand. “I’m sorry. There will be no more discussion. | couldn’t change this, believe me.”
Frowning, he looked at the queen and Ugry and then faced the group. “ There will be seventeen of you in
the fifth contest, which was devised by King Pluto. It's cdled the Under Mine. That will bein four days.
Monday morning at ten, behind the maze.”

Queen Posey drew aline of water in the sand around everyone, and suddenly they were all transported
behind the maze. It was getting dark and Erec was hungry. He trudged to the cafeteriawith Melody,
Jack, and Bethany.

Jack shrugged. “It had to happen sometime. What arethe odds I’d win? I’'m just glad | got asfar as|
did”

“Metoo,” said Me ody.

“It'snot fair!” said Bethany. “Y ou both should have won. Balor and his gang were sent to the Srens so
they would lose”



Jack remained cheerful. “Y ou two will just haveto try even harder and win for us.”

Bethany didn’t seeit that way, though. “Now we' || be competing againgt dl the meanieswith no morals
who go around hurting water sprites.” She stopped when she felt ahand on her shoulder. Queen Posey
was behind them.

“Y ou wanted to tell me something?’ The queen looked tired, but Erec wasn't sureiif that was because of
the gill linesunder her eyes. Meody and Jack waved and went into the dormitories.

Bethany nodded. “Erec and | were exploring the castle, and we wandered into the armory. It was amost
empty. Then we heard voices and hid. Two people camein, and one definitely was Stoney Rayson. The
other voice was harder to tell, but we think it was Bathazar Ugry. They were stealing wegpons from the
armories. They said when ‘their three’ won the contests, they would take the scepters and...what did
they say...'lay 9ege to Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona.”

Queen Posey shook her head. “That’ s crazy. | don't believe thiskind of talk.”

“Go look at thearmory,” said Bethany. “1t' sempty. We' retelling the truth.”

The queen didn’'t answer. In the silence Erec heard afaint hum from her scepter. He pointed &t it. “Does
it talk toyou?’ he asked.

Queen Posey looked up, surprised. “Y es, sometimes. Only when it has something to say.”

Erec remembered King Pluto’ s scepter talking to him, athough it was alittle rude. “What isit saying
now?’

Shelaughed with atwisted smile. “That you might betelling the truth.” She looked hard at Erec, sudying
him now. “I don’t know about you. It' s strange. There’ s something about your eyes. Anyway, thank you
for comingtome. I'll look into thisimmediately.”

“Um, Queen Posey?’ Erec said.

“Yes?What isit?’

“Do scepterstalk to other people too?’

“No,” shesaid. “Only the king or queen. Except in the coronation ceremony. They talk out loud then, if |
remember correctly.”

The queen wagged afinger and vanished. Erec and Bethany were | eft to wonder if she’ d do anything, or
if she could.

Erec sad, “1 hope she' s not hooked up with Ugry.”

T»(',

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A Burl Wood Arm



| T WASFRIDAY morning. Theforce field-blasting formulawould be ready midnight tomorrow. Then
thefifth contest, King Pluto’ s Under Mine, was soon after. Jack and Oscar were staying for the final
contests. After they left for breakfast, Erec put on his glasses.

He found June Stting on her bed, crying.

“Mom? Areyou okay?’

She quickly blotted her face with ahandkerchief. “I’m fine. Of course.” More tears spilled down her
cheeks, and she wiped them away. “It' s okay, redly.”

“What happened?’

“Nothing. | just...changed my mind, that’sal. Y ou can’'t come rescue me. It’ stoo dangerous. I'll get out
eventudly...l’m sure. Y ou have an important job there. How did the fourth contest go?

“I won,” hetold her. “Mom, | don’t understand. I’ m coming Saturday at midnight.”

“Youcan't”

“Of coursel can. The blasting formulais brewing under my bed. There' s a Port-O-Door in the west
wing. You'll be out soon.”

June laughed with red eyes. “I’ ve been so stupid. | was so focused on getting out of herel put you in
danger. Blasting solution under your bed. What if it got kicked over? Get rid of it, Erec. Forget saving
me. It can’t be done.” June squeezed her eyes shut tight.

“But what about little Zoey, Trevor and Ndll, and the twins?’

Tears poured from June' s eyes, and she couldn’t stop.

“Mom, I’'m getting you out. Y ou can't sop me.”

Junelooked around in fear. “ Please, Erec. Don't. | knew it would be difficult for you to get through the
dungeons, but | just found out exactly how hard it would be. | should have figured King Pluto would have
more than guards, bronze ghosts, and silver ghosts patrolling here, but that’ sdl | ever saw. | just found
out it' smuch worse.”

“How much worse?’

June took adeep breath. “He has destroyers.” Her voicefell to awhisper. “And shadow demons.”

She looked so alone. Erec wished he were with her. “What are destroyers?’

“Hideous stone mongtersthat kill people.”

“And shadow demons?’

June glanced around her room. “I happen to know alot about shadow demons. They can look like
anything, but they like to take the shape of the person they’ rewith. It' slike looking in amirror. They can
read your worst fears like a brochure of your soul. Y our doubts and misguided desires guide them into
your mind. They talk to you, reason, make sense, but they connect with your shadow side. They loosen
your resolve, steer you the wrong way. And when they win you over, they devour you, and you die. Any
other questions?’ June flopped back in her bed and put her arm over her eyes.

“Well,” sad Erec, “I just won't let them get to me. I'm pretty stubborn, you know.”

June chuckled under her arm. “So am | Forget it.”

“No, redly. I'm sureif | was prepared | could beat the shadow demons. I’m not |etting you rot in there.”
“Don't forget the destroyers, Erec. Y ou' d be lucky to get far enough to see a shadow demon.”

“There hasto be away to get through them,” Erec said. “What can destroy stone? A jackhammer? A
sandblaster?”’

“Thereisatrick, but it can’'t be safe.”

“What isit?’

“I don’t know. | don’t want you to get foolish ideas and try to comein here. Y ou can help me better
there. Win the next two contests. Become king and then get me out.” She waved him away.

“What if | don’t win? Ther€ sno guarantee.”

“Y ou have agood chance. I’ ve seen you in tough stuations. Y ou usually know how to react.”

“Good. Then | should be ableto get you out of there. All | need isalittle stubbornness.”

Junerolled over and sat up. “ Stubborn you are. Do you redly think I'll let you come here and risk your



life?’

“It'snot redly your choice, isit? Theformulaisready tomorrow night. I’ m figuring out how to doit. |
need amother, and so do my brothers and ssters.”

“Erec, you could die”

“I'll befine, Mom. I’ velearned alot here. I’ ve rescued kids from swamp gas, fought aminotaur. | even
used King Pluto’s scepter to save everyone from ahuge boulder. | candoiit.”

June covered her face with her hands. “Y our life is more important than you know.”

“Got it covered, Mom.”

Bethany sat with Meody, Jack, and Oscar at lunch. Jack and Melody were in a surprisingly good mood
for having just lost the Sea Search.

“Melody said she'd stay for the fifth contest, or aslong asyou and | arein,” said Bethany.

“Y ou were the only two who redlly won the fourth contest,” said Jack. “Y ou guys have my bet.”

“WEe re down to seventeen,” Bethany said. “Our odds are 17.647 percent—that’ s three out of
seventeen. Not too bad.”

Oscar shook his head. “Put your seat belts on. Y ou have stiff competition.”

“WEe |l see about that.” Erec smiled. Things were going great. Why shouldn’t he win the contests and
blast his mother out of her dungeon? He besat Balor underwater and broke his remote control. Nothing
would stop him now. Not even destroyers and shadow demons. Which reminded him, he had to find out
more about what they could do.

After lunch, Erec and Bethany walked to the library. “ Are you sure you want to go into Pluto’s
dungeons?’ Bethany said. “They sound dangerous.”

“I can’'t let my mother rot in that place. | just need to learn about destroyers and shadow demons. There
has to be away to get by them.”

A wide spird dtaircase ran up the many levels of the library tower. A librarian with wide granny glasses
was happy to point them to the third floor, where the books on beasts were kept. “But the books must
stay here.”

They browsed through subheadings such as “Misunderstood Monsters’ and “ The Strange Animals of
Upper Earth” until they found the section labeled “ Dungeon Creatures.” They carried armfuls of booksto
atable. Bethany picked up The Total Loser’s Guide to Escaping Dungeons.

“There are sections about different famous dungeons. Listen: * The outer dungeonsin King Pluto’s castles
arefamousfor their acid rock walls. They melt whatever they touch, including flesh.””

Erec took abreath. “Do thewals closein on people?’

“No. But this says destroyerslive in them, and they come out of thewalls”

She flipped pages. “ Port-O-Doors will only go into the outer dungeons. Most prisoners are in the inner
dungeons. The doors could open in the middle of an acid rock wall, or even into adestroyer’ snook or a
prisoner’s cell, and anything there could come right through the door. Y ou’ re supposed to try at least
three locations before you pick one to walk through. And once you'rein, finding the inner dungeons can
be hard. The outer dungeons weave through the inner ones.”

Erec looked through In the Face of the Shadow Demons: A Survivor’s Sory. It wasadow, dry
book by aman who prepared hiswhole life to confront a shadow demon that blocked the way to his
family’ s stolen fortune. Thefirst chapters were about his Strict diet and yogatraining.

Bethany read Destroying Destroyers. The Paper Chase. Her face grew pae. “ These things are
disgusting. Y ou don't want to do this, believe me.”

“I haveto, Bethany. It'smy mom in there. What doesit say?’

“Destroyers are made of stone, and their mouths drip with acid. They have no eyes or ears, but they have
agtrong sense of smell, which is harder to hide from. They livein thewalls, but they come out when they
smel anyone. Once they latch on to you, the acid eats through and digests you, leaving just your bones.”



She shivered.

“My mom said there was atrick to get by them.”

Bethany flipped pages. “Paper. It seems pretty dangerousto me. Y ou need lots of paper, cut into
three-inch squares. A destroyer has a suction hole above its mouth. They continuoudy suck in air to smell
what’ s around them. Paper can cover the hole. It confuses them. The smell overwhelmsthem, and they
can't sense what' s around them anymore.”

“Doesn't the paper fal off?’

“No. The suction holdsit there”

“Could something elsework, like wood or plastic?’

Bethany read some more. “That could be too heavy and fall off, or crinkle and get sucked in.”

“How do | get paper on their suction holes without them grabbing me?’

Bethany checked the book again. “ The best way iswith awooden arm. Y ou can reach them from far
avay.”

“A what?'

“It says, ‘wooden arms, the kind at your standard magic shop.”” She bit her lip. “Y ou better get one
soon so you'll havetimeto practice. Y ou won't be able to make asingle mistake.”

Erec skimmed through chapters about consciousness-raising techniques and meditation sessons and
findly put In the Face of the Shadow Demons down. He glanced through Dungeons and Demons, an
equally dry book about self-awareness and internal motivation, and wondered what it had to do with
dungeon mongters. He would have to find out what his mother knew about shadow demons, since she
said she was something of an expert.

After hours of poring through books, learning alot about destroyers and amaost nothing about shadow
demons, they walked Wolfboy and Cutie Pie to the agora. Cutie Pie had been quiet lately. Erec guessed
there had been nobody to tell on. They bought the animal s treats at the pet store, got nectar sundaes, and
Erec bought loads of plain white paper.

Erec lay on the lawn by the fountains, watching Wolfboy chase butterflies. Bethany was asking kids
where they could find amagic shop for the wooden arm. A shadow appeared over Erec. Behind him,
King Pluto stood in along ermine robe. It seemed he should be boiling hot, but he rubbed hisarms,
shivering.

Erec sat up. The king pounded his scepter into the dirt twice and two chairs sprang up. He sat on one
and nodded for Erectojoin him.

Erec’ s heart pounded. Queen Posey must have told him about the armory. He wondered if he was
headed to King Pluto’s dungeons sooner than he thought.

“Looking at my scepter? Y ou were pretty impressive with the boulder the other day.”

Erec shrugged.

“No, redly. Not many people can use aking's scepter. Nobody, actually, except the king. Y ou are quite
an exceptiona young man, aren’t you, Erec Rex?’

Erec drew a sharp breath before he could stop himsalf. How did the king know his name? Thiswas not
good.

“Don’'t look so surprised,” said the king, hisvoice aily. “It just took atiny bit of research. You did Sgn
yoursdlf into Spartacus Kilroy’ s book as Erec Rex, did you not? 'Y ou couldn’t redly be Erec Rex, could
you? Then again, Posey told me about the interesting event with the | dentdetector.”

King Pluto leaned forward. “Let me seeyour eyes...ah, yes. Now tell me, where' syour family?’
“Um...” Erec dmogt forgot hisdibi. “ Americorth South.”

“Oh, interesting. Where in Americorth South? | go there dl thetime. I’ d love to meet them.”

Great. He wastaking to the king of Aorth, trying to play off that he was from hiskingdom. Erec’'s
mother never mentioned parts of Americorth South. Erec thought he' d be safe and just say astreet name,



but he couldn’t think of agood name. “ Smith Street.”

“Ah. The Rossfamily on Smith Street. What are their names?’

Erec wished he had thought up these details before. *Um, Sylvie and Scott.” Friends of hismother’s, the
only names that prang to mind.

“Sylvie and Scott Ross—or Rex?—on Smith Street. I'll call them tonight. | redlly should congratulate
them on their outstanding son.”

Erec stared between his knees at the grass. He could not believe how dumb he had been.

“Oh, by theway,” said King Pluto, shivering, “Posey told me al about what you and your little friend
overheard inthearmory. | find it dl very interesting. | told her | would take care of the Situation
immediately. Guesswhat | found out? The armory was being emptied for itsannua cleaning!” King Pluto
gmiled at thisinnocent reason. “ Rayson is adunce. He makes up stories and even starts to believe them
himsdf. Just ignore what he said. Everything is under control. Do you understand?’

Erec nodded quickly.

“Good. By the way, what were you doing in the armory?’

Erec cleared histhroat. “Um...exploring, Sir.”

“Ah, yes. Exploring. Well, | wouldn't be caught exploring anywhere near the armory againif | were you.
Someone might think you were the cause of any...trouble.”

Erec nodded again.

“I’'m glad we understand each other.” The king winked. “It' sredlly good to know that you are here,
Erec.” Theking stood and waved his scepter. The chairs vanished, and Erec fdll into the grass. “ Time for
abath and awarm fire. This placeisfreezing.” The sun shone hot on Erec’ sback, but hedidn’'t say a
word. “Good luck in the next contest.”

It seemed that King Pluto was not sending him to the dungeons. At least not yet. Hopefully, when he
found no Sylvie and Scott Ross on Smith Street, he wouldn’t change his mind. But Erec had afunny
feding that the king waan't expecting to find them.

Asthe day went on and King Pluto never resppeared, Erec felt more and more on top of the world.
Nothing could go wrong now. Now that the weight was lifted off hisback, he redlized how worried he
had been about Queen Posey telling King Pluto what they heard in the armory. It seemed silly now to
even think the king would send him to the dungeons for overhearing a conversation.

Bethany wasn't happy, however. “1t seemsfishy. | wish Queen Posey were handling it hersalf. Should we
talk to her again?’

“No! We did what we could. Let’ snot push our luck.” Erec was sure a second visit from King Pluto
would not go aswell asthefirst. They walked through the castle gardens. Soon, Meody would be going
shopping in the agora, so Erec could use their room to talk to his mother.

Erec felt afunny tingle on theright sde of hisface. It was barely noticegble, just amild warmth, if
anything. He glanced to hisright. An intense gaze burned into his eyes. It seemed to penetrateinto his
mind, amost blinding him. The stare was so overwheming he was not surewho it belonged to.

Erec finaly focused on Spartacus Kilroy, who was carrying atray of coffee and talking casudly with
Hecate Jekyll. Neither of them seemed to notice him. He shook his head. Maybe he had imagined it. A
lot was going on in hismind today.

Bethany |eft Erec in her room. Meody was out. He put hisglasseson. “Hi, Mom.” Junelay in bed,
garing at the ceiling. “1 bought aton of paper at the agora.”

“You did what?’

“Bought paper. I'll need it to get by the destroyers.”

She put her head in her hand. *Y ou don’'t understand, Erec. | can't lose you.”

“And| can't loseyou.”

“How can | stop you from coming?’



“Youcan't. I'mfine. I've researched destroyers, and I’m going to practice and be ready before | come.
I"'m buying awooden arm. | need you to tell me about the shadow demons, though. Will | run into one?’
“I'm sureif you came you would. They can sense what' s happening around them.”

“Arethere many?’

“They work alone. Only one would approach you. If it won, you would die. If you defeated it, others
would keep their distance because they know you won't cavein.”

“So, how do | defeat one?’

June shook her head. “I need to think about this, Erec. Y ou may not understand what you' re getting
yoursdf into.”

Bethany went with Erec into town. Wolfboy and Cutie Pie tagged dong. Medea' s, asmall, run-down
magic shop with cracking deep red paint, sat on the edge of town. Before they walked inside, the door
burst open. Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward came out. Balor brandished a polished silver remote
control.

“Well, look who'shere” Baor grinned. “Rick Rossand hisgirlfriend. Rick isyour name, isn'tit?” The
boyslaughed. “1 think you owe me agold ring and three shires for this fine new remote control, seeing as
how you broke minein the last contest.”

Erec wasn't scared of him anymore. “Forget it, Balor. That' s the price you pay for trying to make me
lose”

“Think you can't lose, Rick Erec Rex Ross?’ He pointed hisfinger right in Erec’ sface. “Just wait until the
next contest. You're history.”

Erec shoved asde the finger. “Want this remote broken too, Baor?’

Baor narrowed his eyes at Erec and stuffed the remote into his pocket. “Just you wait.” He walked
down the street with hisfriends and stopped at the corner. The four stood there, looking at Erec and
Bethany. Baor held hisarm out, like he was staring at hiswatch.

“What are they up to?" Erec asked.

“I haveanidea,” Bethany said. “ Cutie Pie can walk by them and she'll come back and tell me.” She
rubbed Cutie Pie shead. “It' sgreat having akitty that tells secrets.” Cutie Pie jumped from her aams and
dunk down the street toward the boys.

“Let’'sgoin,” Erec sad.

Bethany looked to make sure Cutie Pie was okay and then screeched. “Let go of her!” She raced down
the street. Baor was Suffing Cutie Pieinto abag and laughing.

“A cat that tells secretsis worth keegping,” he shouted. He disappeared down aside street. By thetime
Bethany reached the corner, Balor and Cutie Pie were gone. Damon, Ward, and Rock were snickering.
“Trying to spy on uswith a secret-telling cat?” Ward laughed.

Damon made a goofy face and said, “ Blaaaah,” with histongue out.

Bethany ran back to Meded' s, tearsfilling her eyes. “What if he hurtsher?” Thetearsdidn’t fal, though.
Instead, her face hardened with determination. “1’m getting her back if | have to break into hisroom.”
She sat in acorner with her arms crossed while Wolfboy nuzzled her fest.

The shop was small but packed with cases of remote controls, boxes of powders, vias of potions, and
racks of magic clothing. Bright red and yellow tapestries covered the walls, rustling as though they hung in
thewind. Tie-dyed cloths draped the celling. The lights that shone through them took on rainbow hues. In
an opened box behind a glass case, abloodshot, withered eye stared at Erec wherever he moved.

Erec jumped when ahand gripped his shoulder. It was an old woman with long white hair hanging loose.
Her blue eyes sparkled through the wrinkles that made up her face. Hewasn't sure if shewas smiling or
if that wasjust how her wrinkles hung.

The woman grabbed Erec’ s hand and studied his pam. “Oooh, it' syou! It'sabout time,” she said,
giggling. “Y ou' reatough one. Spirited. Nothing will keep you down. Just don't get too full of yoursdlf.



Be aware of who'saround you. Y ou must learn to trust others, but aso which othersto trust. The
answersyou need are without aswell aswithin.”

“Thanks,” Erec said, uncomfortable. The woman kept staring at him. He wondered if she wanted money
for the unasked advice, but then she shuffled behind the counter.

“Can | helpyou?’

“I need awooden arm that can pick things up.”

The woman nodded. “Of course. You' Il need an arm with agood mind so it can help you.”

Shedid afinger over rows of wooden armsin acase, pulling out three as she went. They looked like
jointed sticks with pincers on the end. A light-colored wooden arm bent easily in her hands. “Willow.
Wise old wood. This |l have good reach. Flexible is good for your needs.”

Shelifted adarker arm. “Thisisaused one, from acrafty wizard, so it could help you the most. But he
might have trained it to do odd things.” She pushed it off to the side. “ Of course, that one’ sfar less
expensve.”

She lifted the third arm. It was black, with detailed carvings that |ooked like hieroglyphics down the side.
“Egyptian burl wood. Thisoneis specialy charmed to protect its owner. Of courseit’ spricey, but it's
made for life-or-death Situations.” She glanced at Erec. “It'sasmart one, thisarm, and worth the priceif
you need it.”

Life-or-death sounded right to him. “I’ll takeit.”

The old woman muttered an incantation in asingsong and the arm shivered. “ Areyou trained in the arts
of magic, boy?’

Erec shook his head.

“Wadl then, we'll put abutton at the end that will makeit grip.” She tapped on thearm. “Y ou movethe
armwith gravity or by willing it.”

Erec thanked her and paid four gold rings and five Slver shires.

The woman glanced at Bethany, still on the stool looking asif she could murder someone. “What about
you, dear? Isthere anything | can do for you?’

“No, thanks.”

“Areyou sure, dear?’

Bethany’ s eyeswidened. “Oh. Yes.” She ran to the woman. “My cat was stolen. | need her back.
Please”

A smile seemed to light benesth the wrinkles. “ That’ s better.” The woman studied Bethany’ s hand. “Oh
my...my. Do you know how specia you are?’

Bethany tried to smile back. The woman patted her palm. “Y ou have great powerswithin you, my child.
Y ou have no idea. Learn to harness them. Those fears you have are childish. Let them go. You are much
stronger than those you fear.” The woman squeezed her hand and | et go. Bethany stared, transfixed.
“It'sokay, dear.” A wrinkled hand patted Bethany’ s shoulder. “Let’ stalk about that cat.”

