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EPILOGUE
Ten Years Earlier

PROLOGUE

The Great Secret

K ING PLUTO TREMBLED in the shadows. His master had summoned him with awolflike howl
that left him shaking. Something was terribly wrong, he could tell. The howl wastinged with too much
excitement. Maybe anger. Did his master think he had turned against him? Told somebody their plans?
Hewould never dream of that.

It was freezing here. Pluto shivered and pulled the layers of fur tighter around histhin frame. He had | eft
his red ermine and crown a home: too eye-catching. People had shot him enough funny looks since he
walked through the Port-O-Door into Paris. He hated Upper Earth.

Another howl from his master ripped through his soul, silent to al but him. Pluto winced fromitspain. He
tried, as usud, to choke it back, but his body responded with ahowl of hisown. A couple nearby turned
to stare at him. He wiped his nose with his deeve, hoping to play it off as an overblown sneeze.

King Pluto, pulling down his black knit cap, crossed the street into the open arms of La Place des Y eux
du Monde. Bright lights glared insde, but ablind man in adark smock ushered him into asmall drawing
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room lit only by ahearth fire.

Theblind servant felt for achair and pulled it toward thefire. “For your warmth, your highness.” Hethen
rushed out of the room, scurrying like amole through the depths of the complex.

King Pluto sank into the plush chair, his scepter in his hand. Who would think that aking would cometo
have amaster? But Thanatos Argus Baskania offered him more than he could ever have done. He was
adwaystherefor Pluto, the father he never had. When Pluto’ s own father was dive, he was busy with his
kingdom in Cyprus. And when he visited he had eyes only for Pluto’ s brother. It was dways Piter this,
Piter that...and Posey was hisdarling girl. But the most Pluto would get was awink. “Y ou don’t mind,
do you, Pluto? We'll just be gone abit. Piter promised to show me how he could speak to plants.”
Speaking to plants! Please! What fascinating thing is a plant going to say? It made him want to throw up.
Pluto rubbed his head. Hisfather never cared about what he could do. When hefindly learned to create
aforcefidd around himsdlf, Pluto had been so excited to show him. At last hisfather would be proud.
Pluto was up dl night before that vist—he still remembered it like yesterday, and it was over four
hundred years ago—but hisfather barely noticed him when he arrived.

Pluto had stood there, blue flares of dectricity swarming around him like agiant bubble on the grass. His
father waved it off and said, “ Y our brother Piter made aforce field around the whole castle. That

must’ ve been ten years ago. Try that next time, son. Get Piter to show you how.” Then he walked away.
Pluto had stood there, frozen in hisforcefield, afraid to let it down because someone might seethe tears
greaming down hisface. Hefdt likeanidiot.

But his master understood. Thanatos Baskania showed up in hisroom that very morning. Pluto wondered
how Baskaniaknew hisfeelings. But he helped Pluto redlize how hisanger could make him stronger.
Thanatos believed in Pluto. He showed him aworld of magic that Piter could never do, would never try
to do. Black magic. Power over power.

And now Pluto waited for hismaster in front of thewarm fire...that same angry, lonely boy, waiting to be
chastised for a crime he had not committed. In abreath, his master emerged into the room with someone
elsein his shadow. King Pluto bowed his head and stooped onto one knee.

“Rise, son.” The Shadow Prince wastall and broad, with silver-gray hair, a crooked nose, and thin lips
that pointed down in a permanent sneer. Today, six eyes peered from hiswide, pae face. Just enough to
keep surveillance. One of them, astedly blue eye, swept over Pluto’ sface. “Y ou are worried, Pluto,” he
said. “But your fears are unfounded. | have called you here to share good news—and prepare you for
what you must do.” Baskaniapulled asilver eyewith acod pupil out of his pocket and absentmindedly
stroked it.

King Pluto felt hisbody relax. The warmth of the fire soaked through the layers of hisfur.

Baskanid svoice lowered to apurr. “ A way has presented itself. For x hundred years |’ vetried to
attain the Find Magic, but it has evaded me. The closer | get, the more difficult it hasbeen to learn. |
have gained more power and mastered more knowledge than anyone on earth, but | cannot rest until the
last powers are known to me. Complete control over life and death, the earth, and everyone oniit.” His
gx eyesdl flashed & the glorious thought.

“There was a secret that for years | could not bear to hear discussed. My dear grandmother Cassandra
heard its prophecy right before her desth. She had pried it, in asense, from the hands of the Fates. And
then she was murdered. | remember her smple note said the secret was hidden in aminiature—maybe it
wasacharm or alittle statue.. .l never understood.”

King Pluto nodded. The Great Secret. The path to the Final Magic.

“Of courseyou will play arole. It istimeto ded with the monsters. That will help me exert my new
influence.” He smiled. “ Aswill, of course, the dragon eyes.”

“And Erec Rex...” Pluto threw aglance at the third person in the room, who had yet to say aword.
The Shadow Prince seyestwinkled. “Ah, yes. | have plansfor him. After | pluck hiseye out, | will
dispose of him quickly.”

“But...the Great Secret?Isit possble?’

Severd of Baskania s eyes curved with silent laughter. “ Soon theworld will kned tous. Let'ssay | will



have the help of someone who' s passed this way |ong ago, someone whose very life has been passed
into me”

“Y our grandmother, Cassandra? But how?’

Baskaniapulled aclump of frilly leaves with tiny blue flowersfrom his pocket. “With these...”

CHAPTER ONE

Seeing Green

DEAREREC,

You haven’t met me, but | have seen your picture in the huge celebrations herein your honor. We
are all so grateful that you rescued King Piter and stopped the evil Shadow Prince from getting
the scepter! | just want to say, | think you're great. I’ll probably never get to meet you except in
my dreams. Just know that somewhere thereisa girl who is always thinking about you.

If you want to write back, put your letter in this envelope and toss it onto the grass. Otherwise,
please throw the empty envel ope on the ground to recycle it.

XXXXO000,

An Admirer

Erec reread the pink frilly letter for the tenth time. It had appeared yesterday in the grassin ashiny hard
shell when he wasthrowing abdl outside with his brother Trevor. One moment hewasrolling in the dirt,
and the next it wasjust there, gleaming white in the sun, thewords " Erec Rex” printed nestly on the Sde.
He picked it up, curious. Trails of dime oozed from the shell, but the pink |etter poking out was dry. He
amogt had it memorized, especidly the part about the girl thinking about him, and of course al those Xs
and Os.

The sun blazed through twelve-year-old Erec’ swindow, bouncing off the straight dark hair sprouting
from the front of hishead and getting lost in the tangled curlsin back. He stretched in his bed and rubbed
his bright blue eyes.

Erec Ulysses Rex wasanorma boy, with afew minor exceptions. He had an unusud gift, which he once
thought was a curse: his cloudy thoughts. These ideas would overtake him and force him to do whatever
they commanded. He used to fight them, but since they had saved hislife, he was glad to have them.
Also, one of hiseyeswas atached in the back to a hidden dragon’ s eye, a gift from the dragon
Aoquesth.

But what he found out recently—that his mother knew magic, that he had been born in Alypium, and that



he was destined to be king there—took away any feding of normalcy he' d ever had. Alypium was one of
the three Kingdoms of the Keepers, where magic was till known, along with the underground Aorth,
and Ashona, which was under the seas. Not that Erec planned to actualy perform the twelve dangerous
guests to become king. In fact, there was abig problem he could not ignore. He now knew that
becoming king would destroy him completely.

Erec rolled over and read the letter again. For thefirst timein along time, hisalarm clock had not woken
him early. What ardief. Maybe the thing finadly redized it was summer...now that summer wasa an
end. The clock usualy woke him by throwing thingsat him. It was one of the strange, lifelike objects that
Erec had grown up with, like hisjuggling coat rack. His mother had gotten them from the Kingdoms of
the Keepers.

He glanced at the clock and then sat up, not believing hiseyes. It sood in asmall pool of water, beeping
softly. Hismother’ s magica Seeing Eyeglasses were perched on itsround face. Small tearlike droplets
dripped down its numbers asit peered through the glasses. The clock was like an annoying pet, dways
waking him up too early, but now it looked pathetic. When he picked the glasses up, the clock came with
them, blinking sadly. Erec pulled, but the glasses stuck firmly to itsface.

“Oh, no.” Erec smacked hisforehead. He had |ft the glasses out last night, thinking about using them to
check on his best friend, Bethany. He had not done it, and now he regretted taking them out at al. They
wereimpossible to take off anybody, maybe even an darm clock.

He flopped onto his back and gazed at acrack in the ceiling. As he stared, it began to ook quitelike a
minotaur with whom he had once had an unfortunate experience. He closed his eyes and sighed. Part of
him wanted to go back to Alypium, where strange things like minotaurs existed and where Bethany was,
rather than staying safe and comfortable in New Jersey. Sure, he had never been crushed in apit under
an avalanche of rock at home, nor nearly been killed by amultieyed fiend, or suffered attack fleas, but he
aso had more fun in Alypium than anywheredse.

But the problem was the scepter. It till haunted him day and night. His dreams were ravaged with
thoughts of holding itsdick gold, streams of its power flowing through hisbody. It kept caling for him.
From thefirst moment he had held it, he’ d wanted the scepter badly, would do anything to get it. But
since he had come home to Upper Earth, his craving for it had grown, and he realized what it had done
to him. Hismind wandered to it dl the time, and not with thoughts of helping peoplewith it or learning
about its magic. No. Erec wanted it in his bones. He wanted its power. Hewanted to joiniit...lose
himsdf init...useit to complete hiswill.

Hisdegrefor it completely overwhelmed him.

He had used it to too much, too soon, without any training...and he knew that if he ever held it again, he
would be out of contral, lost inits power.

So becoming aking and wielding a scepter was out of the question.

Erec rose from the small cot in the corner of the tiny room he shared with histwo brothers. He used to
hate being cramped for space, but now he did not care. After everything he had gone through, al that
mattered was that hisfamily was alive and safe. He stepped over his deeping dogs, Tutt and King, and
his brother Trevor snoozing in adeeping bag.

Danny and Sammy, histhirteen-year-old twin brother and sster, stood across the room staring at him
and whispering. They looked dlike, tal and thin with soft blue eyes. Danny’ s sandy brown hair stood on
end, and Sammy’ swas smoothed into a ponytail. Ever since he returned from Alypium four weeks ago,
they had been acting strangdy—following him around, eyes glued on him like they’ d never seen him
before. It was amost like they were spying on him. His adoptive mother, June, had said they just wanted
to keep an eye out for him since he had been missing for so long. But they certainly did not seem like
their old selves. Danny had not cracked asingle joke, and Sammy was not acting motherly at al. Infact,
they seemed seriousdl thetime.



“Excuse me, guys.” Erec squeezed between the twins shouldersinto the bathroom. His toothbrush,
another lifelike object his mother had bought from the VVulcan store in the Kingdoms of the Keepers,
gprang into action. It grabbed an open tube of toothpaste with itsarms and legs, rested its bristle head
over the opening, and squeezed until abig glob of white popped onto itsface. Like amonkey, it swung
hand over foot up to Erec’ s face where, grabbing hismouth, it shook its head dizzyingly across Erec's
teeth.

Erec gripped the counter for aslong as he could stand it before he ripped the thing out of his mouth. He
looked into the mirror and gasped. Two faces were right behind him, staring.

Then he sighed. It was just Danny and Sammy. “Y ou guys scared me. Are you under ordersto follow
me or something?’

The old Danny would have hit him on the head and told him to shut up, but then again, the old Danny
would not have been staring at him to begin with. He shook his head in warning and the twins backed
off.

Erec was |eaving the bathroom when suddenly ablinding green light flashed through him. In the next
second he could see again, but everything looked greenish. White cobwebs hung al around him. Erec
watched himsdlf moving, walking—although he was sure he was standing still. He gripped the door frame
next to him.

The image before his eyes was so clear, Erec was not sureif it wasred. It looked like he was outside,
somewhere, running through cobwebs. ..running at his brother Danny.

Danny had a horrified look in his eye as he watched Erec coming for him. Erec sprang at Danny,
tackling him, grabbing his neck. No, he thought to himself, what am | doing? But he couldn’t stop
himself. His own hands were holding his brother down, shaking him hard.

A woman walked by in the eerie green light. She looked down at the two of them in shock. Erec
watched his hand reach up, and grab at her belt and...yank it from her waist. His heart started
pounding. What was he doing? How could he? The woman looked shocked, clutched her skirt to
hold it up...

And then theimage faded.

Erec stood in the doorway of the bathroom, pale and shaking. What had happened? It was like adream,
but he was awake and it felt so real. What was wrong with him? He didn’t want to hurt his brother. He
looked at Danny across the room and bit hislip in shame.

June, his adoptive mother, had come down the halway. “ Are you okay?’ Erec shrugged, not sureif he
wasdl right or not.

“Y our eyeturned around and the dragon-eye side was showing,” shesaid in awe. “I’ve never seen
anything likeit. It glowed like agreen light, with along black dit in the middle. Then it turned back so fast
| couldn’t believeit.” Concerned, she brushed hair from hisface. “ Did you see something through it?’
Erec rubbed his shoulders, fedling unsettled. “Y ou don’t want to know.”

“What do you mean?’

“Never mind.” Erec did not want to admit he’ d had such a horrible thought. He walked back to his cot.
What wasthat al about? Thiswasthefirst time he had seen through the dragon’ s eye since he got
it...and hedidn’t like what he saw. What made it happen now? And why did the vison haveto be so
terrible?

He had been glad to have the dragon eye. It was so much better than the glass one he' d had before.



Now he could see through both eyes. But what if the dragon eye wasn't so great? What if it was evil? A
chill crept through him. What if the dragon eye was going to make him do thingslike his cloudy thoughts
did—only bad things? Wasit going to make him really hurt Danny? No. Hewouldn't It it.

Erec rubbed his new eye, wishing he could have his glass one back. The last thing he needed was
something to make him more out of control. And what if he wanted to get rid of the dragon eye
someday? Was he stuck with it?

June went into the kitchen and came back with aletter. “This came yesterday. | forgot to giveit to you.”
He opened it.

Dear Erec,

| hate to ask you this because | know how you feel about becoming king, and the scepter and all,
but it’ sreally urgent. Baskania and President Inkle are going to count your absence from Alypium
as aforfeit. If you don’t get here within the week to do the first quest, they will hand the throne to
Balor, Damon, and Rock, since they “ officially” won the contests.

I’ ve been thinking about it a lot, Erec. | know you' re afraid of what might happen if you use the
scepter again. And sure, being a king sounds a little crazy. But if you really were the king, you
wouldn’t have to use the scepter, would you? | mean, nobody could make you. Just think about it.
| can’t imagine what would happen if Balor, Damon, and Rock become rulers and get the
scepters. You know what they would do to everybody here? Would you consider it, please?
Anyway, | wouldn’'t mind seeing you again.

Your friend,

Bethany

That settled it. Handing Alypium to the Stain brothers was not an option. They would turn the placeinto a
wasteland, their dragon horses breathing fire on everyone, using the sceptersfor destruction. Likeit or
not, Erec was going.

CHAPTER TWO

Police Officerssss

EREC WASNOT surewhat to pack for histrip to Alypium. The last time he had brought nothing at
al. He couldn’'t help feding like he was making abig mistake. A dream he’ d had last night about the
scepter was hismost vivid one yet. It started the same as usual. He made a command. The scepter’s
energy started a hisfingertips and streamed through his body, building into aroar. Usudly he did not



remember the command, but this time he was ashamed to remember it only too well. He had told it that
he wanted to rule the world. And as the scepter did his bidding—making everybody drop to their knees
and bow down to him—he'd heard his enemy, Baskania, laughing wildly.

Maybe Bethany was right. Maybe he could be king and just put the thing in a closet and never look at it
agan.

Erec swallowed hard. He doubted he could do that. But he pushed the thought from hismind. At least he
would get to see Bethany in Alypium, and maybe his secret admirer aswell. What would it be liketo be
surrounded by adoring fans? The thought cheered him up. He probably would get free cloud cream
sundaes and chocolate-covered honey drops. Big-eyed girlswould crowd around him wanting to hear
how he fought off the destroyers. He would have to get used to Signing autographs, of course, but that
would be okay.

When Erec appeared, Zoey was egting Flying Count cered in the kitchen. Sheranto hisside. “Tell me
about the destroyersin the dungeon again. Did you dmost die?’ Erec laughed. Since he had been back,
hisyounger siblings, Trevor, Ndl, and Zoey, couldn’t get enough of his ories.

Trevor downed amouthful of Magnon Fiber and leaned forward eagerly.

Erec sat down and Zoey climbed into hislap. “It was nothing. | just threw paper on dl their noseswith a
wooden arm, and they dropped likeflies.”

Zoey'seyeswere big, but Junerolled hers. “All right, hero. Eat some bregkfast, we'll hop atrainto
Grand Central in New York, and I'll walk you to FES Station.”

Danny and Sammy were glued to thetelevision. A reporter blared, “ The latest developments of the
multinationa organization, Eye of the World, have raised concerns. Unnamed sources report that, under
various names, Eye of the World is purchasing fleets of ocean liners, railroads, and trucking companies
across the globe, aswell as many important bridges.

“In an unprecedented move, Eye of the World has just purchased the famous Chunnd connecting Great
Britain to the European continent. The Channd Tunnd, previoudy not for sale, waswon after billions of
dollarsfiltered to the controlling governments. Many are expressing fears about Eye of the World having
too much contral. Itsleader, the dusive Crown Prince of Peace, aready owns Sky Limit, the megacorp
controlling most of theworld sair traffic. He explains, ‘ Eye of the World istaking the mission of peace
into its own hands. Governments have abused the trust of their people long enough, using their power
over trangportation to wage wars as they please. We are smply creating a network of safety and peace
that is unbreakable for the good of dl.’”

June switched off the television, asour look on her face. Danny and Sammy huddled, whispering, then
inssted on walking with Erec and June to FES Station that |ed to the Kingdoms of the Keepers and
Alypium. Eleven-year-old Nell pushed aside her walker to hug Erec good-bye, then came skinny
red-haired Trevor, and finaly Zoey squeezed him too, flinging her long blond curlsin hisface.

June dipped thirty dollarsto the short, pudgy hot dog vendor at Grand Central Station. “1’ll check inwith
you assoon as | can get those glasses off your darm clock,” shetold Erec. “And e-mail me. If you need
anything, just come home through a Port-O-Door.”

“All right, Mom.”

Danny took sixty dollars out of his pocket and handed it to the vendor. “ Two more, Gerard.”

“Oh, noyou don't,” June said. “Y ou’ re starting school soon, and you need to stay with the family.” She
snatched the money from the vendor’ sfist. “Where did you get this?’

Thetwins stared at her coldly. Sammy produced another sixty dollars and handed it to the vendor.

June' s eyes narrowed at the now confused Gerard, who dropped the money back into her hand. “Hey,
thisisn't family therapy,” he said. “I’m running abusiness here.” Helooked over Sammy’ s shoulder at the
next customer in agrowing line. *Y eah, whadda yawant?’

June' s face was red with embarrassment. “We |l talk about this when we get home.” She threw withering



glances at Danny and Sammy. “We discussed this, and | said no. Y ou start school soon and we don't
have atutor lined up for you in Alypium. Thereis no reason for you to go there.”

Sammy’ s stedl blue eyes siwung to her mother. “Mom, we need to stay with Erec. Someone hasto keep
an eyeon him.” She grabbed the money out of her mother’ s hand and shoved it back at the vendor.
“We re going too.”

“Sammy!” June spun her around. “Wewill discussthislater. It stime you two pulled yoursel ves together.
Everyone shome now. We' redl okay. Let’s have afresh start.” She held her hand out to Gerard for the
money.

Danny’ svoice raised anotch. “Listen, Mom. We re going and you can't stop us.” He shoved her away
from the money Gerard held out.

“What?" June looked shocked, holding her arm where Danny had pushed her.

Erec couldn’t believe it. What was wrong with them?*“ Listen, guys. I’ll visit soon. Just stop making abig
dedl about this”

Danny sneered. “ Shut up, Erec. It' snone of your business.” He turned to Gerard. “Keep the money.
We regoing with him.”

Gerard looked back and forth confused. Finaly he shrugged his shoulders. “Password?’

June stepped forward. “No!”

Suddenly, the world around Erec vanished. Instead, he found himself standing in the middle of agreen
cyclone, rooted to the earth by hisfeet. His hands stretched into the swirling vortex around him.
Everything glowed an unred shade of green, like he had stepped into a comic book. Thin cobwebsfilled
theair. Hewas dizzy and sick, and his somach rose into histhroat.

It wasdmogt asiif...

It was.

A cloudy thought. But not like any he had ever experienced. Something was happening with his dragon
eye. It was making his cloudy thought different. Wild and out of control. He felt changed, morphed into
some kind of green mongter.

Firefdt likeit was shooting from hisfingertips. He was strong, energized. He could do anything. It was
like the power of the trident wasinside him.

Then the command came to him. He knew what he had to do.

Run at Danny, full speed. Knock him down. Use all of your brute force. Then tie his hands with a
belt.

Wheat kind of craziness wasthis? Hurt his brother? Just because he wanted to come to Alypium? No. He
wouldn't do it.

But if it had been hard in the past to fight his cloudy thoughts, it was impossible now. His body raced
forward, fists up, straight for his brother. He felt sck. Sick with himsdlf, sick with what he was doing, yet
unable to stop.

And then he saw it. Therewas aglint in Danny’ s hand. Something sharp flew from hisfingers as Erec
tackled him. He shoved Danny onto the sdewalk, held him down, heart pounding. What was that thing
he had been holding? Danny stared a him wildly, athin trickle of blood running from hislip.

A woman walked by wearing a belted skirt. Shelooked down at them in horror. Erec closed his eyes.
No. But he could not fight it. He yanked the cloth belt from her waigt, tied it around Danny’ swridts, then
sat on hisknees. The woman clutched at her skirt, gasping in shock.

It was over. Erec rubbed his eyes, the green light gone. His dragon eye must have switched around to his
regular eye.

June' s mouth hung open. She rushed over to help Danny up, handing the woman her belt back with an
gpology. “Erec,” she sad, “what iswrong with you? Why did you do that?’

Danny sat up and rubbed his head. Erec tared at the ground, ashamed. “I'm sorry.” Helooked at
Danny. “What were you holding?’

Danny glared a him. “A mirror. | had something stuck in my teeth.”

Erec dropped hishead into hishands. “1 am so sorry.” He helped Danny up. How could this have
happened? Were his cloudy thoughts turning on him? He looked at his hands, disgusted with what he had



done.

Junelaid her hand on hisarm. “ Are you going to be okay?’ Erec nodded. “Maybe Danny and Sammy
should keep an eye on you, after al. Come home, you two, and we'll talk about it. Erec.” Her hand
tightened its grip on him. “Be careful. After that stunt | have haf amind to keep you home. But you have
abigjobtodo. I'll check on you soon with the glasses.” She sighed. “ Good luck with your first quest to
beking.”

Little did Erec know how much he would need it.

The swarm of activity in FES Station came as ajolt after the four weeks Erec had spent in quiet,
predictable Upper Earth. A thick, lifdessfedling penetrated the air. It was from the Substance, the
invisble network that held al magic. Substance ran through Aitherplanes throughout the world, but more
of it wasin the Kingdoms of the Keepers, which madeit easier to do magic there. For somereason, in
the Kingdomsit gave off a sad ache that surrounded everyone, weighing on hearts and mindslike an
unsolvable problem. Erec knew from before that he would adjust to it in aday or two. After that, he
would only notice it on occasion, with melancholy twinges.

People bustled everywhere. Sorcerers and apprentices wore black and blue cloaks, some others sported
shiny slver “UnderWear” from Aorth. Interesting shops lined the walls, like Neither Fish nor Fowl
Vegetarian Diner, Swim with the Fishes Scuba Shop, and Under Grounds Coffee.

Even with the heavy fedling from the Substance, Erec il grinned at the people flying under the
gxty-foot-high cellings. Women and men raised their ams and sailed up into the wind tunnd of the
Skyway, the passageway for people who could fly. Erec had flown before with the help of dragon-scale
dust, and Bethany had too, by using heli powder. Everyonein the Kingdoms of the Kegperswas born
with amagica gift. Erec wished hiswasflying; hewould loveto do it dl thetime. But then again, his gift
of cloudy thoughts had helped him quite abit.

Thin wooden doors appeared and vanished dl around the walls of the station. Erec immediately
recognized them as Port-O-Doors, magical doorways that took people where they wanted to go, and
vanished when they returned. Some of the doors shrunk to fit under food counters. Erec saw awoman
stumble out of ashrunken door straight into aluggage rack, spilling coffee on hersalf and muitering.

Erec had alittle money with him, enough to splurge on acloud cream nectar fizz at United Pollen
Farmers. Before he durped the last drop, it floated and vanished into the air. Without looking, he
grabbed his suitcase and headed toward the white neon aypium sign. Helost his balance as his suitcase
wiggled and jerked to the side. He grabbed for it, but it lurched out of his reach.

A tall man with hair greased over alarge bald spot appeared in front of him, clearing histhroat and
squinting through hismonocle. “And what do you think you are doing? Stealing my luggage, | presume?’
He crossed hisarms. “Y ou look familiar. | better cal the police.”

“No, please.” Erec looked at the suitcase more closdly. It was dark blue like hisown, but taller and
without whedls. The thing happily trotted to the man’sside. “I’m sorry. | thought it was mine.”