Bethany was jolted from her reverie. “Her nameis Cutie Pie. She wasjust stolen right before |l camein
here by the boy who bought the remote control.”

“| see.” The woman nodded. “What would you like meto do?’

“Bring Cutie Pie here now.”

“Aah,” the woman croaked. “If only that were possible. | cannot sell my services, only my goods. But
thereisonething I can do. Would you like to see your cat?’

“Yes, please,” Bethany said, excited. The woman opened adrawer and pulled out alarge object
covered in black cloth. She set it on the counter and pulled the cloth away, reveding acrysta bal. With a
wave of her hand, vapors swirled withiniit. “Put your left hand on the ball.” The old woman put her hand
on the other sSide.

“Cherished crystd, from when the earth was young, show usthisgirl’scat...Say its name, child.”

“Cutie Pie”” The swirling mists formed into the image of abag hanging from ahook onawall. A hand
shook in front of the bag, blood dripping from one of thefingers. Cursesfilled the air.

“Show usingdethebag,” the woman whispered. The image changed, and there was Cutie Fie curled
within a cloth sack. Someone had dropped cat food on top of her and she was egting it.



Baor Stain’ svoice echoed. “ Stupid cat. You'll learn who your new master isor you' |l say in there.
Forever. | want acat that tells peopl€' s secrets, and you' re mine now.”

Cutie Pie did not seem concerned as she licked cat food off her paw. Bethany |ooked panicked. “What
can we do? Can she hear us?’

“No, child. Shecan't hear us, and you can’'t make anything happen. But you could. ..suggest something
to her.”

“What? To bite Balor’ s hand off?’ Bethany asked.

Thewoman cackled. “Lookslike she' saready tried that. Maybe something more practical. Say, for
example, you give her the ideato escape. Maybe to use those sharp claws on that bag, hmm?’

“Oh, yed” A amilelit Bethany’ sface.

“Go aheed. Tell her.”

Bethany told Cutie Pie to use her clawsto escape. The cat held up apaw and turned it, examining her
claws, and then pushed her paw against the bag. The cloth wasthick, but aclaw popped through. She
wiggled it until atiny hole appeared.

The woman let go and the image disappeared. “ Can we watch her more?’

The woman shook her head. “Too much is spying, even on your cat. Give her time, she'll come back.”
“What if she can't get out? The fabric lookstough.”

“I bet shewill. If you don’t see her in aweek, come back.”

“Can | come see her tomorrow?’

The woman cackled. “Petience, girl. Y ou owe meashire.”

Bethany looked sheepishly a Erec. “1 didn’t bring any money.”

He gave ahandful of silver and gold to Bethany. “Keep it. It'sas much yoursas mine.”

Bethany seemed cam asthey waked into the evening light. “ Did you hear what she said when she
looked & my palm? It was like she was reading my mind.”

“What, that you’ re so powerful?” he teased.

“No! Shesaid my fearsare childish, and I’ m stronger than those | fear.”

“Who do you fear, Baor?’

Bethany rolled her eyes. “My Uncle Earl. I’ ve aways been afraid to stand up to him. It was such arelief
to escapehim.”

“Funny,” Erec said, “she didn’t seem right about my palm at dl. That whole thing about trusting others. |
have no ideawhat she was talking about.”

Using the burl wood arm was awkward, but Erec soon was able to close the pincer hand with the button.
Steering it was harder. The joint wasflexible and moved in four directions. However it moved, gravity
pulled thefar limb down. If hetwisted it, he could give it finer motions, but it wasn't easy. Helet Jack
and Oscar try it awhile, telling them it was agame. They weren’t much better than he was. He picked up
pieces of paper on hisbed and practiced putting them on his pillow until he could barely hold his eyes

open.

Saturday morning Erec woke with a start and grabbed the wooden arm from under hispillow. The
formulawas fine. Wolfboy guarded it by his bed. He had to practice with the arm. Jack and Oscar were
out so he pulled a chair againgt the door and put his glasses on. His mother sat on her rocker, deepin
thought.

“Mom?’

“Did you get awooden arm?’

“Y up. Four gold rings and five Slver shires”

June winced. “Boy, we could have used that money in Upper Earth.”

“Wadll, we have it now, tons of it. We can get ahouse again, with our own rooms.”

She nodded. “I’ ve thought about it. | don’t want you to come through these dungeons, now that | know



what isin here. But it’ simportant that | get out of here. If there was anyone else | could ask. But you are
specid, Erec. You can do this. Even though you have only one good eye, you have a better inner vison
than most people. You'll have to be ready, though, by tonight.”

Erec smiled. “ So, how do | beat a shadow demon?’

“Resolve. You must know yoursaf and trust yoursdlf. It will steer you off track, make you doubt, call to
your worst feglings and emotions. They have great power over the shadow side of people. It isour other
Sde, the goodness and trust in our nature, that can beat them. So, to defeat it, you must fill yoursdf with
belief in your goals, yoursdf, your goodness. Then walk right through it. If you do, it will disappear. If
youdon't, you'll die”

“That’sit?1 just walk through it? Y ou' rekidding.”

“Yes, but you need to befilled with hope, love, and belief to do it.”

“Andwhat if I'mnot? What if | just run through it with ablank mind?’

“Youwon't be ableto. To prepare, you must meditate. Sit lone. Concentrate on your belief in yoursalf,
your purpose, who you are. Do you understand me?’

“Yes” Erec thought it interesting that his mother said he needed to bdieve in himsdf, and the old woman
at Medea' s said he needed to believe morein others.. . at least some others, whatever that meant.

“ Shadow demons are among the worst thing you can run into. Don't underestimate them. If you don't
have arespect for their power, you' d better not come.”

“I do. I'll befine”

“Check with melater. And don’'t forget to meditate, okay?’

Erec cut paper into squares and practiced putting them on thewall. It was dow going. Findly, he took
the wooden arm and Wolfboy outside, grabbing a bottle of Flying Donkey Nectar from the cafeteriaon
theway.

Erec tried pulling blades of grass, which was much harder than putting paper on thewall. For fifteen
minutes he reached for aleaf hanging from alow branch. Each time the pincers got close, gravity pulled
and the hand fell.

“Can | haveatry?’ Bethany appeared behind Erec.

“It' shard.” Erec handed her the arm. She looked it over, turning it various ways and playing with the
button. Then, on her first try, she plucked the leaf that Erec could not reach.

“How did you do that?" Erec tried not to sound annoyed.

“I willed it there. Like the old woman said.” She handed the arm back to Erec.

“How?"

“I just told it to, kind of.” She shrugged.

Erec reached for adifferent leaf, but the hand crashed down.

“Focus. Moveit in your mind.”

Erec concentrated hard and the hand twitched alittle before it dropped. “Ugh.”

“You'll figureit out,” said Bethany. “I'm going to buy treatsfor Cutie Pie, when she comes back. Want
anything?’

“You aren't, by chance, going to Meded sto try to see Cutie Pie again?’ Erec grinned.

Bethany suppressed asmile. “Wdll, that woman said | couldn’t. But you never know, maybe somebody
elseisworking theretoday!” Sheleft, nearly running, for the agora.

Erec concentrated hard on the arm. He wished it was as easy to use as the scepter. Heheld it so the far
limb drooped, and willed it as hard as he could to reach up. It waved alittle. He tried harder, but each
timeit barely moved.

Erec fdt like his head was about to burst. He held his breath and squeezed with dl hismight, trying to
force magic from the arm. He aimed again for the leaf. Thistimethe arm did not move at all.



All of asudden, aleaping lizard flew a Erec’ sface. Without thinking, Erec swatted it away. But instead
of hishand, it was the wooden arm that stretched easily through the air and sent the creature flying.
Erec stared at the arm. When it hit the lizard, he hadn’t even tried to make it move. Well, not exactly. He
just used it like it was his hand. Erec reached up the tree the same way that he swatted the lizard and
grabbed aledf. It was easy. He had been trying too hard.

He spent the rest of the morning reaching for leaves, plucking blades of grass, picking tiny bitsof dirt
from the fountains, scratching Wolfboy’ s ears, and moving paper dl over the place. At one point he
thought about meditating. It seemed silly. He knew who he was. Meditating wouldn't help as much as
extratime practicing with thearm.

By afternoon, the wooden arm was like athird hand. Better, redly. When he reached with it, no matter
how fast, he never missed. Like the old woman said, it seemed to have amind of its own.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Shadow Demon Logic

TONIGHT WASTHE big night. He had the formula, the paper, and he could work the arm perfectly.
Hewas ready. He put his glasses on to reassure his mother that everything would be fine.

“Mom?’

Shewaslying in bed flipping through Better Castles and Dungeons magazine. Shelooked up with a
amile. “1 hope| seeyou tonight.”

“The arm works great, Mom. It's so easy.”

“Good. Have you been meditating?’

“Oh...yeah.” Erec promised himsdalf hewould later.

June hesitated. “ There' s a password to get into the outer dungeons with a Port-O-Door, so only Piuto’s
staff can get in and out. My friend undercover here told me thisweek’ s password.” She hesitated for a
moment. “It’'s*heat blister.” Erec, | trust you. Y ou can do dmost anything you try to do. Just don’t be
stupid. If things go wrong, turn back.”

Hedidn't answer, and at last she continued. “King Pluto has castles under each continent: I’'min
Americorth North. A code will be printed on the Port-O-Door. Memorize or write it down so you can
open it from theingde. And make sure you remember exactly the way back to your Port-O-Daoor.
That'scrucid.”

“Or I'm stuck in the dungeonsforever.”



June shuddered. “ There is no forever here, Erec. Y ou wouldn't last that long. The god isto be quick and
decisve. In and out, okay?’

“Okay, Mom.”

“The inner dungeon has concrete halways that open up in front of the prison cdlls. You'll seeme. The
cdlsareclear forcefiddshanging inair. I'll get rid of my inside scenery before midnight so | can seeyou,
too.

“Don’t forget, you might run into a prison guard or abronze or silver ghost. The ghosts can’t touch you,
but a prison guard could get in theway. Use your Sneakersto distract them. Hopefully they’|l be asleep.”
She sighed at dl the obstacles he would face. “ Thanks for rescuing me. | love you, Erec.”

“I loveyou, too. How do | use the formulato get you out?’

“It' seasy. Put it by my cdl and say, * Suntribo,” and then run. You'll have thirty seconds beforeit blasts.
If you drop or throw it, it will explode right away, and you could get hurt.”

“Hold on.” He wrote “ Suntribo” on a piece of paper and taped it to the jar.

“Don'’t forget to bring your paper pieces and wooden arm tonight with the formula”

Erec practiced with hisarm the rest of the day. When he concentrated, he felt twinges of sadnessand
discord around him: the Substance. Focusing seemed to make him more aware of it.

Before dinner he tried meditating under atree. He thought about believing in himself, but his mind kept
wandering to food. Maybe he should try after he ate, but it seemed silly. He knew who hewas. At least,
enough to walk through a shadow demon.

He knocked on Bethany’ s door on the way to dinner. “Did you see Cutie Piein the crystal bal?’

“No. The old woman wasthere again. | found out she is Medea. Before she shooed me away, she
winked and told me that Cutie Piewasfine and | needed to give her moretime. Did you figurethe
wooden arm out?’

“Findly. It' seasy now.”

“Too bad we gave up the vanishing caps. Of course, the destroyersfind you by smell.”

“And the shadow demons just sense you' re there somehow.”

“I guessgillswon't help much in the dungeons.” Bethany sighed. 1 can’'t wait to meet your mom. | bet
she'll figure out what’ swrong with King Piter. Maybe she'll get to the bottom of what happened &t the
amory.”

“That could send her right back into the dungeons,” he pointed out. “ She' | have to go hometo my
brothersand sisters.” He added darkly, “We Il have to move again, to hide from whoever caught her.”
Bethany saw that he was nervous. “ Do you want meto distract the guard at the gate tonight so you can
snesk through?’

“Sure” hesad, glad she was coming. “I’m going close to midnight.”

They walked through the gardens | ate after dinner. Erec worked hiswooden arm continuoudly, picking
up rocks, stones, and flowersto burn off his nervous energy. He kept putting leaves on Bethany’ s nose.
“Cutit out!”

“I’'msorry. It' sjust redly good practice.”

They played a game of tag, where Bethany ran and Erec tried to put paper on her nose with the wooden
arm. That camed him down quite a bit. Then they talked about how to hide his mother once shewas
free.

At aquarter to midnight, they went inside. Erec put on his Sneakers and took a big pile of cut paperina
plastic bag with a pen. He wore long pants and ajacket, to protect him from dripping acid rock, and
tucked his burl wood arm under hisright arm. He did the glassjar of blasting formulafrom under hisbed
and patted Wolfboy on the head.

Erec held the jar carefully. If he dropped it, he would not see hismother...or liveto seeanyoneat dl. He



wished he had practiced using his wooden arm while holding ajar, but it wastoo late now.

At the west wing, the guard at the rope looked haf adeep. He held aremote control limply at hisside.
Nobody else wasin sight.

“Good luck. Seeyou inthe morning.” Bethany walked up to the guard while Erec dipped into ashadow
by the corner. The guard looked confused as she asked him a series of pointless questionslike “When
will the castle turn onto its other Sde?”’

Erec dipped under the rope while the guard was turned away and stole noisgdesdy downthe hdl. If a
maid saw him, hewould say he was looking for Spartacus Kilroy because hefdt sick. Heknew it didn’t
make sense, but he hoped she would fed sorry for him and let him go.

The Sneskerslet him run fast, slently, and smoothly so the formuladid not bouncein thejar. He dowed
at corners so he would not have to stop suddenly and disturb it. The halls seemed empty.

Erec turned another corner, only to find Balthazar Ugry standing at the end of the long hdlway. His eyes
narrowed. A chill filled Erec as his gaze connected with Ugry’s.

Ugry soared toward Erec.

Running blindly, Erec darted down one side hall and then another. At least Ugry wouldn’t be able to hear
his footsteps.

For some reason, Erec could not hear Ugry’ s footsteps either. Maybe he wastoo far to hear. But he
knew Ugry wasfollowing him. He peered around a corner, and it was empty. Cautioudy, he walked
down the halway, ssomping hisfeet to throw sound down another corridor.

It seemed to work. For awhile there was no sign of Ugry. Then he heard agrowl. “Hewon't get far.
Just wait until | get my hands on him.” Erec ducked into a darkened doorway, shivering. It occurred to
him that Ugry might beinvisble.

Erec didn’t hear anything for along while. He snuck back down the hallway. Right before he turned the
last corner, he saw Ugry’ s back at the other end of along halway. He stamped his feet and darted
toward the Port-O-Door, hoping Ugry did not see him.

The doorknob turned easily, and Erec stepped into darkness. When he shut the door behind him, the
smdl vestibule lit up. At the top of the screen, under PORT-O-DOOR, was written password: 125709.
Erec scribbled the numbers on a piece of paper and stuffed it into his pocket.

The screen split into four sectionslabeled ALY PIUM in white, ASHONA in blue, AORTH inred, and
OTHERNESS in Y elow. Erec grabbed the pointer and touched AORTH. The screen divided into seven
red sections: AMERICORTH NORTH, AMERICORTH SOUTH, EURORTH, ASIAORTH,
AUSTRALIAORTH, AFRICORTH, and AUNT ARCTICORTH. Erec touched AMERICORTH
NORTH, and the screen showed arough map.

Erec had afeding that Ugry was close by. He touched adot in the middle of the map labeled KING
PLUTO SCASTLE. Anouitline of the castle appeared, with linesdividing it into floors. Most said
ACCESS RESTRICTED, except for asmall part of the ground floor and the dungeons. He poked the
bottom layer, DUNGEONS.

An overhead drawing of the dungeons popped onto the screen. The areas were not labeled. Erec
touched the exact center of the dungeon with the pointer. A sign on the screen said ACCESS
RESTRICTED. Hetried afew spots closeto it, again with no luck.

Ugry’ s voice was close through the door. “If he thinks he can get away...”

Erec’ s breath caught. Compared to Ugry, the monsters of the dungeon seemed like nothing. He moved
the pointer dightly from the center, working asfast as he could. He had afeding that Ugry would burst in
at any moment. Finally the screen said lock, and he typed in the password “hest blister” and heard the
doorknab click.

Erec opened the door and ablast of heat burst in. The hallway glistened with red rock walls coated with
wet dime. A bitter smell filled the air. Bethany had said to try severd areas before going in, but Ugry was
too close. This spot seemed as good as any.

Erec stepped through the door and shut it behind him. Despite the awful smell and the heat, Erec was
relieved to be far away from Ugry. He was now far acrossthe world...and so close to his mother. His



wooden amwasin hisright hand, astack of cut paper in hisleft, and hisleft arm wrapped around the
glassjar of blagting formula. He was armed and ready.

He walked down the hallway, careful to remember which way he was going. The red walls oozed with
acid. He turned the corner and dmost walked into a skeleton holding apair of scissors. His heart legpt
into histhroat. For amoment he thought it was adestroyer.

Holding paper in hiswooden hand, Erec carefully walked around the skeleton. His blood raced with
excitement and fear. The bubbling, dripping walsturned his somach. A huge red droplet dunk down
nearby and hit the floor with a crackle. Tiny red drops spattered everywhere. Steam hissed asone
landed on Erec’' s jacket. It |eft aperfectly round holein hisdeeve.

Erec wondered why his mother hadn’t warned him that the dungeons were excruciatingly hot. Didn't she
know? Soon, he left hisjacket on the floor, even though his arms were unprotected. He held the jar tight.
He hoped he wasn't o sweaty it would dip through hisarms.

The sound of hisown panting filled hisears. He turned again at the end of the halway. Then heheard a
hiss. Helooked behind him.

Something bulged out from the wall. The gloppy red rock seemed to be taking on alife of itsown,
forming into something like ahead, and then, more clearly, ahand. Shoulders and armsthrust from the
rock with awet smacking sound.

A blank stone head swung toward Erec. There was ablack hole where the middle of the face should
have been. Below it, red fluid dripped from alarger opening. It ran onto the thing’' s stony chest. It looked
likeliving, moving rock.

Erec stared at the destroyer. He remembered how they attached their acid mouths, digesting people
before they devoured them.

Hefroze a the awful Sght. Hisheart pounded hard enough to burst through his chest. The thought of
running up to the indestructible creature with along arm and paper seemed ridiculous.

The creature emerged with athud. It somped toward Erec, shaking the floor. Erec sprang into motion
and darted away. He ran to the end of the hallway.

The creature swiftly overtook him. Erec' s bregth jerked in spurts, but he was barely aware of it. Heflew
around the corner and then stopped.

It was strike first or be esten. With one swift motion he stretched his burl wood arm as far around the
corner asit could go. As soon as the destroyer was in reach, he put paper over the thing's suction hole.
It stuck. Thetiny corner of paper that touched its mouth hole sizzled away.

Erec darted back around the corner. The destroyer continued forward, arms out in front, but dower. It
looked slly and grotesque at the sametime, paper held onto its nose in an eterna sniff. The thing walked
graight into thewall, where it sucked back in with a pop.

Before Erec could catch his bresth, two more destroyers emerged from awall in front of him, faceless
heads swinging toward him.

Erec' s heart and lungs were running at hyper speed, pounding and panting wildly. He tried to focus. His
body told him to run, but they would easily outrun him. He grabbed paper with his wooden hand and
took astep, shaking, toward the closest destroyer. As soon as it was within reach, he popped paper
over itsnose hole, avoiding its broad arms by reaching high and | etting the wooden arm arc down. He
dashed away.

The destroyer turned its head wildly, swinging and hitting walls. Findly it sumbled onto thefloor. The
blind cresture must have needed smdll to tdll it where the walls were. Without smell, it wasin ablank
void.

The other destroyer pounded down the corridor toward Erec. Roughly it shoved the confused destroyer
out of itsway. Erec was ready with paper. The wooden arm worked like acharm. In amoment the
baffled creature was attacking the other destroyer. Soon they jostled back into the walls.

Right then another destroyer appeared behind him. Erec reached high on histoes to paper it and then
darted down the hallway. He was amazed that he had not had a cloudy thought. They seemed to cometo
himin far less dangerous situations than this. Maybe it was because he already knew what to do. But it



would be nice to know which hallway to take. Erec was amazed that for thefirst timein hislife he
actudly wanted acloudy thought.

A destroyer turned the corner right in front of him. He jJumped back and reached it with paper justin
time. Behind him, two more appeared. Erec ran back and papered the closer one, but it continued to
walk in hisdirection. He ran to the middle of the halway, but he was stuck between two of the stony
goliaths walking right toward each other.

Erec dropped to the floor, careful not to jiggle the formula, and looked wildly around. Thetwo
destroyers continued straight toward him, even though they couldn’t smell him. He was about to become
part of aterrible sandwich.

Inwild fear, he crawled in the direction he was first headed. The destroyer strode toward him, but did
not reach down to him. He scrambled between itslegs, tripping it.

The thing spun and hit the wall. The other one tripped over it. Both tussded on the stone floor, confused.
In the meantime, Erec took off.

At the end of the hallway, four more destroyers sucked out of thewalls, one in front and three behind
him. These were closer than before. Erec worked quickly with paper on the closest two and then waited,
trapped between them. He squeezed the glassjar to his chest.

The two destroyersthat till had their smell pushed the other one toward Erec. He had an urge to splash
the formulaon them, but he would probably end up blasting himself to pieces. He wondered with asick
feding if hewould ever find theinner dungeons or if he was trapped with these monstersforever.

The destroyers came dangeroudy close. Erec crouched, ready to crawl past one’ slegs, but then it
stumbled, disgppearing, into awall. He ran down the hallway, thankful that his magic Sneskers made his
shaky strides steady. The two uncovered destroyers behind him pushed past and tore after him.

Before Erec reached the end of the halway, abunch more squeezed from the wall behind him, at least
five. He was sure that, swesting and panting, he was a flashing neon billboard by now to their sense of
smell. He didn't stop but rounded the corner and saw an amazing sight.

The hallway ahead of him wasfilled with destroyers, lumbering toward him with outstretched arms and
dripping mouths. And behind them, & the end of the hallway, bright light gleamed. The inner dungeons.
Erec felt 0 close, but the disgusting stone zombies surrounded him. He would never make it. He reached
with hiswooden arm, unsure which way to point it first, when his head started to spin. It was the heet and
the smell. He wasfainting. Either the jar would drop or he would be devoured by acid. Either way he
would certainly die. He grabbed the jar tighter as the creatures approached.

Thenthefog in Erec' s head mdted. He was having acloudy thought, different from any other. His
somach fdt fine. The dizzy feding was much shorter, possibly because hewould dieif it lasted longer,
and his determination was stronger than he had ever known it to be. He felt asif his strength had
doubled.

Instead of fighting the cloudy thought, he became one with it. For once, it felt like hisown will in action,
not something outside of himself. Maybe because he knew he would die without it or because he had
learned to believe, alittle, in magic and in himsdif.

When the cloudy thought took hold, Erec flung paper onto the suction holes of three nearby destroyers.
He dropped to his knees, cradling thejar, and ducked under a confused destroyer’sleg. It tipped into
the crowd behind it. Erec came up with paper outstretched, covered another nose hole, and crouched,
using the papered one to knock several more down behind it.

Thelight at the end of the tunndl approached. Four more destroyers were in the way, close together and
drooling red. Erec put paper on the closest and stepped back. Another butted by it, and he reached it
with paper aswdll. The two confused destroyers were pushed closer by the two behind them. They fell
to thefloor.

Erec stepped onto the back of adestroyer. He put paper on the third one and legpt into it, kicking its
chest, and shoving it into the fourth. He ran over them, but the fourth one reached up and grabbed his
wooden arm, snapping it in two.

Erec sumbled backward. The destroyer got up, towering over him. His wooden arm was his only



protection, and now it was gone. He ran for the light, but the destroyer was faster.

The entrance to the inner dungeonswasin front of him, and he flung himsdlf through. He squeezed his
eyes shut, expecting to be clobbered and sizzled with acid a any moment.

Nothing happened.

Erec opened his eyes. The destroyer drooled and pawed the air at the entryway to the inner dungeons.
Apparently it could not enter the well-lit, concrete hallways.

Erec carefully tested awhite wall to assure himsdf there was no acid. It felt fine. He walked around a
corner to get out of sight of the destroyer and collapsed against the wall in aheap. He set the jar on the
floor, did down, and rested his head on hisknees. All he could think was, | am here.

Swest coated him and, even in the heat, he started to shiver. He sat for along time until his breathing
dowed, and he fdlt better. For thefirst time, he had not been sick after acloudy thought. He wondered
why.

The burl wood arm was gone, but he was close to his mother and he had the blasting formula. He hoped
she knew a better way out, because it would be impossible to go back to the Port-O-Daoor.

The halwayswere wdl lit but empty, probably because it was the middle of the night. The prospect of
coming up againgt an armed guard seemed like nothing after what Erec had gone through. And a shadow
demon...wdll, hejust had to walk throughiit.

Every now and then apart of thewal would be gone and aclear, floating room would hang suspended in
its place. Erec could seeright into each cell. Their gleaming, shining wallswere made of theforcefied
materid. He wondered if most of the inhabitants put up what looked like aroom inside, like his mother
did, so they wouldn’'t have to see the dungeons. A tentacled creature lifted an eye and watched him walk
by.

Most people and creatures were adeep. His mother had said she would be waiting by the edge of her
cdl. Hewalked through hallway after halway with no luck. Findly, around acorner inagap inthewall,
there she was.

June jumped up and down, waving wildly and cheering. Erec could not hear aword she said. Hewaked
to the edge of her cell.

Suddenly, someone behind him cleared histhroat. Erec glanced up the hallway. There he saw himsdf ina
full-length mirror. But hisimage moved as he held till. He froze. The boy who looked exactly likehim
walked toward him.

“Now,” said the boy in Erec’sown voice, “you didn’t think I’d let you just walk right in and out of here,
didyou?’

Erec stared, mouth open. It was stranger than he could believe, watching himself walking around and
saying weird things. Thiswas obvioudy a—

“That'sright,” the boy who looked like Erec said. “I am a shadow demon. And you are Erec Rex,
confused and misguided boy who thinks heis here to save his mother. When redlly it's me who ishere to
save you.”

Erecredly did fed confused, listening to thisthing that looked like himsaif.

“Y ou think you can take that incredibly strong formulaand blast your poor mother out. Do you know
what would happen to her if you did that?’

Erec looked at himsdlf suspicioudy. “She'd get out.”

The shadow demon that looked like Erec Sghed. “ She would die from the exploson. And then | would
haveto kill you for breaking aprisoner out of here. | redly don’t want to haveto kill you. What afuture
you havel Stop and think, Erec. Do you know how strong that formulais?’

Erec remembered the huge explosion in Hecate Jekyll’ s torerooms from dropping one drop of
nitrowisherine one.

“That sright,” said the shadow demon. “ Do you want to kill your mother, Erec? That’ swhat that stuff
would do.” He pointed at thejar.

Erec reminded himsdf what his mother had said about the shadow demon trying to steer him off course.
All he had to do waswalk right through it. That easy.



Y et when Erec took afew steps toward the shadow demon, it took the form of adestroyer with a
gaping, acid-dripping mouth. Erec backed away and gasped. The shadow demon ingtantly changed
shape again to look like Erec. “I redly wouldn't recommend coming any closer,” he said. “You don't
know how easy itisfor metokill you.” He laughed, an innocent boy’ slaugh.

“Y our mother is sadly misinformed. She got her information about shadow demons from gossip
magazines. WEe re very misunderstood. But that old myth about walking through usisthewors. That's
theway you die. Try it if you like.” The shadow demon changed shape back into a destroyer, but this
time with aswaying cobra s head coming from its ssomach. Erec backed away without thinking. Again
the shadow demon took on Erec’ sfeatures.

“I’'m not saying there is anything wrong with your mother. She' svery swest, actudly. But she'sof no use
here. Won't talk. We'reletting her go in two days. So you just need to go back and wait. That way

you' |l both be together soon, right?’

Erec glanced a hismother. She obvioudy could not hear their conversation. She was gesturing wildly for
him to run at the shadow demon.

“See, there she goes again,” Erec’ simage camly said. “ She meanswell. But thisisn't thefirgt timeshe's
been wrong, isit? | mean, she didn’t even know how hot the dungeonswere, did she? Her littlecdll is
cool enough. She doesn’'t know what it’ slike out here. Or...did she warn you about the heat?’

Erec wished she had. “It's okay.” The shadow demon sighed. “ Shelovesyou. But she |l never
understand you. She hasyou dl caught up in thisinsane rescue misson, but you have more important
thingsto think about. Like that scepter. King Pluto’ s scepter. Y ou used it, Erec. That takesincredible
power. And you fet it, didn’t you?’

Erec nodded. He did fedl that power...could aimost fed it now.

“You'reready for it, Erec. And you're so close. Only two more contests. Then one of themisyours.
And why only one? Maybe two? All three? Who e se can use them like you?’

Erec pictured the scepter in hishands so vividly hefdt it, mouth watering. Then he remembered where he
was and why he was there. The shadow demon seemed able to steer his thoughts so easily. Well, he
wouldn't let it. Hismother had warned him...

The boy who looked like Erec shook his head and laughed. “Do | look like an evil murderer to you?
Wouldn't I havekilled you by now?’

Erec looked at his mother, who was now standing limply in her cell. She said to just run throughit.
Maybe she wasright.

The shadow demon said, “Do you think King Pluto is so evil he has ruthless killers patrolling down here?
I’m hereto keep order. | redly don’t want to kill you or to clean up the mess of your mother that blasting
formulawould make, so I’ d advise you to go now. Go and get that scepter, be with your new friends,
show those Stain boys who' s boss.”

Erec’shead spun. If heran into the shadow demon he could be killed, and he might blast his mother with
the formula. But his mother had said that if you don’t walk through the demon, and it melts your resolve,
then you become its chocol ate soda.

Erec’smirror image grew more serious. “|1 didn’t want to haveto bring thisup...bad fedingsand dl...but
it lookslikel haveto. Do you know why your mother isa prisoner?’

Erec shook hishead. Againgt his better judgment, he really wanted an answer.

“Pretty strange shedidn’t tell you hersdlf, huh? But why would she? She'sacrimind, Erec. Y ou were
right when you suspected she stole that money and the Sneskers. But there was more. Much more.

“Y our mother isnot to be trusted. Shetried to kill the roya triplets almost ten years ago. Just snapped.
Went crazy. She ended up kidnapping two of them, your brother and sster Danny and Sammy. But
don’t beangry at her, Erec. She' sredly not evil. Just confused, crazy maybe.”

Erec’s head was swimming. All of his doubts were coming to the surface.

“Y ou dways knew shewas alittle off-target, didn’t you? All those times growing up when she talked
about ‘magic this, magic that.” Ridiculous”

Hisold fedings of embarrassment surfaced. He had tried to tell her he wastoo old for those dumb



dories, shejust wouldn't listen.

“And then thereisthat smal incident of erasing everybody’ s memory of you. How doesthat fed? Did
you know that nobody from your classin school last year remembersyou at dl? That' sright. Did she
redly say shewouldn't doit again?’ He shook his head and clucked histongue. “She can’'t help it. Don’t
blame her. She thinks she knows what she'sdoing...redly. Just don’t do anything stupid now because
shetold you the wrong thing.”

Erec sared a the glassjar in his hands. He fdt ridiculous. What was he thinking coming here?“Can | put
my glasses on and talk to her before | go?’

Erec’ simage smiled. “ Take your time. But remember, she’ salittle unstable. You'll haveto bresk it to
her easy that you' re leaving. Tell her we' reletting her out in two days. But be kind, she's very

confused.”

Erec put the glasses on and he was back in the room with his mother. Instead of looking a him, she
stared through the now clear wall at what looked like two versions of Erec, one waking dowly toward
the other that had glasses on. He stared &t the two images of himsdlf, transfixed.

“Takethose off,” she screamed. “ Get out of here! HE's coming to kill you!”

“Mom, he'snot killing me,” Erec said. “Y ou' re getting out in two days. | don’t need to blast you out.”
“Erec, he'slying,” June cried. “ Take the glasses off now! Walk through him!”

“Mom, it' sokay. Redlly.”

“Erec! Listen to me. Don't believe the shadow demon!”

Erec looked through the clear forcefield of his mother’ s cell. One version of himsdf was now swiftly
approaching the other. It was strange, mesmerizing, to be one place and watching two of yourselves
through abig window.

June screamed, jolting Erec into aertness. The shadow demon grew, changing into a hideous beast with
long fangs. The beast opened itsjawswide over Erec.

Erec yanked the glasses off just in time. The beast’ s mouth was closing over him. Hetried to run, but was
frozen where he sood. Something strange sank into him. Not teeth, exactly. Hefdt lighter, asif hewas
disappearing.

Erec waslifting from the ground. Despair filled the last bits of his consciousness. He had lost. He believed
the shadow demon. In aburgt of anger and hope, he flung the glassjar of blasting formulaat his mother’s
cel.

A white-hot, fiery explosion pushed him into the air. He couldn’t see the shadow demon’ s jaws, but they
were dtill there as his body crashed against the dungeon wall.

Everything began to fade. In agray mist he heard awoman cry. A soft swoosh of cloth fell around his
body and face. Hefell into blackness.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Really, Really You



AFTER THE DARKNESS, the dreams started. Erec was chased by himself, and the self that chased
him split in two, then four. Soon hundreds of Erecs were everywhere, trying to kill him. His mother
floated overhead, shouting advice. He tried to throw her the jar, but it exploded in the air. He grabbed a
scepter to save them, but it wouldn't work. All waslost.

Hewoke up dizzy and sweeting. Nothing looked familiar. He heard voices but didn’t know whose they
were. Everything was white. When he tried to move, his hand stung, and he saw atubethere. A sheet
covered him, and under he wore awhite hospital gown.

A familiar voice sad, “No, | just ate lunch. Thanks” Then, in amoment, Bethany was|ooking down at
him. How could she be here? Where was he? He wondered if he was dead or having adying vision.
“You'reawake!” Bethany shouted. “He' s awake!”

Dr. Mumba wastherein aflash. “Erec?’” Shetook his pulse and listened with her stethoscope. “What
happened to you last night? Did someone kidnap you?” She looked upset.

Erec shook his head. Every muscle ached when he moved. It seemed incredible, but here he wasin the
roya hospita in the castle. Could his mother have managed to send him here?

“Y ou could have died last night. Thank goodness somebody brought you in. | had to usethe
cardiorestarter to get your heart on track. What happened?’ Dr. Mumbai crossed her thin arms.

Erec shrugged. “1 don’t know.”

“Bethany says you might have been deepwalking. Isthat what happened?’

“I think s0,” Erec looked at Bethany, thanking her in hismind for coming up with agreat cover, asusud.
“Who brought me here?’

“Great question. Someone put you here in the middle of the night and woke me up with this” Sheheld up
ascrawled note reading, “ Y ou have anew patient. Rick Ross needs you immediately.” It was not
sgned.

“Did you see who |eft the note?’ Erec was short of breath.

“No. | felt ajab and it dropped into my hand. By thetime| turned around, whoever left it was gone.” Dr.
Mumba was bewildered. “ And then there you were, white and clammy, bardly breathing. Y our heart
was racing and your pressure was dropping fast.

“Y ou werein shock, and | have no ideawhy. There was no evidence of injury. | ran six litersof fluid in
and gave you Normotension. Y our blood pressure stabilized, but you stayed unconscious. Every now
and then you got aterrified look on your face.” She touched his cheek. “I thought | wastoo late.”

Erec pulled himsdlf up dowly, which made him dizzier. “Can | go?’

“Absolutely not. You will rest herefor afew days at least so | can watch over you. And those glasses! |
couldn’t get them off last night. They redly could have gotten in the way if you needed surgery.”

“But the fifth contest istomorrow morning,” Bethany said.

“That'stoo bad.” Dr. Mumbai checked her watch. “I’ll be back later with more Normotension. Y ou
lucked out, kid.”

Erec dropped back onto his bed. When the doctor was out of earshot, Bethany whispered, “What
happened?’

Erec squeezed hiseyes shut. “| failed,” he said hoarsdly.

Bethany looked worried. “Tdl me everything.”

Erec glared at her. “ That'sit. | failed. I’'m abig loser. My mother told me exactly what to do, and |
couldn’t do the smplest thing. | decided to believe ashadow demon rather than my own mother. And
then it waskilling me. | should have died.”



Bethany stared at him. “Who brought you here?’

“I have noidea.” Erec put an arm over hisface, wanting to block out the entire memory.

“Don’'t worry. Rest up. I'll sneak you out of here tomorrow morning. Eat lots of ambrosia. That stuff’s
like chicken soup—"

“Butt out, Bethany,” Erecinterrupted. “1 think you' ve helped me enough.”

Bethany’ s chin puckered. She said quietly, “1 just thought—"

“That' sthe problem,” Erec said. “ Y ou think too much—of me. I’ll never live up to your standards, or my
mother’s, or anyon€e's. | couldn’t have even won the fourth contest without your help. I'll never win the
fifth. You go. Y ou're obvioudy aqueen-to-be. Leave me done.”

“Erec...” Bethany’ seyeswere wide.

Erec scowled. “ Just go away.” Bethany left with asniff, and Erecimmediately felt terrible. Hewasredly
angry with himself. He dreaded putting his glasses on and facing his mother, but she must be worried
sck. She might even think he was dead.

Then Erec’ s breath caught. What if something bad happened to his mother in the explosion? The shadow
demon said she would die. What...

Erec bit hislip. He had to face what he had done. Seeif she was okay. He brought the glassesto hisface
but dropped them. Not now. He was too weak and tired and miserable to even imagine his mother hurt,
or face her disappointment.

He closed his eyes. Soon he would get the nerve to check. He would have to.

Erec did the curtain around his bed and pulled the sheets over his head for more privacy. His hands
trembled as he brought the glasses to hisface. The darkness changed to avery dim light. Erec looked
around, not sure where he was.

He heard his mother sobbing. It looked like shewasin astrange, dark kitchen. A refrigerator reflected
the light of aflickering streetlamp outside. Amazingly, thiswas not King Pluto’ s dungeons. His mother
sat, head collapsed on atable, wailing.

“Mom?’

Junedidn’t hear him at first, S0 he said it louder. She jerked up, looking suspicioudly into the air. “Erec?
Her eyeswerered and her face was swollen.

“Mom, I’'m fine. I'mfine, Mom. It'sokay.”

June burst into tears. “Am | imagining this?’

“No. It'sredly me. | don’t know what happened last night. I’m so sorry | messed up, Mom. | was so
supid. It'sjust. ..that shadow demon redly knew theright thingsto say.”

June clutched apillow to her chest. “Where areyou?’

“I’'mintheroyd hospital in the castle. Dr. Mumbai said someone put mein abed last night. | guess|
didn’t look so good. But I'm fine now.”

Junelooked like she didn’t trust Erec’ svoice. “Areyou sureyou' re dive?’

Erec managed to laugh. “Theway I’m aching, I’ m too sure.”

“I'mjust imagining this” Junewailed. “Thiscan't bered.”

“Maybe I’mimagining it too. | thought | was agoner. But Dr. Mumbai did a pretty good job, | guess.
We have no ideawho saved me.”

June burst into laughter, tearsrolling down her face. “ Oh, thank God. It dmost looked like...but it was
too much to hopefor.”

“What?’

“It was s0 hard to see. Y ou were lifting off the floor, getting pulled into the shadow demon. Something
shimmering was coming out of you. Then there was the huge explosion, and it was hard to seeyou at dl,
but the shadow demon was il there. And then, something strange. A flash of black cloth. Y ou soared
away. It looked like it chased you with aroar. | had amoment of hope...but it seemed ridiculous. How



could you have survived? Then | thought that was just the way the shadow demon works. It was so hard
totel.”

A smile played across her face. “You did it, Erec. Y ou got me out. Y ou threw the formulaat my cdll, and
it worked. So | didwhat | had to. | escaped into King Pluto’s castle. Once | was out of the forcefield |
could do alittle magic, so | came home, grabbed the kids from their beds, and ranto afriend's
goartment. They'redl fine, Erec. They'redeeping.”

June blotted her eyes. “ Are you dead? | can’t imagine someone saved you. Unless someone
powerful...King Piter?’ She sniffed. “Maybe he saved you. | am talking to you now, aren't |7’

“Yes”

June smiled broadly. “Yes. Here | am, talking to you now. | did see you get pulled from the shadow
demon...You're alive!” Junewas now pacing the room, squeezing akitchen towel, and jumping up and
down. “You'redivel You'redivel | loveyou! You're alive!” Shethrew thetowd inthear.

Erec couldn’t help smiling.

“Y ou better get your bottom in gear to win those next two contests. Y ou’ re going to win that scepter and
save Alypium!”

All of the aches he felt came back inarush. “1 could just come home.”

She shook her head. “ Come back now, and we stay in hiding forever. If you can use ascepter to help
King Piter return to normal, we'll be protected. | know you can doiit.”

“You'd trust me after what | did?’

“ Shadow demons are incredibly good at finding our weak spots. | should have known you weren't
ready.”

Warmth surged into Erec’ sarms and fingers. His mother clasped ateacup to her heart, snging, “It's
redly you, it' sredly, redly you.” Then she put it down. “Thetwins are acting alittle strange, but | think
they’ Il come around when things settle down. Anyway, don't use the glasses too much when I'm here. |
don’t know if somebody could trace them somehow and find us. They send wavesthrough the
Substance. We Il be moving soon. When you' re ready to come home, put them on and I'll tell you where
togo.”

“Aren’'t you coming to help wake up King Piter?’

June laughed. “With King Pluto right there and whoever else hasit in for me? Who would | help if |
ended up back in the dungeons? No, I’'m counting on you.” Shelooked into the air, hands clutched over
her heart. “I’m sorry | didn't tell you more about where you were from, years ago. It would have been
dangerous, but | should have figured out away. What I’ m trying to say is...it' smy fault you didn’t trust
me more.”

“Greet. Because | have lots more questions.”

June looked embarrassed. “Well, we' |l see. When isthe next contest?’

“Inthemorning.”

“Get your rest.” June grinned.

Erec took his glasses and the covers off and sat up. He flipped on the light by hisbed. He called out,
“Any ambrosaaround here?’

Erec sarted to feed much better. Dr. Mumbai’ s gray cat with X-ray vision, Seeker, walked back and
forth over him, looking again for internd injuries. There were none.

“Pleasecan| go?| fed fine” Heignored hisaching muscles.

“No. I need to keep my eye on you afew more days.”

“But thefifth contest istomorrow. | have to beinit.”

Dr. Mumbai cocked an eyebrow at him. “I can't let you risk your life. We have no ideawhy your body
went into shock. What if it happened again in the contest? Y ou' d stress your system far more than just

degpwaking.”



Bethany would have thought of away to bust him out. Her feelings were probably till hurt or she' d have
come back. Erec felt like an idiot. He pulled the covers over his head.

He had only disappeared for aminute when he heard someone come in the room. When he peeked out,
Bethany was standing there with two tall nectar fizz sundaes.

“I'm sorry,” Bethany said. “I can’t imagine what you' re going through. | shouldn’t have been so—’
“Stop!” Erec shouted. “Don’'t gpologize. I'mthe bigidiot. I'm sorry. You wereright. | just hated mysalf
for messing up so bad, and it al came out.”

Erec sat up and asmilefilled hisface. “But it' s okay now. It worked! My mom isfree. She' swith my
brothers and sisters, and they’ re dl fine. They’re fill on the run, so we have to win those scepters and
help King Piter sngp out of it. Then we can go homein style.”

Bethany bounced up and down on her toes. One of the nectar fizz sundaes spilled onto her arm. “Y ou
didit!” She gave him asundae and pulled achair up.

Erec told her every detail about the dungeons. Bethany squea ed when she heard about the destroyers
coming from al sides. The awful adventure became fun to describe, especialy from his safe hospital bed.
They toasted their sundae glasses when Erec told how he threw the blasting formulaat his mother’ s cell.
“I'll come back around eight tomorrow morning. We'll get you out of herefor the contest,” Bethany said.
“It Sartsat ten.”