“Hmmph. Likely story.” The man frowned. “If it belonged to you, you wouldn't need to grab it like that.
It would have come with you on itsown. Stay here.” His clawlike hand gripped Erec’' s shoulder, and he
gpokeinto hisindex finger. “Police?I’m in FES Station, by the Super A King fastaurant. I’ ve caught a
young thief here, trying to steal my suitcase. Y es, thank you.” Erec’s somach sank into his knees. He
remembered that people here had microscopic cell phonesimplanted in their fingers.

The man glared at Erec. “ Just you wait. President Inkle has gotten alot tougher on criminds. You'll sitin
adungeon, or &t least get anasty memory implant for this”

Erec remembered how King Fiter, the king of Alypium, had punished Earl Evirly with amemory implant.
He did not want to spend the rest of hislife with terrible memories of rotting away in acdl, surethat it
redlly happened even though it had not. “But | wasn't trying to—"



Four odd-looking, armless men in uniforms gppeared. Instead of limbs, they had long, snakelike bodies.
Their blue uniforms looked like tube socks with star-shaped badges and brass buttons stuck on. One of
the officers wore a hat that looked like a blue bowler with ablack band and a star in front, like a.cross
between an English bobby’ s hat and one worn by the Keystone Cops. Another wore ataller black hat
with awide brim and a gold buckle, which made him look like a pilgrim. The third sported an ornate
slver Spanish conquistador helmet, and the fourth wore atall white pointed hat with broad wings that
looked like it came straight off a Dutch farm girl.

All of the officers eyed Erec harshly, swaying back and forth like snakes. “ Ssssso, thissssssisthe thief 7’
the cop in the conquistador helmet asked. “ T'sssssK, tsssssk, young man. Y ou will learn sssssoon, crime
does not pay.”

“B-but...” Erec looked back and forth between the men. He could not believe thiswas happening. They
were not even asking him his side of the story. The men’ storsos started waving wildly, asif they were
about to strike. One flicked aforked tongue from his mouth. Erec’s breath caught. What would happen
now? He had to get to Alypium to stop Balor, not be thrown in adungeon somewhere,

A sudden flash of light surprised Erec. Thetall man who'd called the police had just snapped his picture.
The police officers did closer on their tails, hissng. Erec wondered how they could catch him without
arms. Then the onein the Dutch farm girl’ s hat tilted back his head and opened his mouth wider than
seemed possible. Two long fangsjutted from under histop lip, and aterrible szzling sound came from his
throat. His head wagged in excitement, tilting Sdeway's as he approached Erec.

That’ swhen he redlized how they were going to catch him. By biting him.

Thoughts of snakes and poison tumbled through Erec’ s head in the split second before he turned and
ran.

He hoped the officers would not be able to run fast with only one thick leg. When he glanced over his
shoulder, he could not see them at al. But then awoman behind him screamed and jumped. The police
officers gppeared, dithering across the floor right behind him.

A scream gargled in the back of Erec’ sthroat as he pushed hisway past people, legping on histoes
across the room. The snake men did behind him, knocking people out of their way. Erec ran faster,
flinging himsdf behind the counter of a coffee shop.

A girl making coffee yelped. Erec apologized, then dove out of the way when the officer wearing the
Keystone bobby hat did over the counter. The girl looked as terrified as he was, and dumped a pot of
hot coffee onto the snake man’ s back.

The officer hissed loudly and looked back at her, furious. Erec legpt over the counter and ran toward an
UnderWear shop. He wished he could fly to escape the snakelike officers. But what he saw next
changed hismind. Two of them were soaring toward him, wiggling through the air likewormsin dirt.
Ther fangsglisgened in thelight.

As hewaslooking over his shoulder, Erec tripped over awalking duffle bag and crashed to the floor.
The snakes did closer, mouths open. He scrambled to get away, but they were fagter, closing in on him.
One of them opened wide, fangs poised above Erec’sleg.

There was nothing he could do. The snake thing would bite him and whatever happened then would
happen. He hoped it was not poisonous.

He squeezed his eyes shut, jaw clamped tight, but he felt nothing. When he dared to sneak a peek, he
saw the officer’ s snakelike mouth frozen over his caf. Hejerked it away, but the snake mouth stayed
where it was. Silence now filled FES Station. He noticed everybody was frozen, like statues.

A chuckle burst out over his head. “1t' sagood thing | was here, Erec. Wouldn't want to lose you now.
Y ou have too many thingsto do.”

The man who approached him made the snakelike officerslook norma. His piercing green eyeswere
surrounded by thick olive-colored scales, scattered over blotches of pink skin. The scales covered most
of hishead, making him bald. Hiswide nose protruded forward aong with hisjaw, causing him to look
like areptile, and his mouth was long and wide.

The man cleared histhroat. “1 suppose you' re gawking because of my looks?’



Erec shook his head, stunned.

“I understand,” the man said. He paced, his hands fluttering in congtant motion like birds. “It’ sthe first
timeyou' ve seen me likethis. Nasty, isn't it? A wicked boy did thisto me along time ago. Thisisagreat
improvement over the crocodile head he gave me, though. Did you know that if your looks are changed,
you can never go back to what you were before?” He grimaced. “I’ m sorry. Let me introduce mysdlf.
My name is Rosco Kroc. I'm your friend Oscar’ stutor.”

Erec dumbly shook his hand.

“Wall, you better hurry. I've just learned how to stop time, and | can't keep it up much longer. Let’s get
you out of here.”

Erec found his suitcase, which he had |eft by the United Pollen Farmers. Rosco tossed it on the luggage
counter and waked him to the front of theline for the Artery to Alypium. “Areyou ready to go? The
police will think you vanished. Good thing they don’t know your name.”

Erec nodded. In asecond, everyone around him was moving again. He heard screams from the far end
of the station, where it sounded like the officer might have accidentally bit somebody else.

Hewasn't gticking around to find out.

CHAPTER THREE

The Real Erec Rex | sDead

(GROUPSOF TEN people entered the pellet-shaped compartments that shot forward in burstsinto a
dark tunnel. Erec was soon ushered into alarge capsule with a clear window in front. He sat in the
second row next to around woman with ablond mustache. His head lurched back as the capsule shot
into thetunnd. A smal headlight showed whirlwinds of liquid dirt whizzing by.

Erec turned to the woman next to him. “What’ sin thistunnel, mud?’

Sheraised her eyebrows. “Y ou’ ve never traveled before, boy? Thisis a subterranean river. Someof it is
mud, and some isthe plasmathey pump through here to keep it clean.”

Erec winced a the sight. It looked anything but clean. They hit arocky spot, and the capsule bounced
roughly againgt stones jutting from the wall. The woman tutted, shaking her head. “ That’ s plaque building
up onthewals. They’ll haveto fix this artery soon or abandon it. Every now and then apod gets stuck in
atight artery. It can be hours or days before it worksitsdf free,” she complained. “Last time that
happened, there was a huge earthquake in Japan.”

Within minutes thelittle ship shot into the daylight and dammed to astop. Erec staggered, feding seasick,
into Alypium Station. He found the luggage counter and pointed to his suitcase. The luggage clerk poked
it and looked at him sadly. “ Sorry, mate. It'snot moving. | think it' ssick.”



Erec held back alaugh, and lifted his suitcase off the rack. He dragged it behind him amid the other
frolicking and legping bags. He exchanged his money for three slver shires and seven paper Bils, then
found the busin the outskirts of Alypium.

The cloudy citadd, that huge wall of clouds that surrounded and protected Alypium, shot into the skies
ahead of them. Erec’ sbuswaited for agreen light before it drove through along tunnel in the clouds.
When it burgt through into Alypium, the sun shone hot. The picturesque town gleamed brighter than he
remembered. The grasslooked impossibly green, and the sky glowed like a cornflower in bloom.

His thoughts turned back to the letter from his secret admirer. She said they had huge celebrationsin his
honor. He wondered if people would crowd around asking for his autograph. Of course hewould sign,
no matter how tiring it got.

Maybe he should write her back. The worst that could happen was she wouldn't answer. He wondered
if he might be encouraging somebody completely unappealing to fal for him. But no. Who was he
kidding? Nobody would fal for him from aletter. Plus, hisadmirer seemed appealing enough, judging
from her flowery handwriting and scented Stationery.

Hetook out the pen and paper from his pocket and wrote:

Dear admirer,

Thank you for your letter. I’'m glad you’ ve heard good things about me. [He stopped and wondered
how many people—okay, how many girls—had aso heard good things about him.] | hope things are
going well for King Piter now. [He paused, hoping this didn’t sound too dumb.] I’m coming back to
Alypium today to begin my first test to be king. [Erec sat Sraighter after writing this] Maybe I'll run
into you.

Erec

Hefolded the paper fast and stuck it into the shell envelope which instantly sedled itsdf shut. The
directions about throwing it into the dirt seemed odd, but Erec had become used to odd thingsthis
summer. He opened the bus window and tossed it onto the grass. The envelope glommed into athick
white blob and disappeared.

Therewas no taking it back now. Oh wdll, he hadn’t said much to worry about. Might aswell forget
about it.

Two signstwinkled with lights on the lawn of the Green House, where President Inkle lived. One read
FREEDOM, LIBERTY, AND JUSTICE: IT' STHE ALYPIAN WAY . The other sign glittered
PROTECT YOUR RIGHTS. THEY ARE ALL YOU HAVE. Farther on, swarms of people marched
with sgnsin the yard of agolden turreted building.

He turned to aman with ahigh, wrinkled forehead who sat next to him. “What' s going on there?’

The man winked. “Not from here, eh? That’ sthe Labor Society, where the Bureau of Bureaucratsis
located. A long time ago, the old sorcerers worked there—the ones that watched over King Piter,
Queen Posey, and King Pluto when they did their twelve quests. Now it' sagovernment building.” He
laughed. “I’m sure glad I’'m not doing one of those quests. They were never easy, but I’ ve heard they are
going to be deadly thistime around. Of course, someone’ s got to be weeded out.” He laughed. “Let’'s
hopeit' sthat smarmy imposter.”

Erec nodded and said, “Balor Stain.” Balor was one person Erec dreaded seeing again. He had
competed against Erec in contests to become king and chested every step of the way. Erec had won the
contests, and the scepter and astone called the LiaFail had identified him asthe next true king. He done
should be alowed to do the twelve quests that were the path to becoming king. It was ridiculous that
Baor and hisfriends would be alowed to do the quests with him—or against him.

The man next to him murmured something about Balor Stain being dl right, but Erec’ s eyeswere drawn



to some of the banners asthe bus sped by the picketers. Their sgnswere confusing, and he only caught a
few words.... DOZED FOR TEN YEARS, AND NOW HE WANTS TO BULLDOZE YOUR
RIGHTS...Who could that be about? Not King Piter?

Erec’s breath caught as he saw Castle Alypium towering over the city, glowing and sparkling like he had
never seeniit. It looked impressve and roya now that it was upright. King Piter had set the castle on its
sde right before he was hypnotized, which had made it ook like a huge comb dropped from outer
gpace. After Erec rescued him, the king had st it upright again.

He dragged his suitcase past the Six stone statues in front and through the immense doors that stood wide
open. Inside, the entry room sparkled. Before, grime had coated the chanddliers and the tapestries, and
the hardworking maids could not scrub it clean. He smiled. Now that King Piter was himsdlf again,
everythingwasdl right.

“Ewec...? Ewec!” An unfamiliar voice squeaked from across the room. A little pasty-faced man flew
toward him. Wild, fuzzy brown hair rimmed his shiny bald head, and huge, thick black glasses seemed
amost connected to hislumpy nose and bushy mustache like abad costume. The man, whose eyes only
came up to Erec’s chin, grabbed his hand and shook it vigoroudly.

“So glad to finadly meet you. So, so glad.” The man sounded like a congested saxophone. “I’ ve waited
here since | got the word. It’'s been weeks now. My nameis Pimster Peebles, call me, um, Mr. Peebles.”
He amiled and cocked hishead, mussing Erec’ s hair like along lost relative.

“Hi.” Erec was confused. It seemed rude to ask why this man had been waiting for him. “How...should |
know you?’

Peebles s high voice shot up and down like awaobbly roller coaster. “Oh, no, no. But you will. I'mto be
your soweery tutor.” He stuck histhumbsin hisarmpits and puffed his chest, face glowing with pride.
“My sorcery tutor?’

“Yes. | wequested the job as soon as | heard about you. Insisted on it, actudly. It will be my utmost
pleasure to serve he who will be king.”

Erec fdt even more uncomfortable asthe man' s chin jutted high into the air. He cleared histhroat. “Nice
to meet you. | better find my room now, and my friends. Maybe I’ ll seeyou later.”

“But of course. Follow me, Ewec.” The man swiveled on hished and led Erec down the halway into a
large atrium where the corridors leading to the north, south, east, and west wings met. Nothing seemed to
have changed, except it was much cleaner. Erec followed Mr. Peeblesinto the ornate south wing and up
to the second floor, not far from where Balor and Damon Stain had stayed during the contests. Erec
remembered with disgust how Balor had hung him upside downintheair in hisroom, and even tried to
kill him.

Peebles gave Erec akey to aroom that was afar cry from his old dorm. Three thick mattresses were
piled high on the bed, and astep stool to climb up on top of them stood nearby. Plush plum-colored
carpets covered the floor, and the windows overl ooked the castle gardens. A table was set with
sandwiches, lemonade, fruit, and atray of desserts on white cloth. The only thing missing that Baor's
room had had was alarge screen and video game chairs. Erec played with the dimmer on the chandelier
until Mr. Peebles cleared histhroat.

His nose twitched like arabbit. “ Ahem. Once you are settled may we begin your forma tutowing?1 am
eager to start, but you may want aday to adjust. Y ou are a complete beginner, wight?’

Erec nodded. His mother had told him she had arranged a tutor, but he had assumed it wasjust for
regular subjects like math, not magic. He smiled. Thiswould be grest. “How often do we meet?’

A broad grin spread over Mr. Peebles sface. “ That, of course, vawieswidely from tutor to tutor, but |
liketo take up alot of my agppwentices time. Y ou will meet with me evewy afternoon from oneto four.
In the mornings from nine until noon you will work with Miss Ennui, your academic tutor. Let’ smeet
tormowow at the fwont castle entwance at one. | will accompany you to buy your first wemote contwol.”
Mr. Peebles beamed.

“My what?’

“Y our wemote contwol. Don’t you know what that is?” He made flipping motions with hisfingersin the
ar.



Erec nodded. A remote control of hisown! Remote controls tapped into the powers deep within people
and let them do magic easily. He never thought he would get one, but why not?* Do you know where my
friend Bethany is staying?’

“Yes. | believe she' s been looking forward to seeing you. She' s had her own little mansion built off of the
west wing near King Piter’ schambers.” A frown briefly lit hisface. “ She dineswith the king every
evening in thewest wing.” Bowing, he shook Erec’s hand weskly. “I am so honored to tutor you. So
honored. Thank you, Ewec Wex.” He backed away, bowing and thanking Erec again and again until
Erec shut the door.

After Erec unpacked, he wandered through the castle. The dormitories were gone. At the entrance to the
west wing, where the king lived, awhiskered man sat behind an ornate desk. Helet Erecright in.

Erec had taken only afew stepsinto the west wing when he stopped abruptly. A large dark shadow
appeared before him. His eyesfollowed an ornately carved wooden walking stick up past a scarab
amulet—into the dark brooding eyes of Bathazar Ugry, King Piter’ s AdviSeer.

There was something nasty about Ugry that made Erec want to keep his distance. Ugry did not look
happy to see Erec, either. “ Y ou’ re back. Y ou haven't messed around here enough? Time to cause more
trouble?

Erec’ snosetwitched. Ugry smelled asrancid asusud. “I think | made things alittle better around here,”
Erec sad. “I certainly helped King Piter snap back to normal.”

Ugry snarled. “ Y ou got lucky. Don't count on it asecond time. | might not be so ready to help you,
especidly seeing ashow you' re so eager to lay your hands on the king' s scepter and throw him off of his
throne.”

Ugry wasn't going to scare him thistime. 1 don’'t want to throw anybody off of anywhere. | just want to
make sure the wrong people don’t end up in power.”

“And you're the right person, of course.” He glared, eyes boring into Erec. “Bewarned. I'll be watching
you.” In aswoaosh of black, Ugry disappeared.

“Erec!” afamiliar voice squeded as he passed the huge fountains outside the castle. A drenched Bethany
popped out, followed by Jack Hare and Oscar Felix. Before Erec knew it, wet arms were flung around
his neck.

“Awesome.”

“WEe ve been waiting for you.”

Bethany looked great. She had come along way from wearing the only patched dress Earl Evirly, the
man who had pretended to be her uncle, would buy for her. The sun glinted off her dark eyes and tanned
skin, and her long, wavy, dark hair hung wet around her face.

“Inyou go!” Amid grins and giggles, the three tossed Erec into the water. He sumbled to hisfeet and spit
asmd| fountain into the pool. “What are you guys till doing here?’

Jack smiled, brushing hisblond hair from hiseyes. “I’ m starting my apprenticeship in magic. The best
tutorsarein Alypium, and my dad says | should learn thingsright. We re staying at an apprentice
boarding house.”

Oscar, short and dim with spiky red hair, looked just as happy. “My dad let me come too. My tutor at
home stunk so my dad signed me up with one named Timber Bellows here. But he died the day we were
supposed to start. Nobody even knowswhy.” Oscar grinned, which Erec thought was odd, considering
what he had said. “I thought I’ d have to go back home...but of al people, Rosco Kroc happened to be
in Alypium. He heard my tutor died and he offered to take his place. | am so lucky. Roscoishuge. HE's
famous. He represents Aorth in the Green House. Rosco iskind of aheroin Aorth.”

Jack squinted. “1’m not sure hero isthe right word.”

Oscar glared at him, then smirked. “ Anyway, that meanswe Il seeyou every day. All the magic tutors
meet with their gpprenticesin Paidey Park right outside the castle grounds. I’ll ook for you there.”



Jack rolled hiseyes. “ Stay away from Oscar when he' swith histutor,” he warned Erec. “He likesto
practice on hisfriends.”

“I met Rosco,” Erec said. “He saved mefrom the...Waell, | had asmall problem with the police on the
way here”

“What?" Bethany’ s eyes widened. Erec told them what had happened.

“Cool!” Oscar said. “Rosco isthe best.”

“Why don’t you dl have dinner with me and Piter tonight?” Bethany grinned. “I know he'll want to see
you.”

“You'rekidding.” Oscar scratched his head. “I’ ve been hinting at thisal month. My tutor, Rosco, keeps
saying you'll inviteme, but | didn’t believe him. | thought you' d hog the king to yoursdf forever.”
Bethany blushed. “Erec’ sback. It'sa specia occasion.”

Oscar shook his head. “Funny how Rosco isawaysright.”

Bethany trailed alock of hair behind her ear as she looked at Erec. “ So, are you ready to do the first
quest?’

Erec nodded. He was il worried about what might happen. “I guess. | can't let Baor, Damon, and
Rock win and destroy this place.” He shuddered. “I don't have much choice. | just wonder which |
dread more, them winning or me.” Bethany looked confused so he explained. “If | get one of those
scepters | could end up more evil than Balor Stain. | don’t stand a chance with those things. They
changed me dready, just from thelittle bit that | used them. | crave them every day.”

Bethany shrugged off his concern. “If you win we' Il bury the scepter somewhere. Or we' [l melt it down
or get rid of it. Don’t worry. I’'m just glad you are going to try.” She patted his shoulder. “Baor won't
gtand achance. Y ou aretherightful ruler anyway, right?” She grinned and fell with her back siff into the
water, then swept an arm across it, spraying droplets into everyone s faces. She seemed much happier
than Erec remembered her.

Hewished hefdt that way. “I’ ve got that heavy, awful feding from the Substance, like when wefirgt
came here. | hopeit goes away soon.” He splashed hisfeet in the water. “Y ou happy here?’
“Lovingit.” Bethany flung her handsto the sky, sending showers of drops raining down on them. “L ook
a me. I’'m swimming. Playing in the water. Not daving day and night for Earl Evirly a hisdumb
newsstand and waiting on him hand and foot.” She closed her eyeswith abig smile. “I have everything |
never had. Piter gave me awhole suite in the west wing, and he even built amansion for me attached to
the castle. Servants buy me dresses and books. They’ Il make me hot chocolate in the middle of the night
if I want. | have my own hot tub with different-smelling bubblesin it every day. And | got the fanciest
remote control from Medea s. Thereis even adidein my room that takes me down to a specid library
filled with...the hardest math books I’ ve ever seen!” She jumped up and down and squealed.

Oscar rolled his eyes and Jack laughed.

“No wonder you're so happy,” Erec said. She was unbelievable a math. “Y ou have everything.”
Bethany waved away dl she had. “I’ d be happy with nothing aslong as | had Piter. | know he' s not
really my father, but he' s as close asthey come. Sure, the stuff | get isgreat, but it’'s so much better to
finaly have someone want to give me something. He said he' s starting to think of melike hisown
daughter.” She beamed, then turned serious. “Y ou know, Piter found out some things about me. | was
bornin Alypium, like you, Erec. My parents were Ruth and Tre Cleary. Ruth Cleary was King Piter’s
old AdviSeer. My parents were both killed the night King Piter’ swife, Queen Hesti, and their triplets
died. And | have an older brother named Pi. HE' s on the Alypium Sky springball team.” Erec’sjaw
dropped in amazement. Springball was his favorite sport. He remembered Pi Cleary, and he was grest.
“I' haven't met him yet, but | will when the team gets back in town.”

“Wow, | had noidea.” Erec paused, thinking about what she had said. “ That’ s awful about your parents.
Areyou okay?’

Bethany nodded. “I’ ve known my parents were dead since | waslittle. At least now | know who they
were. They sound like they were great. And now | know where | get my love of math. My mom wasa
whiz. | guessthat’s what made her agood seer. King Piter says|’ll bejust asgood, so | have a specid
tutor.”



Jack looked quizzical. “| wonder if you could be related to that famous prophetess, Bea Cleary. Shewas
the one who sent word that Piter, Posey, and Pluto would be born and were destined to rule the
Kingdoms of the Keepers.”

Oscar rolled hiseyes. “Y eah, March thirteenth, 1510. We had to learn al about it in history.”

Jack grinned. “It’ s not acommon last name, and she was agreat seer too. | bet she’ sin your family! She
gavetheLiaFall to Alypium—that stone that screamed to show Erec wastherightful ruler during the
coronation. Plus she told everyone how the sceptersfly to the future kings and queenstoo. And then
when Piter, Posey, and Pluto showed up on April eleventh, 1510, as babies, it al happened just like she
said. So everyone knew they werethetruerulers.”

Erec was glad Bethany had such an illustrious past and wished he knew haf as much about his own
parents.

Asif reading histhoughts, Jack said, “Did you ever find your father, Erec?’

Erec shook his head. He had spent most of hislife hating his father and was not sure that he wanted to
find him. “He s probably somewhere in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. He can find meif hewants. My
only memory of himisarecurrent nightmare from when he deserted me on the streets. His boss found me
under abush and called my father anidiot. Hisbosssaid, * The childisuseful.” Redl heartwarming.”

But Aoquesth had told Erec that hisfather was kind and generous. His father had saved the dragon eye
for Erecto have. It didn’t add up. Hetried to think more pleasant thoughts and remembered his dog.
“Where sWolfboy?’

Bethany clapped her hands. “He has his own room inside now, full of dog toys, and he hasahousein the
gardens, too.” Shelowered her voice. “It’ s padded, and it locks from the outside. His servants bring him
there before afull moon.” She plunged into the fountain and popped up, water streaming from her
eyebrows and nose. “He even has atutor now, Ms. Frinley. She says he’ s super smart. She might start
to teach him to communicate.”

Erec splashed into the water. He was happy for Wolfboy, but shouldn’t he have made these decisions?
Shouldn’t he be the one teaching Wolfboy and setting up his doghouse?“Wdll, now that I’ m back, he
can stay in my room.”

Bethany frowned, then shrugged. “ Okay, but he might not want to. All histhingsarein there.”

Erec sank into the water, bubbles streaming from his nose and exploding at the surface.

The heavy, sad feding from the Substance till weighed on Erec, but it was easing. He looked through his
bag of gold, slver, and bronze coins Bethany had saved for him. Soon he would bring some money to his
mother. She needed it.

Hefound Bethany in the west wing dining hall. Light from the glittering crystal chanddliers glinted off the
ornate glass goblets on the table.

Bethany giggled. “Maybe |ater we can explore the catacombs under the castle. They were covered up
for ten yearswhen it wasonitsside. | hear it’'s spooky down there.” She sat down. “How isyour mom?
Will she be safe on Upper Earth now?’

Erec hoped s0. “ She said she'll be fine. King Piter sent me home with chalk for her to draw around our
gpartment building. It's supposed to protect her from being found.”

The chak line had been faint at best, and on the areas where she drew over the grass, Erec couldn’t see
it a al. He hoped that it would work. If King Pluto or Baskania captured his mother again, he doubted
he could save her.

A man walked into the room wearing awhite high-collared dress shirt, ablack tie, agray vest, and along
black dinner jacket with tails. He carried atray of raw vegetables with white gloved hands, placed it on
the table, and bowed low. “Modom. Sir.”

“What did he say?’ Erec whispered to Bethany.

“ThisisJam,” Bethany said. “He cals me madam.”



The man stood up. Hisdark hair was dicked tightly againgt his head, parted way to the Sde, with little
curls dancing around the bottom. Gray-green eyes sparkled in his otherwise composed face. He spoke
with an English accent. “Y oung Sr, my nameis Jam Crinklecut. | am the magjordomo, the butler in charge
of the house gtaff of the west wing. It ismy pleasure to serve young sir and modom. If you need anything
at al, please ring me on the house phonein your chambers.” He bowed again.