“I'll try to beready.”

Erec awoke to the dim light of the hospital ward. The windows were shuttered. He had no ideawhat
time it was. Bethany had not shown up, so maybe it was dtill early. If he only had bought awatch.
Theroom was quiet. A few kids were adeep, and agirl nearby read amagazine. Erec pulled the IV line
from hishand. A few drops of blood ran over his skin. He did his clothing on undernesth the gown. His
pants and shirt stunk of bitter dungeon odor and swest. The smell made his sscomach clench.

The IV machine started beeping. He rushed out of the open ward into the office. Only one door led into
the castle, but it waslocked. Erec rooted through a desk looking for keys, franticaly throwing papers
and filesfrom drawers.

He heard giggling. He turned, and there stood the girl who had been reading amagazine. “ Theré sa
button onthewall,” she said. “Y ou can open the door that way.”

“Thanks!” Erec raced over and pressed the button. The door popped open with abuzz.

“No...thank you. I'm DarlaWill. Y ou saved me from the swamp gas.” She smiled.

“Do you know what timeit is?’

Darla pointed to a clock hanging between bookcases. It read nine 0’ clock.

“Thanks,” Erec said. “Y ou redly know your way around here.” He wondered if Bethany had overdept.
“I'm herealot.” Darlabit her thumbnail.

“Yousck alot?

She nodded. “That’ s my gift—acurse, redly. If anybody gets sick or hurt around me, | get it too, only
twenty-four hours earlier. | camein Friday night in terrible shape, probably with whatever happened to
you on Saturday night. But my roommate brought me here before it got as bad.”

“Y ou had hypo-whatever shock?’

“I guess. | just felt sick and horrible, and my heart was pounding.”

“Did you see who brought me here Saturday night?’

“No. | was adeep. Give meyour gown. I'll makeit look likeyou' re dtill in bed. And I'll shut off the [V.”
“Wow. Thanks, Darla”

“Good luck in the contests, Rick Ross!”

Erec raced through the castle. His muscles till ached, but he didn’t care. He guessed he had time to
shower and change and il get to the maze before ten.



After changing he pounded on Bethany’ s door. “Open up! It’ stimeto conquer Alypium!”

Melody opened the door with a sad look.

“What'swrong?’ Erec asked.

“Bethany’ sgone.”

“What do you mean?’

“Her Uncle Earl found her. They just left.”

“Noway.” Despertion filled Erec. “Why would she go withhim?’

“She seemed pretty afraid. He wasn't happy.”

“Did he know the fifth contest was thismorning?’

“Hedidn’'t care. He had some kind of magica chain so she could never wak farther than ten feet from
the newsstand again.”

“Did he say which way they were going?’

“He mentioned a Port-O-Door a Alypium station.”

Erec ran. Between his Sneakers and hisfearsfor Bethany, he had never run faster. He wasn't sureif they
were taking abusto the station, but he ran to the closest stop just in case.

Therewas Bethany. She looked defeated and lost next to the man he recognized from the newsstand,
what seemed like eons ago. Likethefirg time, her Uncle Earl seemed familiar, in aterrible sort of way.
Erec remembered everything Bethany had said about him, and he filled with anger and hate. Bethany
would not get on that bus.

“Bethany.” Erec ran to her asthe bus pulled up. “Let’'s go.” He grabbed her hand and tried to run.
Shelooked pardyzed with fear. Her uncle pulled out his remote contral. “No, not again!” she cried.
“Come on, Bethany,” Erec said, pulling her. Her uncle pointed the remote at her, and shelifted from the
ground, howling in pain. Erec grabbed the remote control from his hand and smashed it into arock. Coils
and wires came out. Bethany dropped down. “Run!”

They ran into awooded area near the castle, her uncle close behind. “Keep going,” Erec said. “1’ [l meet
you behind the maze. We gtill havetime.” Erec swung to face Earl Evirly. Earl wasbigger and tdler, but
compared to adestroyer he looked like amouse. Erec remembered toppling the stone giantsinto each
other, and he charged, diving at Earl’ s knees, knocking him over like abowling pin.

Earl howled and cursed, rubbing hislegs. He reached in his pocket but then seemed to remember Erec
had broken his remote contral. “Y ou thug. ..you' re going to get it for this.”

“Yeah, we'll see” A tangle of vines hung from atree. Erec shook some loose.

Earl winced and rolled over. | think you broke my leg, you hoodium,” he whined.

“Y ou deserveit. Put your hands behind your back, or I’ll break your other leg.” Erec tied him tight to a
tree with the vine and ran.

¢,

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Under Mine



BETHANY WASBEHIND the maze with thefifteen kids put to sleep by the sirensin the fourth
contest. Kilroy, Umpee, King Pluto, and Ugry stood to the side, Ugry glowering worse than ever. A
smdll crowd sat by the maze, including Jack, Melody, and Oscar.

Erec redized that Ugry might pull him out of the contest. Thelast time they saw each other, Ugry had
been wildly hunting for him in the west wing. He stepped behind some kids to hide from Ugry’ sview.
“Where' sUncle Earl?” Bethany sounded panicked. “1 didn’t know he had aremote control. He must
have hidden it from meadl thistime.”

“He' stied up in the woods.”

Shelooked at him in shock. “We rein for it.”

“I’'m glad to see dl seventeen of you made it to thefifth contest,” Kilroy said.

Bdor did closeto Erec. “Here' s our friend, the hero, who likes to make explosions. Y ou like explosions,
Rick Ross?’ Erecignored him as Balor siwaggered back to hisfriends.

Kilroy continued, “ This contest is caled the Under Mine. Asyou know, it was devised by King Pluto.”
The king smiled and nodded at the group, giving an extranod when he met Erec’ s gaze.

“It'sniceand smple,” Kilroy continued. “Y ou go down into acave, find your way through the pathways
and around the obstacles in the darkness, then out the other end. Thefirst nine out will win.”

Bethany said, “ Our odds are fantastic. Over half of uswill go to thelast contest, and athird of those will
win!”

“Which third, | wonder?’ Erec looked at Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward. Then he noticed what they
were holding. “We should have brought our Magiclights,” he whispered. “ Other kids have theirs.”

Kilroy led the group to alarge pit in afield. Balor and hisfriends stood at the far end. Othersfollowed
them, figuring they must know something. Kilroy blew hiswhistle. “Go!”

Seventeen kids did into the darkness. Magiclights flashed on. Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward, lightson
their hats, dashed up amound of dirt and disappeared through asmall hole. Only afew kept up and ran
through after them. Everyone else clustered in that direction.

Magiclights flashed on and off, lighting up dozens of tunnelsthat led in different directions. Ramps went
up and down, large rocks blocked passage entryways. The Under Mine made the castle maze look like a
cakewak. Erec and Bethany followed the light |eft by others, and searched for flashesin the distance. He
could not imagine how difficult thiswould be if nobody had lights.

On the other side of the hole that Balor climbed through were just as many twisty passages and
obstacles. Baor's group was long gone, so kids spread out to search, and it became even darker. Erec
felt dong awadl, blackness around him. Hetried not to think about being lost in twisty cavesin utter
darkness. Everything felt like it was closing in. It helped to take deep breaths and concentrate on winning
ascepter.

Bethany had atight grip on the back of hisshirt. “I’'m not getting stuck hereaone. Let’ sfollow them.”
She pushed Erec toward three kidswith Magiclights. “ They have as much a chance of finding their way
out aswedo. More, | guess.”

The Magiclight hanging in the air started disappearing as kids redlized that others were benefiting fromiit.
The caves got even darker. A boy ahead of them climbed up alarge rock and through aholein alow
gpot of the cave roof. Erec wondered if he upset something heavy up there, because abooming rumble
sounded from above.

Thewallsand floor began to shake. A strange chorus of hoots and hollers erupted. Glowing bronze
sheets of light sailed in from one of the tunnels. They cackled and shrieked, with eyes glowing likered



cods, smashing Magiclights against rocks, whirling kids through the air. Erec redlized they were bronze
ghosts.

The bronze ghosts seemed to love chaos and destruction, for they laughed and whooped as they soared.
A few kidsthrown by the ghosts had hit their heads and |ooked hurt. Erec stood in front of Bethany,
shielding her. At one point, aghost dove a him, but before he touched Erec the ghost’ s hand froze in
midair. The ghost grunted, and flew on to throw a boulder at other kids.

The glowing ghogtsflew out another tunnel asfast asthey had comein, leaving the room in utter
darkness. Erec reached for Bethany’ shand. They felt the wallsfor any openings|eft by the ghosts.
“It'sokay,” Bethany’ svoice shook. “Kilroy will redize that we re stuck. They’ll get usout.” Erectried
not to think what Ugry would do—probably plant aflower on the dirt over the cave and dust his hands.
Thewalls sarted to shake, much harder thistime. Then there was ahuge explosion. A wall blew into the
cavern. Thedirt roof fell in heaps. Rocks splattered through the blackness. With a thunderous rumble, the
cavern filled with dirt from above.

Muffled screams came from al around. Bethany’ s hand yanked out of Erec’s. He crouched in the
blackness. “ Bethany? Are you okay?’

He could hear her crying. “I’'m stuck. I'm going to die. Ohhh, help me.” Erec reached toward her voice.
A hugerock sat on Bethany. She was panting asif she could barely breathe. Then Erec heard gurgling
and her breath stopped. He felt and found her face wasin apool of water.

“Oh, no, you'renot.” Erec put Bethany’ s hand into the water, hoping her Instagills would work.

Then his head started to spin and he felt like he was floating. 1t was another cloudy thought, and he was
never happier to have one. He focused deep within to put al of hisenergy intoit.

It told him the way out. And more than that, it told him where to go to save those that could be saved.
Firg he did behind the large stone on Bethany, kicked away the rock wedged behind it, and shoved it off
her.

Shelay indlence, but he knew shewas alive. He scooped her from the water and made hisway over the
wreckage to aboy with blood on hishead lying in the dirt. “Up you go.” Erec reached into the blackness
and grabbed him under hisarm, walking dongside him. Two more girls could walk once they were freed,
and another boy was carried by the waking kids. Asagroup, they madeit dowly through the rubble,
through tunnelsto the cave s exit.

Erec pushed Bethany out firgt, then climbed after her, pulling the others behind him. She deserved to win
after what she had gone through.

Kilroy paced at the exit. “What' sgoing on?’ He stared at Bethany and the badly injured boy. “What
happened? They need to get to the royal hospital, fast. | heard loud noises, but | couldn’t get ahold of
anybody.”

Erec saw Bdor Stain grinning, and remembered he had been making explosives. Erec pointed. “He did
it. They st off explosivesin the caves before they got out. And bronze ghosts were down there. There
are morekids stuck.”

Kilroy looked shocked. “Bathazar and | thought something waswrong. Only seven of you came out
before the noises started. There must be...four |eft. Bathazar just went in to see what was happening.”
Erec shuddered, but Ugry appeared moments later with agirl, who was gasping for bregth, floating under
an arm of his cape. His eyeswere dits and he looked monstrous. Erec shuddered when he saw him.
“These contestants are going to the roya hospita,” Ugry said.

Ugry waved hiswalking stick, and Erec, Bethany, and the others were suddenly lying in bedsin front of a
shocked Dr. Mumbai. “The cavefdl inon us,” Erec said. “Bethany and these two areredly hurt.”

Dr. Mumbai’ s hands dug into her hips. “And what were you doing there? Did risking your lifeto bein the
contest help anything?’

“It helped us get out. Herescued us,” said agirl.

“Y eah, and hewon, too,” said aboy.

Erec, for thefirst time, realized that he and Bethany had won. Kilroy had said that seven kids were out,
and Bethany and Erec had been next. Bethany lay limp in her bed. Erec sat next to her. “Y ou hear that,
Bethany?'Y ou won. Y ou're on your way to being Queen Bethany of Alypium.”



Dr. Mumbai pushed everyone aside and took Bethany’ s pulse, feding her breath with her hand.

“Step away.” Shelooked at agirl whose leg was soaked in blood. * Everyone who can breathe, move
down theward.” She pushed Bethany’ s bed near the boy who was bent over, moaning, and pulled
curtains around them.

During the next hour, the other three kids stuck in the Under Mine appeared in various statesin hospital
beds. Every time the room cheered. None of them were as bad off as Bethany or the boy. Finaly, Dr.
Mumbai emerged. Everyone looked up. “They’ Il befine. It lookslike Bethany’ s Instagills saved her.
Thank you, Erec.”

Erec’sbody relaxed. The aches he felt that morning came back with avengeance. Relieved that Bethany
would live, he collgpsed onto hisbed with agrin.

Erec woke from a nightmare of crashing caves and destroyers. For amoment he forgot where he was
and had no ideawhat time it was. He heard arguing. Bethany’ s Uncle Earl wastelling Dr. Mumbai that
Bethany needed to come home right away.

“Not onyour life,” Dr. Mumbai said. “ I’ m in charge here, dthough there seemsto be alittle confusion
about that lately. Sheisin no shapeto get up at dl, et done leave.”

Earl flinched. “When can | take her, then?’ he whined.

“When | okay it. It will be at least three or four days.”

Earl stood over Bethany, arms crossed, like one might stand over alump of gold. Erec noticed aglint in
Bethany’ seye. Instead of looking afraid, shelooked pleased, somehow, asif things were perfectly under
control. Erec wondered why, because he had not yet figured out how to stop her from being carted away
agan.

Earl sad, “Don’t think you' re keeping her here three more days. My newsstand islosing money every
moment.” Then he&ft.

Bethany’ s eyes narrowed. “Oh, boy. Will he be sorry.” She coughed. “Wow. It hurtsto bresthe.”
“Aren't you afraid of him?’ Erec asked. “He probably bought a new remote control.”

“Who cares?’ Her voice was getting stronger. “ After dmost dying, being smashed under ahuge rock in
the pitch black, Earl and histricks seem like nothing.”

Erec thought of how he felt about Earl after having been trapped with acid-dripping destroyers, and he
laughed.

“I wasafraid of him since | wastiny. Well, I'm not hisdave anymore.”

Dr. Mumbai appeared with abig, green, gloppy spoonful for Bethany. She swallowed it bravely. Erec
hoped she was right.

Spartacus Kilroy cameinto the roya hospital with adazed look and a deep scratch on his cheek.

“Was that from the explosion?’ Erec asked.

Kilroy’ shand flew to hisface. “Oh, this? No, it'snothing.” He shook his head asif to clear histhoughts.
“I want to thank you for your bravery in the Under Mine. Y ou redly helped these kids.” He gestured
around the room and smiled. “Y ou won, you know that, right? And, even thoughwe' redl alittle
shook-up, I'm excited to tdll you that the final contest will be tomorrow morning.”

“What?’ Bethany said. “ Aren’t there going to be investigations first? Find out who was responsible for
the exploson and then kick them out?’

Kilroy shook his head. “Not my choice, anyway, but we need new rulers now more than ever. King Piter
isn't doing us much good. It' stime for new blood. Anyway, the sixth contest was recently changed.



Y ou're, uh, going to have to get something of value from adragon’slair. We re taking you tomorrow
morning.”

“Perfect timing!” Erec smiled. “Bethany should be better by then.”

“Bethany?’ Kilroy looked confused. “Y ou want to come?’

She nodded dowly. “Wdll, yeah,”

“She won too. She got out ahead of me.”

“Yes, but you took her out. And her uncleis eager to get her home. She' s been through enough.”

“No! She'scoming. Or | quit.”

Bethany shook her head at Erec, while Kilroy looked at him strangdly. “ Y ou' re kidding, right? You'll go
on without her. Y ou wouldn’t drop out now.”

“Wach me”

Kilroy put his hands up. “Okay, okay. She can come. I’ll pick you both up tomorrow
morning...where...here?’

“Fine” Erec said, confused. “What about the other winners? Aren't they coming?’

“Oh, yeah. They're going to different dragon lairs, of course.”

The door banged open, and Balthazar Ugry swept into the room. Y ou are not taking this boy to that
dragon lair. Y ou hear me, Kilroy?" Erec’ s breath caught. Ugry smelled worse than usua, amost hitter,
like Pluto’ s dungeons. He looked terrifying.

Kilroy stared. “What, over your dead body?’

Ugry’ svoice thundered. “Y ou do not amuse me. The boy ays.”

“Ther€ sno reason for that.”

“Redly?| caught him pilfering in the king' s chambers the other night. HE sdisqudified.”

“Badthazar, not to doubt your word, but where' syour proof?’

Ugry’ seyes burned as he stared at Kilroy and then Erec. He turned and | eft without another word.
“Wadl,” Kilroy said, “lookslike he doesn’'t want you finding something.”

“Hey,” Bethany said, remembering something, “don’t we get prizes for winning thefifth contest?’

Kilroy laughed. “I'm sorry. With al the commoation | entirely forgot. Here” He fumbled around in his
pocket. “Why don't you take these.” He handed Erec and Bethany each asmall via of gold glitter. “Heli
powder. Dust alittle on and you can fly for an hour.” Hewinked. “Usualy kids don't get to fly, so enjoy
it. See you here tomorrow at ten. And don’t worry about Balthazar.”

After heleft, Bethany asked, “ Did it seem funny that he let me come tomorrow just because you said you
wouldn’'t go without me? | thought he’ d just say fine, we' re both out.”

“He' sagood guy. He saw that it’sonly fair.”

Erec and Bethany clinked their heli powder viastogether. “Here' sto the future king and queen!” Erec
sad.

“Threekidsout of thelast nine will win—that’ sonein three odds,” said Bethany.

Erec had abad fedling their odds were alittle worse than onein three, with Baor Stain in the picture.
“Jugt think, if I become queen | can lock my Uncle Earl in adungeon.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Aoquesth

THE NEXT MORNING Erec and Bethany were ready, Magiclightsand heli powder viastucked in
their jacket pockets. Erec wore his Sneakers.

Kilroy showed up at the roya hospital afew minutes before ten, looking pale and worried. Erec noticed
that he was not wearing his usua blue cape. King Pluto was with him, wearing along, thick coat and a
biggrin.

“Who' staking the other saven kids?’ Bethany asked.

“Other judges.” Kilroy looked unhappy. “Let’'sgo.”

King Pluto raised his scepter and the four appeared at the mouth of alarge, sione cave. Stoney Rayson
waswaiting there.

King Pluto smiled. “Erecisfirs. Here are therules. A dragon in thereis guarding something that you
need to get. It' san eye...the dragon’ s eye. Use any means possible. Have you learned any magic?|
could give you aremote control.”

“I don’t know that kind of magic,” Erec said, feding nervous. “1’ m supposed to take an eye out of the
dragon?’

“Oh, heavens, no.” King Pluto laughed. “ The eyeisn’t in the dragon. He sguarding it. Getting it might
be...chdlenging. Clevernessisyour best bet. Take your time. If afull day goes by, we'll send
in...Bethany hereto make sure you' re okay. When you get the eye, bring it out, carefully, and hand it
right to me. That would make you awinner. If you messwithit a al, try anything silly, you not only lose,
but you go straight into my dungeons...and | think you know how bad that is. Understood?’

Erec nodded. He was amazed King Pluto knew he had freed his mother from the dungeons and he was
il letting Erec compete.

“Then | get aturn?’ Bethany asked.

The king threw her awithering look. “ Y ou’ re next.”

Erec heard a sharp noise like alaugh and he looked back. Something moved behind some bushes. He
wondered what it was but could not see anything unusua. He frowned. “ Can | use your scepter?”

King Pluto cocked an eyebrow. “My scepter alone won't do thetrick. The dragon isvery powerful.” He
thought amoment. “1f you absolutely need it, come back out and we'll see”

“What' sthe name of this contest?’ Bethany asked.

King Pluto frowned. “I don’t know. AdviSeer Kilroy, what would the name of this contest be?’

Kilroy’ svoice shook. “ Good question. Sinceit'sanew change, we didn’t think up aname. I'd call it the
Dragon’sEye

Erec walked to the craggy rocks that formed the cave entrance. The passageway narrowed and got
darker farther insde. Erec peered in, remembering the Under Mine caving in. He wondered if the dragon
breathed fire. Could it burn him to a crigp? Should he be wearing heatproof armor? How in the world
could hetrick adragon?

Hisimagination went wild as he thought of al the dragons he' d seen in books or movies. What would it
look like? Maybe it would be as smdl asadog. Yes, it must be harmless. He wouldn’t be sent anywhere
where he might die, would he? He turned on his Magiclight, filling the passageway with light.

Around a corner he heard aloud booming noise. As he got closer, he redlized it was laughter. Wild,



raucous laughter, coming from the dragon. The chortleswere so earsplitting and deep that Erec redlized
this dragon was bigger than adog. He dowed down but forced himsalf onward.

The dragon cackled, “ Oh, thisis keen. Redlly. They sent another one. Will you fools never stop trying to
get the eye? How do you like to be done, lightly toasted or deep fried?’

Erec froze at the doorway and looked into a huge, rounded cavern. Light abounded from an unseen
source. The cavern sparkled. Gems of al sizes and colorswere fixed to thewallsin wild patterns.
Ruby-encrusted tabletops overflowed with stacks of gold bars and bowls of diamonds. In acorner,
black leather chests brimmed with tressures.

Scepters and remote controls were negtly stacked dongside piles of magical items. Suits of armor,
swords, chain mail, and shidds, highly polished and gleaming, were artfully arranged. Some of the suits
were posed in fighting positions, otherslined in neat rows.

Erec had the feding that the swords and armor were from grown men stupid enough to think they could
fight adragon and win. And here he was, aboy, with no armor, no remote control. If only Kilroy and
King Pluto knew! They would never have sent him here.

The laughter died down. “Oh, | suppose you' [l want meto give you some sort of test, hmm? A riddie? A
game?Wedll, let’sget on with it. | am abit hungry. You'll never get it right...you can't. But dragons do
like games, you know.”

Erec’ s eye caught on something. There, hanging from ajeweled dagger in thewall, was a bright blue
capewith abig white star and atear in the Sde. Kilroy was here! Erec was stunned. They knew what
they were sending him into. And it might be his desth.