King Riter, the king of Alypium, walked in. Hiswhite hair bounced neaily behind him as he surveyed the
room with his sprightly eyes. It felt great to see him dert and normal instead of dumped over, hypnotized
like he had been for ten years before Erec had saved him with the king’ s own scepter. He no longer
looked fifty years older than his sister, Queen Posey of Ashona, or his brother, King Pluto of Aorth. It
was hard to believe that the three of them had ruled for 485 years, kept dive by the power of their
scepters.

Erec, Jack, and Oscar roseto their feet, and Bethany toppled her chair backward, ran to the king, and
flung her arms around him. As he ruffled her hair, helifted his eyebrows at Erec and waved him over.
Erec shuffled closer, unsure what he was supposed to do. King Piter knuckled his head and grabbed him
and Bethany in abear hug. Erec gave him adight squeeze back, feding odd about hugging the king
instead of bowing.

Bethany shot Erec astrange look asthey al sat down.

“Um, could | have your autograph?’ Oscar’ s voice shook.

A deep chuckle erupted from the king. He tapped hisfinger twice on thetable. At thefirst tap apen
appeared, followed by paper. King Piter signed and handed the paper to Oscar with asmile.

Oscar stared solemnly at the signature. “1’ m keeping thisforever.”

“Erec.” Theking sblue eyesblazed. “I’'m glad you're back. I’ [l notify the Bureau of Bureaucrats.” His
face turned sour and he cleared histhroat. “I’'m sure they’ll contact you soon with your first quest.”
Servants rushed in with platters of hamburgers, grilled cheese, pizza, and desserts, dong with hedthier
but more augtere Alypian specidties. Theking' s plate wasfilled with unidentifiable green mush.

“I remember my first quest,” he chuckled. “Four hundred ninety-one years ago. We had to save adragon
gone mad from disease. Pluto, Posay, and | researched how to save him, with help from our tutors, of
course. We made a healing formula and threw a huge net over him while he was adegp—not so easy, |
can tell you. Of course he woke up. Pluto distracted him so | could rush from behind and inject the
formula. Posey had a spray to knock him out if we needed it. We thought we had it covered. But he sent
me flying with histail, and Posey’ s spray sailed into the bushes.” He shook his heed. “We were nine
yearsold. It' samiracle we survived. Pluto ran away. Luckily he tripped over ahuge snake, and he
screamed and jumped so wildly that the dragon stopped to watch him. Then Pluto fell face-first inthe
mud. | think the noise he made when he got up scared even the dragon. Pluto saved usin hisown funny
way, dthough he never would seeit like that. Aoquesth didn’t even notice when | injected the medicine.”
Erec’ s eyebrows shot up. “Did you say Aoquesth?’

King Piter winked. “Y up. The dragon that gave you your eye. Funny, isn't it? That’ s the odd thing about
Al'sWadll. Itswaters are fed from a deep spring with the fountain where the three Fates bathe, so
interesting things and coincidences usudly happen.”

Bethany looked confused. “What Al’sWell?’

Theking seyescrinkled. “Al’sWell and Ed’' s Well are our only two tapsinto the waters of the Fates.
Ed' sWdll givesvisons of thefuture, but it ishighly guarded in aplace called Earth’ s Edge, where the
Faeslive. Al'sWdl iswhereyou'll draw your quests to become king. | hear they have new fixtures
there.” King Piter’ seyes sparkled. “Y ou will find that the things you must do become entwined with you.
They areapart of your fate.” He shook hishead. “It'samiracle, redly.”

Oscar sad, “My tutor Rosco can tell the futuretoo, | think...at least my future.”

King Piter frowned. “ There are only afew people who can truly tell the future, gifted people like Bethany
who will someday be agreat seer.” Bethany beamed at the praise. “Anybody € se who saysthey can see
thefuture isalittle suspect. And speaking of suspect.. . Erec, the Bureau of Bureaucrats will oversee your
twelve quests. The process used to be much smpler.” He leaned forward. “Y ou may not be aware of
their presence, but they are observing you. Do understand, they will not help you if you arein trouble.”



Erec was not looking forward to it. “What will | have to do?’

“Y our quests may include anything at dl. Thereisnoway | can prepare you for them. They are not
contests but are steps that will make you stronger on your path to becoming aking. Thewatersfrom Al’s
Wl will seeinto your past and future and direct you as necessary. Normally, the three future rulers do
the quests together. Since you are the only one known to be the next true king, you may take two friends
to help with each quest, but they will not join you asrulers.”

Oscar’ seyeswidened. “What if | solve the quest mysdlf? Could | be king?’

“No, but I'm sure Erec would thank you for your help. To rule you must be identified by a scepter and
theLiaFal.”

Erec frowned. “It seemsslly that I'm supposed to be the true king just because | won those contests.”
Theking chuckled. “Isthat why you think you are meant to be king?’ He set down a spoon on the table.
“Wél, | can understand that. It's best that you don’t know the real reason now. But the contests were
fake, staged as an excuse to make the Stain boysrulers. Being king is your destiny.”

Theideamade Erec’ s head begin to hurt. What was Piter talking about? Hewasjust anormal kid. Well,
maybe not. Normal kids didn’t get dammed with information like this every other minute. His ssomach
tightened. He was sick of people keeping things from him, and it was happening again. He said to King
Piter, “Actudly, | don’'t carewhat isbest for me. I'd like to know right now why I’'m destined to be a
king.” He dapped his hand on thetable.

Oscar’ s eyes widened, and Bethany bit her lip. Erec wondered if he had gonetoo far, but he didn’t really
care. He had enough mystery in hislife, and he wasn't going to put up with any more.

The king looked uncomfortable. “ All will be reveded beforetoo long, | promise. Let’sjust say you come
by it geneticaly.”

Erec could not believeit. “ That'sdl you' retdling me? What do | come by geneticaly?| don't fed like
waiting to find out who | redlly am.”

“Theonly problem,” said the king, “isthat this knowledge is dangerous.”

Erec glared daggers at King Piter. The king cleared histhroat and smiled apologeticaly. Oscar durped
his pizza.and Jack munched on cloud loaf in silence.

Suddenly, there was aknock at the door, which flew open amoment later. Behind a befuddled Jam
Crinklecut stood Danny and Sammy. Their eyesfixed on Erec with relief.

“Thesetwo ingsted on finding you right away.” Jam nodded to Erec. “ They said they are your brother
and sgter.”

Erec |ooked at them in wonder. “Does Mom know you' re here?’

“Sure.” Danny shrugged. “ She wants us to watch you.”

Sammy added, “We missed you.” She gave Erec adiff hug.

The king motioned for them to Sit. “Pleasejoin us.” He signaled the servants, and they brought plates for
the newcomers.

Sammy blinked at the king. “ Since we are Erec’ s brother and sister, can we help him with the quests?’
That was odd. Erec wondered how she knew he could have helpers. Maybe they had overheard at the
door before coming in.

“That isup to Erec,” theking said.

All eyesturned to Erec, who busied himsdf eating histhird piece of cake.

King Piter twiddled histhumbs. “Y our sblings may have aroom near yoursin the west wing near the
roya chambers. Erec, like| told Bethany, if you need anything at dl, let me know.”

“But I'm gtaying in the south wing,” Erec said.

Smiling, the king turned to Bethany and raised afuzzy gray eyebrow. “Y ou took care of Erec’sroom?’
Bethany turned red. “ His magic tutor thought he should stay in the south wing near him.” Her facefdl. “I
thought the west wing was only for family...”

King Piter smiled at Erec. “Y ou may moveinto the west wing, and your brother and Sister are welcome
too.”

Bethany’ s eyeswidened. “My stomach hurts. Excuse me.” Sheran from the room.



Erec could not find Bethany the next morning. He had a bad fedling she was upset. Danny and Sammy
followed him like ducklings after their mother. Danny even walked with him into the bathroom, staring
with empty eyes until Erec shooed him away. Their Slence made the Stuation even stranger. Danny
usualy never stopped talking. Erec bit histongue and tolerated them. Maybe Alypium was so foreign that
it would take them afew daysto get used toit.

He snuck out of the bathroom, took the Port-O-Door in the west wing into his mother’ skitchen, and
dumped haf of hisgold, silver, and bronze coins onto the counter. “Mom, | didn’t think Danny and
Sammy were coming to Alypium.”

June pursed her lips. “We discussed it, and it made sense. After what happened here before you left, it
seemed agood ideafor them to watch out for you, just in case.”

“But they follow me everywhere. And now they want to do the quests with me. | thought Bethany and
Jack or Oscar might be better, since they’ ve been there awhile.”

June sghed. “Do what you think isright, but try not to hurt their fedings. E-mail me on the MagicNet if
you have any problems, okay?’

Erec returned to his new room in the west wing and covered hisface with a pillow. It was bad enough
that he had to compete against Balor, Damon, and Rock to become king and be awarded a scepter that
he dreaded having. Life was getting too complicated.

Erec’' smorning tutor, Miss Netta Ennui, had thick wire-rimmed spectacles that matched her slver hair
perfectly. With agrim expression, she made the twins St to the sde while Erec took pretestsin math,
English, and higtory. All of the testiswere ether ridiculoudy easy or too difficult to do at al, so he finished
them quickly.

At one o' clock, Erec found Mr. Peebles by the front castle doors. Peebles flew across the room, a
toupee flapping on his head, and nearly crashed into him. *“ So good to see you, so good, so good. And
your bwother and sister, too. Now let’ sal go get you that wemote contwol, shal we?’

Thiswas Erec’ sfirst walk into Alypium since he’ d been back. His stomach tightened. Would adoring
fans crowd him, taking pictures and asking for his autograph? Maybe the store owner would insst he
take the remote for free,

Onthewalk, however, nobody even looked him in the eye. Erec cleared histhroat in front of passersby,
but nobody seemed to notice him. He swallowed his disagppointment, reminding himsdlf that privacy was
agood thing.

“You are so lucky your bwother and sister are here,” Mr. Peebles squeaked. His toupee had flown
away, and thewind blew the scraggy curls rimming his shiny head. “Family is of the utmost importance. |
expect you to include them here.”

Mr. Peebles led them into ashop called Tricksters at the edge of the agora. Thewadlls, celling, and
shelveswere black, and bright lights made the objects and people in the shop glow like wraiths. Mr.
Peebles approached a silver ghost who gazed from behind the counter. “ Do you have a special wemote
contwal for thisfine young man, Circe?’

“Oh, yes| do, Mr. Peebles” Her words did like dugs dedding on theicy winds of her breath. She
reached below the desk and laid athin metal box with black buttons on the dark counter. “This should fit
your needs. Of courseit’ sexpengve. Five gold rings.”

When Erec |ooked through the ghost’ s eyes, he saw wormswiggling in ajar behind her, which bothered
him enough that he could bardly think about the cost. He counted five gold rings from his pocket and set



them in her outstretched silver hand, then took the remote.

“Caweful, Ewec,” Mr. Peebles snuffled. “Y ou may not use thisuntil you' ve had pwoper instwuctions.”
He sniffed loudly and pulled the remote from his hands, herding the kids out the door. “Thisisavery
powerful wemote contwol.”

On theway back to the castle, Mr. Peeblesled them past the Labor Society, the turreted building where
the Bureau of Bureaucrats was located. Picketers lounged in the grasswaving signs and drinking Flying
Donkey Nectar and Snail Trail Lichen Ale. A woman with long red hair to her knees walked around with
trays of snacks.

Erec’ s breath caught as he spotted his name on asign. No, on several signs. One in the shape of acrown
read DON'T SHOVE THE ER SCAM DOWN OUR THROATS. Others stated THE REAL EREC
REX ISDEAD, and I’'M NOT AFRAID OF EREC REX—TRICKY MAGIC TRICKS NO ONE!
Other signs stated BALOR, DAMON, AND ROCK: THREE HONEST WINNERS, and FAIR
PLAY, and CONSPIRACY: DON'T LET THE CROWN AND THE KID CONTROL YOU!

Erec’ s heart sank. What were these people talking about? A thin young woman with short blond hair and
pixie green eyes bounced off the lawn and pushed papersinto their hands. The flyersread THE ER
FALLACY: THEMYTH THAT GIVES THE CROWN A STRANGLEHOLD ON POWER.

Erec felt sck. “Why do you think Erec Rex isascam?’ he said weakly.

The blond woman seemed not to recognize him at dl. She laughed at the question. “ Obvioudy you
weren't there the night of the coronation. A few here saw it for themselves. Right when the winners were
about to be crowned, some sorcerer that looked like akid froze the whole roomful of people and made
ascepter and crown come flying to him. Then he madeit look like he saved the king from that stupor, or
whatever waswrong with him.

“At firg people thought the kid had hypnotized King Piter himself. Then he woke the king when he was
ready to clam power.” She sneered at the scam being played on them. “But King Piter is backing this
fraud completely. It looks like they werein on it together, so King Piter can control who the crown goes
to. Sick, isn't it? The fake Erec even broke poor Balor Stain’ s remote control during one of the
contests.”

Erec could only stare at her blankly. That was not what had happened at al. She shrugged and continued
to tell more passersby her information. Thiswas al wrong. He had saved the day. They should be
thanking him. What about the snail mail from his secret admirer? What about the * huge celebrations’ she
talked about? Was she that clueless about what was going on?

Erec was trembling, much too shaky to speak. Mr. Peebles bowed his head. “I’m till honored to teach
you, Ewec,” he said.

Erec backed away, then turned and ran. He had to get away. How could everything have gone so
wrong?

CHAPTER FOUR

Erida



EREC RAN ONTO the castle grounds, past the fountains, the gardens, and the maze, without
stopping to think. He was vaguely aware that Danny and Sammy trailed him awhile, but helost themin
the woods. The rhythmic pounding of his shoes and his sharp breaths lifted him above hisanger and
cleared his head. When the ache in hislegs and thefirein hislungs had cleaned him out enough, he sat by
atrickling brook. Still unhappy, he threw sticks and stonesinto the water and watched them splash.

It wasn't fair. Maybe dreaming of admiring fanswas crazy. But this? Everyone thought he wasalying
cheater and that Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Rayson were good guys he' d wronged. How did this
happen? Did Bethany know about this? He could not find her that morning. Maybe she was avoiding
him. Maybe she hated him too.

Erec’ s head was swimming as he wandered back toward the castle. In his daze he tripped over astick
and landed chest-first on the ground. A chirpy rumble behind him sounded like a choking woodpecker.
Erec turned and saw aman’ s face poking through athick shrub. The stick, dowly receding, now was
clearly the man’s scrawny leg. Only hishig black eyes, hooked nose, and red lips were visible through
the bush, giving him the appearance of having wild green shrubby hair and beard. He made the peculiar
rumbling noise, and Erec redlized it was alaugh.

Erec wondered how hefit so neatly through the bush. “I’m sorry | stepped on you. Are you okay?’
Eventualy the man stopped laughing. “A little upset, Erec Rex?”’

Erec was startled. How did the man know his name? He wondered if this guy aso thought he was an evil
scam artis. “Everyone thinks | fixed the coronation ceremony...and even fixed the LiaFail and the
Scepter.”

The man laughed so hard he choked, dapping his sides. “Maybe you did, Erec Rex. Maybe you did.”
Fed up, Erec stumbled to hisfeet and walked on, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. Nobody
understood him at al. Not even the weirdo who took napsin bushes.

In the garden he spotted Bethany and her magic tutor, ayoung woman with light brown hair. Seeing him,
Bethany galloped over, waving her arms, long dark hair blowing in the breeze. Erec waked on, ignoring
her, staring down at the grass.

“Hey, dow down! | hope you're not mad at me.”

Erec spun around. “Mad at you? | thought maybe you don’t want to be seen with me anymore.”
Bethany burst out laughing. “No, you kook. Because | was such ajedousidiot last night and because |
put you in the south wing? | should' ve asked for you to stay in the west wing even if | didn’t think King
Piter wanted you there.” Her dark tanned cheeks grew pink. “1 thought hard about it, and | guess|
wanted King Piter al to myself. But I’ m okay with it now. | mean, who keepstheir dad dl to themsalves?
It'sgood that he getsto know my friends, right? And where people deep doesn’t make them family.”
Erec wasrdieved, and he told her what had happened. “I walked by the Labor Society today. All these
people were marching with picket sgnsthat said terrible things about me, like | was dead and a phony.”
Bethany made aface. “Y esh. Even worse, they think Piter is corrupt. It's pathetic.”

“It' sworse that people think badly of King Piter than of me?’

“Of course! He'stheir king. They need to trust him.” She stopped and corrected hersdlf. “Waell, | think a
lot of people do trust him. But Thanatos Baskania has been stirring things up.”

Erec shuddered when he thought of Baskania s many eyes burgting through his skin. The thought of
running into him again made histeeth clench. “What' s he doing?’

“A lot of people like Baskania,” she said, shaking her head. “Heisthe one that created the Kingdoms of
the Keepers. Folksthink he pulled Alypium through when Piter |et them down. He stdlling everyone that
Baor, Damon, and Rock won the contests, so only they should go on the twelve quests to be kings. Of



course, Piter is backing you up, but the Bureau of Bureaucratsis under Baskania sinfluence. President
Washington Inkle passed an emergency law so that the quests will be open to Balor’ sgroup aswell as
you.”

A glob of pink materidized in the dirt by Erec’ sfoot, sorouting from the earth like blooming bubble gum.
Purple swirled through the odd disk, which was dotted with red hearts and flowers. A pair of antennae
waved at one end.

“What aweird snail.” Bethany bent down to look closer. “L ook, it hasyour nameonit.”

The snail crept onto Erec’ sfoot and fluttered its eyes toward him expectantly. Erec picked it up. Pink
paper emerged from under the shell. When Erec pulled it out, the snail hid its head, and its shell flattened.
Bethany gasped, her face pae. “What did you do to that poor thing?’

“It'saletter. I’ ve gotten one like thisbefore.” Erec hesitated before opening it. Hewondered if it was
from his secret admirer. It probably was, as the stationery was the same. His heart pounded and his
stomach clenched, but he wasn't sureif it was because he was getting mail from agirl who had acrush
on himor if it was because she had mided him so completely about what people thought about him here.
Maybe it was just a mean trick. Maybe there was no secret admirer. He gripped the letter tighter and
Suffed the shell in his pocket.

“What'sit say?’ Bethany hopped on her toes, eyesflashing.

Erec shrugged, staring at the paper like he didn’t know how to unfold it.

“Comeon!” Bethany gently extracted the pink, perfumed page and opened it.

My dearest Erec,

| can’t tell you how excited | was that you actually wrote me back! | never thought you’ d have the
time, as|’m sure you're crowded by fans constantly. But | will treasure your letter forever. You
sound as cute as your picture! Maybe someday if I'mlucky Il get to meet you. But, until then,
you' |l always bein my dreans.

Love, your A

Bethany’ s face darkened and she stared at Erec. “Y ou have agirlfriend?’” She shoved the letter toward
him, but he stuffed his handsin his pockets. Confused, she managed a shaky smile. “ That' s greet, Erec.
I’m happy for you. When do | get to meet her?’

“Bethany, | haven't even met her.”

“Yet,” shesad sharply.

“She'snot my girlfriend.” Erec grabbed the letter, crumpled it into aball and threw it into aclump of
purple flowers. The flowers grew smaller and bent away from the crumpled paper.

“Why areyou hiding thisfrom me?’ Bethany ground thetip of her shoeinto thedirt. “Y ou’ ve obvioudy
exchanged letters and sent your picture. Y ou' re her dearest Erec, aren’t you? And she' syour...whatever
her initidswere”

Erec smirked. “SA. That's secret admirer. But that’ s not even true. The whole thing is phony. Someone's
dumb idea of ajoke. Look around—where are dl my admiring fans? And | never sent anyone my
picture. It's probably from one of the millions of people who hate me here.” Erec pointed at the purple
flowers, bent away from the letter asif they were terrified of it. “Look, it’s probably poisoned.”

A grin spread across Bethany’ sface. “Those are shrinking violets.” She tossed a handful of dirt onto
some broad purple blooms. They grew tiny and trembled under the torrent. “Y ou should write back.
Figure out who wrote the letter and we'll get them back. Nobody messes with Erec Rex and gets away
withit!”

Erec smiled. Who cared if people thought he was a big fake? Bethany knew the truth, and so did Jack
and Oscar, King Piter, and even Mr. Peebles.

“I’'m donewith my tutor for today,” Bethany said. “Let’sgo insgde and write your SA back.”

My dearest SA,
| am so excited that you wrote back too! You sound like a really sweet girl. | think that since we



are writing each other, you should tell me your name. You know mine! And | do want to mest, too.
Let’s set up a place and time.
Erec

“You should write‘ Love, Erec.’” They’ll think you totdly fell for it,” Bethany giggled.

“No way. But when | meet whoever it is, you can pop out with your remote control and freeze them.
Maybe I'll learn to use mine by then too.”

Bethany was shocked. “1 couldn’t do that. Remote controls are not for revenge or hurting people.”

Erec crossed hisarms. “Wdl, what good are they, then?’

Shelaughed. “My tutor said | should study magic for the sake of learning and to hel p others. Y ou
shouldn’t use magic for selfish reasons.”

“Obvioudy not everyonethinks s0.” Erec fdt his ears redden as he remembered Balor Stain hanging him
upside down inthe air. He wondered if Mr. Peebles would teach him how to use hisremote for hisown
pUrposes.

“| thought we' d show up with rotten tomatoes.” She laughed.

Erec sighed and flopped back onto the carpeted floor of his new room. “It'ssuch ardlief to be away
from Danny and Sammy. They follow me everywhere. They’ re probably searching for me now.” He
immediately felt guilty for saying it, though. They thought they were supposed to keep an eye on him.
Well, when they found him, he' d take them to the agorafor a cloud cream sundae and
chocolate-covered honey drops.

They wandered outside with Wolfboy and Cutie Pie, Bethany’ s pink fluffy kitten, to tossthe snail with
Erec’sletter into the grass. Beforeit hit the ground, however, a hand reached from behind a bush and
plucked it fromtheair.

Erec and Bethany scrambled around the bush and found a skinny, dark-skinned man with athick white
turban wrapped around his head, no shirt, and athick white cloth wrapped around hiswaist. Laughter
bubbled from him like abrook. Erec immediatdly recognized him as the man who had popped through a
ghrub in the castle gardens. Wolfboy stared at him, ears up. The man held the snail on an outsiretched
pam. “Ahh, young love. So bitter, yet so sweet.” Hiswhoops of laughter irritated Erec. The odd man
was surely making fun of him. “Y ou fools have no cluewho it isyou redly love. And you, Sr, will
discover soon that those you love are not who you think.”

Erec snatched the snail mail from the man’s palm and dropped it to the ground, where it sank into the
earth. The man stood up and faced Erec and Bethany. Feathers flapped behind his shoes like odd wings.
He whipped off histurban, arectangle of white terry cloth that fluttered in the breeze, reveding ashiny
bald head. “Dry now.” With his other hand he yanked off the cloth that was folded neetly around his
waist. Bethany screeched and closed her eyes, but abaggy bathing suit covered him. The man flung a
towel over each shoulder and waddled, pigeon-toed, to the castle.

“Who wasthat?’ Bethany squinted after him. “He sounded like he knew something about your |etter.
‘Those you |love are not who you think.’”

“No,” Erec grumbled. “1 don’'t love whoever wrote the letter. That guy was crazy, that’sall.”

Danny and Sammy appeared down arow of hedges. “Where were you?’ Sammy’ s eyesfixed on Erec.
“We were worried about you.” Danny sounded more bored than worried.

“I'mfine. | just got upset...the picketers...never mind. Let’sdl go to the agora. | guess Mr. Peebles has
given up on mefor today.”

Danny perked up at the mention of the tutor’ s name. “Mr. Peebles said you could choose any two
people to do thefirst task with you. Will you pick us?’

Erec shrugged. “1 haven't thought about it. It might be better if | picked people who are more used to
Alypium and give you timeto adjust here”

Bethany added, “1t sounds like the quests could be dangerous. Piter had to tackle asick dragon for his
first quest, and hedmost didn’'t makeit.”

Erec’' s stomach clenched. With dl the excitement of coming to Alypium, he had not given much thought
to the actua quests he had to do.



“We want to be with you to protect you. Weinsst,” Sammy said.
Sighing, Erec closed hiseyes. “We |l see”

When they got back to the castle, aloud screech made Erec jump. Danny whipped around, pulling a
remote control from his pocket. A creature with alarge black vulture’ s body and awoman’s head
screeched inthear. Her black hair was combed into atight bun, and thick black eyebrows hung over a
besklike nose and black lipstick. She grasped a parchment roll in her talons, which she held out to Erec,
letting out a cry that was as much asquawk as a scream. “Erec Rex...Erec Rex...Erec Rex...”
“That'sErida,” Jack whispered. “ She' saHarpy. President Inkle brought them out of Othernessto help
with law enforcement and to run the Bureau of Bureaucrats.”

Erec took the parchment as Danny dipped his remote control back into his pocket. “Where did you get
that?’ he asked Danny.

“I bought it when we were at Tricksters magic shop.”

Erec had not noticed that. He would have to find out why Danny bought it and if he could useit, but first
he unrolled the parchment, which reed, “ The Committee for Committee Oversight formally invites Erec
Rex to the Labor Society this Wednesday at 1 p.m. to accept hisfirst quest.”

At the bottom was engraved a smiley face next to the words, “Our Mission—POPS: Prompt, On-time,
Punctua Service”

Erec sguinted at the page. “What does the committee do?’

The bird woman howled apiercing shriek and said in ashrill voice, “A committee isagroup of people
organized for apurpose, you idiot.” Sherolled her eyes.

“But what does the Committee for Committee Oversight do?’

The bird woman bared her talons at Erec. “Y ou ask alot of questions. It’ s the committee that oversees
the other committees to make sure that none of the other committees are overlooked, or if acommittee
has overlooked anything then whether anew committee should be formed.”

Erec and Bethany exchanged a puzzled glance. “A new committee formed for what?" he said.

The woman' sface turned red and her black lips clenched as her wings beet faster inthe air. “For
anything. Like...like the Committee to Formulate Mission Statement Opinions and Idess.”

“Like POPS?’ Bethany pointed to the bottom of the parchment.

The woman tossed her head, but her hair was pulled back too tightly to move. “ Of course. And like our
last mission statement, PUPS:; Patient, Understanding, Pleasant Service.” Sheflew away, shaking her
head and muttering rude comments under her bregth.

CHAPTER FIVE

Al’s Well



DANNY AND SAMMY were standing as silent as sentries outside Erec’ s door when he awoke. They
followed him to breakfast—nectar, ambrosia, and other foods set out each morning in the west wing's
dining room—then to meet Miss Ennui, Erec’ s academic tutor. Thetwins stared at him vacantly, making
it hard to concentrate on the math tests that filled his morning hours. He couldn’t wait to meet Mr.
Peebles at one and learn how to use his remote control.

When Mr. Peebles|ed them into Paidey Park, just outside the castle grounds, Erec’s eyes widened. The
park wasfilled with apprentices, many wearing blue cloaks, and their tutors. Kids waved remote controls
at legping lizards, which then frozein midair and tumbled onto the grass. Others levitated rocks and each
other. Some kids meditated, unaware of anything around them. Stone benches and odd paid ey-shaped
shrubs were scattered over the grass, giving it an dmost mazelike look.

A boy with snowy white hair and black eyeslooked familiar. As Erec passed, he overheard him talking
toagirl. “I'll tell you asecret. That guy, the one who clamshe' s Erec Rex, | know he'saphony.

Y’ know why?’

The girl shrugged him off, not interested. He continued, “Because I'm Erec Rex. If anybody should be
doing tridsto beking, it sme. But | don’t want to be king anyway.”

Both the girl and Erec rolled their eyes. Erec was amazed this kid was pretending to be someone that
everyone hated. Well, it took all types.

Mr. Peebles sat at a stone table and set down athick book called the Manual of Ethics and
Magicological Satistics and Standards, Level VI. “Ethics are most important in the pwactice of
magic. You will outline this book to get agood basis before you begin.” He plopped The Math Behind
the Magic, another heavy tome, on top. “ Thiswill aso be key to your understanding, so you will outline
it next.”

Erec stared at the thick books, confused. “Can | learn to use the remote control, too?”

“In good time.” Mr. Peebles set Erec’ sremote gingerly on top of the stack. “Y ou may look at it now, |
upposg, if you' re quite careful. Do wemember, it is hard to use in the beginning.”

Erec picked up the remote and turned it around in his hands. “When | learn to use this, can | do whatever
| want?’

“Of course, Ewec.” Mr. Peebles s fuzz-rimmed head nodded eagerly.

“Even defend mysdf or get even?’

“Why not?You'll need to know how to do that, won't you?’

Erec nodded.

A concerned look filled Mr. Peebles sface. “ Are you, ahem, wecovered from yesterday 7’

Erec nodded. “1 don’t care what they think.”

“Good, good. Thewholething was entirely my fault. 1 should never have walked you by the picketers.
King Piter would not be pleased. | takeit you were not supposed to know about any of that. Y ou might
find out more then. Can't havethat. Although | can't say | entirely agree...”

Erec pinned the little man in his gaze. “Is King Piter kegping things from me?’

Mr. Peebles crossed and then uncrossed hislegs. “ Dear me. Dear me. | did hint at that, didn’t 1?7 Well, |
couldn't actudly say if | did know, now, could |7’

“What don’'t | know? Tdl me.”

Mr. Peebles seyesfluttered at the sky. “Oh dear. | wedlly hate to bein this position. Asyour tutor,
looking out for your best interests, | do want you to know who you are and who your father is. But |
have to obey orders.” He sighed.

Erec grabbed the remote control, pointed it at Mr. Peebles and pressed the green button, wanting him to



tell everything he knew. Nothing happened.

Mr. Peeblestutted and patted Erec on the knee. “I understand. | wedlly do. Let’sjust say...I can't tell
you what you seek or I’ d jeopardize my position here. But if, say, you were to go into town more, you
might just happen to find out.” Hisvoice dropped to awhisper. “ During your afternoons with me you
may either outline your books or snesk into Alypium.” He tapped the books. “Now get started on your
outlines”

Erec looked sadly at the huge texts. “ Tomorrow | find out my first quest at one o' clock.”

Mr. Peebles smiled at the news. “How exciting. | want the three of you to tell me all about it.”

Jack and Oscar joined Bethany, Erec, Danny, and Sammy for dinner that night in the west wing. Servants
brought roasted quail, barbecued salmon, whole grain cloud loaf, and loads of vegetarian dishes and
desserts served aong with the medl.

“Alypium is heaven for vegetarians.” Jack sighed, loading his plate.

Oscar popped adonut in hismouth. “I’'m thinking of becoming a dessertatarian.”

Jack rolled hiseyes.

“How did your magic lesson go?’ Bethany asked Erec.

He sghed, thinking of the heavy volumes he had to outline. “ Awful. It'sgoing to be forever before
Peebl es teaches me how to use my remote control.” He remembered seeing Bethany using herswith her
tutor. It didn’t seem fair. But then again, maybe learning histutor’ sway would be better in the long run.
“Peebles said | could useit for anything. Even revengeif | wanted. So maybe your tutor iswrong.”
Bethany shook her head. “Y ou can’t use magic on peoplefor those reasons. It would corrupt you.” She
held up her index finger. “My tutor saysthat once you start using remotesfor fighting and revenge, the
next thing you' retrying to kill them. Y ou can get power mad.”

“That’sridiculous.” Oscar laughed. “My tutor, the famous Rosco Kroc, says that some people are too
afraid to use the giftsthey’ ve been given. Get anew tutor, Bethany,” he suggested. “We levitated objects
and turned them in the air for only afew hours, then went straight to people.” Hegiggled. “1t was so fun
at Paidey Park the other day. People didn’t know what hit’em. Rosco had more fun than | did, | think.
We' ve been working on making people warm, cold, ticklish—that one’ sred fun. | guess|’mjust lucky
that someone as famous as Rosco ismy tutor. And I’'m learning so much better now. He' s skipping dl
the dumb stuff. He said I’ m too good for that garbage. We re working on killing bugs now. Rosco said

I m the best student he' s ever had, and he gives me cloud cream sundaes every day.”

Jack stared in amazement. “Y ou' re killing bugs? How could you? | guess people must be next, right?’
Oscar rolled hiseyes. “Please.”

King Piter walked in and sat at the head of the table, nodding to the kids. Bethany took the opportunity
to ask him, “What' sredlly correct? Isit okay to use magic on people for whatever you want, like Erec’s
tutor says? Or doesit corrupt you?”

Theking fixed Erec with a penetrating gaze until Erec squirmed. “ Every time you use magic for your own
persond gain, you become more tangled in the dark shadowsinsde yoursdlf. Asyou learn more, you will
know how to untangle yoursdlf, but that is not easy. Of course, there are timesthat we all use magic to
help ourselves or those we love, times when it’ s necessary. But each time the choice must be weighed
heavily, for the consequences run deep. Look at what happened to Baskania. He can do nearly
anything—replicate any magic around him—and he does. He was born able to manipul ate the Substance,
and he' slearned so much and used it for such bad reasonsthat his sanity isgone.”

Throughout his entire speech, the king ignored the others, talking only to Erec. “When you aretraining, a
healthy respect should be taught aong with the knowledge. Using magic at awhim for your own gainis
very dangerousindeed. Erec, it seems| should have interviewed your tutor more thoroughly. When we
originally talked, he seemed like he understood what | wanted from him.”

Erec knew what the king wanted Mr. Peebles to do—hide things from Erec, like who he was and who



hisfather was. “Mr. Peeblesisjust fine. He's making me outline an ethics book, so I'm sure he'snot
overlooking any of what you said.”

The king looked relieved. “That’ s better. Say, | hear you' re getting your first quest tomorrow. | will stay
to find out what it is, but the next day | must go take care of abig problem in Otherness, the wilds that
lay outside of Alypium. Something terrible has happened there. The dragons' babies, their hatchlings,
have al disappeared. All that isleft isone nest of eggs.” He rubbed hisheed. “I wish | knew whét to
do.”

Bethany’ s eyebrows narrowed. “Thedragons children are missng? That' sterrible. Can | help?’

“No,” the king shook hishead. “It’s best you stay here. Plus, Erec may need your help.” He looked at
Erec. “If you need anything while I’m gone, my AdviSeer, Bathazar Ugry, will be keeping an eyeon
thingshere”

Bethany’ sfacefdl. “But he's...he's—”

King Piter stood to leave. “ He has his difficulties, yes. But Balthazar isnothing but loyal. AsK Erec.
Bdthazar saved hislife”

That wastrue, Erec thought. But Ugry had just threatened him, told him, “Bewarned.” Something was
not quite right about him, and Erec did not want to find out what it was.

The next day, Miss Ennui did not let Erec out one minute before noon, even though he had finished the
stience testing early. Bethany and Jack met him with lunch in abag, and Oscar joined them with the man
who had rescued Erec in FES Station. He nodded at Erec, green eyes winking between histhick olive
scaes.

“Um, thisisRosco Kroc.” Oscar puffed his chest. “My tutor.” Rosco was smdl and wiry, but in good
shape. Under his black sorcerer’ s cape he wore a neatly pressed suit that looked very expensive. “You
don’t mind if he comesaong, do you, Erec?’

“Of course he doesn't.” Rosco's voice was deep and oddly familiar. “I thought it would be interesting
seeing you draw your first quest again.” Helaughed a high-pitched titter.

“Again?’ Ereclooked a him in confusion, then turned away from his scaly face so it wouldn’t look like
he was staring.

Rosco’ s cheeks reddened between his scales and he shrugged. “ Just aturn of phrase.”

Erec smiled at him. “ Thanksfor saving me from those snake police”

More people followed them as they waked closer to the gleaming, turreted building, until finaly the
streetswere full. The crowd parted to et Erec’ s group pass across the wide lawn to the small side door.
Someone shouted, “I hope you fdl on your face, kid.”

Ancther murmured by his shoulder, “Don’'t worry, he' [l never beat Balor, Damon, and Rock in afair
fight”

Another’ s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Evenif he saysheisErec Rex.”

Out of nowhere, someone shoved Erec, and he ssumbled. The crowd grew noisier, shouting threats.
Bethany, Oscar, and Jack guarded Erec’ s Sides. Rosco held Oscar’ s remote control out to ward people
away.

Baor and Damon Stain, Rock Rayson, and Ward Gamin stood before the closed door.

Ward said to Balor, “What' s up with your brother Dollick? Why isn’t he doing any of these quests?’
Bdor shrugged. “He salittle sheepish.” He spotted Erec and grinned. “Well, well. It smy old friend.
Glad you could make it, Erec Rex. That’ swho you’ re supposed to be now, isn't it?’

Erec sneered in reply. “1 wouldn't have missed it, Balor. Especialy since | found out this nice place
would beruled by you if | didn’t come.”

Bdor laughed. “This nice place actudly likes me, which ismorethan it can say for you. Y ou give yoursdf
alot of credit, like your being here could actualy make adifference.” He flipped his slver remote control



out of hispocket and spunit in his hand, shooting Erec aknowing look. * Just five minutes with you, and
thistimeyou won't liveto tell about it. | see you don’t have those glasses anymore. Those werethe only
thing that saved you thelast time.”

Erec pulled hisremote control out of his pocket and tapped it in his pam. “We'll see what happensthis
time”

Bador’seyeswidened and he quickly did hisremote back into his pocket. Luckily, Baor had no clue that
Erec couldn’t even useit to turn on atelevison.

Erec heard aclick, and the small wooden door into the building popped open. He walked through,
followed by the others. The door dammed shut on its own before the crowds outside could pour in.
Erec’seyes adjusted to what looked like adimly lit antique shop. A little man rushed from behind the
counter straight into Erec’ sface, looking him up and down with wide eyes. Everything in the room was
covered in athick layer of dugt, including the man himself. His bony knees and elbows jutted out of
skinny limbs, and his unkempt, stringy gray hair and beard hung to hiswaist. He wore a shaggy gray
smock, like a prisoner in adungeon. Deep wrinkles furrowed his brow. Otherwise, he looked ageless.
He got uncomfortably close, sudying Erec’ sface and chest asif Erec was some kind of artifact. Erec
stepped back, unnerved. The man noticed the confusion on Erec’ sface and cackled wildly. He laughed
s0 hard that he fell on his bottom, which was padded by his unruly hair and the equally shaggy carpet
covering thefloor.

“Oh...oh, excuse me.” The man gripped his side and choked hislaughter down. 1 haven’t seen aperson
in hereinfour hundred and seventy-five years. | forgot.” Laughter burst from hisnose. “I forgot how
funny you dl look.” The man clenched hisjaw, but his chest shook and tears streamed onto hiswild
beard as he looked over the group.

Findly, the man took deep breaths and his chuckles subsided. He climbed to hisfet. “My nameis Janus.
Please don't mind if | stare. It’s been so long, and this job does get boring. | oversee the shop.” He
waved ahand at the odd collection of items on the shelves. “ But there are never customers becauseit's
awaysclosed. It' sslly. Everyone knowsthisisn't aclosed antique shop; it’ sthe old Quest Control
Center. That darn Committee for Suppressing Change has seentoiit that | Sit herelike aprisoner. ‘Be
awaysprepared, they say. 'Y ou never know when the next rulerswill come through.””

Janus was so excited, he jJumped up and down on hiswiry legs and clapped. “But now you're here. And
| haveajobto do.” Looking satisfied, he sat down behind the dusty counter.

Suddenly, Janus burgt into tears. Sobbing, helaid his head on the counter, wrapped in his skinny arm. He
choked and snorted, pounding hisfist so ferocioudy that adust cloud rose and severa people sneezed.
Erec and Bethany exchanged looks.

“Areyou okay?’ Bethany asked.

“N-no...” Januswailed. He looked up, face soaked. “My job will be over too quick. You'll begoneina
minute and I'll be dl aone again.” He broke down into more sobs.

It seemed that nobody would ever find out the first quest. Balor snorted. Damon pointed at Janus and
sad, “Want me to smack him one, Baor?’

“Not yet, bonehead.”

“How long will it be before you see people again?’ Bethany asked.

Janus sniffled. “1 don’t know. | guessfor the second quest.”

“See?’ Bethany said. “That won't be so long, now, will it?’

Janus sniffed and shook his head. “No, no. Not redly.” He cheered a bit, and straightened himself upin
hischair. “Okay,” he announced. “ Only those may comein here who know those asked to participatein
this quest. And only those may go in there,” he pointed to the door at the back of the shop, “who may
draw thefirst quest from thewell.”

Baor pushed hisway to the counter. “That would be me. | won the contest to become king, you know.”
“And your nameis?’ Janus stroked his beard, suddenly sounding officious.

“Bdor San.”

Janus shook his head, looking over his paperwork. “No. Only if Erec Rex was not heretoday. Then |



believe he would have forfeited his naturd rights, and the contest winners could take his place.”

Rock Rayson smirked. “I’m Erec Rex.”

Erec shot alook a him. “Heisnot. | am.”

“Oh, redly? | have an identification card. Do you?’ He laughed.

Erec had no identification whatsoever. “ My friends can vouch for me.”

“Minetoo.” Rock grinned.

Janus sighed and did apad of paper across the counter. Dust shot up like a mushroom cloud. “Come on,
sgn your names. Let’ sgo now.”

Rock Rayson scrawled Erec’s name on the paper. Janus pushed it to Erec, who signed his name, then
handed the pad back. In amoment, the lettersin Erec’ s Signature darkened and seemed to crack open.
Bright light shone from the words on the paper, beaming into the dusty shop.

A moment later, the rim around the door at the end of the room glowed with the samelight. Smiling,
Janus nodded to Erec and gestured at the door.

Erec went over and opened it. Filling the door frame was an odd materid that shimmered and waved
with the same light, like agiant bubble. Erec could not see through it, but he passed an arm in and out.
“Moveit, loser.” Balor shoved Erec asde. He thumped against the glowing substance and bounced back
likeit was rubber. Balor punched it, then kicked it, cursing, while Erec walked right through.

Behind the bubble materia stood an enormous, spotless |obby, as different from the dusty antique shop
as Erec could imagine. It seemed much bigger than the entire building looked from the outside. Rows of
fluorescent lightslit huge banks of elevators againgt the wals. Glass caseslisted offices and departments.
The building looked cool and efficient. People with briefcases rushed by, not noticing Erec at dl.
Hewaited until aheavy man at alarge desk hung up aphone. “I’'m Erec Rex. I’'m hereto get my first
quest to become king.”

The man pressed afew buttons on his phone. “Kid' shere. Yup, I’ll send him up.” He pointed. “ Elevator
C to the sixth floor, room 612.”

Erec looked through the walls of the glass elevator as he rode up. He could have been on Wall Strest.
The building seemed at odds with the quaint character of Alypium. In Room 612, awoman at a desk
ushered him to arow of seats. He sat down and she continued working.

After nothing happened for what felt like an hour, Erec got tired of fidgeting and asked if hewasin the
right place. She adjusted her glasses, which hung from achain around her neck. “1t’'ll be just amoment.”
She waved him back, looking annoyed.

For another long stretch of time, Erec watched her make phone calls and file papers. He remembered the
mission statement, “ Prompt, On-time, Punctua Service,” wondering why he had rushed to get here.
Findly the woman approached him with aclipboard. “Do you have your Stroke 5C form?’

“My what?”’

She adjusted her glasses. “Y our Stroke 5C. | can’t give you your paperwork until you show it to me.”
Erec took a breath to cam himsdf. “Wheredo | get that form?’

“In Room 613.”

Erec |eft the room, shaking his head. Couldn’t she have mentioned that form two hours ago? Plus, it
turned out that room 613 was locked. Erec pounded, but nobody answered. He went back into room
612, exasperated. “Nobody was there.”

The woman looked a him camly. “Helen Masterson ison vacation. You' |l haveto get theform here
today.”

Erec bit histongue as she handed him a packet of paper. He wanted to strangle her. She was lucky she
was not dedling with Balor Stain.

“Sign here.” The woman pointed. Sheflipped through pages of smdl type. “Sign here, here, here, and
here. Now your thumbprint.” Erec did as he wastold, hoping he wasn't signing his future away.

The woman filed the packet and handed him a clipboard and pen with another packet of papers. He
answered along list of questions, providing details about hisfamily and even telling hisfavorite color. At
the bottom was a statement that he had to sign. “I agree to complete the quests to the best of my ahility



and to follow the ethical guiddineslisted below.” The extensivelist included such things as not dropping
people down eevator shafts or wells, not killing cats more than elght times, and not eating the last cookie
inthejar unless he wasredlly hungry. He signed the paper and the woman motioned him back to the
waiting area.

After another hour, the woman gave him agold dip of paper and took him down an elevator to wherea
janitor waited. “Take himto Al’sWell. He sgot the pass.” She turned back to the elevator banks.

The janitor put down a garbage can and unlocked a door in the back of the building. Erec was surprised
that none of the crowds from the front were back here. In fact, there was nothing but an empty grassy
field leading to ahill. Atop the hill sat asmall, circular sonewell. Erec followed the janitor to the base of
the hill, where asmall gravestone bore the single name jack.

Erec pointed to the tombstone, but the janitor shook his head. “We don't talk about that much.”
Shuddering, Erec climbed the hill after the broad-shouldered janitor. A big man wearing overdlsand a
tool belt and carrying alarge plunger, appeared at the top. al was embroidered above his pocket.

“By, what'sdis?Isit timealready?’ Al looked and sounded like a Brooklyn plumber. “Yagot yer pass,
buddy?’

Erec nodded and handed the gold dip to him.

“All right, den.” Al unlocked adoor in the stone and swung it open.

Once Erec wasindde, the enclosure no longer seemed so smdll. The stench was awful, though. Flies
immediately buzzed around Erec’ sface.

Al laughed. “Got ya, don't it? The smell? Ah, yaget used to it. It'sthe smdll of life, bud. Peopl€ sfates
aren't aways so swest.”

There was nothing in the enclosure except what |ooked like around shower curtain and afew servants
scurrying around with toolsin their hands. Al pulled a cord and the curtain flew open, reveding an
oversized toilet. A row of servantsal dropped to their knees and bowed dramatically beforeit.
Thetoilet stood in the center of the grassy ring, gleaming white. Al waved hisplunger in pride. “ There she
is. | keep 'er in perfect condition, just as my threelovely ladies, the Fates, demand. All right, you go
ahead and pull out your littlejob. I'll wait here.”

Erec sared a thetoilet in disbdlief. “Y ou don’t actualy mean...?’

Al laughed. “Of course | do. How else yagonnaget it out of there? Aw, don’t worry. Nobody would
dare peeinthere, if that’ swhat you' re thinkin'.”

Thiswas how he had to get the first quest? Erec gulped and walked toward the wide toilet bowl. At least
it looked clean. A large holein its bottom led straight into blackness, making the toilet Iook like an
outdoor latrine. Some green steam escaped from the hole.

Erec’s somach knotted. Whatever quest he got would not be easy. He might diedoing it. But if hedidn’'t
try, Baor certainly would. He would hand the roya sceptersto Baskania, and the Kingdoms of the
Keepers would suffer the consequences.

He got down on hisknees and, after amoment of hesitation, plunged hisarm deep into the toilet. His
eyes squeezed shut in anticipation of what he might grab. He felt hishand go through anicy migt, then
submergein aliquid that fet like it was both boiling and freezing at the sametime. Hisfirgt reaction was
to yank out his hand, but then he realized the heat and cold did not hurt. He fished around in the liquid
until he felt athick, warm piece of paper, and he pulled it out.

Hands dripping, Erec did not want to look at it. He was happier not knowing. What would it say? Kill a
lion with his bare hands? Fight the ferocious Hydras he learned about once in the MONSTER contest?
Trembling, he lifted the dripping paper. The printing was clear, unsmudged by theliquid. “Y ou must open
Patchouli’seggsin Nemea.”



CHAPTER SX

| mposters

EREC READ IT again. Thisdidn't sound right. Open eggsin Nemea? What was Nemea, some
grocery sorein Alypium? Below it read, “Tomorrow at one o' clock.”

Al read it over his shoulder. “Opening eggs? Sounds like an Easter party.” He chuckled. With anudge,
he ushered Erec out of the enclosure. A fly followed him dl the way down the hill, buzzing around his
head. “ Careful, someone fell down here once and died,” Al said, pointing at the gravestone. Erec hurried
through the back door of the Labor Society building, then through the bubble shield into the dusty shop.
Bethany, Jack, Oscar, and Rosco Kroc were waiting, smiles on their faces. Oscar beamed. “Rosco’s
like aseer. He knew you' d be back herein four hours.”

Erec waved the paper he had pulled from Al’s Well. “I’' m supposed to crack open eggsin some place
caled Nemea.” It sounded pathetic. What kind of a quest wasthis? Hewasn't sureif he was more
relieved or disappointed that there wasn't something dangerous to do.

“I'll take that paper, boy,” dusty old Janus croaked. “ Thiswill be posted in front of the Labor Society.
It's public information. Y ou do know there will be another teeam—Ba or and Damon Stain and Rock
Rayson—competing against you? It’s never been done before, but alaw was passed and it seemslike
that’ sthe way the quest isgoing to go.”

“Y ou’ re going to compete to crack open eggs?’ Bethany laughed. “Who are you going to pick to help
you?’

Oscar stood up alittletaller, trying to be noticed.

Erec shrugged. “ There are three of you. | don’t know.”

“What about Danny and Sammy?’ Bethany asked.

“No way. | need someone dependable.”

Erec had put this decision off aslong as he could. No matter who he picked somebody was bound to
fed bad. Wdl, he might aswell just pick who hewanted. “1 can choose different people eachtime, so I'll
get you next, Oscar. | guessI’ll start with Jack and Bethany. Isthat okay, guys?’

Oscar’ sjaw fell. Rosco put an arm around him and Erec heard him say, “Didn’'t Rosca tdll ya? Y ou had
to seeit for yourself. Listen, so what if Erec will beaking?You'll be ahero, and that's much better.
Wait and see, you' Il even save my life someday. Everyonewill worship you.” Heled Oscar away.

Erec shook hishead. “I can't win. Now Oscar’ sal upset. And I'm sure the twinswill be mad.”

“Y ou better tell them now,” Bethany said.

“Now? Y ou'rekidding. I’m putting that off aslong as| can.”

Bethany sghed. “They’ll fed much better hearing it directly from you. Y ou oweit to them. They did
follow you dl theway out here”

He knew shewasright.



Erec found thetwins' adjoining roomsin the west wing of the castle. It was funny; he had never cometo
get them before. They aways found him before he could think about looking for them anywhere.

He stopped short just outside Danny’ s door. Two men with deep voices were talking in the room.

“All right, you tell him your fedings Il be hurt if he doesn't et us do the first quest with him. Make yoursdlf
cry. If that doesn’t work, I'll clobber him. That will persuade him.”

“Make mysdf cry? Why don’t you try that, Bruno?’

“It'sachick thing. Y ou gottafigure out how to doiit.”

Erec listened in shock. Who were these strangers planning on doing the quest with him? Did the whole
world want to join him? And what were they doing in Danny’ sroom?

He pushed the door open a crack and peeked inside. His heart skipped in fear. There was Sammy,
perched on abed, but out of her mouth came adegp man’svoice. “Y eah, luckily the twerp hasno clue
about us. When we're out there with him we' || make things go our way. Maybe helll dip and cut hisown
throat.”