There was movement in thefar corner of the cavern. A huge black nest of iron shavings and tree
branches fused with melted gold, slver, and jewels gleamed from an immense dcove. A shiny, black,
jointed wing unfolded and then closed again over ahuge back. Glittering red and purple-black scales
covered its body, and blood red spines grew down its back and tail. The beast’ simmense muscles
rippled.

Erec was mesmerized, sure he was about to die, yet fascinated with the stunning creature that would kill
him. Why anyone would try to harm one of these beautiful, powerful beasts was beyond him. The dragon
was around twelve feet tall and twice aslong, but it moved smoothly and gracefully. Steam gushed from
its nogtrils with each chuckle.

Its gaze met Erec’ s and the laughter stopped short. The dragon stared at him for along time. One of its
eyes glowed bright green, and the other was dim. Oddly, Erec’ s fear vanished. The dragon looked wise
and beautiful, in apowerful, immense way.

“What asurprise” the dragon said. “ But, then again, this is when your father said you would arrive. My,
you look different.”

“My father? Y ou know me? We haven't met, have we?’ Erec said.

“No, we have not met. But I’ ve seen your picture. Y ou look entirdly different. Oh, pardon my manners.
Let meintroduce mysdlf. | am Aoquesth, at your service. Please, don’t worry. | won't hurt you. Come
gt”

Erec took a deep breath, and walked gtiffly into the cavern. For some crazy reason, he felt safe. And
maybe, just maybe, he could get that eye.

He sat a an ornately carved onyx table close to the dragon. “I1t's so good to have company.” The dragon
sghed, resting onitshaunches. “Ah.” A long claw pointed a Erec’swrig. “Ingagills. | have sometoo.
Thered kind. So handy, aren't they?”’

Erec nodded stupidly. He couldn’t stop staring at the magnificent creature whose black, jointed wings
occasionaly opened to an amazing span.

“I’'m sureyou can talk,” the dragon continued. “Don’t worry, | understand every language, just like
dragon tongue is understood by al.”

There was more silence as Erec gazed around the cavernin awe.

The dragon sighed. 1 suppose | must ask you ariddle. It's one of my rules. But don’'t worry; I'll help
youwithit. Let'ssee.... Why istheworld like a defective jigsaw puzzle?’



Nothing popped into Erec’ s mind, but he was quite nervous and it was hard to think.

“Takeyour time” thedragon said. “We' Il comeback to it later. Tea? Biscuit?’ He swept atin off ashdf.
Erec shook his head.

“Let’splay agame. Dragons love games. What do you like? Gin? Chess? Poker? Mancala? Senet?’
“I’m not good at chess, but | don’'t know the others.” Erec wondered if getting the eye would hingeon a
chess gamethat hewould surely lose. “Isthere a prize of some kind?’

“Good ideal The most precious prize of al. The only thing we can both give equaly. Truth. The winner
getsto ask aquestion, anything at dl, and get atruthful answer. To the best of our knowledge, at least.”
The dragon set abig amethyst chess board with inlaid marble on the table. The pieces were carved from
diamonds and rubiesin the rough.

“Would you like adrink? Root scotch? Whiskey? Firewater?”’

“No, thanks.”

“Yougofirg,” the dragon said. “ The pieces are enchanted. Y ou can empower them with your inner
hopes and desires and fill them with energy. Then they will move on their own. If your aspirations are
strong and worthy, they will make wise choices. The harder you want to win, the better they will play.”
Erec thought this helped his odds. He was no chess master, but his hopes and desires were huge. He was
S0 close to winning the eye and becoming king.

Helooked at apiece and willed it to move like it was a hinged wooden arm. Nothing happened.
Aoquesth cleared his throat, a cross between rolling thunder and nails scraping a chalkboard. Erec’s
spine stiffened. “ That won't work. If you want to move the pawn forward two spaces, just pick it up. Or,
close your eyes and want. Want to win. Want to succeed. Then look at your pieces and implore them to
movefor you. It'syour choice, redly.”

Erec stared. How did Aoquesth know his move?

“Oh, don’'t worry. | can't read your mind. That is, unlessyou redlly concentrate, like that.”

Erec, feding foolish, pushed a pawn ahead two spaces. The dragon snorted. One of his pawns sped
forward on its own accord.

“How long have you lived here?’ Erec asked.

“About five hundred years. My dear Nylyradied a century ago, so I’ ve been quite done.” Hesighed a
plume of hot steam. “1t’ s S0 good to play anice game of chess with company. Recently I’ ve been
plagued with marauders, al after that darned eye. Well,” he chuckled, “at least they’ re good snacks.”
Erec redlized this nice visit might come to abad end yet, when Aoquesth discovered what he wanted. He
looked at his pieces and thought about winning. Winning the contest. Winning the crown. Getting the
scepter. Freeing hisfamily from alifetime of hiding. Freeing Bethany from her uncle. Hismind swirled
with need, and he pleaded with his chess piecesto win. His rough white diamond knight jumped ahead.
The dragon chuckled, one of hisred knights jumping out. The game went on silently. Pawns hopped and
bishops swept across the board. The dragon took awhite castle, then another.

Erec concentrated. The next piece, apawn, buzzed in Erec’ smind. It willed him to move it with hisown
hand. He reached to touch it. It quivered with energy as he pushed it diagonally to take ared castle.
Throughout the game, that pawn continued to need Erec’ s help, while the other pieces moved
themsdaves.

“It’' sthe Sicilian Dragon defense.” Aoquesth winked. “Watch your queen. She' splaying timid if you ask
me”

Erec took abreath. His queen was in jeopardy. He focused harder on his dreams and protecting his
gueen, and she was soon safe. He accidentally knocked ared pawn off the board, into the pile.
Aoquesth set awhite oneinitsplace. “But...that was your pawn,” Erec said.

“No, I'm sureit wasyours.”

Erec was ddighted when the pawn he had to push with his own hand moved into the seventh square.
Another followed it, but that one was cornered by ared bishop. He couldn’t lose it. He was so hopeful it
or the other pawn would make it to the eighth square.

Focus. All of hisrage and pain, hiswishes and love, rushed out in atorrent. And out of the blue, his



gueen crashed out of nowhere to capture the red bishop. Aoquesth took a different pawn, and Erec
pushed his pawn into the eighth square to become queen. He stared for aminute. “ Checkmate.”

“I"ve never seen that pawn promote and checkmate.” Aoquesth drummed his claws on his scomach and
leaned back. Erec hoped he wouldn't be angry and burn him to acrisp. “'Y ou win. Ask me anything you
like”

Erec wanted to ask Aoquesth about the eye, but he was too curious about something else. “Why do |
look different? What did | used to look like? An Identdetector said | changed too.”

“That isredly two questions. Dragonslike rules, you see. I'll answer thefirst one. If you get theriddle
right, with my help, then I’ ll answer your second question.

“Y our mother changed your appearance, magically. She did it to protect you. Thanatos Argus Baskania
was out to get you. Y ou werein theway of hisultimate plans. When you were three, you moved into
hiding. June changed your looks enough to disguise you, but she kept your eyes asthey were...your eye,
that is”

Erec choked. She had told him that hersdlf, but he had not believed her. “But Baskaniais the most
powerful sorcerer in the world. He strying to take over Upper Earth. He ownsthe Super A Team. What
would hewant with me?’

“That' sadifferent question.” Aoquesth’s Sigh heated the room. “Y ou don’t know much about yourself,
doyou?’

Erec shook his head rapidly. “What happened to my birth mother?’

“Now, that’ safourth question,” the dragon told him. “Let’s not get greedy. Have you thought of an
answer to theriddlie yet?’

He had forgotten it entirdy. “What wasit agan?’

“Why istheworld like a defective jigsaw puzzle?” Aoquesth stretched on thefloor.

Erec’'smind spun. If he could ever answer that riddle, it would not bein acavern with adragon.
Aoquesth reached under atable piled with spun gold and silver, and did ajigsaw puzzlein front of Erec.
It wasaslly puzzle: apicture of dragonsflying with fairies. He pierced a puzzle piece with atalon and
lifted it, tapping the empty space.

A piece missing from theworld? A missing piece? Missng link? Erec hesitated, “ A pieceismissng?’
Aoquesth chuckled. “Close enough. Peaceismissing. I'll count that as correct.”

“S0, do | win something?” Erec thought about the eye.

“Of course. Didn’t | tell you I’ d answer your next question?” Erec was disappointed, but he tried not to
show it. “What did you look like?...Let' s see, you were quite young. Y our hair waswildly curly, amost
white-blond. Y our mother tried to turn it straight when she changed your looks, but part of it refused.

Y our face waswider. Y ou were very tal and big for your age. Now you're...more average, but your
grength isthe same asit was.”

Erec had no baby pictures from before age four. He thought about the rich, powerful loony, the“Crown
Prince,” wanting him dead. It seemed impossible. How would he have even heard of Erec? He would
never have believed it before, dthough playing chess with adragon did tend to make anything seem
possible.

“I wish you would stay awhile.” The dragon sighed. “It does get terribly boring here. Although | suppose
it will be better when | no longer haveto guard that eye.”

Erec’shead rose sharply. “Areyou giving it to someone?’

“Yes, of course. You.”

Erec wastotaly confused. “Y ou' re giving me the eye? The one you’ ve been guarding, that people have
died”—he gestured around the cavern at the empty suits of armor and tables of remote controls—"trying
to get?’

Aogquesth laughed. “Thoseweren't all from idiotstrying to get the eye. Some are quite old. But, yes, I'm
givingittoyou.”

“Why?’ Erec wondered if he should keep his mouth shut, take it and run, but he could not help asking.
“Isit because | won at chess and got theriddle right?’



Aogquesth’ s voice softened. “ Y ou don't know? I’'m giving you the eye becauseit’ syours. You arethe
onel’ve been guarding it for, for the last ten years, Erec Rex. Itis your eye.”

Erec’shand flew to hisglass eye. He fdt dizzy. Nothing made sense.

Aogquesth blasted flamesinto an iron stove, and akettle on top immediately whistled. He poured teainto
aclean cup with aclaw. “Have asp. Y ou know nothing at dl, do you?’

Erec shook his head. Theteawas spicy, and burned alittle going down, but it helped him relax.
Aoquesth sighed smokerings. “I'm afraid I’ ll have to break more of my rulestoday. Oh, my. Dragons
and their rules. | had to help you with the riddle because | would have had to kill you if you got it wrong,
avery old rule of mine. It'sjust not agood day when | have to break them.

“I will tell you the story of your eye. A while ago, your father...don’t look so shocked; drink more
tea...your father was on an expedition. He liked to keep afinger on the pulse of other lands. He caught
mein amost unfortunate Situation. | had stupidly flown through atangle of treeswith afat € ephant
weighing me down, and my wing caught. It twisted in the branches and broke, leaving me tangled on the
ground.

“Left done, I'd have escaped before long. But | was till hurt when agroup of men found me helpless. |
was suremy lifewas over. A dragon, you see, is priceless. Each of our scalesisworth afortuneto
humans, for medicines and potions. Our bones and claws are precious; even our blood bringsriches.
And above dl that isthe cave nearby filled with...” He nodded toward his humungous piles of treasure.
“Some of the men raised arrows and swords; your magic cannot kill us, you know. | tried to breathe fire
at them, but | was so tangled | couldn’t turn far enough. But your father is aremarkable man. He stopped
the others from killing me, even helped untangle me. What' s more, and even more embarrassing, | do
believe he may have actualy rescued me once before that aswell.” Aoquesth cleared histhroat with a
grating rasp.

“I owed him adebt of gratitude. He did not want treasure so | offered the best | had: my eye. Instead of
keeping the power for himsdlf, he choseto giveit to you. Y ou were too young at thetimeto useit, of
course. But your eye was taken, aswas mine. They were joined by the very best of sorcerer inventors,
Heph Vulcan, for you to have on your fourteenth birthday .

“| suppose things never turn out as planned. Y ou went into hiding. Y our father knew the eye was not
safe, s0 | agreed to guard it. | was starting to wonder if either of you would ever come get it. The number
of foolswho have wandered in here thinking they could waltz out with it was preposterous. And the
meady amount of meat on men’s bones made them barely worth the effort of the snack.” He went into
the alcove where his nest was and returned with asmall black jar, setting it on the table before Erec.
“What should | do withit?’

“It' sup to you. My part of the dedl isdone. Throw it away for al | care. But you'll probably want to
keepit.”

“But...I"m supposed to giveit to King Pluto and. .. Spartacus Kilroy.” Kilroy’ s cape dangled from the
jeweled dagger. He had been here dready .. .to try and get the eye? Erec began to wonder what would
happen if he gave it to them. Would they takeit and kill him?

Erec pointed. “ The man who wore that cape...did hetry to stedl the eye?’

“I think he wanted to, but the moment he saw me hefled. | missed him, but he wasn’t worth chasing. Far
too bony.”

“I’'m supposed to give my eyeto him, and they’ Il make meking.”

Aoquesth laughed. “How feeble! Y ou can't bethat stupid!” He yawned with hishuge, long mouth. “Tell
them to shove off. The eyeisyours. Now you haveto protect it.”

Erec would never get past King Pluto’ s scepter. That is, unless...“May | please leave the eye herefor a
few more minutes?’

The dragon looked surprised. “Make it fast. My time of guarding thisthing is up, and none too soon.”
Erec waked from the cave and saw Baor, Damon, and Rock scramble behind some bushes. Bethany
wasinachair. She seemed stuck, struggling to get up. She shook her head wildly, mouthing, No!

Kilroy and King Pluto ran to Erec.



“Did you get it?” King Pluto asked. “Whereisit?’

“Almost,” Erec said. “1 think | tricked the dragon. | answered ariddle and he wasredly surprised. Now
he can't kill me. | just need the scepter, and I'm sure | can get it.”

King Pluto’ sfist tightened around his scepter. “Thisisno toy,” he protested. “Nobody should use this but
me.” Hisbrowsknit.

“But if | win the contest I'll get one, right?’

A crafty look crossed the king' s eyes. “ Of course. Silly me.” Hisgrip did not loosen. “Y ou do know this
won't protect you. Dragons have powerful magic. A scepter can't control them.”

“Right. Or you would have gotten the eye yourself.”

“Of course,” said the king. Then hisface darkened. “Not.” He crossed hisarms. “Thisis your contest,
not mine. What was that dragon telling you?’

“He barely spoke.” Erec shrugged. “Anyway, it’ s up to you. Do you want meto get the eye or not?’
King Pluto’ s face twisted into an angry half smile. He shoved the scepter a Erec. * Y ou better bring this
back with the eye or you and your family will wish you were dead.”

A light, pleasant feding came from the scepter. Words sounded in Erec’ s head. “Well, now what are you
going to do?’ It sounded scornful. “1 can’'t destroy the dragon, you know.”

Erec turned to Bethany, struggling to get out of her chair. Hetilted the scepter dightly. “ Release
Bethany,” he thought. Swirls of eectricity ran through his body and down hisarm, and then Bethany shot
from the chair. Erec put afinger to hislips, and she sat back down.

“What isit?” King Pluto looked at Bethany, sitting innocently.

“Shejust needsto calm down,” Erec said. He pulled the vid of heli powder from his pocket and held it
up for Bethany to see. He shook it, mouthing, Now.

King Pluto strode forward. “What do you have there?’

“Just my prize from the last contest,” Erec shouted as heran into the cave.

Aoquesth was humming and rearranging remarkably huge jewels on an ornate table. The black jar with
Erec’seyelay where he had l€ft it.

“Thank you for waiting.”

“Y ou'rewelcome, Erec.”

Erec picked up the jar and found it was warm. “Aoquesth? If | lost the chess game, what would you
have asked me?’

The dragon snorted. “If you would use the eye for good or evil. It'syour business. But | think you will
useit for good, like your father would.”

Erec wondered how surprised he would have been if Aoquesth asked that before he knew the eye was
his. “Can you tell me how to get back to Alypium?1 haveavid of heli powder that will et mefly an hour.
Will that do it?’

“You'll need to fly three hours, high asyou can, due east, straight from the mouth of my cave. Y ou will
pass over two sess. At the great mountains, you will see the giant bubble around Alypium from far
off—seeing as you are acquainted with magic, thet is”

“I'll never get that far.” Erec held the small vid up.

Aoquesth sighed. “1 suppose | could let you get caught by those pests who tried to get the eye thislast
ten years. Indeed, | might, had they not made my life so difficult, keeping guard day and night.” His chest
rumbled. He plucked ascalefrom hisleg, set it down, and breathed a stream of fire at it. The cavern
grew so hot Erec’ s skin sizzled. Aoquesth stepped on the scale, grinding it into the floor, until it was apile
of black powder. “Rub it dl over,” Aoquesth said. “With it, you will be ableto fly for aday, at least.”
“My friend outside needs to cometoo.”

“Shareit. There' senough for two, I’'m sure.” Aoquesth dropped ajar by the powder. Erec scooped the
hot, sooty dust into the jar. He rubbed handfuls over hisface, hair and clothing. He chuckled. When he
left the cave covered in black soot, he would look like a cartoon knight that had been burned by a
dragon.

“You can leave that scepter here,” said Aoquesth.



“Not onyour life!” the scepter squealed in Erec’s head. “ See what trouble you’ ve gotten mein now?”’
“I better not.” Erec gripped it. “The new king will need it.”

“So beit.” Aoquesth turned back to hisnest. “I think we will meet again someday, Erec Rex.
Good-bye.”

“Good-bye. And thank you!” Erec |eft the cave with the scepter, the eye, and the jar of dragon scale
dust. All eyesturned toward him. For amoment, everyone froze. He knew he must look asif he were
terribly burned.

Theking came closer and Erec jumped up off the ground. The air seemed to thicken as herose, until it
felt like water. It was hard to breathe at first. He pulled the souplike wind under hisarms and kicked. As
he rose higher, King Pluto jumped, waving hisarms asif he might catch him. “ Get back here! Give me
that scepter...and the eye!” Kilroy and Rayson stared in shock.

“I don't know if | can,” Erec said. “I have something to do first.”

¢,

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Eye

BETHANY ROSE IN theair beside Erec. Shewas grinning wildly. They were free. Asthey headed
off together, King Pluto and Kilroy disappeared below them.

They flew east, kicking and paddling, away from the mouth of the cave. After they caught the wind, they
moved easier. “ Thank goodness you didn’t give the scepter back. They were going to take the eye, lock
you up, and tell everyone that Balor, Damon, and Rock won the contests. | guess someone took Ward
away yesterday, so he' sout of the picture.” She frowned at him. “Why are you so dirty?’
“Dragon-scae dudt. It letsyou fly awhole day. Y ou'll need some.” They sailed over forests and lakes.
“Should we land so you can put it on?’

“I’'m not so sure about landing. I'll try to do it up here.”

He handed Bethany thejar, carefully holding the eye and the scepter. She rubbed on the dust and
dropped the jar over alake. They flew as straight as they could. The sun set lower, helping them aim, and
warming Erec’ sback ashe did through the air. Thewind pummeled hisface.

A song crossed hismind: of dl things, the lullaby his mother sang since he was smdll, the one that upset
him lately. Shock registered as he remembered the part about the dragon.



He' s guarding a gift that isjust for you.

It came from your daddy, with love so true.
And this special gift, | tell nolie,

Isyour very own dragon eye.

It was made for you, it fitsright in

So your new life can now begin.

Erec’s breath caught. He squeezed thejar.

“Why can’'t you use the scepter to get us back?’ Bethany asked.

Erec looked at the scepter, surprised. “1 didn’t think about it,” he said.

The scepter made asound in Erec’ s head like ayawn. “That doesn't surpriseme,” it said.

Erec wasglad it had kept quiet aslong asit did. He waved it toward Bethany and himsdlf, thrilled to use
it again. “ Send usto King Piter’ scastle”

Sharp waves of dectricity surged through his body, rippling into the scepter. The power was tremendous.
For amoment he felt like Emperor of the Universe. A jolt burgt through him, and he dmost dropped the
eye. Hefdt like abomb went off, except there he was, standing in the castle entrance with Bethany.
“That was easy,” Bethany said.

“For you.” Erec looked around the ornate room at the huge golden chanddiers and remarkable
tapestries. If only there was somebody he could trust. He wasn't sure what to do next. Keep the eye, of
course. Guard it. And keep the scepter, too. Maybe he could take over for King Pluto now. He could
use the scepter to make himself king. He had won the contests.

A maid camein, saw them, and scurried away.

“I think we should find King Piter. If he' sunder aspell, maybe| could reverseit with this” They waked
toward the west wing.

Hecate Jekyll walked by. She looked at them, surprised. “My, oh my. Look at you two. Were you
sweeping the chimneys or something?’ She chuckled and peered closer at their faces. “Y ou two are
worn out. Let’s make you some chicken soup and maybe a plate of brownies.”

Erec was starving, but he had to find King Piter. “Thanks...maybe later. | have something to do.”
Hecate Jekyll eyed the scepter with suspicion. “That’ s not yours, you know.”

Erec wanted to tell Hecate. Maybe she could help. She was one of the few people that seemed
dependable. She had taken his side against Ugry, aways been there with plates of treats. And she knew
about magica things.

“I found adragon’seye. It'smine, but King Pluto wantsit. Ugry’ s after me, and Kilroy, and probably
Rayson, too. | haveto find King Piter.”

Hecate put her hands on her hips. “Now, you listen. A dragon eyeis serious business. Y ou'reright not to
giveit to anybody. Y ou don't know who to trust. Don't hideit in your room, that’ sthefirst placethey’ll
look.”

She glanced up and down the hdlway. “1 saw King Pluto aminute ago. He' sin the west wing with King
Piter. He' s planning to search the castle, and now | see why. | know a safe place where nobody will find
you. Y ou better run there, quick. Let him search. When he gives up, you come out and find King Piter. If
he seesyou now, he'll get the eye for sure.” She waved for them to get going.

“It' sinthekitchens,” shewhispered. “A storeroom under around meta plate carved with an eye. Just
say, ‘Oneeye seesadl,” and you can climbinand hide.”

Erec didn’t say he had been there before.

“Grab asnack on your way in,” she said. “But run. I'll throw them off your trail.”