Out of Danny’ s mouth came another unfamiliar degp voice. “ Stop getting ahead of yoursdf. The boss
wants him fresh so he can cut out the dragon eye. Then we can kill him. And before hefinishesany
guests and gets more powerful.”

Erec dammed the door open and walked in. They looked at him in surprise. The person disguised as
Sammy started talking in her high voice. “Hi, Erec. Wemissed you. Did you get your first quest?’

Erec was seething with anger. “I got my first job, and that’ sto kick you guys out of here.”

The men who looked like the twins sprang to their feet. Danny’ slook-alike pointed aremote control at
Erec. “ Okay, we thought this would go easy, but now we are going to haveto teke alittlewak.” He
muttered, “ Akamptos.” Erec’ sbody ingtantly froze. “ Aeiro.” Erec’ sfeet lifted inthe air, and he sailed
between Danny and Sammy out of their room. Hetried to yell, but hisvoice was gone. Erec closed his
eyes and prayed. Help me, somebody.

As Erec floated down the hallway with hisfeet near the ground like he was walking, Jack appeared
around a corner. “Hey Erec, isthisagood timeto talk about the quest?’

Sammy waved to him. “Maybe later,” she said. “Erec said he' d spend some time done with us.”

Jack nodded knowingly and walked on.

Around the corner, asthey drew near the west wing entrance, Danny stopped. King Piter loomed before
them. His broad shoulders swelled under his red robes.

“And where are you going?’ Hisvoice boomed.

“We re going for awalk,” the fake Danny explained. “Erec isgoing to tell us about thefirst quest. We get
tohdphimdoit.”

“Isthat s0? It seemsit would be difficult for Erec to talk to you at all theway heisright now.” Theking
pointed at Erec, who then settled to the ground. His body |oosened, including his tongue.

“They' reimposters,” Erec gasped. “They were going to bring me to Baskania, take my dragon eye, and
kill me”

“Let’'ssee” Theking winked. In aflash, two paunchy men stood where the twins had been. They
whipped remote controls from their pockets and pointed them at King Fiter. The king chuckled, flicking
his pinky finger, and their remotes flew hafway down the hdl. “Where are the redl Danny and Sammy?’
“Kidnapped,” the phony Danny snapped. “Y ou'll never find them.”

“Oh, yeah?’ Erec eyed King Piter' s scepter. “ Make them tell wherethe twinsare.”

“Not now, Erec.” In another blink, Danny and Sammy’ s doubles were gone. “They arein my dungeons,”
King Piter explained. “I'll dedl with them later.”

“But why didn’t you use your scepter? We could find them now.”

King Piter shrugged sadly. “1 can't, Erec. Asyou will soon learn, scepters are dangerous. | can only use
onein extreme circumstances. | shouldn't have used mine as much as| did when you so kindly woke me
up. | wasn't fully mysdlf yet, and I’'m till paying the price.”



Erec looked at him, confused. “What price?’

“It' sakind of madness. A craving so deep | can't describeit, for power and dl that it brings. Y ou may
understand somewhat. Y ou have used it yourself. The scepter makes you fed like alight shineson you
and you done. You bask initsrays. It makes you strong, confident, complete, perfect. Y ou becomea
better person...for awhile. But dl around you, the things you love and care about fall to the wayside.

Y ou crush them in your quest for more of what the scepter brings you. Even worse, your path changes.
Subtly, for the scepter isyour friend, but it isafriend you cannot trust. Y ou start on the path of evil.

“So you seewhy | may not touch it until I’ ve mastered my fedings. My whole kingdom could crumble. |
would destroy it, you see.”

Erec understood more than he admitted. “ But aren’t there times when you have to use the scepter, even
with those dangers? My brother and sister are kidnapped. We have to do something.”

The king shook his head. “If | could use the scepter now, | would find all the baby dragonsthat have
disappeared in Otherness. If I'mright, their lives aren’t worth acrumb in the breeze right now.” Hisface
softened. “1 know you' re worried about your brother and sigter. | will dert my plants, they’ re my
extengve system of spies, and of course the Alypium police.” He sighed. “Y our mother’s Seeing
Eyeglasses will be the best way to find them. And | will postpone my trip another day.”

Erec’ s somach sank. How stupid he had been to leave those glasses near that horrible darm clock. He
hoped his mother had been able to pry them off of it.

The king looked concerned. “I heard about your quest, Erec. Be careful there.”

Erec shrugged a shoulder and looked down. * Opening Patchouli’ s eggsin Nemea?’ It sounded
ridiculous. “1 suppose | should find out where Nemea is tomorrow, and where that Patchouli’ s egg shop
Is”

“Don’t you know?’ The king looked at him oddly. “Nemeais one of the great dragon reservesin
Otherness. Patchouli isamother dragon who has been badly hurt. And the eggs you are to open, her
hatchlings you are to save, are the last known baby dragonsin Otherness. Their mother ismissing, and
they can’t get out of their shellswithout her help.”

“Oh.” Opening eggs didn’t sound like ajoke anymore. He had to open dragon eggs. Dragon mothers
were very protective. If she showed up he would be stepping into the jaws of danger after dll.

Sitting on the castle lawns, Erec told Bethany about his quest. He flopped onto hisback. “1 should have
known something was up with thetwins. They didn’t have Lson their foreheadslikewe did at first

here”

Bethany laughed. “ That Loser |dentification Law that President Inkle passed is so obnoxious. | can't
believe we walked around with Lsuntil we got used to this place.”

Erec shook his head, thinking how Upper Earth people who did not remember magic were labeled
“losers’ here. Hewas frustrated that King Piter would not use his scepter to find Danny and Sammy. The
solution lay in hisgrasp, but hewouldn't useit.

But Erec would. And he knew he could, too. All he had to do was grab the scepter when the king wasn't
paying attention.

“Y ou haveto trust the king, Erec,” Bethany told him. “He knowswhat theright thing isto do.”

“Trust King Piter?” Erec cried. “Bethany, | haveto tell you something. Peebles said King Piter iskeeping
thingsfrom me. And they sound big, likewho | am and who my father is. Hewon't let Peeblestell me
either. He obvioudy doesn’'t trust me.” Erec arted plucking blades of grass, dmost mad at them. “But
I’'m going to find out. I'm sureif | work on Peebles| can get the info. He didn’t seem happy to be
keeping it from me anyway.”

Bethany wasworried by that idea. “If King Piter does't want you to know something, maybe you
shouldn’t try and find out. There hasto be areason.”

Erec flung aside the grass he had gathered. “| don’t care what hisreason is. | need to know who | am.



Why was| born in Alypium and taken to Upper Earth? Why does Baskania have it out for me? He
wanted to kill me even before | got the dragon eye.” He spread hisarmswide. “Bethany, | want to know
who my birth mother isand why | remember my father being so horrible when he did grest thingslike
saving Aoguesth and giving me the dragon eye.”

She nodded her head in agreement. “ Y ou'reright. Y ou deserve to know. I'll talk to King Piter about it.”
Erec was not sure he believed her promise. He knew why Bethany trusted King Piter so much. Shefelt
like shefinally had afather and she’ d never see past that. He decided not to tell her about his plan to
grab the king' s scepter at dinner and useit to save the twins.

“Anyway,” shesad, “tonight I’d love to check out those spooky catacombs under the castle. I'm up for
some adventure!”

Erec was going to reply when the smdll of perfume wafted to hisnose. A pink blob pushed through the
soil by hisfeet. He watched with irritation as it became aflowery envelope with hisnameonit.
“Wadll...openit!” Bethany leaned forward in anticipation.

Erec did not want to touch it. Thelast thing he wasin the mood for wasthis practica joker, whoever it
was. “You read it. | don't want to look at it.” He kicked it toward Bethany.

“Easy, there. It' snot thislittle guy’ sfault.” Bethany picked up the shell envelope and did out aletter.

My darling Erec,

My heart pounded when | read your last letter. It was a dream come true. You actually want to
meet me! You seem like such a nice person for a famous hero, but then again | would expect no
different.

Then my heart sank. | should never have expected we could meet. I’'m not allowed to come to
Alypium, and it would be so hard for you to come to Lerna, where | live. And why would you just
for me? But you are right about not knowing my name. It's Tina Amymone. | suppose for now I’ll
have to live on my dreams and your wonderful |etters. Please write back!

Yours faithfully,

Tina

Erec flopped back in the grass, exasperated. “ Thisjerk won't stop at anything. He' s making himsalf
sound pathetic.”

Bethany studied the letter. “ Erec, | think thisisthered thing. Tinadoesn't even livein Alypium. What if
wherever sheis, in Lerna, you do have lots of fans? She sounds pretty convincing.”

Erec narrowed hiseyesat her. “You' re kidding. Y ou saw theway people think of me here. Don't tell me
| have afan club hiding somewhere. Thisisjust somejerk chickening out from meeting me.”

“Wdll, | say you write back and find out where Lernais. There s no return address on the shell. Maybe
it'sin Aorth. The snail does go underground.”

“Why bother?’

Bethany shot him alook. “What if some poor, lovesick girl iswaiting for your next letter? And if thisisa
hoax, we can at |east get more cluesto who is sending these.”

Erec flipped hishand inthe air. “ Okay. Whatever.”

They went into the west wing to get some paper. Erec thought that if, on the very small chance there
actudly wasalovesick girl involved, making her more lovesick by writing her back might not be agreat
ideadther.

Bethany handed Erec a piece of paper and a pen and dictated, “My darling Tina...”

Erec didn't like the “darling” part but jotted down the rest of what Bethany told him to write because he
couldn’t think of anything better to say.

Dear Tina,

It is so good to finally know your name. But now | want to know more about where you are from.
Who knows? Maybe we will meet one of these days. How old are you? How did you get my
picture? And I’m curious about the huge parades in my honor you describe. Do you really think



that’s going on in Alypium?
Erec

Bethany told him to close the letter with “Love, Erec,” but he didn’t like that, so he just folded the letter
into the shell. He and Bethany ran outside and watched the shell disappear into the dirt.

King Piter was Sitting alone &t the head of the table when Bethany and Erec came into the dining room.
His scepter was resting against the table at his side. Erec spotted it and sat in the chair closest to it.
Theking' slarge shoulders were hunched, and he looked up at Erec with sad eyes. “| took the liberty of
caling your mother. Shewould like to speak with you over e-mail after dinner.” He paused. “ She does
not want you to rush home. In fact, it's better you stay hereto help look for the twinsin Alypium. She
will searchin Upper Earth.” The king madeit sound like searching Upper Earth was ssmple. Perhaps he
didn’t believe they had been taken there.

He dghed. “Unfortunately, my AdviSeer help islimited now. Ruth Cleary, Bethany’ s mother, was an
exceptiona seer, but that Spartacus Kilroy who took her place couldn’t even see what was before his
own nose” He gtarted ticking off hisfingers. “Bathazar Ugry used to be something of a seer, but
something happened to him when | was bewitched, and now he’ smore...limited. | am consulting another
seer. They cal him the Hermit. Heis very good, athough he may not stay in Alypium for long. He says
thetwinsare dive and well.”

Jam Crinklecut and his ass stants brought in hegping plates of food. Ignoring the sprouted wheet berry
and quinoa salads, Erec reached straight for the pizza. He hoped the Hermit was right.

Theking pulled thin-framed wire spectacles from his pocket and set them on thetable. “Y our mother is
gtill unable to remove her Seeing Eyeglasses from...an darm clock, | believe?’ He cleared histhroat.

“Y ou may usethese. They are mine. Y ou will find they work in the same way.”

Erec took the glassesfrom him. They looked like norma glasses.

“Use the glasses to check on Danny and Sammy, but don’t talk to them,” the king said. “If their
kidnappersredize you are there, they could block your ability to see the twins. Just spy on them and pick
up what you can.” He put out a hand in gpology. “I’m sorry | can't help. | have to get to Otherness.
Things are looking bad. The dragons are quite upset. They have had no luck finding their children. The
only babiesthat will beleft are in Patchouli’ s eggs that you are to open. | hope you can doit.” He shook
his head. “ Also, there strouble brewing in Aorth. We might need reinforcements.”

“What’'sgoing on?’ Bethany asked.

The king looked troubled. “ Just rumors, actudly. And my own gut feding. | think that Thanatos Baskania
iscloser to learning the Final Magic. Or at least where its secrets are hidden.”

“What' sthe Final Magic?’ Bethany asked.

“Unnatural magic,” he said in ahushed voice. “Magic that was never intended for people. Learning alittle
magic can be easy, and learning more gets harder. Breaking past the barrier of needing aremote control
takes discipline, and it only gets more difficult from there.”

Not if you had help, Erec thought. His hand did under the table near the scepter. He could fed adight
warmth coming fromit. His desire to pick it up was so tremendous that he amost forgot why he wanted
it.

“Magic sillsarelike a path from one room to another,” King Piter went on. “Walking thefirst hdf is
easy. Then dividetherest in haf. The next part is harder to walk. Then dividewhat isleft in haf, and the
next part iseven more difficult. Each timeit getstougher to take smaler and smaller steps. And, with
each gep, if magicislearned for the wrong reasons, insanity grows right dong with the magical
knowledge.”

Erec let afinger touch the king’ s scepter next to him. Its éectric power surged through his body. “If you
keep dividing what' sleft in haf, you'll never get to theend,” he said.



“Exactly right. Baskaniais s0 close that he' s completely obsessed with thet final step. But magicis
designed so that cannot happen. Nobody can know al, control al, have no limits. Each step he takes
now isextremey tiny and impossibly difficult.”

Erec’ sfingers stroked the golden scepter more boldly.

Bethany grinned. “ That' s Zeno' s paradox. Y ou can never leave the room you' re in because each step
can be haved into infinity.”

“So like your mother.” King Piter smiled.

In aflash, Erec grabbed for the scepter. Y et hisfingers closed on nothing but air. King Piter held it out in
his other hand, awarning look on hisface. Erec swallowed his embarrassment. Was he that obvious? He
tried to play it off. “But you said Baskaniafound out how to learn the Final Magic.”

“Not yet, hehasn’'t.” Theking frowned, and deep worry lines appeared on hisface. “If he does, we will
al know it. Hismadness, aswell as his power, will become complete, and nothing will remain asit was.
My plantstdl me heis planning on raising his grandmother from the dead.” Erec and Bethany both
recoiled in shock. “I am not sure this can be done. The only way requires aflowering plant that isno
longer in exigtence. It sashame | cannot use my Aitherpoint quill to tell me where the dragons are, and
Danny and Sammy. It' slike the scepter. I'm not strong enough to useit yet without it taking me over.”
That reminded the king of thetrick Erec had just tried to pull. “Be careful with your decisionsin

Nemea”

Erec tried to pass off what he' d done with ashrug. “1 only have to open the dragon eggs.”

“It'snot as easy asit might seem. Y our quest from the Fates will affect many peoplein different ways,
depending on your choices. Y ou see, the quests are not contests but situations that need fixing, by you.
To be honest, | don’t know how Balor’ s group can compete against you. It is quite possible that he
could open the dragon eggs faster than you and you could ill win asfar asthe Fates are concerned
because of the way you handle the situation. That' s the key. The quests are things you need to do for
others so that you can learn. For example, once you hatch the dragon eggs, do you walk away and let
them die? Their mother, Patchouli, is missing. She won't be there to help them. Do you figure out how to
save them? There are no rules, only your own conscience.” He was reminded of something he had to tell
them.

“The sign posted outsde the Labor Society saysthat Patchouli’ s eggs will be ready to hatch tomorrow at
one o' clock. | will take you and your two friends there in the morning.”

Baor would probably be waiting with his remote control, ready to smash open al the eggs at the stroke
of one o' clock. If only Erec could use hisremote control. Well, he would just have to use hiswits
instead.

Before e-mailing his mother from the computer in hisroom, Erec put on the glasses that King Piter gave
him. Bethany sat on achair and waited. His mother appeared before hiseyesin their small gpartment.
She was crying quietly over acup of coffee, staring at her compuiter.

“Mom?’

June jumped, spilling her coffee. “Erec? Isthat you?’

“Yes. King Piter gave me some Seeing Eyeglasseslike yours. | was going to check on thetwins, but |
found you instead.”

June looked around the room, unsure where to address Erec. Her eyeswere red with tears. “ Those
glasses will show you who you' re missing most. To see the twins you need to think about them first, miss
them. Tell me everything you see. Pay attention to what' s around them, for cluesto wherethey are.”
“King Piter said not to talk to them. The kidnappers could make it so the glasses don't work.”

“That’ sagood idea. Check on them, then e-mail meright away. I'll wait here.” She pointed at her
computer.



“Wouldn't it be better if | could talk to you?’

June looked surprised. “That’ sright, you can. Y ou haven't used MagicNet e-mail, have you?’

Erec shook hishead. “Okay. I’ll be right back.”

Hetook off the glasses and thought hard about the twins. How they had been gone long enough that he
missed them. He definitely was worried about them.

He put the spectacles on his eyes and blinked. Bright sunlight was streaming through large glass windows,
faling upon the tables and chairsin asmall shop. Two large cloud cream sundaes sat on atable, dowly
disappearing bit by bit. A spoon clanked onto the table from thin air, and one of the water glasses
vanished.

Sammy’ svoice giggled. “Good thing | can’t see you getting chocolate syrup al over your shirt.”

“Right, Miss Perfect. Who was the one who stuffed so much candy in her mouth she choked? You're
just jedlousthat | beat you Rollerblading today.”

Thiswasthe old Danny. There was no doubt in Erec’s mind. Someone must have made them invisbleto
hide them. Erec had to bite histongue to keep from shouting out. He looked dl around the shop. It must
be in Alypium—that was cloud cream they were eating—but he didn’t recognize the place. A poster of a
clown holding alarge umbrella hung on the wall. Erec would search for a shop with that poster as soon
as he got back from hisfirst quest. He wished he could go right away, but by the time he found the shop
they would probably be gone.

Hetook the glasses off. Bethany showed him how to e-mail his mother by typing June sfull name and
clicking on her picture. Her face appeared on the screen.

“Erec?Did you seethem?’

“They wereinvisble, but they were eating huge cloud cream sundaes, and | could hear them. It was
definitely them.”

June' svoice cracked with worry. “Did they seem okay?’

“Morethan okay. They were giggling and talking about Rollerblading and eating candy.”

“That’sgood,” June said, confused. “I don’'t understand what’ s going on, but I’ m glad they’ re okay. Piter
told me the Hermit said they werefinetoo.”

“I'll find the cloud cream shop as soon as my first quest isdone, and Il track them down. | promise,
Mom. Don’t worry.”

June nodded, lipstight. Whatever was going on, Erec would find out.

Erec closed the email and looked a Bethany. “Firgt, dl | haveto doiswak into adragon’snest. I'll just
break open the eggs hoping the mother doesn’t pop back. And if | can’t do it, the last known baby
dragonsin Othernesswill die, sincedl therest are missing. And | don’t even want to think about what
will happen if the mother comes back. | wonder how angry a dragon mother can get.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Nevervarld



ASTHE SUN s, Erec and Bethany headed to the library tower in the castle. They didn’t have much
timeto find out about the care and feeding of newly hatched baby dragons.

Thelibrarian’ s nameplate read, “ Carol Esperpento.” Her granny glasses were as harrow as her eyes, but
they shot far past her face on both sides. She pointed to the third floor, where the books on beasts were
kept. “The books must stay here,” shewarned sternly.

The section on dragonswas at the top of the wide spird staircase. They browsed through section
headings such as* Dragons and Dungeons,” “ Delectable Dragon Dung Dishes,” “The Many Uses of
Dragonsinthe Healing Arts,” and “Hiding Dragons Disguises.” Findly Erec found the section labeled
“Raising Baby Dragons’ and pulled out athick book caled No More Sea Monkeys. How to Talk Your
Parents into Buying You a Dragon Egg, and How to Survive Once It Hatches. Bethany picked up
The Total Loser’s Guide to Bringing Up Dragons.

Erec read, “ The most important ingredient to feed and protect newborn baby dragonsis Nemean lion
skin. While everything ese hasits placein their safety and devel opment, without the fresh lion skin, baby
dragonswill not be able to live unlessthey have their mother’ smilk.” He shook hishead.

“Uh, bad news, Bethany. It looks like baby dragons need to et lion skinin order to survive. And it has
to be fresh. | doubt we'll find that for sle on the MagicNet. And | don't think either of usare up for
hunting and killing alion tomorrow morning.”

Bethany’ sfacefdl. “| seethe samething in here, too. | don’t know which isworse, killing alion or letting
the last baby dragonsin existence die. Maybe we should |ook up how to hunt lions.”

Erec raised an eyebrow. “Am | hearing thingsright?'Y ou would actudly consider killing an anima?’

She crossed her arms. “Waell, dragons are mest eaters. And if they are thelast ones|left...”

“And | haveto kill thelion with my bare hands, | guess?’

Erec had no ideahow to hunt alion. Both of them kept on reading. It seemed, in the end, the lion would
havethe last laugh.

On the next page there was arecipe:

Dragon babies do best with their mother’s milk, but this formula will work nicely for those raising
dragons on their own

Baby Dragon Formula (enough for a brood of six)

6 fresh Nemean lion skin flowers, chopped with alion claw
6 cups Daemonorops draco berries

3 Amanita muscaria mushrooms

450 ml] tubesanima blood

6 drops nitrowisherine

10 stinging nettles, ground to a paste

12 Tha dragon chilis

6 dashes each of cinnamon and black pepper

Erec laughed. “L ook, it's not the skin of alion they need, just lion skin flowers. | think we can handle
that. I’m sure we can get alion’s claw off the MagicNet. Maybe we can find the other thingsin Hecate
Jekyll’ s old storeroom under the kitchens.”

Bethany turned pale. “Animal blood? That' s disgusting. How would we get it anyway? Here we go with
having to kill an animd again.”

“Maybewe could just buy it.”

“But someone gtill had to kill theanima,” Bethany pointed out.



“Oh, there’smore here about anima blood,” Erec said. “Mamma blood is recommended. Human blood
iscongdered the best. It givesthe developing dragonsingght into what will be both their deadliest enemy
and closest dly,” heread.

Erec and Bethany shared asmile. “Well, | guesswewon't need to kill any animals,” he said.

Bethany laughed. “That’ sardief. | think. | guess we can go to the roya hospital and get our blood
drawn.”

“I'll doit,” Erec said. “We don't both have to get stuck.”

Bethany didn’t argue with that. “We better write these ingredients down. Some of them are pretty
interesting. Thissays Daemonorops draco isapam tree that growsin the Indian Archipelago. The
berries make a paste called dragon’ s blood. And Amanita muscaria are akind of poisonous
toadstool.”

“I hope we can find them.”

“Oh, look,” Bethany exclaimed. “ Thisbook also says that biting beetles are good for the dragon
hatchlingsto eat with their formula.”

They copied thelist, then went to the roya hospita wing. Dr. Ezzy Mumbai was packing up for the night.
Blond curlsflowed loose around her face, and she batted long eyelashes a them. “Long time no see.

Y ou having any problems?’

Erec shook his head. “Could you please draw some blood from me? | need to make aformulato feed
baby dragons.”

Dr. Mumbai laughed. “1t' s dways something with you. | don’t know what you kidsare up to, but | can't
do medica procedureswithout ared indication.”

Bethany was surprised. “It’sjust drawing blood.”

The doctor put her stethoscopein adrawer. “1I’m sorry, kids. Timeto go. I’m closing up now.” She
ushered them from the room and |locked the door behind her.

Erec leaned againgt the wall, arms crossed. Well, he thought, he didn’t need a doctor to draw blood. “I’ll
just get aknife from the kitchen.”

“What are you thinking?" Bethany’ s eyebrows narrowed. “ Are you going to dice yoursaf?'Y ou could
bleed to desth.”

“I'll just nick my finger, | guess.” The thought made hisfingers ache, but what was alittle pain compared
to thelife of the last baby dragonsin existence? “Maybe you should do it for me.”

There was a shuffling noise, and the door to the roya hospital opened. A girl with stringy brown hair,
gray eyes, and glasses poked her head out. “Rick Ross? Isthat you?’

Erec immediately recognized DarlaWill, the girl whose gift, or curse, wasthat if anybody got sick or hurt
around her, she got the same thing, only twenty-four hours earlier. “My red nameis Erec Rex. Sorry...”
Erec felt bad that she remembered hisfake name, like he had lied to her. But the last time he had beenin
Alypium it had not been safeto use hisrea name.

She amiled. “| heard something about that. It' sjust that I'm usudly in here.” She waved around the room.
“I’'m sometimeslate on news. | couldn’t help overhearing. Do you need some blood dravn?’

A smile spread over Erec’ sface. “Do you know how?’

“Do | ever. Hospitd stuff isdl I've known since | was akid, growing up in placeslikethis. Cmonin. |
know where they keep everything.”

Darlawiped rubbing alcohol over Erec’sarm, put atourniquet around it, and stuck asyringeinto hisvein,
pulling back thick, dark red fluid. “How much do you need?’

Bethany looked like she was about to pass out.

“Four fifty-milliliter tubes,” Erec said, amazed the needle didn’t hurt. “Y ou're good at this.”
Darlashrugged. “I1t' seasy.” She pulled out the syringe, pressed a pot on hisarm with gauze, then
injected the blood through the rubber stoppers of four test tubes. “Here you go.”

Erec felt dizzy and weak. He pocketed the vias of blood and thanked Darla. He and Bethany headed to
the west wing. “Well that was the easy part. | hope we can find the other ingredients on the MagicNet.”
They went onlinein Bethany’ sroom. It was as easy as Erec remembered. A woman’ s face appeared on



the screen, her dark hair pulled into atight bun. *Y es?’