Nobody followed them asthey ran to the kitchens. Erec clutched the scepter and the jar.

When he rounded a corner hisarm twisted. In asnap the scepter was wrenched from his grip. Two big
men with eye patches grabbed him and Bethany as eadily asif they were puppies. A thick man with a
scar on his forehead waked toward the dormitories with Bethany kicking and screaming under hisarm.
Erec tried to wrench himself from the grip of the huge dark man who carried him down ahdlway. Thejar



with the dragon eye was under his shirt; he hoped the man did not noticeit.

If only he had time to hide the eye. How could he giveit up after al he had been through. . .after dl his
father, amazingly, went through for him to haveit. . .after all Aoquesth went through. If King Pluto got it,
Erec was headed straight for the dungeons, or worse.

Something about his mother’ slullaby nagged at hismind. It was made for you, it fitsright in.

Of course. If only he had thought of it before. He needed to take his glass eye out and put hisown eyein.
He unscrewed the jar and grabbed the dimy, dippery orb with both hands, so it wouldn’t dide from his
grasp. Thejar dropped to the floor.

The man carrying Erec grabbed the empty jar and shoved Erec into adark room, damming the door
behind him. Erec gasped. Countless eyes glowed close together with greenish light. It looked likea
hundred-eyed monster staring at him in the darkness, each gaze boring into him.

Erec stepped back, shaking. He felt for the doorknob, but it waslocked. Histrembling fingersflicked on
alight switch.

The man before him looked like nobody Erec had ever seen. Eyes covered the skin of hisface, arms,
chest, and neck. Hisblack sorcerer’ srobefell over his arms as the many eyes sank into his skin, making
him look like Swiss cheese. Then they vanished dtogether. Hisflesh seemed to swallow them.

For amoment hisface was ablank ova of pale skin, and then a crooked nose erupted like avolcano in
its center. An angry, sunken, cold blue eye with dark bags benegth burst through at the sametimeasa
thin-lipped mouth split hisface. In the place where his other eye should be was aterrible, dark hollow
that he quickly covered with an eye patch.

Wispy slver gray har streamed into his sharp widow’ s peak. Hewastall, with astrong jaw, and sneer
linesthat dug around histhin lips. Hisicy blue eye stared at Erec with acold, stedy gaze.

Erec now recognized him. He was the man he had seen on television: the“ Crown Prince.” The man who
hed tried to kill him when he was young.

Erec flattened himsdlf against the door. Baskania s eye seemed to probe into his soul. He felt himsdlf
wesaken as helooked into it. Erec shook his head and grabbed the dragon eye tighter under his shirt.
Baskania cackled. “1 see | have no need to introduce myself, Erec Rex. But for the record, | am
Thanatos Argus Baskania. Y ou may cal me Prince Baskania, for now. Soon, it will be Emperor
Baskania, when the new kings give metheir scepters. It ismy greatest pleasure to meset you.”

Erec shook. He searched the small room for windows or other ways to escape. There were none.
“Now, please.” Baskaniaheld out hishand. “ The eye. | have made mysdf ready.” He removed hiseye
patch. “That’ sright. I’ ve taken one of my own precious eyesto receiveit. Don’'t worry; I’ ve kept it
someplace...handy. But | want my dragon eyein place for the coronation ceremony, which will happen
in"—he looked at hiswatch—*three minutes.”

“What eye?” Maybe he could gd| for time.

“The one you' re grabbing under your shirt. | wouldn't have to see through thingsto know that it’ sright in
front of you. Now hand it to me carefully. Don't ruiniit.”

“But King Pluto wantsit. HE' s searching for it now.”

Baskanialoosed awild, bone-chilling laugh. “He was getting it for me. | sent him to the dragon’ s cave
with you to getit.” He smirked. “When Pluto found out who you were, he dmost let you diein that
underground contest of his. Not good thinking. We needed you. With your eye, and the help of Pluto and
my assstant in this castle, the world shdl soon be mine.”

Of course. His assstant Bathazar Ugry. Or could it be Kilroy?

“Hand it to me now. | don’t want to missthe ceremonies.” Erec felt the squishy eye tug from hishand. It
was diding out of hisgrip. He grabbed harder, squeezing, and the pulling eased off.

“Don’'t crush it,” Baskaniasaid in ahoarse whisper. “It will bresk. Then neither of uswill be happy.”

His blue eyes bored into Erec’sand hisvoice did into low tones. “What are you afraid of ? Don't believe
the dragon. They’ re dumb animals. Give me the eye, and you will rule under me, Erec. Y ou want power
to change things. The scepter can be yours. We' Il trade: eye for scepter, to use and command asyou
wish. You could do great things, Erec. | could use somebody powerful like you to help me.” Baskanid's



stedly blue eye drove through him. *Y our mother said | wanted to harm you. Nothing is further from the
truth. | wanted to help you, Erec. To let you reach your full potentid. To ruleat my sde. | can do things
nobody else can do. And I'll teach them to you. We will command the very Substance together, make it
do our bidding.”

Erec’s head spun. He began to think about the scepter. He wanted it back.

“Forget your mother. What has she made of you? A *Loser,” asthey call those doltish Upper Earthlings,
with nothing to your name. Y ou wereright not to trust her. Shelied to you dl dong. Thisisyour chance,
Erec. Give methe eye, and | will give you al the power you ever wanted, to right the wrongs of the
world, to save your family.

“You don't know how to usethe eye, anyway. It' suselessto you. Hand it to me dowly. | don’t want to
forceit from you and damageit.”

Erec stared at him, confused.

“I can seeinto your mind, Erec. | know what you went through trying to save your mother. Y ou did the
right thing, listening to the shadow demon. He wasright about her. She was where she belonged.”

At the mention of the shadow demon, Erec’ smind cleared. He remembered how he had failed, how he
believed itsdick words.

Erec pulled the eye from under his shirt. On one side of its dippery orb was ashiny blueiristhat matched
his own. On the other was alarge green, glowing circle with ayelow rim and along black dit that looked
like Aoquesth’seye.

He pulled hislower lid down and dug hisfingers around his glass eye. It yanked free with asucking
sound and dropped on the floor. Erec pushed the dragon eye into the gap.

Thelullaby wasright, it fit right in. It felt better than the glass eye. . .but then it started to push and pinch,
asif it were growing and making connections. After asharp sting, he could see throughiit.

At first everything seemed to glow green, and then Erec could fed the eye move, turn around. He had
been looking through the green dragon eye, he was sure, and now it was turning to the other side, his
norma eye. After years of having only one eye, everything sprang into three dimensions. He thought of
hisfather and thanked him.

Baskaniaglared at Erec with hisicy blue eye and the awful, dark hole he had made for the dragon eye.
“Fool. Now I'll haveto kill you to get the eye. Y ou had your chance. But the ceremony is beginning. |
want to enjoy it first. Y ou're not going anywhere.” A rope sprang from Baskania spam. It instantly
wrapped Erec tight from his shouldersto his knees.

Baskaniadid his eye patch on and waved afinger a the wall behind him. It melted away. Noise burst in
from the throngs of people behind it. They werein an acove off the throne room. Baskaniaraised his
face and howled like awolf. The noise waslogt in the crowd.

King Piter sat on histhrone above the swarms of people. Apparently there had been enough notice to
gather afew hundred from Alypium, if not e sewhere, to watch the ceremony.

The three scepterslay in aclearing before King Piter’ s throne, bases touching, like apeace sign.
Between the poles lay three crowns. Severd paces away, Balor Stain, Damon Stain, and Rock Rayson
looked smug in long black robes.

Erec struggled against the ropes and almost toppled over. He shouted for help. Baskania did not seem to
hear him over the noise. King Pluto appeared in the alcove near Baskania. The king dropped to one knee
and bowed hishead. “My liege.”

Baskanianodded and King Pluto stood. Baskania put hishand on theking's. “ Things are going as
planned. Y ou will be rewarded for this beyond your wildest dreams. Without their scepters, your brother
and sster will be wesker than dugworms. It will be your turn to show them what power is. Asfor the
boy, | have fixed your mistakes. After the ceremony, the eye will be mine.”

King Pluto’s eyes narrowed at Erec. “He susing it.”

“No matter. When | kill him &fter the ceremony, it will come back out.”

Spartacus Kilroy stood before the throne. His voice echoed. “I am proud to announce...the time has
come for the second coronation of kings for the great lands of Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona!” The crowd



cheered. Erec could not see Bethany anywhere.

“Here are three fine young gentlemen who have shown their strength, nohbility, and vaor through six
difficult trials, with grace, speed, and courage. Let me announce the future king of Alypium...Balor
Stain!” Mad applause shook the room. “ And his brother, the next king of Ashona...Damon Stain!” Erec
struggled againgt histight ropes. They did not budge. “ And findly, son of the famous Super A Team
bouncer, Stoney Rayson, the future king of the subcontinents of Aorth...Rock Rayson!” The crowd went
wild.

If only everyone knew it was he who had really won, and that Balor, Damon, and Rock would hand their
scepters over to Baskania, who would destroy them. Erec’ s shouts were lost in the noise of the crowd.
Kilroy continued, “Asyou al know, to our great misfortune almost ten years ago, the crown triplets, only
three years old, and our beloved Queen Hesti, werekilled. It should be those three, two boysand agirl,
receiving the crownstoday.” A murmur spread through the crowd. “But they are not here. They cannot
be. And life must go on. So, after Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona s five hundredth anniversary, we have
chosen the next kingsto follow in the footsteps of our current leaders. Our royalty have been blessed
with long life. Thisyear, King Piter, King Pluto, and Queen Posey turned five hundred, along with their
countries.”

Erec stared at King Pluto’s back in amazement. He looked around fifty. With his power, history, and
age, how could he bow down to Baskania?

“Our royaty have westhered the years exceptionaly well. But they agree, it’ stime to step down. Few of
uswere here at the last coronation, four hundred and eighty-five years ago. It was so long ago, even they
forget the details.” Kilroy glanced at King Piter, who stared impassively at the crowd.

“It issaid that during the ceremony the three scepterswill rise and fly to those meant to be king or queen.
We do not know if that will happen today. It is said that the LiaFail, the stone at the base of King Piter's
throne, will scream when arightful ruler iscrowned. Thisis probably amyth.

“It used to be thought that future kings and queens needed to perform twelve quests, or labors asthey
used to be called, before they could receive their scepters and rule. We do not believe thisto be true
today. These three young men will be kingsthisvery day, receive their scepters, and go off to bresthe
new lifeinto their kingdoms! Now let the ceremonies begin.”

Kilroy stepped back. The lights dimmed. Nine hooded figuresin black robes appeared. They carried lit
torches and formed acircle around the scepters, humming. Erec started to scream, “Help!” at the top of
hislungs, now that the room was quieter. Baskania narrowed his eyes and a cloth appeared over Erec’'s
mouth, holding it shut, before much sound had gotten out. When he tried again he could not make any
noise.

Erec sank against the door. At least he could see through two eyes. . .before he died. The dark figures
around the scepters, hidden under their hoods, chanted a monotonous song. Erec could not understand
their words, but they were mesmerizing.

Thelir torches glowed in the dimmed room. Candles were it in sconces on thewalls, on big pedestds,
and in basins. The room took on awarm, rippling glow. The chant grew louder and louder. It began to
sound like awar cry. The throne room, packed with people, was gill. Everyone looked mesmerized,
even Baskania.

The song ended in ashout. The cloaked figures dropped to their knees.

Silencefilled the room. Everyone stared at the scepters and crowns. Balor, Damon, and Rock |eaned
forward. Baskania bent forward too, arm lifting asif to reach the scepters.

Erec bit hislip. It wasn't supposed to end this way. One scepter twitched upward. Every eyeinthe
throne room watched as it floated dowly off the floor.

T»(',



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Straightening Up Again

AN EAR-SPLITTING SCREAM erupted, like abanshee. It split through Erec’s head. Then it
stopped as suddenly asit Sarted, and quiet prevailed. Severa people murmured: “The LiaFail.” “The
gone screamed.” “They're the rightful rulers”

The scepter hovered another moment and then sailed through the air, between Baor and Damon Stain.
Peoplein the crowd stared asiit flew over their heads. It soared past King Pluto and Thanatos
Baskania...and landed at Erec’ sfest.

“Pleased tameet ya, mate!” The scepter quivered. The entire throne room crowd was now staring at
Erec, bound in rope with acloth over his mouth.

Baskania seemed stunned. Erec stared at the scepter in shock. Thiswas not the one he had used before,
the one that belonged to King Pluto.

“Come on, mate. Y ou better pick me up, I'd say. Look at you.”

The words jolted Baskaniainto action. He started toward Erec.

Erec wanted the scepter desperately. He needed it. He stepped on his heel and did hisfoot out of his
shoe. Thetop of hislegswere tied together, but he reached asfar as he could.

Baskaniawas steps away.

“C'mon, mate. Reach.”

Erec’ stoes touched the gleaming scepter. Power surged through hisfoot into his body.

Free me, Erec thought. In asecond, Erec’ sropes and the cloth over his mouth were gone. The crowd
gasped.

“Y ou might want to capture them. Just athought.” The scepter sounded in Erec’s head.

Baskaniaand King Pluto were frozen, wide-eyed. Erec picked the scepter up and aimed it at them.
Eyesflashed open al over Baskania sface, neck, and hands. Erec shuddered &t the disgusting sight.
Then, before Erec knew it, Baskaniaand King Pluto vanished.

It happened so quick. If only he had worked faster. But he wouldn't make that mistake twice. A few
other people needed to be stopped as well.

Erec lifted the scepter into the air. “ Everyone, freeze. Nobody can leave from wherethey are” he
shouted. Power surged and ripped through him and the scepter. It created such shock waves of energy
that it was hard to hold. Hefdt like he was struck by lightning. It took al his strength to hold on. Then dl
went Hill.

There was an uproar. People shouted and yelled, but nobody was ableto lift afoot from where they
stood. Balor Stain stared at Erec with sheer hate, struggling to move.

Erec lifted the scepter. “Bathazar Ugry, rise up and answer my questions.” Another surge of power shot



through the scepter. Ugry levitated with amenacing look. He seemed perfectly comfortable off the
ground. The crowd looked from Erec to Ugry in confusion.

“Tdl thetruth,” Erec shouted.

Ugry glared. “My nameis Bdthazar Ulric Theodore Ugry. | have ayounger brother named Buttleby
Ugry. | resdein King Piter’ scastlein Alypium. | am the AdviSeer to theking. | wasborn in Alypium and
educated at Oxvard before my apprenticeship.” Ugry crossed hisarms and stared defiantly.

“Keegp going.”

“Itisevening. The sun has set. Alypium has awesather shield to control itstemperature.” Hisvoicerang
out, stony and sarcastic.

“Tdl the truth about your plot to take over Alypium.” Erec pointed the scepter at Ugry. The power
surging through himfilled him with plessure.

“I have no such plot.”

“What did you say to Stoney Rayson in the armory, then?”

“I was never with Stoney Rayson in thearmory.”

“Have you been hypnotizing King Piter?’

“Absolutely not.”

“Did you order the minotaur to be sent to the middle of the maze?’

“No.”

“Wdl, why were you aways around whenever bad things happened?’

“Because...” Ugry paused. “1 wastrying to keep an eye on things. Something was going on. | just had to
find out what.”

Erec stared. “ Then why were you chasng mein the west wing?’

“Because you were running around in the king' s quarters, which is forbidden, after having been warned.
Y ou deserved to be thrown out of the castle. Who knew what you were up to? And then you illegally
used a private Port-O-Door to enter King Pluto’s dungeons, no less, to help a prisoner escape.”

The crowd gasped. Ugry appeared to enjoy making Erec look bad.

“How did you know | went into King Pluto’ s dungeons?’ Erec asked.

“I figured out before long that you used the Port-O-Door. | followed you in. Asl said, it smy job to
keep an eye on what goeson in my king's castle, especidly when he' s not able to do so for himsdlf.”
Erec stared a Ugry. “Y ou followed mein. Y ou saw what happened to me with the shadow demon. And
then...”

Ugry scowled. “I saved you.”

“And you didn’t want them to take me to the final contest. | heard you arguing with Kilroy. It's because
you knew...”

“Yes. After what happened in the dungeons | looked in Spartacus s book and figured out who you were.
| knew why they were taking you to the dragon’slair. But | could not stop it from happening.”
“It'sokay,” Erec said. “1 have my eye now.” The room was Slent. Bathazar Ugry lowered back into the
crowd.

“Spartacus Kilroy, rise and answer my questions,” Erec shouted. The scepter buzzed. Kilroy rosein
front of the throne. King Piter watched with mild amusement. Kilroy looked afraid of falling, and kept
reaching to hisfeet asif he could get down.

“Spartacus Kilroy, tdl the truth about your plot to take over Alypium.”

Kilroy looked stunned. “1 had no plot to take over anything. Why would you even think that?” Kilroy
looked at the throngs below him. “ Thiskid has ascrew loose.”

“Tell thetruth. Were you in the armory with Stoney Rayson?’

“Never! What isthat about, anyway?’

“Have you been bewitching King Piter?’

“No! Or...not that | know of.” Hefrowned. “Why did | just say that?”’

“Weren't you forcing coffee down histhroat? Was the coffee laced with something?’

“It' smedicated,” Kilroy said, exasperated. “ The king needs his medications every two hours or he might



die, I'mtold. | do asingtructed. He gets medications every two hours like clockwork, then his evening
dose with hot chocolate at eight. It does him wonders. | can seehim relax.”

“Did you order the minotaur?’

Kilroy sighed and looked down. “Yes. | wastold it would be part of the first contest. What a disaster.”
He hung his head.

“Why were you helping King Pluto get the dragon eye?’

“He said the eye would help our great nations grow.” Kilroy sighed. “I wasworried about sending you in
there. It seemed too dangerous. But he assured me you would be fine. And he wasright. He said you
broke into his dungeons and et loose a dangerous prisoner. Y ou should be locked up. And then you
golethe eyel”

The crowd gasped again. Erec was sure he would be mobbed if they were not all frozen in their spots.
Kilroy sank to the floor. Erec was exasperated. He knocked the scepter onto the floor. “ Show mewho
was bewitching King Piter! Who | heard spesk to Stoney Rayson in the armory! Show me the person
Baskaniacdled hisassgant in Alypium! Raisehim for al to see”

At the other end of the room, Hecate Jekyll roseinto the air.

Erec bit hislip. The one who helped him hide...must have ddlivered him straight to Baskania. The expert
on magical potions and brews. The head of the king' s kitchens. She had been there forever.

The scepter burned in Erec’ shand. “ Tl the truth. How long have you been bewitching King Piter?’
Hecate' sface twisted, but she could not hold back her words. “Nearly ten years.” Gasps flew around
the room.

“And Spartacus Kilroy did your dirty work, giving him ‘medications every two hours?’

“Yes, and | put spellson him every day,” she snapped. Kilroy’ sface was white.

“Why Kilroy?’

“He strusting and not too smart,” she said, glaring. “I chose him when Ruth Cleary, King Piter’ sold
AdviSeer, waskilled. Kilroy wasn't qualified and was not a seer, so he had to rely on me. He took
orders and kept secrets.”

“Then it was you whispering in the armory with Rayson, stealing wegpons to take over the Kingdoms of
the Keepers.”

“Yes, itwasme,” she hissed.

There was an uproar. Erec pointed the scepter at Hecate Jekyll, and suddenly she was bound with ropes
as he had been.

King Piter’ shead lolled to the side. He would be himself again, when the potions wore off. But not soon
enough. Erec pointed the scepter at King Piter. “Let King Piter wake up and be himsdlf.”

“Good idea,” said the scepter. A flare of power rocketed through Erec. He was getting used to the
feding.

One of King Piter’ s eyes opened wide. Then it drooped. His other eye did the same. Then he sat up
straight on histhrone and shook asif he were being electrocuted. When he stopped, he looked around
the room with an eyebrow lifted. A smile spread across hisface. The room was deadly silent.

King Piter began to laugh. It started as a chuckle and spread over his entire face until tears poured from
his eyes. He bent over, pounding his knees. It seemed he had gone mad.

Ashe sat back up, it looked like the king unfolded before Erec’ s eyes. His back straightened. Muscles
now rippled beneath hisroya robes. He looked shockingly big as hefilled out hislarge frame. The king
laughed and sniffed. He found a handkerchief in his pocket and blew his nose, then held it out in disgust.
“Thisisancient.” Hetossed it to thefloor.

“What adoozy.” The king' s voice echoed deeply. “When | make amistake, | makeit big. And it took a
mere boy to fix things. Come here, young man.”

Erec made hisway forward. People leaned away to let him through but could not move their feet, so he
unfortunately stepped on afew toeson hisway.

Theking' s eyes sparkled, amost too full of life. He smiled warmly and pulled him into ahug. “ Thank you,
Erec,” hewhispered. “I’'m sorry | didn’t listen to you.”



The king looked around the room and chuckled. “Well, | guessyou can’'t change history. What an
interesting chain of events. Things happened so quickly. | was off my guard. My wife was gone. My
triplets were gone. Ruth Cleary was gone. Hermit was gone. | had nobody. Something was going to
happen, but | didn’t know how...couldn’t avoid it. | had just returned from my friend who was
helping...take care of something, and a servant brought me a.cup of tea. ..

“Now look. Almost ten years have gone by.” He mopped his brow, then touched the top of his head and
ft hisface. “How embarrassing. Have | redly let mysdf look like this? And the cadtle. | remember the
last thing | did was put it onitsSide, as| was sinking under. What amess.” Hewinked at Erec. “|
remember you encouraging me not to drink the coffee. Good advice. May | have my scepter back?”
“Wadll...I think it smine now,” Erec said, not sure what to do.

King Piter smiled. “Itis, in away. But not yet. Y ou have been found by the scepter and the LiaFail. But
there are some things you must do before the crown and scepter can be yours. Twelve, actudly.”

Erec dowly handed the scepter to King Piter. He hated to let go. The king waved it with a practiced
am.

Suddenly, the room lurched onto its Side, away from the throne. If people had not been stuck to the
floor, they would have fallen in heaps on the back wall. Instead, they hung from their feet, their heads
toward the wall, swaying and bumping into each other.

Erec, who was not stuck to the floor, flew back into severd people. Asthey flattened againgt the floor he
tumbled over them toward the wall. He caught hold of ahand and held on, dangling.

“Hmm.” King Piter hung on to the back of histhrone. “ Somebody ‘fixed' the gravity in here, of course.”
He waved the scepter again. Gravity readjusted. People pulled themsalves back onto their stuck fest,
untangling limbs. The room looked like agiant game of Twister. Erec climbed back to the king, stepping
on more feet.

The king' seydidsflickered, and amirror appeared in hishands. He looked at it with disgust. In ablink,
hislimp gray hair turned thick and white, his beard full, and he grew taller and cleaner. He il looked
old, but also sharp and wise. “ Funny. Although | was completely bewitched, | can remember everything,
most notably what happened here tonight.” With atwitch of hisfinger, the bound Hecate Jekyll was
before him.

The king sighed. “Hecate. Y ou were aways such atreasure: smart, organized, educated. Y ou deserved
better than this. Y ou chose the wrong path, my dear.”

“Your timeisover,” Hecate sneered. Her bun unwound and long black and gray hair flowed wild over
her shoulders. King Piter sghed and tapped hisfinger. She vanished.

“Whereisshe?’ Erec asked.

“In my dungeons,” the king told him sadly.

“Stoney Rayson was working with her, for Baskania,” Erec said.

There were gasps. “Impossible” “Not Prince Baskania. HE sagood man.” “Rayson? He s an athlete,
not acrimind.”

“Baskaniawasjust here,” Erec said. “He sthe one who tied me up.”

People shook their headsin disbelief. “Must have been someone else. The Sorcerer Prince wouldn't do
thet.”

The king scanned afinger over the crowd. “I’ m afraid Mr. Rayson has dready |eft. Some may find it
hard to believe Baskania was behind this. He seems to have become quite popular these last ten years.”
He cleared histhroat and eyed Erec's chest strangely. “ Those glasses ook familiar. Do you mind if |
have alook?”’

Erec hesitated. “I need them.”

“Of course | would give them right back, but if you're not comfortable...”

Erec handed them to King Piter. He put them on. His expression changed to ddight. Hislipstightened
and tearsrolled down hisface. “My darling...I’m back...Yes, | know...” Hisvoice wastender. “It’'s
okay now, that’ sright. We'll talk tonight.” He handed the glassesto Erec. “ Y ou did agood job. | hateto
think what might have happened if not for you.”



Erec coughed uncomfortably. “1 need your help. | have afriend, Bethany Evirly. Her uncleiskeeping her
prisoner. Her parents died, and her uncle makes her work at his newsstand al day long and he doesn’t
care about her. Sheredly wantsto stay in Alypium.” Erec was sure he had not explained it right. What
adult would help achild run away from home?

“Hmm...Her nameisBethany, you say?’

“Yes”

“And her uncl€ sname?’

“Earl Evirly.”

“Ahh. Earl Evirly. | remember him. Funny how much | can recal from my haze. He took directionsfrom
Hecate. | remember some of their conversations. Well, let’ s have atak with Bethany and her Uncle
Eal.”

King Piter tapped two fingers on histhrone, and Bethany and Earl stood before them. Earl 1ooked
around in shock, and then his eyes bugged at Bethany. “ There you are, you twerp. Y ou thought you
could get the best of me, huh? Sneaking off on your own? Wéll, | have some mighty big friends, see?
Who do you think brought you here? Y ou'll never get far from me. And you'll pay for this” Hiseyes
gleamed.

Bethany looked horrified, believing her uncle. Then she saw Erec’ sbig grin, and King Piter, dert and
chuckling. She stepped back in shock.

Earl Evirly noticed the king at the sametime. Hisjaw dropped. He looked around wildly.

“Youwon't find Ms. Jekyll here, if that’ swho you' relooking for,” King Piter said. “She'll be spending
sometime relaxing in my dungeonsfor awhile.” Earl turned white and started coughing. “ So, you are
Bethany’s uncle, areyou?’

“Y-yes.” Earl sraightened. “1 am. Sheisarunaway and athief, and needsto come home immediately.”
“I see.” King Piter stroked hisbeard. “ And her parents are dead?’

“Yes” Earl sounded uncomfortable.

“Issheyour sster’ s child? Or your brother’ s? What were her parents names?’

Earl glanced at Bethany for help, but she crossed her arms. The king tilted his scepter toward Earl and
sad, “I'll follow Erec’slead today. | want you to—how did you say it, Erec? To tell the truth about your
relationship with Bethany. Isshe your niece?” At the scepter’ s command, Earl clutched his elbows and
squeezed hiskneestogether. “No.” Bethany’ s mouth fell open.

“Why did you have possession of Bethany these last, what. . .ten years?’

Earl squeezed hiseyes shut asif he might disagppear. Words came from his mouth on their own accord.
“Her parentswere killed here dmost ten years ago. It was thought she might be valuable. | was assigned
to watch her until she could be of use.”

“Who killed her parents?’

“Dumb thugsfollowing orders. | don’t remember their names.”

“Of course. Well, you' ve done your job, Earl. Now the time has come, asyou have said, and | will take
over the care of Bethany...Evirly, isit? Maybe you' Il just be Bethany for now.” Hewinked at her. “Y ou
look familiar, Bethany. Would you mind living in my castle as part of my family?1 don’t have any other
children here, so pardon meif | spoil you abit. We'll have lots of partiesfor you and keep plenty of
young friends around.”

Bethany burst into tears and threw her arms around the king. Earl’ s face turned bright red.

“Asfor you, Earl, what you have doneis called kidnapping. | think you' Il do well with a corrective
memory adjustment.” Earl Evirly vanished.

“Where did he go?’ Bethany asked.

“Totheroya hospitd. It will take afew daysto recover from his memory adjustment. He' |l be shaken up
awhile, | think.”

“What is acorrective memory adjustment?’ Erec asked.

“In Alypium, we don't need prisons. A memory adjustment gives the terrible memory of having spent
twenty years or so in ahorrible, inhumane prison. Mistreatment, freezing cdlls, sarvation, terrible



food...Earl will know it didn’t really happen, but it won't matter. It will fee completely real because he
remembersit sowdl. Thereisvery little crime here. Of course, there are the dungeons and afew outlying
prisonsfor those hopelessfew.

“Now, isthere anything else before | release our captive audience?’

Erec had forgotten that the entire room was glued where they stood. From their rapt expressions, it
seemed that most of them had forgotten aswell. Erec spoke up. “Y es. My family has been on the run.
My mother, June O’ Hara, just escaped from King Pluto’ s dungeons. | think heis on Baskanid sside.”
King Piter nodded. “I'm afraid so. Of course, | will help your mother and you. If you like, you may invite
her to livein Alypium, with your entire family. | won't bring them here mysdlf. It would be rather anasty
shock. Why don't you talk to them about it? It might be agood place for you to live, especidly if you are
interested in becoming Alypium’ s next king.”

Erec' sface flushed. The next king!

“Um, excuse me, King Piter?’ Bethany said. “ That boy, Balor Stain, stole my cat, Cutie Pie. Could |
have her back?’

Theking smiled. “ That wouldn't be the cat on the window sill, would it?’

“Cutie Pie” Thefluffy cat stretched and trotted into Bethany’sarms. “When did you escape? Have you
been looking for me?’ Tears drenched Cutie Pie' sfur as she rubbed Bethany’ s cheek.

Damon pointed. “The cat’s out of the bag. Look, the cat’ s out of the bag.”

Bdor hed hishead in hishand. “1t heard us. That stupid cat tells secrets.”

Cutie Pielegpt onto King Piter’ s shoulder and whispered in his ear. The King nodded, sighing, and
shook hishead. After what seemed like an eternity, the cat jumped to Bethany.

“It sounds like these three boys here and their friend Ward Gamin were making some wicked plans. Still,
| can’t punish peoplefor plans, especidly if they’ re only overheard by one cat. But you will have to make
amendsfor steding the cat.” He pointed his scepter at Baor. “What is your most valuable possession
here?’

Baor' sfacewastight. “My watch. If | point it at someone, | can hear what they are saying.”

“Y ou mugt giveit to Bethany, in apology. If you try anything else, | will not be so lenient.” Balor’ swatch
flew off hiswrigt into Bethany’ s palm. Baor cursed under his breath.

Bethany held it with disgust. “ Takeit,” shehddit to Erec. “I don't want anything from him.”

“You sure?” Erec looked at the buttons and small spesker.

“Ill just throw it away. Y ou’ ve been wanting awatch.” Erec put it on.

King Piter wiggled afinger. “Y ou arefreeto move. | inviteyou al to afeast tonight in honor of Erec Rex,
your futureking!”

The crowd broke into applause. King Piter winked at Erec. “Wée |l talk later. I'm afraid | have some
more straightening up to do.”
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The Future King

EREC PUT HIS glasses on in hisdormitory room. His mother sat over adeeping Nell, stroking her
hair. Thetiny room wasfilled with cots and deeping bags.

“Mom?’

“Just aminute,” June whispered. She walked into an empty kitchen.

“I didit. I havethe dragon eye. Baskaniatied me up, but then a scepter flew to me. | used it to get King
Piter back to norma. We' re safe now! He said we can livein Alypium...Do you want to?’

June' s eyeswere moist. She put her hands over her heart. “We have alot of decisonsto make, don't
we?’

Erec thought of his siblings crammed into atiny room they could not afford. “I bet everyonewould likeit
here)” hesaid.

His mother nodded, lipstight. “ Come hometonight, Erec?’

“You bet.”

Erec wondered if thefestival hal was awaysthishbig, or if it was magically expanded to fit the crowds.
Thefeast was ddlicious, filled with foods from al parts of the magicd lands.

People Erec had never seen thanked him profusdly for rescuing King Piter. Just when Erec fdlt like
escaping into his dorm room, Bethany appeared. She whisked him onto the dance floor. “Wow. You
look great with two matching eyes.”

“Just wait till you see how | ook with the dragon eye when it’ sturned around.” Erec wasn't sure how to
danceto the classica music, but they whirled around the floor, nonetheless. “How did you get away from
Eal?

“I refused to get in the Artery with him at Alypium Station. He pointed aremote control a me, but |
grabbed it, and he screamed and ran away. | don’t know why | was afraid of him for so long.”

A hand on Erec’ s shoulder halted the dance. It was King Fiter. “ Pardon mefor interrupting. | hate to
break up thiswell-earned dance, but I’ d liketo talk to you.” He led Erec into asmall anteroom. * Thanks
for saving me from the spdll. | shudder when | think what almost happened.”

Erec smiled broadly.

“| am sorry you can't have the scepter yet. It isan old tradition that aruler must perform twelve quests
before assuming command. Aswith most traditions, thereis good reason. Each test will teach you
something or give you something you will need to rulewell.

“The three future kings and queens should perform the tests together, but you are the only one that the
folks around here know about now. We can't afford to wait for any others. Nothing says afuture king
cannot begin the quests without the other two. | suggest you start soon. Hopefully, we will find the two
othersasyou go. In the meantime, you may pick two friends, if you wish, to help with each quest.”

“Can you come with me?’

“I’'m afraid not. These are tests for the new, not the old. | need to keep watch here aswell. And get back
to work on those Aitherplanes. The Substance.” He shook hishead. “If it' sthe last thing | do | want to
right it. But maybe you' Il have better luck.” Hewinked.



“Asyou know, the scepter is quite powerful,” continued the king. “Without training, it could take you
over and rule you rather than you ruling with it. Y ou may have gotten the wrong impression today. | only
useit when | absolutely must. Today | used it more than was safe even for me.”

The king tapped his chin. “I wonder if the ceremony today could have tricked the sceptersinto being
used by someone other than their truerulers. If it did, the results could have been disastrous. Thanatos
Argus Baskaniais deranged. The scepterswould have driven him into complete, destructive insanity. He
ismuch older than | am. He created the Kingdoms of the Keepers and wanted to rule them from the
gart. When it was prophesied we would rule, he waited too long to kill us. We had done anumber of the
twelve labors and had become too powerful.”

“Why is he so rich and famous in Upper Earth?’

“He bresks one of our cardina rules: Interestingly, it is one that he came up with himsalf. No magicisto
be donein Upper Earth. He uses magic of al kindsin his factories and businesses, from creating goods at
no cost to making the public crave his products, however poorly they are made. He was the main force
behind savering our contact with Upper Earth and keeping them in the dark about magic. Hewantsto
divide the Keepers from the Forgetters so no one knows of his doings there.

“In the meantime, he has developed quite afollowing here. My plants have dready confirmed that many
of my dearest friends have dready gone over to hisside. It ssems most have dl but forgotten there were
Sdesat dl. Wdll, | made quite amistake, letting myself get Sdelined dl these years, but thank goodness
dl isnot lost.

“I do worry, though. | shall make one more mistake. Y ou should remember that. The fates have said that
both the sorcerer prince and the crowned king of air will make three mistakes. Thiswas my second.”
“How many mistakes has Baskania made?’

“I don't know. I’d say tonight might be considered amistake for him, however.”

Erec gazed around the room, still amazed at the view with two eyes. “Does my dragon eye have specia
powers?’

“Oh, mogt certainly. With it, you may look into the future. But you must learn how to useit.” King Piter
gmiled. “ Are you ready to go home?’

Erec nodded.

“Good. I"ve had enough with crowds for tonight. I'm looking forward to my first good deep inten
years.” Theking handed Erec asmall bag containing afew pieces of chak. “Thisisfor your mother, in
case she decides not to come here. She can draw aring of safety around your home.”

Erec found Bethany and said good-bye. “I’ll be back soon. Maybe we' |l al move here. Could you take
care of Wolfboy while I’ m gone? Y ou know what to do when there’ safull moon.”

“Sure. Thanksfor everything, King Erec.”

“Cut it out.” Erec sad, grinning. “I’ll see you soon.”

King Piter led Erec to the Port-O-Door by his chambers. Erec found the corner of Straight Street and
Way Lane on the map of Upper Earth, under the section marked, “ Other.” He walked through. Asthe
door closed, he remembered he had left hisMagiclight, Sneakers, and the big bag of gold, silver, and
bronze back in the dormitories.

The stting sun shone through the branches of trees lining the street, casting adancing shadow at hisfest.
Ashewaked to thetall, skinny apartment building on 341 Straight Street, he noticed how beautiful even
the dusty facade was, and how light he felt traveling with empty hands.
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EPILOGUE

Ten Years Earlier

DAPHNE FLORA, THE queen'sfavorite handmaiden, ran through the west wing of King Piter's
castle. She was chased by acoat. True, the coat was avery atractive, tall tuxedo jacket, with tailsthat it
ran on liketwo spindly legs. But, to Daphne, it was annoying. Her long brown curls flounced at her Sdes
as she looked for an open door or a hallway to dart down.

Darn that Balthazar Ugry. Hewas away for thefirgt time in ages and had forgotten to lock hisjacket in
the closet. Ugry had special-ordered the thing from Heph Vulcan himsdlf. It was made to guide his moves
on the dance floor, steering him so he would no longer embarrass himself at palace balls.

Unfortunately, the coat turned out to be something of a skirt chaser. It had put Ugry in afew awkward
Stuations. Daphne wondered if that was bad. Ugry needed |oosening up.

The coat had its eye on Daphne, and it found her whenever it escaped. Now, catching up with her
outsde of theroya chambers, it wrapped adim black tail around her ankle. Shefell on her face. It pulled
her up to embrace her.

Daphne giggled, thinking how ridiculous she must look. The jacket tickled, so she laughed louder ill.
Then the chamber door flew open. Queen Hesti appeared, curly brown hair rumpled. Daphne’ s hand
shot to her mouth like amagnet. Now she had done it. She had woken the queen. The jacket froze.
Daphne perched on tiptoes, ready to explain, but Queen Hesti did not notice her.

Face pale, eyes wide, and lips pressed tight, the queen looked like she had seen abronze ghost. She
threw open acloset door, dipped shoes on, and ran down a corridor. Daphne’s heart pounded.
Something was wrong. The queen ran fast and noisalessy but Daphne chased her, Ugry’ s coat at her
sde. The queen might need help.

Queen Hedti raninto thetriplets' nursery. The door dammed. Terrible bangs and yells came from the
room.

Daphne grabbed the doorknob. It was locked. Moments later, an anguished cry rang out, and the door
flew open.

Two men ran out, knocking Daphne out of their way. One carried abig rolled blanket. Ugry’ s jacket
flung itsdlf vaiantly onto the blanket. The man carrying it flicked aremote control. Blanket, jacket, and
men disappeared.

The queen burst from the room, looking around wildly. “ Come back herel” she shrieked with rage. Tears
poured down her face. “ Come back!” She melted into the doorjamb, sobbing.

A moment later she sniffed and glanced into the room. Her face softened.

Daphne could hardly breathe. Queen Hesti seemed to see her for the first time. She sounded hoarse.
“Daphne. Go tell everyonethetriplets are dead.”

Daphne dropped to her knees. Not the queen’ s three-year-old triplets. Why was the queen so calm?
Shedid not understand.

“Now! Hurry, Daphne!” The queen shouted.

Daphne, terrified, scrambled to her feet. Hot tears did down her face. Since Ugry was gone, she banged



on the door of Ruth Cleary, the king's other AdviSeer. Nobody answered. She pounded harder. How
could Ruth, her husband Tre, their twelve-year-old son, and their three-year-old daughter, not hear her?
Their new baby didn’t even cry—and he ways howled. Where could they be?

Daphnetook abreath and ran to the royal chambers. She would have to wake the king hersdlf.

King Piter snored, hislong white beard flowing over the sheets.

She touched his shoulder. A sharp sob came from her chest. The king sat up and looked at her with
urprise.

Tears poured from her eyes. The words were locked in her throat.

“What' swrong, Daphne?’ King Piter’ s voice was caming. He looked at the sheets where Queen Hesti
had been.

Daphne took abreath. “The queen...sheran to the nursery. Something terrible happened to....the...”
She mdted in sobs.

King Piter threw off his sheets, grabbed his robe and scepter, and shot toward the nursery. Daphneran
behind him. King Piter could do anything. Maybe even save thetriplets.

He burgt into the nursery and Daphne followed him. It was empty. No triplets, no queen. Daphne did not
understand. Shelooked under their sheets asif she might be mistaken.

King Piter shook his head in wonder. His face was pale. He murmured, “He told me. Why didn’t |
ligen?’

“Who told you about this?” Daphne could not believe the king had been warned and il Iet this happen.
King Piter sat on the floor and dropped his scepter. “Erec.”

Heburied hishead in hisarms.
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BONUSCHAPTER

Ghost Stories

DEEP IN THE CATACOMBSBEL OW the Castle Alypium, in aroom nearly lost within amaze of
twisty passages, there floated a ghost named Homer. Homer was not just an ordinary ghost. No, hewas
avery raretype of ghost indeed. Homer was a golden ghost, one of the last of anearly extinct breed.
The Golden Ones, as he and his friends used to be called, once ruled the planet with very kind and
loving, yet iron, fists. Since the dawn of mankind the Golden Ones kept watch over the wars and petty
disputes, the weddings and politics, and the genera ebb and flow of life on earth.

The animals of the planet did not need much interference. They dept, ate, hunted, and fought over mates,
nothing that the Golden Ones needed to change. But the humans kept getting themselvesinto trouble. It
was the Golden Ones charge to make sure that humans remained ethical, mora, and basically good.
Thiswas an easy task, as the Golden Ones were nearly al-powerful. The magic of ascepter paledin
comparison to what this ancient race could do. Theworld held no secrets from them. Creating new
species, reversing time, breathing life back into the dead, were al smple for them. But because they were
completely good, they only used their powers when absol utely needed, which wasrare.

Homer had loved hislife as one of the Golden Ones. It wasfilled with the beauty of the universe. Every
bird soaring by was amiracle. He could see the blood pumping through its arteries, the cellsworking in
tandem to fight germs, theway the air rippled around itswings—the miracle of itsflight. Therewas
nothing Homer missed. It would have been exciting enough for him to spend dl of histime just watching
one raindrop, admiring the glow of the bonded atoms that made it up, and caught up in the suspense of
theteams of life budding insde of it. Which feisty little bacteriatribe would make it? How fast would they
grow? Where would they end up after the drop splashed on atree leaf?

But there was so much more for Homer to do back then that he rarely had the time to enjoy these
observations. Reading into the future and past of societies and individuals, and keeping people on the
right path, was afull-time job. Not that he could have complained. It was just as beautiful and miraculous
aseverything e se. Even the mistakes people made were beautiful, they were such bumbling, intricate
cregtures, well-meaning yet confused dl at the sametime.

Maybe knowing that it would al soon end made histime on earth even sweeter. For the Golden Ones
were able to seeinto their own future aswell. So they knew what was coming.

Like most thingsthat were put on earth from the heavens, they had limitations. Specificdly, Sx very
powerful limitationsin theform of Ssters: the three Fates and the three Furies. Even more powerful than
the Golden Ones, the Fates and Furies saw that humans must soon be responsible for their own
mistakes, and thus must be alowed to make them. They disagreed with how the Golden Ones protected
humans. It was known by both sidesthat at a certain time the Fates would end the Golden Ones’ reign
on Earth, turning them dl into ghosts.

When that happened, many of the Golden Ones, now golden ghosts, decided that they no longer wished
to remain. Even though they were not fully stripped of their powers, their main job had been taken away



from them—protecting humans from their typical bad choices. Deprived of this, most felt it wastimeto
pass on.

But afew stayed, like Homer. He found he could still help peoplejust alittleif he was careful not to
interfere too much. It wasn’t worth raising the suspicions of the Fates. Like now, he was helping an old
human friend, playing watchdog for awhile. Plus, with the big job of babystting mankind taken out of the
way, he now had time to enjoy watching the tiny miracles that made up the world.

But what was there for Homer to watch deep in the catacombs under the Castle Alypium? The room he
was in was empty, asde from the one thing he was guarding, and there was nothing elseto look at aside
from four sonewalls. Mogt of thelight in the room came from Homer’ s own glow, or the room would
have been only dimly lit.