Erec checked hislist. “1 need six fresh Nemean lion skin flowers.”

Thewoman nodded briskly. “Nemean lion skin flowers”

The screen split into eight boxes, a different person framed in each. A box at the bottom of the screen
sad, “Next eight of forty-six.” The vendorsin the boxes were slent, shuffling through their filesand
looking suspicioudy at each other.

That wasn't agood sign. “Last time they were dl trying to outshout each other, wanting meto buy their
stuff.” Erec said to the screen, “Don’t any of you have Nemean lion skin flowers?’

A woman with more brown hairs sprouting from her chin than from the top of her head lifted awhite lacy
flower. “I havealiontal flower from Lerna.”

Encouraged, afew other vendors began to wave flowers a Erec. “A lion hair flower grown in Bangor,
best qudity for you.”

“Here sanicetoad skin flower you'll like.”

Erec crossed hisarms. “Those aren’'t any good. | need aNemean lion skin flower. Who has one?’

A few of the vendors disappeared from their screens. The woman with the hairy chin clucked at him,
“Don’'t you know? Nobody can get those flowers. They can't grow in our world.” Her hands fluttered
around her head. “They’ rethe only living things that need to grow where there is absolutely no magic. No
Substance. No Aitherplanes. Everything el se in thisworld needs some magic around it. They say the
Nemean lion skin flowers grow outside our realm, in the Nevervarld beyond the Substance.”

Bethany crossed her arms. “ So nobody’ s ever seen one? How do you know they exist?’

“Oh, we have seen them,” she said with ady smile. “An explorer found some once and brought back a
lot, sold it for ahigh price. Made him very rich. And we who bought it from him made some good money
sling it too, but now it'sal gone. Even he couldn’t find it again.”

“How did hefind it thefirg time?’

The woman laughed. “ There is ahole in the Substance somewherein Nemea. They say it was made by
the searing power of adragon’seyes. It' s not marked though. 1t'sinvisible. Y ou could spend your whole
lifefeding through the air in Nemea.and never find it.”

“And theflowersarein thehole?’ Erec asked.

“To get them you haveto crawl throughiit,” she explained, like hewasasmadl child. “But you can't stay
in theretoo long because, aside from the lion flowers, nothing can live there. A human would diein afew
hoursin that world. The only thing that can last inthere at dl isadragon, and even then only for afew
days.”

Erec shook his head in dismay. “ Someone must have some of those flowers [eft.”

“Good luck finding them. Most of them got used up when it was trendy to raise your own baby dragons.”
The woman chuckled darkly. “ Stupid fad. Half the dragons ate their owners within amonth.”

Bethany had an idea. “ Hecate Jekyll kept everything in her storeroom. Maybe we could find somein
there”

Erec brightened up. “You'reright. I'll get afew other ingredients here, then we' Il go check it out.”
Looking down at hisligt, he turned to the woman. “ Do you have alion claw?’

The vendors that had remained on screen immediately started shouting out prices and waving claws. Erec
bought one for nine shires from the woman, handed the money into the screen, and took out aclaw ina
smdl bag.

Next he asked about the Amanita muscaria mushrooms. Other vendors returned to their boxes, all
wildly waving huge red-capped toadstools. Erec bought three from the woman who spent timetelling him
about the flowers. They were huge, with bright red caps, and were covered with white warts. They
looked like they were straight out of Alice in Wonderland. “If | eet one side, will | grow tall?” he joked.
The woman handed him the mushroomsin abag. “Don't eat those at dl. Who knows what would
happen to you. Need anything else?’

“Six cupsof Daemonorops draco berries.”

Bethany tapped him on thearm. “Don’t you think you might find that in Hecate' s oreroom? Maybe you



don’'t need to buy it. Epecialy snce we might be missing the key ingredient.”

Hecate Jekyll had been the head cook at the Castle Alypium. She now resided in the dungeons, after it
was found that she was the one who had been bewitching King Piter for the last ten years. But her
storeroom in the kitchens was packed with more odd ingredients than Erec could imagine.

Erec looked at Bethany, then at the vendors waving clusters of smal red berries. “How about | get these,
and we' |l check the storeroom for the rest.” He studied the ingredient list. “ The other thingslook more
common anyway.”

He bought the berriesfor four shires from the woman, who now was gloating because she had gone out
of her way to talk to Erec. The other vendors were giving her nasty looks, and some began imitating her
incloying, nasd voices.

With the claw, mushrooms, and berries, Erec and Bethany headed for the castle kitchens. When they
arrived, atall woman with ultrashort, stedly gray hair, gray eyes, and gray skin was shouting at the kitchen
Sff.

“That’ sthe new head cook, Greta Mingter,” Bethany whispered. “ She' s not as nice as Hecate was. B,
then again, | guess Hecate didn’t turn out so nice. | don’t think we should ask her for help. Let’ s sneak
into the storeroom before anyone seesus.”

They stole across the room and hid behind huge tubs of butter and barrels of olives. Bethany grabbed a
large glassjar off thetop of abarre. “Bet we'll need this”

Erec searched for alarge round plague with a closed eye carved into it. Findly he spotted it, glimmering
in the floor. He bent down and whispered into it, “One eye sees dl.” The eye opened wide and the thick
metd disc did across the floor, uncovering ahole. Erec and Bethany scrambled down aladder and into
thelit soreroom below. “I’ m glad that till works.”

The narrow room was packed with shelves full of ingredients, most of which were so gross Erec didn’t
want to look at them too closdly. “It’ s alphabetized.” They looked under N for Nemean lion skin flowers,
but none were there.

“Maybethey’ reunder L.

That brought no better results. Bethany and Erec searched under Sfor skin and F for flower to no avail.
“Oh, man.” Erec sat down heavily. “This gtinks.”

“Wdl, we might aswell put the rest of the ingredients together. That’ s better than nothing.”

Erec nodded. Pulling out his bags, he dropped the Daemonorops draco berriesinto the glassjar, aswell
as the three mushrooms, then pulled the rubber stoppers out and poured the tubes of hisblood into it.
Themixture made him sck. “Thisisdisgusting.”

“It'sfor agood cause.” Bethany found ahuge jar of stinging nettles and added ten into the mix. “Ow,”
shecried. “My fingers hurt now.”

Erec counted out twelve Thai dragon chilis, then put in Six dashes of cinnamon. He sneezed wildly when
he added the black pepper. Wrinkling his nose, he said, “It’s good she kept regular spices down here
too.”

Bethany looked at the jar suspicioudy. “I bet that’ s not regular pepper.” Erec examined it more closdly,
and saw the black grainswhizzing inthe air liketiny pilots. “Hey, look &t thisl | found ajar of biting
beetled”

“Grest, let’ stake it with us. Now for the nitrowisherine.” Erec remembered where it was on the shelf.
“Hey, thelast time | used this, adrop spilled on thefloor and | got awish.” He stood straighter and
grinned. “I can wish for the lion skin flowers! Perfect.”

He opened the dark round jar of nitrowisherine and fanned the rancid smell away from his nose. Six
drops did gently from the dropper as he squeezed them into the glassjar. “Y ou ready?’

Bethany nodded, holding thejar of biting beetles. Erec picked up the formulajar, then released adrop of
nitrowisherine onto the floor.

A huge explosion shook the room. Even though he was expecting it, the noise took Erec’s breath away.
They both dammed into the shelves behind them, rattling the rows of boxes and glassjars. Erec
announced, “1 wish Bethany and | would find the hole in the Substance in Nemea so we can get the lion



skin flowers”

In aflash, Erec and Bethany were transported to atangle of trees. Stars were blinking in the night sky
over their heads. Erec till held hisglassjar in hisarms. “ Are you okay?’

“Y eah. Where are we?’

The forest stretched asfar as Erec could see. Hetried to get his bearings. It had al happened so quickly.
But, then again, he hadn’t known what to expect. “| guessthisis Nemea. King Piter said it’ sadragon
reserve.” Erec shivered. He wondered if thiswas where Aoquesth lived. “I guessthe holein the
Substance is somewhere around here.”

Bethany shivered. “1 thought you were going to wish for the lion skin flowersto appesar in the cagtle”
“Oh, that would have been easier, | guess.”

She seemed glad to have come anyway. “It’ s pretty cool here. Mystical. Okay, we might aswell ook for
thehole”

“I wonder whereitis” Erec fet blindly around the grass near the trees.

Bethany reached up, touching leaves. “We don't even know what we' re looking for.” They both waved
their hands through the emptiness around them. She laughed. “ If somebody saw us now, they’ d think we
werecrazy.”

“Maybeit’s closer to thesetrees.” Erec kneeled closeto the roots of alargefir tree, and Bethany tripped
over him. Both of their hands shot out together into a space that felt tingly and dry. Startled, they turned
to look. Their hands wereinvisible past their wrists.

“It'sahole.” Bethany roseto her knees, and her arm disappeared as she pushed it farther in. “It feels
awful inthere”

Erec fought the urge to yank out his hand, which felt mostly numb, with occasond little pinchesand jolts.
“Wadll, I wished that we both would find it. So | guess it makes sense that we found it together. Ready to
goin?’

As he stepped further into the void, the glassjar in his hand stopped short, likeit had hit awal. When he
put the jar down next to the tree, he could pull hisarm through easlly.

“Maybe we can't bring anything with usthere,” Bethany said.

“No, | just put aleaf through.” Erec held it up to show her. “1 think it’s only the jar that won’t goiin.”

“It might be because of what'sin it. Remember, the woman said that the Nevervarld can’t have any
megicinita dl. Nitrowisherineismagica.”

Erec thought for amoment. “Why don’t you keep an eye on the jar out here? I'll find the flowers. That
way we Il know everything issafe.”

“Y ou sure?’ Bethany waved her hand through the opening. “I1t doesn’t feel too good in there.”

“Yeah,” Erec said, shuddering. “Tell you what. Just leave your hand through thehole so | can seeit.”
When hetried to swing hisfoot through the hole, it would not go in. It took him amoment to remember
his Sneakers were magical, and he took them off.

When hetried to dide further, something in his pocket seemed to catch. He pulled the magic glasses out
and set them on his shoes. Barefoot, he decided to get it over with quickly before he had time to get
nervous. He stuck both arms through the gap and plunged hishead in.

Erec’ s breath caught and his chest felt frozen. Everything around him was. .. nothingness, agray swarming
nothingness that had no substancetoiit at dl. No...Substance. He was surrounded by what seemed like
televison Satic, a seething world of black-and-white flecks. Little sparksflicked and stung him. His
knees il rested on the ground outside, but his arms and hands were floating in a strange sea. He could
see nothing other than the moving speckson al sides.

Control, hethought. Be calm. You can do this. He climbed dl the way into the abyss of the Nevervarld,
then gripped Bethany’ s hand for dear life. All sense of gravity was gone. There was no up or down, no
sounds, and nothing to see except for Bethany’ s hand, the one vision of redlity Ieft. He remembered that
humans could only survive herefor afew hours. How long would it take to find the lion skin flowers? It
didn’'t seem like he could find anything in thishuge gray void.

Somewherein the back of his head he heard echoes that sounded like Thank you and Yummmm.



Sowly herdeased hisgrip on Bethany’ s hand. He tested | etting go and reaching for it again afew times
before he finaly edged away. Going anywhere in the Nevervarld was difficult, acombination of
swvimming and willing himsdlf through the getic. The dirain of trying to move made himtired. The energy
in his body seemed to be absorbed by the particles around him. He searched, felt al around for
something that could be aflower. Bethany’ s gleaming hand began to look lessand lessredl.

His eyes adjusted to the whirling nothingness around him, or maybe it was his mind that was adjusting.
Shapes gradually began to form within the chaos. Rocks? Statues? No. The forms were something he
knew he would never understand, because there was nothing smilar on earth. It was so confusing. He
wondered how long he had been here. It could have been minutes or hours.

Erec focused hard, looking for any sign of plant life. All the while he made sure not to wander out of sight
of Bethany’shand. A crackle of energy struck hiswrist and he drooped, exhausted. He redlized that the
gparks striking him were his own energy leaving his body.

Where are you? hecdled to the plantsin hismind. | need you.

Why couldn’t he have a cloudy thought now? He became so tired, he wasn't sureif he should keep
looking for the flowers or try to make it back toward the hole before he could no longer move. Then he
heard the noise again. It waslouder thistime, and it seemed to come from inside his head. Something
was speaking to him. Thank you. Your energy is delicious.

Hislife energy wasflowing out of him fast, disgppearing into the particleswhizzing around him. It was
suddenly clear. Erec knew it and the Nevervarld knew it. He would never get out of here. It wasatrap.
Hetried to talk to the voicein hishead. | need some lion skin flowers to save the dragon hatchlings.
| have to go back.

The space around him echoed in hismind. No human gets out of here alive. It'simpossible.
Surrender yourself.

But | can't, hethought. | heard an explorer came here and brought out lion skin flowers once.
Swirls of nothingness washed through him until hewaslost intheir haze. That is not true, the voice said.
Once a man came here looking for lion skin flowers. He got a few in his hand before he died. We
pushed his body through the hole and he brought them out with him. His friend took the flowers
away fromthere. That same friend brought others back, pushed themin here to their deaths,
hoping they would bring more flowers out with them, but none of them did. Others have come
here hoping to find various things, but never made it out alive.

Erec knew thiswastrue. It wasthe end for him. Well, he decided, he might aswell die holding the
flowersin his hands so the dragon hatchlings could live. He called out to the flowersin hismind, | need
you. Please come help. His mind fuzzed until he could barely remember why he needed them.

A faint echo reached hisear. | am here. | am next to you.

Just then, aNemean lion skin flower appeared right next to him. He couldn’t exactly seeit, but somehow
he could sense its presence, its spirit. Thank you. It drifted into his hand. It was his now. Then another
camein. And another. Six flowers cameto him by their own will, giving themsdavesto him, knowing. By
now he could not recall why he even needed them. He could barely remember where he had come from
and where he needed to go. But they werein hisgrip.

Hewaslosing consciousnessfast. A dim hum buzzed around him. Thelast bits of hislife were soaring
away, gone forever. Blackness grew around him, filling his being. There was something wrong....or
right...he couldn’t tell. The voice spoke to him again, but it was so very dim now. You are not dead. We
do not understand. There is something in you that is stronger than human. A part of a dragon.
You will be dead soon, though, if you don’t think fast.

Think fast? Erec could not think at al. What was that about a part of adragon in him? It was adream.
Not real. Nothing was redl. Why was he here? What was the reason to go on? But then he saw
Bethany’ s hand, shining almost too bright to look at, glowing colorfully inthe gray swirl.

That wasit. Bethany.

Hefloated back, pushed and pulled by the flowers somehow until he reached her.

And she pulled. In one yank his head popped through, gasping in the sparkling air. With another tug he



was lying on the ground and gazing at the stars, which were impossibly bright.

Bethany looked down at himin horror. “Erec, are you okay? You'reice cold.” Shelaid ahand on his
cheek. “You don't look good.”

But Bethany sure did. She radiated with more vibrant color than possible, aworld of color concentrated
inone smdl person. Hewas glad it was dark. In thelight of day, her brilliance would have been blinding.
Shehit her lip. “Can you talk?’

Erec shook his head. All the fedings, sensations, life, were too much. Energy rushed into him so fast he
was dizzy. Finally he took adeep breath and raised hishead. “Y ou know that scenein The Wizard of
Oz, where Dorothy waksinto Munchkinland and everything changes from black-and-white into color?
I’1l never watch that movie the sameway again.”

Bethany laughed with rdlief. Shefdt hisarm, testing. “Y ou’ re warming up.”

The Nemean lion skin flowers rested in Erec’ s hand, motionless. Their energy had drained out, for they
couldn’t survive here. He knew what they must have fdt like, energy leaving them likeit did from himin
their world. Y et they came willingly. Here they looked like clusters of thick beige furry petds, very much
likelion skin. He stared at them, fascinated. “ The only reason | survived is because | have adragon part
inme. It must be Aoquesth’ seye. Every other human has died in there.” Saying that, he was thankful that
Bethany had not gonein.

“Well,” shesad, picking up the glassjar, “1 guesswe should cut them up with thelion’s claw and throw
themin.”

“Cut them up?’ Erec redized hewas till in adaze. “Y ou better do it.”

He managed to get the claw from his pocket. Bethany took it, chopped the flowers againgt arock, and
dropped them in the formula.

The mixture looked lumpy and disgusting as she stirred it with along stick. The flower petal pieces began
to fizz, and bubbles raced through the mixture. In moments the solid bits melted and the concoction took
on aglossy brown texture.

Sttisfied at last, she stopped irring. “Now we have one other small problem. How do we get back to
Alypium?’

Treestowered above them, making Erec fed likeasmall lump of earth. He could barely hold hiseyes
open.

“Erec? We can't wish ourselves back, can we?’

“No.” He hadn’t thought about returning. Plus, the ground was so warm and comfortable. “ Tomorrow.
We ll figureit out tomorrow. Okay?’

He was adeep before he could hear her answer.

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Amulet of Virtues



SOMETHING POKED EREC'S face and neck. He turned over and shooed it away, but it kept
prodding him.

“Erec. Erec! We' ve got to get moving. Y ou don’t want to be late for your first quest.”

That woke him up. He raised his head off the ground, feding tiff.

“Y ou' ve been deeping forever.” Bethany was waking around holding thejars of formulaand biting
bestles.

“All right.” Erec pulled himself to hisfeet and looked around. “Maybe if we wander around we can find a
way back. If only | had a scepter.”

In arush, the craving was back. He wanted one. Badly. It was worse now after touching King Piter’s
scepter last evening. He had felt its power again, and it was too much for him. The king wasright. There
were dways reasons to want to useit. If he did, hewould soon forget the reasons and use it for the
feding of power it gave him done.

“If only I could magic usout of here.” Bethany wistfully eyed her remote control. “1 only know how to
useit for littletricks. I can move smdl thingsin my sight, freeze them, turn them, and I’'m working on
moving smdl people, but | can’'t even move mysdf yet.”

They started to wander through the woods. A thought occurred to Erec. “1 bet there are dragons around
here.” Helooked into the sky.

A flash of green light filled Erec’s eyes. Everything around himwas green. Thick bands of netting
and wide white ropesfilled the air.

But something in the sky caught his eye. A darkness there was growing closer. It began to forma
shape as it zoomed toward him, fast.

Suddenly he could seeit clearly. It was a dragon. The thing roared and screeched at him, talons
bared, sailing through the sky right toward him. Fire shot fromits mouth as it zoomed in for the
kill. Erec screamed and fell back.

Then the green light faded. He was Sitting on his behind, no dragon in Sight.

“Areyou okay?’ Bethany leaned over him. “That was so weird. Y our dragon eye came out, but now
your regular eyeis back. What happened? Isit something from the Nevervarld?’

Erec shook his head. “1t' sacloudy thought. Well, it's not exactly that anymore. It' smorelikea
premonition. It happened before at home. | could see mysdlf tackling Danny and then later on | did tackle
him.” Hetrembled, thinking of the fury in the eyes of the dragon he saw attacking him. Would this happen
too? He didn’t see himsdlf stopping the dragon, though, or doing anything at al. But that didn’t make
sense. Cloudy thoughts dways told him what to do to save himself.

Thiscouldn’'t mean he...

What if it meant hewould die?

A bitter tagtefilled his mouth as he scanned the skies. “Let’ sget going.” Heroseto hisfeet, and they set
off again. With each step, Erec’s heart sank more. It must be close to afternoon. He would never get to
Patchouli’ s nest in time to open the eggs. Balor would win the quest hands down. There went the
kingdom. And the scepter. His desire to win amost surpassed hisfear of owning the scepter now.

As he kept walking, afeding of deep sadnessfilled him. Even worse than losing the quest, he would not



be able to save the baby dragons. The only dragon he had ever known, Aoquesth, had been so niceto
him.

“Ah, thereyou are,” adeep voice boomed. “Cometo Nemeaalittle early, | see?’

King Piter appeared before them, scepter in hand. Erec immediately stared at it with longing. He was
amazed at the strength the king must haveto hold it for solong and resist usingit.

“Wadl,” theking said with asmile, “1 thought I'd find you in Alypium. It sagood thing | brought Jack
with me so0 you three can make it to your first quest together. It's not too far from here. | needed to come
here anyway to meet with some dragon elders.” He cocked his head to one side, and al four of them
begantoriseintheair. They kept floating upward until they stepped onto the top of alarge cliff jutting
from amountainsde. Near them, ahuge black nest of fused iron shavings and tree branches sparkled
with gemsand gold. In the middle sat ten green eggs, each the size of awatermelon.

Baor and Damon Stain and Rock Rayson sat on the other edge of the nest, glaring.

“You're not dlowed to help,” Baor shouted to the king.

“I wouldn't think of it.” The king winked & Erec. “I’m sure things are under control.”

Erec wondered where the king’ s confidence came from.

“Good luck.” King Piter twinkled hisfingersat Erec, then vanished.

Erec, Bethany, and Jack al smiled. That was anice magic trick right there,

Baor wastalking quietly to Rock. The nest was so large, Erec couldn’t hear them.

“I wonder what their planis,” Erec said.

“Why don’t you use your watch?’ Bethany said. “It lets you hear from adistance, right?’

Nodding, Erec played with the dials. Damon’ s voice rose quietly from the watch ashe said, “....and
we' re the onesthat get to see Biscottia bring back his grandmafrom the dead!”

Baor glared a him. “It's Baskania, you bonehead. The Shadow Prince to you. Now don't forget your
job, dl right?’

“Yeah, | know,” Damon said. “Fight Erec’ steam. Knock ’em out.”

“That’sright,” Baor said. “Rock will use the blowtorch, and I’ ve got my jackhammer remote.” Hearing
that, Erec remembered how Baor’ s remote had diced through astone anvil in the Tribaffleon contest.
Baor checked hiswatch. “Three minutesto go.”

“Let’sstart now, dude,” Rock said.

“No, idiot.” Balor glared a him. “That Harpy, Erida, is coming to announce the contest. You'll get us
kicked out.”

Erec turned off the watch. “Aw, man,” he moaned. “They’re gonnakill us. | bet these eggs are hard to
open.”

“Heré sasharp rock,” Jack offered. Hefished around in the dirt and handed it to Erec. “I’ll use my
hands.”

“Damon’splanning to fight us.” Erec glared acrossthe nest. “1’ [l take him on while you guys open the
egos”

“I think you should open the eggs,” Jack said. “If | open them it might not count as much asyou doing
it”

“Nobody knows wheat’ s going to count.”

Erida, the creature with awoman’ s head on a black vulture’ sbody, flapped in on abreeze, four other
Harpies behind her. They each had black hair pulled into tight buns and lustrous black fegthers. Their
only digtinguishing features were the sharpness or fatness of their bitter faces. Their pale skin looked stark
under the blackness of their lips, scowling eyes, and coarse eyebrows.

Erida screeched, “ The Committee for Committee Oversight isformaly overseeing thefirst quest for
kingship.” Shelooked around with wild eyes asif daring anyoneto challenge her. “Thisisin the spirit of
our new mission, PIPS: Positive, Inspirationa, Peaceful Service.” The Harpiesal nodded.

Bethany whispered, “They seem to like making up those things more than actudly sticking to them.”
Eridaannounced, “ The team of Erec Rex will be competing againgt the team of Balor Stain, winners of
thefirst conteststo bekings. Thequestis...” Sheflourished asmall piece of paper. “Y ou must open



Patchouli’ seggsin Nemea.”

Erec knew the “you” meant him. He was the one who pulled the quest out of Al’sWell. He hoped dll
these people interfering wouldn’t make the Fates angry and messit up for everyone.

“Of course,” Eridasquawked, “the Stain boys are expected to have an advantage asthey are thirteen
and Erec Rex isonly twelve, according to hisforms.” Erec could not imagine that would make a
difference. Maybe it would be a convenient excuse to account for Balor’ s chegting.

A shrill whistle blasted through the air. Baor, Damon, and Rock ran into the large nest. Erec dashed to
one of the eggs himsalf and pounded onitsshell. It felt like thick, cool plastic. He could fedl the dragon
scratching and moving inside. The shell bent very dightly when he pushed it, but it would not break.
Someone yanked him onto his back. He looked up, and Damon was standing over him. “I’ll get you, you
Erec Rex dummy ball.” Damon pulled hisfloppy gray hat over hisears, but part stuck up on top, making
him look even goofier. “Takethat!” He kicked Erec hard in the side.

Though his ribs smarted with pain, Erec grabbed Damon’ s other foot and pulled. Damon tripped over
Erec and fell next to him, then smashed him in the sde with hisfist. Erec looped aleg over him, trying to
hold him down, but Damon sprang up and grabbed Bethany’ s ankle, yanking her away from the egg she
was trying to crack open.

In the meantime, Jack was pounding an egg to no avail. Erec findly managed to pull Damon away from
Bethany, but Damon easily pushed him aside and tackled Jack.

Fedling the time pressure, Erec scratched the sharp stone that Jack had given him against one of the eggs.
Nothing happened. He shoved it harder into the eggshdll, and bent over it, jamming it in with hisfoot. No
matter how hard he tried, though, the rock did not make a dent. Erec looked up to see how the Stain
team was doing. Rock’ s blowtorch and Balor’ s jackhammer remote were not working ether. Then his
jaw erupted in sharp pain. Damon had kicked him in the face. He toppled over, the stone flying from his
hand.

Thetaste of blood flooded Erec’s mouth. He put his hand to hisface and felt wetnessfrom his bleeding
tongue and lip. A wave of anger surged through him. It was bad enough that nobody could crack the
eggs open, but Damon keeping him from trying was too much. Growling, Erec dove on Damon, and the
two of them rolled over the sharp sticks and iron filings of the nest.

Seeing that Erec needed help, Jack, an egg under one arm, stepped on Damon’ s chest. “Y ou don't think
you're stronger than al three of us, do you?’

Erec held Damon tight against the nest with Jack’ s help. “Hey, Bethany, bring me an egg.”

Bethany brought an egg over and dropped it into Erec’ s free arm. She scowled at Damon. “If you just
tried to open the eggs and let uswork in peace, maybe we d al get something done. And, by theway,
you redly hurt me when you grabbed my ankle, you jerk.” Sheripped hisfloppy gray hat off his head.
Erec, Jack, and Bethany froze when they saw what lay under Damon's hat. A huge bone, very much like
an oversized dog bone, projected from the top of his head. Damon sat up and rubbed the bone.
“Where'smy hat?’

“Um, sorry.” Bethany handed his hat back. No one knew quite what to say. Damon |ooked like he
wasn't going to attack again, so they let him get up and walk away.

It was clear that nobody was going to be able to crack the eggs open, so there was no reason for Damon
to fight them. Baor used his remote control to try to smash the eggs againgt rocks, burn holesin them,
and dice them, but nothing worked. He kicked an egg in frustration. “ Stupid dragons. | hope they all
die”

They dl tried different methods. Bethany scratched one of the eggs with afine twig and mumbled math
equations softly to herself. Erec scratched an egg against the sharpest things he could find in the nest. He
pushed it againgt rubies, gold spikes, and iron. Then he scraped it on the nest below him and heard a
noise. It was kind of asqueak, and the egg shivered at the sametime. Faint lines appeared on the
eggshell. Helooked down and saw a diamond jutting out of the ne<t.

Erec jiggled the diamond and found it was |oose. He eagerly worked it out of the nest and ran it over the
egg. A crack gppeared in the shell. He pushed harder, and the shell tore open in hishands. Ingde, atiny



dragon hatchling peered out with afaint mewling sound. Little green ditlike eyeslooked up at Erec. Its
sharp teeth bit the air asif it expected food. Green dimerolled off its head.

Everybody stopped what they were doing.

“Aw, it'sso cutel” Bethany said. “Look at itslittletall.” Blood red spineslikelittlethornsraninaline
down its back. Its scales were a shimmering green. Erec was so focused on the dragon that he was
surprised when he was suddenly knocked sideways by Balor. The baby sailed from his hands onto the
hard nest. In an instant Ba or grabbed the diamond from Erec. “Get him, bonehead,” he commanded.
Damon took off running asif he' d been waiting for the order. Tackling Erec, he flattened him on the
ground. Erec shoved him off, but Damon grabbed his leg before he could get up. Jack tried to pitchin
and pull Damon away, but Damon grabbed him and he went down too.

“Stopit!” Bethany screamed. “Leave them alone.” She whisked Damon’ s hat off, revedling the huge
bone jutting from his head, but thistime he did not let up.

Meanwhile, Balor had opened two eggs and diced into athird. “Eew. Thisone just hasgoo insde.”
Green dime dripped down hisfingers. He threw it to the ground in disgust and grabbed another.
Bethany found asmall diamond attached to the nest and diced another dragon egg open with it. “Oh,
look!” She stopped what she was doing and peered at it. “I1t' s S0 sweet. It' strying to lick my
finger...ouch!” She shook her hand. “1 don’'t know if it bit me, but something in its mouth redlly stings.”
Erec tried to pull Damon away, but Damon grabbed the dragon out of Bethany’ s hand and squeezed it.
“Y ou're not getting thisone. 1t smine now. Ouch!” Hethrew it hard onto arock. The dragon hit with a
cracking sound and made a sad little noise.

“What did you do?’ Bethany cried, enraged. “Why did you haveto hurt it?’

Baor laughed nearby. “It'sdone! And they'redl cracked, and | opened eight of them. | won!” He put
his hands on his hips and waked around the nest with his chest stuck out. “Giveit up, Rex. I'll bethe
next king, and there’' s nothing you can do about it. Y ou don’t have what it takes. C' mon, Damon.”
Bador, Damon, and Rock strutted off, heading around the corner of the cliff. Erec pointed hiswatch at
them and heard Baor talking to someone. “All right, Dad. Let’s go. We creamed him, of course. | told
you wewouldn’t need help.”

The Harpiesflew away aswell. Erec looked over the nest. Six baby dragons were strewn about making
crying noises. “Aresomemissng?’

“Some of the eggs didn’t have hatchlingsin them,” Bethany said. She sat down with alost ook on her
face.

“Wadll,” Erec said, “I' m glad we brought the formulafor these guys, whether or not we won this stupid
thing. Look at ’em. They’'re solittle.” He opened the glassjar and picked up adragon baby. Itstiny
black jointed wings opened and shut. Then he redized that he had no ideahow to feed it. He tried tipping
thejar and putting the dragon’ s mouth into the liquid. The dragon coughed and sputtered, but it did not
get anything down itsthroat.

“Here, try this” Jack handed him asmal stick.

Erec dipped the stick into the formulaand put it in the hatchling’s mouth, but the baby turned his head
away. “C mon, little guy. Thisisgood for you.” The dragon would not let the stick anywhere near its
mouth. Instead it kept trying to nibble on Erec’ sfingers. “Ouch, that hurts.” Erec picked up astone and
tried to dribble formulafrom it onto the hatchling’ s tongue. The dragon would have nothing to do with the
stone.

Bethany laughed. “It wants your finger, Erec.”

“Oh, dl right.” Erec dipped hisfinger into theformulaand put it in the hatchling' s mouth. The dragon
sucked happily. “Ow!” Hewhisked hisfinger awvay. “That sung.” Hetried it again. Thistime hefilled his
pam with the liquid and I et it run down hisfinger into the dragon’ s open mouth. Hetried to keep his
fingertip away, but the dragon proved very good a reaching out and nipping him. Soon theliquid itself
began to sting his sore finger. When he put the dragon down, it raced perkily around the nest. “Well, it
did him some good.”

They looked around at the other dragons. They lay helpless, mouths open and waiting.



“I’ll feed this one some of the biting beetles.” Bethany reached into the jar and jerked her hand out.
“Ouch! Thesethingsredly do bite, hard.” She shut the jar and put it down, unsure what to do.

“I'll try it.” Erec took abeetle out of the jar and fed it to adragon lying near him. The pinching beetle
hurt, but he blocked the pain from his mind. These were the last dragon babies|eft, snce dl the rest of
the dragon hatchlingsin Otherness were mysterioudy missng. Hewasn't going to let alittle soreness stop
him from doing what he needed to do. “ Jack, you have the gift of talking to animas. Can you tell what
these guys are saying?’

Jack took the jar of formulaand sat next to Erec. “| tried talking to them, but they’ re too young. They
just make crying noises.” He put some of the formulaonto afinger and put it in one of thedragon’s
mouths, then yanked it out. “ Ow, man. How do you do it, Erec? That redly hurt.”

Erec shrugged. “1 don't have achoice, | guess.” He popped afew biting beetles into the waiting mouths
of the hatchlings, trying to ignore hisred, swelling fingertips. Breathe steady. Mind over matter, hetold
himsdf. “I’ll take care of it, guys. My fingers are shot dready.”

Jack winced as Erec took the jar from him. “Look at your fingers.”

“I"d rather not.”

For twenty minutes, Erec took turns using different fingers of both hands until al the dragons hed
swalowed afew handfuls of theliquid. They tumbled happily around the nest.

“Wait aminute.” Bethany bent over arock. “ Another baby istrapped in here. | think thisisthe one that
Damon threw. It looks hurt.”

Erec peered into the crack. A little dragon was twisted under an iron filing. Its neck was bent, maybe
broken, and Erec could seethat it was bresthing very dowly. “Thisthing’ s not going to makeit.
Unless...” He dowly straightened its body under the rock, cupping it in his hand, and it began to breathe
eader. Itsneck was gill pinned down, though. “Aslong as| hold its back up likethis, it's okay. Maybe if
| giveit someof theliquid, it'll get stronger and | can st it down again.” He dipped ahand into the
mixture, ignoring the searing agony racing through him. The dragon bit weekly at hisfinger, sucking the
formuladowly. Erec steadied his breeth, clenching histeeth against the pain. He could takeit. It wouldn't
be much longer. He would find some medicine to make hisfingers hed. But hewouldn't let thislittle guy
die

A shadow appeared overhead in the sky, dowly growing larger. Ignoring it, Erec stuck his hand back
into the liquid, squeezing his eyes shut because of the sting. He carefully held the baby and cupped his
hand to itsmouth. “Aaagh,” he cried asfiery painfilled him.

Suddenly everything around him became a green whirlwind. Thick white ropeshungin theair like netting.
Erec reached to touch them, but he could fed nothing. The nest, the dragons. .. everything glowed a bright
green. And he was spinning now, dizzy. It was acloudy thought. But where was the command? His
stomach clenched.

The shadow above him began to take on ashape. It grew larger, more birdlike until. ..

It was adragon. The same dragon he had envisioned when he was walking through the woods with
Bethany. Teeth bared, itstaons stabbed toward him. It had awild look in its eyes. It was out for the kill.
“Run!” Erec shouted. Bethany screamed as she saw it too. She and Jack stumbled backward out of the
nest. The dragon didn’t notice them though. It focused on Erec asif he was attacking the hatchlings.

Erec felt strong, energized in the green vortex, like he could do anything. Y et what was he supposed to
do? There was no command, no order from his cloudy thought. And even though he fdlt strong, he knew
he was no match for the dragon. He looked down at the helpless creature in his pam, then up at the
beast whizzing toward him in the sky. His body shook, and he wanted to drop the baby dragon and run.
But he couldn’t. If helet it go, its neck would twist again, and it would die. He looked up again,
desperate.

The dragon in the sky was screeching at him. Fire blazed from its mouth. It must have been one of the
parents, attacking to protect its babies. And Erec was |ost in a cloudy thought, but for the first time there
were no ingructions. Just likein his premonition. There was nothing he could do. It was over.

He knedled in the nest and looked up, pleading with the angry dragon to understand. The baby licked his



hand harder and he did not even fed the sting.

The massive creature soared down fagt, fury initseyes. Erec stared up at it, mesmerized. Then, for some
reason, he knew who it was. He knew this was the mother dragon, Patchouli. She wasflying to protect
her hatchlings from an intruder—him. She wasterrified by the human in her nest. Dragons were worth a
fortune to humans. Their scales, blood, bones, and claws were priceless, used for magic and medicine.
Shewanted to kill thisintruder before it wastoo late.

Erec bardly redlized he was reading Patchouli’ s thoughts. He wasterrified. Hislifewould be over in
seconds.

Petchouli dove a him, staring with wide eyes. His mind blanked as her talons reached for him, dicing the
ar, touching hisshirt.

At the last moment she swerved away and lit on the edge of her nest, looking at him hard. Erec could
sense her thoughts through hisfoggy haze. She redlized he was helping her children, could seeright into
histhoughts.

He knew they were reading each other’ s minds because his dragon eye was looking at her dragon eyes.
His cloudy thought, his dragon eye, had saved him.

Suddenly the green light and white ropes faded away. His dragon eye rolled back to reved hisnormal
one.

Patchouli was alittle smaller than Aoquesth, and her scales were redder. Her jointed black wings
stretched and closed over her back, and her red spines shone in the sunlight. She was beautiful.

“Thank you for saving my babies, Erec. | was caught in atrap for days, and | would not have made it
back in time. Dragon babies have to hatch right when they’ re ready. They would have died if you hadn’t
fed them.”

He amiled, ill too shaken to speak. His hand that held the injured dragon shook.

Patchouli came close and nuzzled the little being in hishand. “He would never have lived without your
care. I’'m going to name him Erec after you. Not anormal dragon name but very fitting, | think.”

Little Erec was sucking awvay on hisfinger. As he relaxed, the pain returned and he winced, pulling his
finger awvay.

“Set him down. | can take care of him now.” With her long talons, Patchouli lifted theiron from around
its neck and scooped her baby up. “ Give me amoment with him, then I’d like to talk to you.”

Bethany and Jack crept back around the corner and sat with Erec on the side of the broad nest while
Patchouli tended to her child. Erec found that as his breathing steadied the pain in hisfingers grew amost
unbearable. He lifted his hands to examine them. They were purple and swollen, lined with bitesand
jagged lacerations.

Bethany leaned away. “I can’'t look at them.” Asher eyes met his, she noticed something strange. She
lifted it Off the top of Erec’ s shirt. “What' sthis? | don’t remember you wearing it before.”

Around his neck hung athick chain with alarge round medallion etched into twelve segments. One of the
pie-shaped segments glowed adeep red, while the other eleven were gold like the chain. He shook his
head. “I don’t know where that came from.”

In the next moment, the acute pain returned, and he squeezed his eyes shut. “1 have to go to the roya
hospital, quick. My fingersarekilling me.”

Patchouli crossed the nest toward Erec. Her other six children raced excitedly around her. “Y ou have
used your own blood to feed my children. They will dways be indebted to you. | cannot thank you
enough.” Steam gushed from her nogtrils. “I can seeyou arein pain. Let me help you.” She poked aclaw
through her thick scales. When she drew it out, adrop of purple blood was on thetip. “Excuse mefor
not having acup to offer you. Would you sp this off my claw? 1t will hep.”

Erec took Patchouli’ slarge claw in hishand. Any doubt about drinking the dragon blood was washed
away by hisdesireto stop the intense pain he was fedling. He put his mouth on the claw tip, careful not to
let it poke him. The liquid tasted of metal and hot peppers asit dissolved on histongue. Ingtantly, hispain
vanished even though his hands till looked terrible. He felt dert and stronger than he ever had.

Patchouli was watching hisface. “That is Aoquesth’ seye you have, isn't it? So you are Erec Rex. It'sa



good thing | saw your dragon eye. It let me read into you, see who you were and what you were doing. |
hate to think what | would have done otherwise. | was so afraid for my children. With al of the other
dragon hatchlings missing, | have been so worried that something would happen to these little ones. Now
that I’ m back I’'m not letting them out of my sight.”

Erec shook, thinking about what amost happened. “I could read your thoughts too.”

“Dragon eyes|et you do that with other dragons.”

“| can seethings so clearly through Aoquesth’s eye. But it makes everything green. And | see ropy stuff
al around.”

“That’ sthe Substance, Erec. Dragons can see it everywhere.”

Erec paused, shocked. He never had thought what the thick netting was. So thiswas the stuff that made
everyonefed so sad in Alypium. Hetried to remember if he could see it when he had the cloudy thought
at home. “I think in Upper Earth the Substance looked different. More like cobwebs. . .thinner.”
Patchouli nodded. “It isthinner there. The Substance from Upper Earth is now mostly in the Kingdoms of
the Keepers.”

The Substance that carried the magic. .. Erec guessed that made sense.

“Erec, | want to give you something to thank you.”

Erec held up the meda on his chest. “Isthisfrom you?’

“Oh, no. Don't you know? That isthe Amulet of Virtues. You got it for completing your first quest to
becomeking.”

Erec eyed it more carefully. A symbol glowed in the red segment of the pendant. “What doesthis
mean?’

“It'sin an ancient language. That word means ‘ sdf-sacrifice” That iswhat you showed in this quest.
Each segment of the amulet will fill in when you complete aquest.” With ataon she pointed. “To earn
them, you must prove you have the twelve virtues befitting aruler. I’ d say you showed your sdf-sacrifice
well today.”

Erec stared down at the Amulet of Virtues. So he had succeeded in the first quest after dl. Balor thought
he had won, and the Harpies from the Bureau of Bureaucrats likely did too. He wondered if Balor’ steam
had gotten amulets. If not, what would they dl think when they found out?

That led to anew thought. Maybe the people of Alypium would accept him now. He knew Bethany was
right, he shouldn’t care about pleasing people who didn’t redly know him. He just couldn’t seemto help
it.

Steam spouted from the dragon’ s nodtrils. “Don't take the amulet off, Erec,” shewarned. “It will protect
you more with each quest you complete.”

“But...did | winthisquest because | fed your hatchlings? 1 didn’t haveto crack open dl of your eggslike
| wastold?’

“Were you told to crack open all my eggs?| believe you succeeded because you did what you were
meant to do. The Fates were surely aware of exactly what would happen heretoday.” She sighed and
smoke streamed from her nogtrils. “I have something for you. It isatreasure | have kept for centuries,
but | think you may have more usefor it than | do. Comeinto my cave. | had to move my nest out here
to keep my eggswarm, but if you follow me...”

Erec followed the beautiful creatureinto acavern lit by an unseen source. Gold bricks paved thefloors,
and huge piles of gems surrounded tables of mysterious artifacts, gilded swords, magica tdismans, and
ornately carved marble statues. Patchouli carefully lifted asmal scroll from behind aglittering screen with
her claws and set it before Erec.

“I want to givethisto you. It iscalled the Archives of Alithea. It'samagica scroll that has been passed
down from arealm that vanished thousands of years ago. The society that created it vaued truth above
al dse Sothisisascroll of truth. It may be used only one moretime, and | am sure you will know when
that timeisright. When you openit, you will seethefull truth, and show the full truth to anyone within
sght of you.”

“Thetruth about anything?’ Erec immediatdly started thinking of unanswered questions about himsdf he



wanted to know.

“Anything you ask it. And you may useit for sdlfish reasons, but from what | know of you, you'll saveit
for something really important.” Her eyestwinkled. “Thiswas created by strong magic, and only those
that possess a magic touch can useit. Most humans could not make it work—but you can now.”

“Why me?’

“When you fed my hatchlings, some of their essence entered into your fingers, just asyou gave them
some of your essence. | know it hurt, and you did it to save them, but it aso left you with a special touch.
Y ou may notice that something happensto your fingers when you get your next vison through your
dragon eye”

Erec regarded hisswallen fingersin anew light. “How do | ask it to show acertain truth?’

The dragon handed the scroll to him. “The scroll is sentient. It knows what is happening around it, what
you are thinking. Just untieit and pull it open, and it will answer what needs to be answered. Thisuse will
beitslast, though. It has been employed by many people for many reasons, some good and some bad.
But it's old and worn now. Once you are done with it, it will no longer be of vaue.”

“Thank you very much.” Erec put the scroll into his pocket.

“Thereis something you should know. Not that it should be aproblem...well, not abig problem,
anyway.”

Erec looked up at her.

“When you are carrying the scroll, whileit ison your person, it will compel you to tell the truth.”

Erec could not seethe harmin that.. . yet.

CHAPTER NINE

A Monstrous Maob

THEY HAD NO sooner |eft the nest when Erec redlized he was starvi ng. “How are we going to get
back?’ They walked down adoping path, hoping it led somewhere.

Jack shrugged and looked around. “Maybe King Piter will come get us.”

Bethany whigpered, “ Do you think Patchouli could fly us back to Alypium? 1’ m hungry.”

“I don’'t know,” Jack said, glancing back. “ She probably doesn’t want to leave her hatchlings now.” He
gazed down from the top of the high cliff where they were stranded. “ Thisis crazy.”

“Crazy?’ avoice asked. “Well, it'sal how you look at things. Give me an insaneworld and I'll give you
ahappy Hermit.”

Erec snapped around to see athin brown face poking between two boulders. It was the strange
dark-skinned man who had popped out of the bush. “What are you doing here?’



The man giggled. “I’m charged with watching you, so get used to me following your sorry backside” He
exploded in afit of laughter, the only one who appreciated his odd joke. “ Oh, the crafty Erec Rex, the
wily Erec Rex, the one who will destroy our world aswe know it.” Although what the Hermit was saying
was far from complimentary, hewas grinning widdly.

Bethany whispered, “Maybe he says the opposite of what he means.”

The Hermit laughed with glee. “Oh, the clever Bethany Cleary, the sneaky Bethany Cleary, the onewho
would save our world to destroy it.”

Sheraised her eyebrows. “Ohhkay. | think we better get back before you shake a screw loose.”
Giggling, the Hermit gave asharp nod, and the four of them were transported to the castle grounds.
“Toodle-l0o.” The Hermit waved. In another flash he had disappeared.

“Strange guy.” Erec lifted the Amulet of Virtuesthat hung around his neck. 1 wonder what would
happen if | won dl of the twelve quests—or did them right, anyway—and nobody ever found the other
two people who were supposed to be the *rightful rulers ? Maybe then | could pick who | wanted to rule
withme.” He thought amoment. “I’d pick you two, I'm sure.”

“Don’t tel Oscar you said that.” Jack glanced over his shoulder. “ After you left, he was pouting that you
didn’t care about him. | told him you said he could help with another quest. Oh, and Rosco has been
saying he'll never get to do aquest with you. You will let him...won't you?’

“Surel will. I could only take two.”

“Poor Oscar.” Bethany shook her head.

They went into the castle kitchens, and one of the staff made them atray of sandwiches and cookies,
with bowls of cloud gruel and fresh berries. She stared at Erec’ sfingers which had now turned a cherry
red with little white bails.

“I haveto go into Alypium and look for Danny and Sammy,” Erec said between handfuls of
chocolate-covered honey drops. “1 saw with King Piter’ s Seeing Eyeglasses that they werein acloud
cream shop, and | need to find it. Maybe someone there knows where they went.”

“At least they seemed okay,” Bethany said.

“They seemed more then okay. They were happy,” Erec said, puzzled. “I don't get it. If they’re not being
forced to stay there, why don’t they come home? And if they are, why would kidnappers give them
candy and sundaes and take them Rollerblading? They were joking about how fat they were getting from
al thetreats”

“Why don’t you see what they are doing now?’ Jack suggested.

“That'sagood idea” Erec took King Piter’ s glasses from his pocket, diding them out past the Archives
of Alithea. Hefocused hismind on his brother and sister and put the glasses on. Thistime, Danny and
Sammy were clearly visble. They were goofing around on a beach, eating cakes and cookies. Why
didn’t they run away, or at least call? Erec wondered. They must know June would be worried sick.
Erec resisted the urge to shout out to them. He wanted to tell them to quit what they were doing, to come
home. But one fase move and he might lose his connection with them for good. No, hewould play it safe
for now.

Hetook the glasses off. “ They’ re on abeach, of al places. | have no ideawhere.”

Bethany finished her nectar drink. “| think you should gtill start with the cloud cream shop. Maybe alittle
detective work will give you the answer. If you want, I'll go with you, and we can wak Wolfboy and
CutiePie”

Erec smiled at her. “Sure, I'd love to have a pretty girl go with meto the store.”

Bethany blushed and raised her eyebrows at him. Erec could not believe he had said that. What had
come over him? He could not have felt more embarrassed and was sure his face was asred as hers. “Uh,
sorry. Don't know why | said that.”

The Archives of Alithea, which made sure he would tell the truth, tingled in his pocket.



They ran into Oscar near Paidey Park by the castle grounds. “ Oh, there you guys are.” He pointed at
Erec. *Y our morning tutor, Miss Ennui, was upset you missed your classwith her. | heard she said that
you'd forfeit your chance at the crown if you missed any more.”

Erec could not believe hisears. “But | had to do the quest today.”

Oscar shrugged. “Wasn't the quest at one 0’ clock? | don't think that gets you out of your morning
work.”

Pimster Peebles appeared, waving wildly from a distance, and waddled toward Erec. “ Oh, hello, Ewec
Wex. | hope you don't fed too bad that you lost. What' sthis?” Helifted the amulet off Erec’ s chest.
“Hmmm. Wdl, well.” Peebleswas fascinated. “ The Amuwet. That' sintewesting.” He looked at Erec
with new respect. “Would you like to spend alittle time going over the books with me since we missed
our session today ?”

“Not now, thanks. | have something to do in Alypium.”

“Can| hep?’

Intruth, Erec very much wanted help. But the one who should have been helping, King Piter, was off on
sometrip. “My brother and sister were kidnapped. | need to ook for them.”

Mr. Peebles wrung his hands. “Not Danny and Sammy. They seemed so sweet.”

Erec cocked an eyebrow. “ Sweet? Those two were not Danny and Sammy. They wereimposters.”
Mr. Peebleslooked shocked. “ Spies? No. Wdll, by al means you look for them. | fully allow you to go
into Alypium during your afternoonsinstead of sudying with me. And whileyou're out,” hisvoice
lowered to awhisper, “you may want to ask awound about the Memory Mogul. Y ou might learn
something intewesting. But if you do, let’ skeep it alittle secwet. Understand that | am going againgt King
Piter’ swishesby mentioning this”

“What do you mean?’

Mr. Peebles squirmed. “Let’sjust say | don’t agwee with the king tweating you like ababy. | know he
just wants to protect you, but you have aright to know.” He headed back to the castle.

That |eft Erec with abig question. What did Peeblesthink he had aright to know?

Theframed poster of the clown holding an umbrellawas unmistakable. Cloud Nine Havors, the cloud
cream shop that the twins had been in, was smack in the middle of Alypium.

A sodajerk stood behind the counter, hands on hiships. “Can | help youse?’

Erec asked, “Did you work herelast night?’

The man wasannoyed. “ Yes, | own thejoint. I'm hereal thetime. Y ou want something?’

“I just wondered if my brother and sister might’ ve been here. We were supposed to meet, and | missed
them.”

“Wall, that great description and adime will get you a chocolate peanut. ‘ Two kids—'"

“They might have beeninvisble,” Erec added.

“Oh, that’ srich. Then | wouldn’t have seen them, would 17?7’

He had apoint. “Did any adults order two cloud cream sundaes and not eat them themselves?’
Theman stared asif Erec took him for anidiot. “My shop was closed last night. Therewas only one
adult here, and | don’t question him. He does what he wants.”