Surprisingly, there was more for Homer to observe and enjoy in thisempty little room than even he
suspected. The battles and arguments of the mice and rats living there were an endless source of
amusement. And the insects were stunning, down to their gossamer wings and strong stick legs.

After he arrived, aform of lichen began to grow on one of therock walls. It fed off of thelight glowing
from Homer asif he were the sun. Like other lichens, it was made from two speciesjoined in a pact—an
agae and afungus living together and protecting each other. Their beauty, and the relationship between
them, the way they thought so differently yet alowed for each other’ sviews, took Homer’ s bresth away.
Even though there was so much to ponder herein thislittle room, there were ill times when Homer was
drawn to look elsawhere. All he had to do was close his eyes, and choose atime and place, past or
future. He would see what was happening there asthough he waslivingit.

Sometimes he picked random timesin history, or in the distant future, for fun. But he dso liked to keep
up with things that were important to humans. Watching over them was a hard habit to give up. Even
though he knew he couldn’t do much about what he saw, he gtill wanted to be aware of everything
sonificant.

Which was why, today, he decided to take alook at what was happening with one of the key players
who was now in Upper Earth. A misguided man who was becoming more misguided by the minute.
Homer shook his head and smiled. Those humans. It was aways something.

He closed hiseyes and let his mind take over.

Jesper Konungsson took the night train from Stockholm, Sweden, where he lived, to Copenhagen,
Denmark. It was the same train that he had taken countless times for work, but thistime he' d rather be
going anywheredse.

He still could not believe what had happened. 1t was hard for him to think about anything right now. He
was sick, stunned. This should have been the best day of hislife, and instead it was the wordt.

Jesper had just been elected president of the United Nations, with delegates from nearly two hundred
countries. Thishad been hislife’'sdream. Why, today, did everything have to fal apart?

Thoughts flitted through his spinning head, the awful rumorsthat flew around at the United Nations
headquartersin New Y ork City. Herefused to believe that they were true. Typica Americans, trying to
blow everything up into abig drama, like aHollywood movie.

All the same, he had to admit it was strange that dl of the UN presidents had horrible luck at the
beginning of their terms.

Last year's president, Colm O’ Keogh, from Ireland, seemed to believe in the rumors. He couldn’t pass
the torch to Jesper soon enough. Jesper remembered Colm having some trouble with hiswife getting sick
last year when he was elected, but it al seemed to turn out okay for him. Nothing compared to what
Jesper was going through, anyway.

No. On the best day of hislife, he got aphone cal that hiswife, Rebecka, had aterrible car accident in
Copenhagen. She had been looking for ahouse, so they could live closer to the UN agency there. Then,
one anguishing hour later, he got the phone cal that she had died.



Jesper took the first plane to Stockholm to pick up his daughter, Annika, who was staying with afriend.
He dreaded seeing her, hisonly child—what would he say? It was beyond horrible. He couldn’t even
bring himsdlf to call the friendswatching her until his plane landed in Stockholm.

As much as he dreaded the phone call, he was not prepared for what he was about to hear. The friends
had not known about the accident. They shakily told Jesper that Annika had gone with her mother to
Stockholm.

He prayed that she was dl right, and phoned the hospital thereimmediately. After many apologies, and
nurses passing the phone from one to the other asif nobody wanted to be the one to speak to him, a
voicefindly told him what he didn’t want to hear.

Annika had been in the car. Nobody had mentioned her before, as she seemed fine. But soon she felt
dizzy, then sick. The doctors had not determined why yet, but she had died aswell.

Jesper fdt like hewasin anightmare, and kept waiting to wake up. At one point on thetrain hefell
adeep. When he awoke he was confused, not knowing where he was. And then he remembered, and it
felt like someone stuck aknifein his heart. He would have to give up his post as president of the UN.
There was no way he would be able to function. Plus, what was the point, anyway? He had no family
that cared anymore,

Somehow he managed to sscumble out of the Copenhagen Central Station into the crisp wind outside. The
station had ahuge, tdl, ribbed ceiling, and was so open and airy that the terrible events seemed even
more unreal. He glanced up and down Bernstorffsgade, the street he was on, forgetting the smplest
things, how to get around the city.

Tivoli Gardenswasright across the street, but he tried to keep from looking at it. Thelast time he had
been here he had taken Annika on the wooden roller coaster there. Rebecka had waited, then gone with
them on the fantagtic carousd after, which was more her speed. He nearly choked thinking about her.

A man with short blond hair and an eye patch nodded at him. Jesper recognized him from thetrain. He
was hard to miss, with atwo-inch stripe of dark hair running from front to back through his blond curls,
like a skunk. The man asked Jesper if he needed help.

Jesper nodded. “1 need acab.” He looked around aimlesdly.

The man smiled and put ahand on his shoulder. “Y ou look like amess. Where are you going?’

Jesper clenched histeeth to fight off awave of tears. “To Rigshospitaet. It'sahospital in Copenhagen.”
“No waorries, friend. Comewith me, | have acar waiting. Get you therein ajiffy.”

Jesper followed him blindly down Bernstorffsgade. There was no room in his head for any thoughts about
safety, or how this man could have acar waiting if he had just comein on the sametrain. But evenif he
could think about safety he probably wouldn't care. What was thereto live for, anyway?

A limousine waited on Tietgensgade, the next Street. Jesper climbed inside after the man with the eye
patch, glad not to think. His head ached.

The man smiled consolingly. “Looks like you' ve had along day. My nameis Ajax Hunter, by the way.
P eased to make your acquaintance.”

Ajax had adight British accent, but sounded like he had been living in Americaawhile. “1 know this
sounds hard to believe,” he said, “but | know what happened to your wife and daughter. I’ m friends with
their doctor.” He shrugged, an gpologetic grin on hisface. “Don’t worry. | think things are going to turn
out just fine”

A wave of confusion washed through Jesper. It seemed impossible, this stranger claiming to know what
happened to hisfamily. How could he? He had said “your wife and daughter,” so he must have heard
something.

No, Jesper redlized. *'Y ou must be confusing me with someone else.” Hisvoice cracked. “ Thingsaren't
going to turn out finefor me.”

“Redly, mate. | think it will.” Ajax smiled encouragingly.

Jesper dropped hisface into his hands. Something seemed to crack inside him, threatening to let al of his
pain spill right out. “No, Ajax. It won't. I’'mtoo late. They had a car accident and they’ re both...”
“Dead?” Ajax laughed, which made Jesper’ s ssomach turn. How dare he?

Ajax shook hishead. “No, they’ll be okay. Redlly. Likel say, I'm friends with their doctor. I'll take you



to see him gtraight away. He s not at the hospital anymore, though. He' s got your wife and daughter
safely inhislab. Dr. B isamaster surgeon, I'll tell you. If anyone can save them, he can.”

Hope surged unexpectedly through Jesper. Maybe the hospital had been wrong! Hewas afraid to
believeit, sure that he' d be disappointed and have to go through worse pain when he found out.

The whole thing was confusing and hard to grasp with hismind spinning. Ajax knew the doctor? Wasit a
coincidence that he had been on the sametrain then?“ Are you sure you have the right person? How do
you know al of this?” Jesper asked.

Ajax leaned back againgt his seat and closed his uncovered eye asif he didn’t hear the questions.

Jesper began to panic. “ Areyou sure they’ re okay?’ He shook Ajax. “Tell me how you know. Where
aethey?”

Then afear shot into his heart like an arrow. Could someone have sabotaged his family because he had
become the UN president? Would anyone redlly do that? He was dizzy with shock and grief. Maybe he
was getting paranoid.

Before his head stopped spinning, the limousine pulled into the driveway of animmense building.

Ajax led Jesper through the building’ s corridors. It was plush, and looked nothing like ahospita or
laboratory. The doctor was waiting behind alarge oak desk in an ornate room filled with gold statues and
art. Even sitting, Jasper could tell hewastdll, an imposing man with silver hair that dipped into asharp
widow’ s peak. He had an eye patch on, like Ajax did, which struck Jesper as peculiar.

The doctor’ sthin lips stretched into asmile, but his uncovered blue eye regarded Jesper coldly.
“President Jesper Konungsson. | hear congratulations arein order.”

“I should think not,” Jesper spit out. “Where are Rebeckaand Annika? Arethey...okay?’

“They should makeit, | think,” the doctor said. “Only with your help, though.” He cleared histhroat.
“Please excuse me. I’ ve had afew disappointmentsthisweek. | lost an eye.” He pointed at hiseye
patch. “And I’'m not a my best. May | introduce myself? | am Thanatos Baskania. Y ou may have heard
of me—the Crown Prince of Peace? | hope that we will become good friendsthisyear, like | have with
the former presidents of the UN.”

The Crown Prince of Peace? This couldn’t be. Jesper shook his head. This was the head of Eye of the
World, the peace organization that just took over asthe ruling body of the United Nations? The man who
owned so many multinationa corporations that he nearly owned the world? And he was adoctor?
Obvioudy not. Thiswas some kind of schemeto control Jesper. He had planned to kick Eye of the
World out as hisfirst move as president. It seemed hard to believe that anyone would stoop to thisleve.
Thiswas going too far.

Baskaniaseemed to haveread hismind. “It'sall in how you look at it, Jesper. Everything will befine
soon for your family. More than fine. Y ou will have awonderful term as president. Y ou will support me
and Eye of the World fully, and learn to appreciate what | am doing for world peace. And you will find
that with my support you will be able to accomplish everything e se you want, and more. No harm done
aadl.

“That is, if you cooperate. For you see, | am adoctor, Jesper. And it was lucky that | was here when this
accident happened. | was able to save both of their lives after everyone else had given up. They will be
completely fine, now. All | need isyour agreement to help mein return. A smple operation.” He paused.
“Would you liketo seethem?’

“Yes” Jesper’s heart leapt into histhroat as he followed the doctor and Ajax down the hallway into a
large room with white tiled walls and floor. Rebecka and Annikarested on tablesin the middle of the
room. They looked peaceful, adeep. No tubes or catheters were in sight. Not even abruise.

Jesper saw them both breathing and his body relaxed so quickly he dmost fell. Choking back a sob, he
rested his hand on hiswife's cheek. “Rebecka? Wake up, honey. I'm here now.”

Rebecka didn’t move. Jesper shook her abit. “Honey? Are you okay?’



“Shewon't be able to hear you,” Baskaniasaid. “Y ou need to understand. | will not be able to wake
them up, ever, unless you cooperate with me.”

Jesper struggled to fight hisanger. “What do you need? Let’ s get this over with.”

Baskaniatsked. “ Attitude. That’s not going to help.” Hefrowned. “Y ou will pledge your dlegianceto
me. Youwill do as| tell you. Y ou will report to me. And you will give me your eye.”

“My...” Jesper’ shand flew to hisface. “ Are you taking my eye sinceyou just lost yours?’

“No.” Baskaniachuckled. “ Y oursis not important enough for this spot on my face.” He tapped hiseye
patch. “I’'m saving thisfor aspecia eye that should have been mine by now. Y ourswill just be another at
my disposd.

“When you give me your eye you will become part of my Watch Guard. | will be able to see what you
aredoing at any time, keep tabs on you. Y our eye will beinsde of me. | will bring it to the surface when
| want to see through your other eye, communicate with you, or show you something wherel am. | may
send you on missions to show methings | need to see through your remaining eye.”

Jesper could fed his stomach lurch into his chest. Baskaniawas amadman. He actually wanted to take
an eye from Jesper, and believed that he’ d be able to see through Jesper’ s other one? Thiswasinsane.
The only thing he could do now was play along, get him to release Rebeckaand Annika. If he could only
do it without losing an eye.... In ether case, as soon as he got hiswife and daughter safely out of here he
would turn Baskaniain to every authority that existed—

Baskaniasghed loudly. “Asusud, you losersin Upper Earth show such apoor imagination. Like your
predecessor, Colm O’ Keogh, | will haveto proveto you that | mean what | say. | believe after this|
ghal have no more trouble with you.”

In amoment, the most gruesome and unbelievabl e thing happened before Jesper’ s eyes. Baskania
removed his patch, reveaing adark gap beneath it. Then hisfeatures, his other eye, eyebrows, nose, and
mouth, al sunk deep into hisface, leaving deep pits that moved around and turned into even more pits.
Jesper choked, grabbing his sscomach. All he could think was that Baskania had turned into awhite
bowling bal with far too many finger holes.

But then, even worse, eyes started appearing on Baskania' s face where the holes had been. Each of the
eyes|ooked different in shape and color, asif they had, indeed, come from different owners. Jesper
gasped as Baskania pulled his deeves up. Eyes covered hisarms. Some were glancing al around the
room, others stared pointedly at him.

Jesper felt hisknees buckle. Ajax appeared at hisside, holding him up. “S okay, Mr. President,” he said.
“It looks strange at firgt, but you' |l get used to it. Mr. Baskania hereis doing everything he can for the
good of the people of the world, protecting them from bad governments. We just want to make sure
you'reon our Sde.”

Jesper nodded, asif there was achoice. Baskania s eyes were disappearing into holesin hisface again,
and his normal features erupted on its surface. He waved an arm at Rebecka and Annika, and suddenly
both of them sat straight up on their tables, eyes open.

They looked at Jesper and said in unison, “Y ou need to help the Crown Prince of Peaceif you want us
to live.” Then they both lay back down and closed their eyes again.

Jesper felt hisknees shaking. No wonder Colm couldn’t wait to hand over thisjob. “Can’'t | just resgn
now, let someone else do this?’

“I’'m afraid that’ snot an option,” Baskaniasaid. “If you want to keep your family. And | wouldn't bother
telling anybody about this. | don't think they would believe you. Even your family—they won't remember
athing that’ s happened here. You'll get one of the new glass eye replacements. They look completely
redl, nobody will know.”

Jesper nodded. In just one year he' d be out of this predicament. At least Baskaniawould have less
reason to plague him, he hoped. It wastimeto save hisfamily. “ Take the eye then. Let’ s get thisover
with.”



Jesper was unusudly quiet on the train ride back to Stockholm.

“Areyou okay, sweetheart?’ Rebecka asked. “1t was so nice of you to come down and get us. Y ou
redly didn't need to.”

He nodded and pulled her close, squeezing Annikain for the hug. It would al be okay, hetold himsdlf. It
would take awhileto get used to seeing out of only one eye, but that was nothing compared to having his
family back.

It wasn't until the following week, at hisfirst UN meeting as president, that he felt aburning in his good
eye. He knew who was watching.

Homer let the vision fade. Maybe it was agood thing that he wasn't responsible for humans any more. It
was too much work.
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READING GROUP GUIDE
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EREC REX: THE DRAGON'SEYE



Reading Group Discussion Questions

1. Kaza Kingdey used names, objects, and stories from mythology throughout the book. How many
references can you find?

2. Thecitizens of Alypium and the Kingdoms of the K eepers debate whether to et the“Losers’ in Upper
Earth know about the magic they lost. Supposing we did once have magic, would we deserve to know
how to use it again? I s there such a thing as dangerous knowledge? What things might you hide from
people to keep from hurting them?

3. Why do you think Erec’s cloudy thoughts make him sick at the beginning of the book but not at the
end? Would you like to have cloudy thoughts? Are they a gift or a curse?

4. Erecisoverly confident in his ability to face the shadow demon in King Pluto’ s dungeons. Did you
think he would succeed in walking through the shadow demon and rescue his mother? When you finished
reading the chapter, did you think he or his mother had been killed? Who would frighten you more, the
destroyers or the shadow demon?

5. Erec changes over the course of the story. How do hisinterna strugglesrelate to his outer struggles?
6. If King Pluto isa powerful king, why does he have Baskaniafor amaster? What do you think heis
getting out of that deal? 1sthere any good in him?

7. Erec hasastrong sense of justice. Baskaniaand Balor, on the other hand, will do whatever it takesto
get power. Can justice and power coexist? Are people in power too interested in keeping it to be truly
just?

8. What kind of powers do you think the dragon’ s eye holds? What about the scepter? Will these things
be good for Erec or not?

9. During the coronation ceremony, why did the scepter fly to Erec and the Lia Fail scream? IsErec
meant to be king because he won the contests, or isthere some other reason?

10. Is Aoquesth kind even though he eats humans who invade his cave? Would you like to meet him?
Were you surprised when he told Erec that the eye he was guarding belonged to Erec?

11. The Epilogue, “Ten YearsEarlier,” reveas what happened when King Piter’ striplets disappeared,
but it raises many questions. Why did the king say “Erec’ a the end? Wasthe queen telling the truth
when she told Daphne the triplets were dead? What do you think happened to Ugry’ stuxedo jacket?
What might it have seen?

12. Bethany has been agood friend to Erec. What will her role bein future books? Is she destined to be
something other than a sidekick?
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A CONVERSATION WITH KAZA KINGSLEY
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Kaza, what drew you to fantasy as a writer?

KK: I think it was the part of me that never wanted to grow up. | dways had awild imagination and
believed in things strongly. For example, when | wasachild | wassurel could fly if | just worked hard
enough at it. | jJumped off my parents couch every day, convinced | was going alittle farther each time,
and | would soon learn to control it and take off into theair. And | ill like to believein crazy things. Like
superdtitions. | have to knock on wood when | hear good things, and | dways say “ God forbid” when
someone mentions something bad. Good thing | never got into the throwing sdt habit. If | had achoice,
I"d livein afantasy world any day. | try to make my life asfantastical as| can. So of course that’ s what
I’'m drawn to when | start writing.

Did you learn anything writing Erec Rex?

KK: Absolutely. Ononelevd, | did alot of research into Greek, Roman, Cedltic, and Norse mythology
for the series, so | learned alot there. And on another leve, | learned about mysalf, what persistence can
accomplish, and how deeply the lives of my characters can affect me. A funny thing | noticed, beforel
wrote The Dragon’s Eye, | used to get so worked up from scary books and moviesthat I’d be afraid to
go to deep. And then I d have nightmares. After | wrote the book, though, those things no longer
affected me. Something deep insde of mefindly redized thethings| was afraid of aren’t redl.

So you researched mythology. How did you use it in the book?

KK: Mythology references are everywherein Erec Rex. Sometimesthey are blatant, like the LiaFall,
which isastone straight out of Celtic mythology that screamsin the presence of arightful ruler. Other
references might be a bit harder to spot. For example, King Piter, Queen Posey, and King Pluto relate to
certain Roman gods. King Piter is named after Ju-Piter, king of the skies (Alypium being derived from
Olympia); Queen Posey of Ashonais named after Poseidon, king of the seas; and Pluto was the name of
the Roman god of the Underworld (Aorth being underground). | could go on and on.

Oh really? What other names did you draw from mythology?



KK: Erec’sname, asde from being a Cdltic spelling, is derived from Heracles, the Greek word for
Hercules. And like Hercules, Erec hasto perform twelve queststo prove himself. Balor isthe name of a
powerful evil being with one eye from Celtic mythology. | have alot of eye referencestoo, like Thanatos
Argus Baskania. Hisfirst nameisthe Greek god of death; his middle nameis a creature with one hundred
eyes, and Baskaniais Greek for “the evil eye.” Mot of the charactersin my books have nameswith
some sort of meaning.

Thisisyour first published fiction book. Have you always wanted to write?

KK: I’'vewritten for aslong as | can remember. | wrote my first book when | wasin third grade. It was
about aterrifying octopus that shot ink at people and made them do math. It involved anew way of
doing math called “ octoprillopus.” Strange, as| think of it, in Erec Rex, Bethany loves math, and being a
Seer hasto do with understanding math. I'm starting to wonder if | have math issues.

Are there books that have inspired your writing, recently or in the past?

KK: | read asmuch as| can, but | get as much inspiration from lifeas | do from literature. When | wasa
kid, I loved the Wizard of Oz series by L. Frank Baum. Dorothy returned to Oz repeatedly and had fun
adventures there. With my overactive imagination, | was sure | could find the next portd to Oz under a
rock and go meet all my favorite characters. So those books inspired me the most. Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass were close follow-ups. | till loveto read Alice and dll
the crazy poems Lewis Carroll wrote. | finaly got to taste treacle, in honor of the Dormouse, afew
months ago. It was ddlicious!

It seemsthat reviewers keep comparing the Erec Rex seriesto Harry Potter. The reviews are
great, saying you're original and fresh, but Harry’s name keeps sneaking in there. Does this
bother you or are you happy with the comparison?

KK: I'vetaked about thisin severa televison interviews that are posted on Y ouTube and other places
online. | think it'sinevitable that al fantasy books are going to be compared to Harry Potter because of
the fame and success that series has enjoyed. But it’ slike going on adate with aguy who keeps
comparing you to his gorgeous ex-girlfriend. Y ou love that he thinks you' re so greet, beautiful, etc., and
that’ sreally acompliment. But after awhile, you start to think, “Hey, look at me! I'm my own person,
not her. I’ ve got my own thingsto offer.” | mean, the sory line of my first book is about aboy trying to
save his mother and finding out he’ safuture king. And my second book has a battle, Erecislost inthe
wilderness, addicted to the scepter...not something that compares to other booksthat | know of .

| sthere any advice you would like to give readers or others who want to write a book?

KK: Yes. It does not matter what you want to do, just do it with al your heart. Give up the excuses,
reasonswhy it can’'t work. And don’t listen to what others say. Plungein with joy and love, and speak
from the deegpest, most hidden parts of yoursdlf. That’ sthe part we al need to hear from, to help each
other through the craziness of thisworld.
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When Kaza Kingdey was born in Cleveland, Ohio, they say the resident doctor who delivered her had
been up dl night studying. She yawned just at the wrong moment, and baby Kaza dipped right through
her fingers! But the resident’ s open textbook lay on the floor, shielding Kazafrom ahard fal. Baby Kaza
supposedly wailed for amoment but then stopped, lovingly gazing at the pages and words draped around
her.

Wethink this was the beginning of the end.

Kaza (rhymes with Jazz-a) |oved to write Snce she was old enough to pick up apen. After playing tag
and other normal kid games, she used to drag friendsinto her backyard to write books at her picnic table
for aslong asthey could stand it. Her first book was about aterrifying octopus that shot ink at people
and made them do math. Since then she has written pretty much anything she can, including poetry, short
gories, and nonfiction.

Erec Rex isKaza sfirst series of books.