Erec’ s heart began to race. Only one adult was in the shop when the twins were here. “Who wasit?’
The sodajerk shrugged. “Rosco Kroc.”

On the dow wak back to the castle, Erec’ s mind raced. Rosco, Oscar’ s tutor, must have been the



kidnapper. “We better warn Oscar,” he said. “He might be next.”

Bethany nodded. “| thought Rosco seemed strange, but | never expected this.”

They kept waking until someone popped off asidewalk bench and came toward them. “Hey,” the man
said, “you' re the one who set up the scepter and the Lia Fail during the coronation ceremony this
summer.” He made an ugly face. “Wewon't be ruled by a phony, do you hear?’ Hisfriends nearby
nodded and made noises of agreement. Erec ignored them and walked on, but a crowd started to gather
around them.

“Go home, phony. Leave usaone. Y ou can't push us around. ..phony...phony..." The crowd around
him shouted and pointed fingers at him like asingle cresture with many heads.

Erec wanted to get out of there. They didn’t know what they were talking about. He was trying to help
them, save them. He took a deep bresth and tried to remember what Bethany had told him. It didn’t
matter what these people thought. If they weren’t going to bother to find out the truth about him, then
who cared? He glanced over at Bethany, filled with shame that she should see this. She marched straight
forward, face red, with her hand on Erec’ s shoulder.

Three young men stepped right in front of Erec, blocking him so he couldn’t pass. One of them screamed
inhisface, “You disgust me. All you care about isyourself and your little girlfriend here. Y ou want power
so bad you don’'t care who you step on. Why don’'t you let Balor, Damon, and Rock do their questsin
peace?’

Erec felt hisface get hot and his hands close into fists. “Baor would give the sceptersto Baskania, and
they would make you al daves or worse. I’'m trying to stop them.”

The man laughed. “Did you hear that?’ Helooked around at hisfriends. “Thisguy isdoing usafavor.
Mean old Baor and Baskaniaare trying to hurt us.” He gave Erec a hard shove. “Do you think we are
idiots?’

“Yeah!” the crowd shouted, pressing closer like an angry besst, like amonstrous mob. Someone stuck a
foot out and tripped Erec.

When he stood back up, Bethany whispered to him, “Get out of here. Run.” In one quick motion, she
ducked under someone’s arm and disappeared.

Erec burgt through the crowd, heart racing, and ran down the Street. Several peopletrailed after him,
shouting names, but most of the crowd stayed behind. Everywhere people were sneering at him. Now
that people had seen him going to the Labor Society to draw hisfirst quest, they knew what he |ooked
like. He wastotaly humiliated. Why didn’t anybody believe him?Who was behind these terrible
rumors?

Erec turned into a candy shop that had its doors propped open and watched to see if anyone was il
following.

“Yes, I'll take those, too.”

He spun around. Balthazar Ugry was standing in front of the counter.

Erec backed into a corner, bumping his sore fingers. He hid behind arack of spun-sugar bird' s nests,
cherub puffs, and divinity. He wished he could hear what Ugry was saying. After amoment, Ugry paid
the clerk and walked toward the door, stuffing abag of candy in his pocket.

Was Ugry the one feeding the twins candy? Erec put on King Piter’ s glasses. There were the twins, infull
sght, eating cloudsicles. Standing right next to them was Rosco Kroc.

Erec had to find Rosco now. He stuffed the glassesinto his pocket and asked the clerk, “Did that man,
Bathazar Ugry, say anything about twinsto you?’

The man's eyes narrowed. “ That man happensto be King Piter’s AdviSeer. Y ou think I'm going to
repeat what he said to some kid?’

Erec wondered if it would help if hetold the clerk he wasthe twins brother. Probably not. At least this
guy didn’t recognize him. “What kind of candy did he get?’

The storekeeper grinned, seeing the chance for asde. “ Chocolate rain from Cinndim, in Otherness.
Want some?’

“Sure.” Erec paid him and took abrown paper bag full of small chocolate pieces.



“Becareful,” theman said. “ Sometimes afew bugs get in with therain.” A new, meaner expression
crossed hisface. “Hey, aren’t you that kid who' s been messing with Alypium, trying to rule everybody?’
Erec darted out of the shop before the man could say any more.

CHAPTERTEN

The Memory Mogul

EREC HAD NO ideawhere to find Rosco Kroc, but he was sure that King Piter or somebody at the
castle could tell him. He ran onto the castle grounds between some hedges. Bethany wasresting on a
stone bench, her head in her hands. He took a seat next to her. “ Are you okay?’

She nodded. “Don’t let them get to you, Erec. People like that are stupid. They let themsalves get sucked
up inacrowd’ s madness and stop thinking on their own.” Shefrowned at what had just happened.
“Mobslikethat are redlly dangerous. They can do anything. Thingsthat people would never do on their
own. | redly hope you don’t care about what people like that think.”

But Erec did care, even though hewasn't sure why. He said, discouraged, “1 want them al to look up to
me, respect me. | want girlsto line up for my autograph. Pretty girls.” He listened to hisown wordsin
horror. What was he saying? He sounded like an idiot. Why was he...? He fdt atingling in his pocket.
The Archives of Alithea. Patchouli had said they would make him tell the truth. Great.

Bethany was not happy. “ So that’ swhat thisis al about for you? | thought you werein thisto help
people. But if you just want girls...” She stopped short. “Maybe that crowd was right about you.”

Erec wearily closed hiseyes. “No, Bethany. Y ou'rethe only girl | redlly care about.” He grinded his
teeth. Thiswasridiculous. He was making it sound like he loved her, and that was not what he was
thinking. Could this get worse? He snuck a peek at Bethany. She was staring into the distance with a
dight smile. Wdll, at least shefelt better. Changing the subject, he said, “It’ s getting late. Tomorrow I'll
go find Rosco. | think I’m going to get some deep.” And he would definitely take the Archives of Alithea
out of his pocket and stash them in his room before he made a complete and utter fool of himself.

Miss Ennui glared coldly a Erec the next morning. “ Do you know what will happen to you if you miss
our classes? Y ou will be kicked out of the castle and sent home. If you did not truly want to be king, then
you should not have bothered coming here. Kings are principled people, not lazy oafs. Thereisno
excuse for missng yesterday.”



Actudly, he had a pretty good excuse. “I’'m sorry. | ended up in Nemea early for my first quest. Now my
brother and sster are missing. | know where they are and | haveto find them. Can | please go early
today?’

“| am sure the authorities can handle the Situation better than a thirteen-year-old boy.”

Erec blinked. “Twelve.” He sank into his chair, redizing he was stuck.

Three hours dragged by as Miss Ennui droned on about the history of the Middle Ages. Hisfingers
throbbed allittle, but they seemed to be getting better. She had findly reached a subject that interested
Erec, the Black Degth of 1347, when she announced, “Our timeisup.”

At noon, he set off for Paidey Park. Mr. Peeblesran up to Erec and pumped his hand up and down. His
toupee was on today, but upside down with the hair part against his head. “ Congwatulations, boy.
Congwatulations. Y ou' re till in the quests. When Pwesident Inkle and the Committee for Committee
Oversight found out that Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Ward had won the egg-opening quest, they
tried to pass alaw so that you would be out for good. But Al’s Well doesn’'t seem to be open to
anybody but you.” He pointed at the chain around Erec’ s neck. “ And nobody el se has gotten one of
those”

Erec’ s hand went to his Amulet of Virtues. He was relieved that he could do the next quest, but aso
worried about it.

“I haveto go into Alypium to find Rosco Kroc,” Erec explained, “so | can’'t meet with you now.”

Mr. Peebleswrung his hands. “ Oh, you won't find him there today. He had to go back to Aorth, and he
took his pupil with him. They’ re coming back early thisevening, | believe.”

“Do you know where he lives? He kidnapped Danny and Sammy.”

Mr. Peebleslaughed at that notion. “Now, that’ swidiculous. Wosco ison our Sde. I'm surehe'll do
everything he can to help you. | don’t know where helives, but I’ m sure your fwiend Oscar could tell
you tonight.”

Erec denched hisfists. He hated theidea of waiting until tonight. In the distance he saw Bethany lifting
rockswith her remote control and sending them flying into a pond. When would helearn to use his
remote control ?

Right as he was about to ask, Mr. Peebles winked. “ Are you going to outline books today or are you
going to find the Memory Mogul?’

Erec sure didn’t want to outline books. What he redly wanted was to learn about his remote control and
useit tonight on Rosco. He pulled it out and pointed it at a stone, pushing a button. Nothing happened.
“Now, now. Put that away,” Mr. Peeblestutted. “We haven't even started learning about that yet.”

Erec fired back, “But that’ swhat | want to learn.”

Hewaked away, thinking he' d seek out the Memory Mogul. On hisway, he stopped near Bethany and
her tutor. At least he had |eft the Archives of Alithealin adrawer in hisroom so he wouldn't have to
worry about making afool of himself.

“Roscoisin Aorth with Oscar today,” he reported to her. “1’m going to try and find him tonight.”

He watched Bethany try to lift a stone bench with her remote control. It moved about an inch before
faling down. She saw how interested he was. “What' swrong?’ she asked.

Erec shrugged. “1 just want to be able use my remote control. | don't know athing about it.”

Bethany’ stutor Clarus smiled. “It’' seasy. Just say ‘aeiro,” point your remote at arock, and pressthe big
green button.”

Erec tried that, but hisrock did not budge. “How long doesiit take before | can do it?

Bethany looked at him funny. It worked the first time for me. Remote controls make magic easy. Doing
it without the remote control ishard.”

Clarussaid patiently, “It' s not easy for everyone. People have different ability levels, you know.”

“Y ou mean, | might never be ableto do magic?’ Erec felt achill. He remembered that Oscar could not
use aremote control &t first. Then again, he was learning much better now with Rosco. The name made
Erec clench histeeth.



It was not easy finding the Memory Mogul’ s shop. Most of the people Erec asked smply glared at him
and turned up their noses. Finally a blind woman told him the store was near the edge of town, closeto
Medea s magic shop.

Inside the store, a counter stretched across the entire room. Behind it were racks of shelves covered with
tiny packets. A small, spindly man hunched over the counter. Hiswild white hair and beard projected
from al angles of hisface, making him look like a dandelion gone to seed. He seemed to bein adaze.
The man remained still as Erec walked up to him. Erec cleared histhroat, but the man seemed to take no
notice. “Excuseme.”

The man jumped. “Oh! How' sthat for sneaking up on an old man?Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdlf,
boy. Scaring melikethat.” Hiswispy hair and beard waved around in the air as he spoke. It made him
look so comical that Erec had to bite hislip to keep from laughing. “Now,” the man said, “what wereyou
saying, sonny?Y ou have amemory to get rid of 7’

Erec pointed at the shelves behind the man. “What do you sdll here?’

“You don't know?’ The man looked indignant. “Memory chips, of course. Splices. | cut, | take out, |
add in. Anything can be dtered.” He coughed. “What was the question?’

“Y ou were tdlling me about the memory chips.”

“Of course. Memory chips. I've got dl types.” He waved a hand across the huge racks. “I’ ve got bits of
memoriesfrom al over the known earth and beyond. Want abit of African jungle safari? Wild nightsin
the ogre bars? Dungeons? I’ ve got plenty of dungeons,” he said happily. “ Of course there’ s no guarantee
that the memory will be fully pleasant. But what fun would it beif it was dl nice and safe, right? So what
would you like, boy?’

“I’'m not sure | want to buy any memoriesright now.”

“Soyou're hereto get rid of one? No problem. Would you like areplacement, or do you want to leave
an empty gap whereit was?’

Erec had to stop to consider. Why did Mr. Peebles suggest he come here? He said he might find out
something about himsdif.

“Can | hdpyou?’ Theman turned to him with asmile, white hair wagging around hisface. He seemed to
have forgotten their entire conversation.

“Do you happen to have any memoriesin the name of Erec Rex?’

The man chortled. “Oh, ho, ho! Erec Rex, en? Even | remember the day | got the memory of Erec Rex.
And | do admit my memory isn't exactly what it once was.” He mused in silence amoment, then looked
at Erec. “Can | hdp you?’

“I'd like the memory of Erec Rex. Tell me about it.”

“You and everyone el e, kid. | still remember the day his mother brought him here.” His eyes sharpened,
gained focus asif he could see her 4ill. “Hewasred little, three, | think. And he wasin trouble, hiding for
some reason. He was here with another kid, and his mother had just changed their looks. They both got
achunk of their memoriestaken out that day. | talked his mother into giving Erec areplacement memory
to takeitsplace. It susudly easier on akid to have some past to remember, | told her. It also doubled
the price. And | happened to have amemory | had just gotten from agirl about hisage. It was a short
one, but who cared? It was something, right?’

The Memory Mogul’ s eyes danced as herelived old times. “His mom was red worried his replacement
memory might be abad one, but | told her it would be fine. The girl had looked nice enough. How bad
could it have been, right? But then he started crying as soon as he got the memory, darn kid. His mom
wanted meto eraseit, but | couldn’t do it for aweek—too dangerous—so she had to leaveitin.” He
shrugged. “Aw, don’'t worry about the kid. It was no big dedl. His new memory was so short and hazy,
and at that ageit would only redlly come out in his dreams. The other kid there that day never got a
memory replacement,” herecaled. “ The mom was too upset.”

Erec gripped the counter, mind spinning. He couldn’t believe his ears. He had known his mother changed



his looks, but now this. And what was the memory replacement he got? Some memory discarded from a
girl?What could it be? He squeezed his eyes shut. Something that would only come out in hisdreams.

In the next moment he froze. His dreams? He remembered the nightmare he dways had about hisfather.
It was his only memory he had of hisfather. But what if—Erec felt sck—what if it wasn't redly hisown
memory? So that wasn't hisfather, then? It was someone else' sfather?

Erec' s breath became heavy and hefelt faint. He looked around the shop, but there were no chairs. He
wondered if he should be glad that his memory of histerrible father wasn’t his. He hated the memory,
hated the man. But he had grown up with that memory nonetheless. It was dl he knew.

The man tapped the counter, white wispy hair waving. “Can | help you, sonny?’

Erec sared a him. “1’d like to buy the memory of Erec Rex. Do you till haveit?’

The man smiled. “ Ah, Erec Rex. | gtill remember the day his mother camein the shop—~
Erecinterrupted. “Do you il haveit?’

“Oh, goodness no. | sold it the next day to ayoung man his age who had another memory problem to get
rid of. But | wish | keptit, I’ll tell you. Y ou and everybody esethat’ sbeenin herewant it. | could’ ve
gotten agood price on that one, yesar. If I'd known how popular it would be, I’d have checked it out
mysdlf, too. It'shard to resst trying out some of the memories| get in here, especialy the more exciting
ones. Of course, they can messwith your own memory if you' re not careful. Not that | would ever let
that happen to me.”

Erec thanked the man, who settled back into a glassy-eyed stare. He didn’t seem to notice when Erec
|eft the shop.

Before dinner Erec found Bethany in her suite and told her what had happened at the Memory Mogul’s
shop. Sheturned pale at the news. “1 can't believe it. How cregpy. Whose memory do you have?’

“Who knows? The awful thingis, it’snot mine. Not that | want that memory to be true, but my wholelife
has been based onit.” He kicked the wall in frustration. “1 don’t understand why my mother never told
me this before. I’ ve been upset for years about that stupid guy deserting me, whoever hewas. Every time
| complained about him she would just say, ‘Y our father loves you,” which | thought was ahugelie. Now
| don’'t know wheat to think. | guess maybe my father did love me. But what happened to him then?
Whereishe? Shesaid he' still alive.” Erec thought of hisdragon eye. “1 guessthisfitswith what
Aoquesth told me about my father being so great. He' s not the guy | was remembering.”

Bethany rubbed her chin. “I guessit would have been hard for your mother to tell you your memory was
fake unless shetold you she had achunk of your real memory chopped out. And she did that so you
wouldn’t remember who you were, | guess. Like she changed your looksto hide you.”

“That' s supposed to make mefed better?’” Erec could fee anger spread from his ssomach through his
whole body. “ Just like she made dl my old friends forget about me—remember that?’ He closed his
eyes. “| can't take thisanymore. Can you even imagine what it’ slike to grow up thinking you know who
you are, then find out you' re someone atogether different?’

Bethany didn’t have to answer the question. Of course, he thought, she knew exactly what that waslike.
Only shewas glad to be a different person than she thought. She' d have to be happier now than stuck
with Earl Evirly.

Maybe he should fed relieved. If he could ever get used to it. And yet there was one more problem.

“Y ou know the difference between you and me, Bethany? Y ou know now exactly who you are. Y our
parents were Ruth and Tre Cleary. Y ou have abrother, Pi, on the Alypium Sky springball team. Y our
mother was the king' s AdviSeer, and you have adistant relative, Bea Cleary, who was some great
prophetess.” He pointed both index fingers at his chest. “What do | know about myself? | know that my
mother and King Piter are hiding my history from me. My memory was erased when | was young, and
now it'sgone. I’ ll never get it back. My father and my birth mother are dive, and | have no ideawho
they are. I’m supposed to be destined to be the king here, but | don’t know why...” Hetrailed off, afraid



if he said more hisvoice would start to shake.

They walked into the roya dining hall in the west wing, where Jack and Oscar had dready sat down to
eat. Jack was munching wheset berry sdlad and cloud loaf. Oscar seemed to be waiting for Jam
Crinklecut to bring in the stacks of cheeseburgers and pizza.

“Oscar!” Erec was glad to think of something else. He was ready to rescue the twins. “Y our tutor
kidnapped my brother and sister. We need to find him, tonight. | thought maybe he captured you too.”
Oscar reddened dightly. “Y ou' re wrong, Erec. Rosco would never hurt anyone. He' s the best teacher in
the world. He s aready teaching me how to do magic without aremote.”

Erec felt atwinge of jealousy. “| don’t care what he' steaching you. HE' sacriminal. Do you know where
helives?’

Oscar nodded. “Helivesin Aorth, but I know where he's staying in Alypium.” He shook hishead in
wonderment. “A crimina? No, Erec. But Rosco is brilliant. He said you' d come with meto his house
one night soon.”

Erec didn’t think it was so brilliant for Rosco to redlize that Erec would be tracking down his stolen
sblings. “Will you take me there?’

“Sure.” Oscar shrugged. “But I’ ve been with him, and | know he doesn't have the twins.”

“He hasthem, Oscar. He must have hidden them from you.” Erec dropped hishead into his hands. “This
has been quiteaday.”

Erec and Oscar walked through the castle grounds. Erec was glad the sun had begun to set so that he
would not be mobbed again by Alypianswho thought he was a con artist. He was wearing the magical
Sneakers his mother had hel ped him find the first time he wasin Alypium, making his steps smooth and
Slent.

A swoosh of black swept by the street in front of them. AdviSeer Bathazar Ugry was gliding toward
them. When he saw Erec, his eyes narrowed. Erec felt chilled insgde, but he made himsdlf stare back. It
fdt like he was|ooking into the face of death. Ugry flipped up the hood of his black cape, becoming
invisible as he sped by. Erec saw he had dropped something, so he reached to pick it up.

It was an empty candy wrapper.

Erec stared at the wrapper, then stuffed in his pocket. He didn’t know why, but he had the feding that
Ugry wasn't eating the candy himself. In fact, the candy made him think about his brother and sgter.

But there was no time to worry about him now. He knew exactly where Danny and Sammy were, and he
was going there to free them.

Rosco Kroc was renting asmall house on the Avenue Rue. The door was locked, but awindow was
cracked open. “ Stay here, Oscar. If | cal for help, pop through the window with your remote control
out. It'll help if he' ssurprised.”

Oscar laughed. “Fine, but Rosco's not doing anything wrong. Don't forget to let me in when you find out
for yoursdlf.”

Erec climbed through the open window. He stepped onto the kitchen counter, then dunk onto the floor.
There was no noise in the house. Suddenly, he redlized that Rosco might not even be home. His
Sneakerslet him walk soundlesdy through the house. He peered around corners until he spotted Rosco
reading papers at adesk facing away from him.

Erec dipped back into the kitchen and found arope plant hanger. He quietly pulled the plant out, lifted it
from the ceiling hook, then entered the study behind Rosco without a sound. In aflash, Erec dropped the
woven rope circle around Rosco’ s chest and yanked back, hard.

Rosco's mouth flew open, and he struggled to hisfeet, kicking the chair behind him against Erec. Erec
did not let go. He yanked the rope harder, struggling against Rosco’ s weight until Rosco tripped to the
floor and fell on his back, eyes seething with hate.



Erec put afoot on Rosco’ s face, wondering what to do next. He grabbed the chair and set it on Rosco’'s
chest. Maybe he could pin him down and make him talk.

That didn’t work so well. Rosco shook off his surprise and pointed afinger at Erec. Erec flew back and
smacked thewall hard with his head. Rosco pushed the chair off and stood glaring down at Erec. The
green scaeson his head glistened.

“Hereaready? You rearegular bag of tricks, aren’'t you?’ He pointed at Erec, walking closer, seething.
Erec fdt hischest being crushed inward asif Rosco’ s anger wasfilling him, pushing on hislungs. He
could barely bregthe.

“Thought you could overpower ole Rosca, did you?'Y ou always thought you were something specid,
huh?’

Erec’'s chest caved in completely. Everything looked gray. He could not bresthe at al now, let done call
for help.

Rosco stepped closer, sneering. “1 should kill you right now, do the world afavor, but...” He squinted,
then stepped back. Erec fell to the floor and gasped for air, his chest suddenly freed. Rosco kicked him
in the side, though not too hard. “ That’ sfor even thinking you could overpower me. Just because you
fought afew destroyers doesn’t mean you' re abig man. Don’t look so surprised. | know al about you.”
Erec’ s head throbbed and he fought back the urge to throw up. “Where are Danny and Sammy?’ he
gasped.

Rosco started to walk away. “Persistent little devil, you are. Well, get up if you can and we'll go ahead
and have ourselves a chat. | assume Oscar showed you how to get here? I’ ll cal himin.” Heleft the
room.

Erec struggled to get up. Hefdt like an idiot coming into Rosco’ s house with a haf-baked plan, thinking
he could rescue the twins. He had been sure they would be sitting on Rosco’ s couch eating candy, and
that when he gavethe signa the three of them would run to safety.

Erec doubled over when hetried to sit. His stomach and his head ached. Only sheer anger gave him the
will to stand, fighting off his dizziness and pain. He struggled out of the study, bent dightly at thewals.
Rosco and Oscar sat on the couch in the living room. Rosco gestured to a chair. “ Glad you could make
it. I was just explaining to Oscar that dthough you broke into my house intending to kill me, | will spare
your life, out of the kindness of my heart.” An angdic samile settled on hisface, and he blinked afew times
with wide eyes. “| am sure thiswas abig misunderstanding. Y ou will pardon my behavior when you
attacked me, of course.”

Erec nodded. “Where are the twins?’ His eyes danced furtively down an unexplored hallway.

Thiswas one of the few times Erec had seen Rosco sSitting. The man usualy paced incessantly. Even now
hisleg bounced up and down asif Stting wasastruggle. He smiled at Erec. “1 think | am beginning to
understand why you came here, attacked me, and are demanding to know where your brother and sister
are.” He dared a Erec expectantly asif waiting for him to answer.

“lsn’'tit obvious?’ Erec stepped toward the halway, but the movement was so painful he dropped into
the chair.

“Yes, I'm afraid it is. Something happened to your siblings, | takeit, so you have gotten paranoid, and
who is better to blame than someone who looks different, who has scales on hisface instead of skin.
Green ones, no less.”

Rosco made him fed atwinge of guilt, even though it wasn't true. “No, that’ s not it, Rosco. | saw with
King Piter’ s Seeing Eyeglasses that you were with the twins today when they were eating cloudsicles.
And you were with them in Cloud Nine Flavors the other night too. | asked the clerk.”

Rosco raised his eyebrows. “Firgt of al, why don't you tell me what happened to Danny and Sammy?
Did they run awvay?’

Erec shifted painfully in hischair. “They’ re missng. And you kidngpped them.”

“Hmmm. So we' re back to blaming the freak.” Rosco touched a purplish red spot on his neck, rubbed
by the rope Erec had attacked him with. “Look, if there sonething | can’t stand, it's someone hurting
kids. If Danny and Sammy were kidnapped, | will gladly help you find them. Any friends of Oscar’ sare



friends of mine.” He tapped his hand on the sofa cushion. An ice pack appeared and he put it on his
neck. “Even if Oscar wasn't your friend, I"d till want to get my hands on any dimebdl that sealskids.”
“But | saw you with them yesterday,” Erec said.

Rosco pursed hislips. “I did see them yesterday, come to think of it. | went into a snow cone shop and
they had just gotten cloudsicles. | wish | had known they were missing, | could have done something. But
they seemed fine at the time. Not like they were upset, from what | can remember.”

“But what about the other day in Cloud Nine Flavors?’

Rosco tilted his head in thought. 1 went there at night after it was closed for asnack. I'm friends with the
owner, and heletsmeinwhen | want. | didn’t see them there, though. Maybe they had dready left.”
Oscar pulled out hisremote. “We' Il track them down, right, Rosco? Then we' || make whoever took
them eet dirt.”

Rosco grinned and mussed Oscar’ s hair. “ That’ swhat | like about you, young’un. Y ou’ ve got spunk.

Y ou want to be the best, so you will be. Trust me, you will.” Oscar and Rosco gazed at each other with
unmasked affection, until Erec cleared histhroat.

Rosco said, “I’'m not going to rest until | find thisjoker, | promise you. It' sgoing to take alot of hard
work and spunk.” He tapped Oscar on the head, then looked at Erec. “But in the meantime, I’ m keeping
my eye on you, too. Y ou can't be safe enough around here with everyone so worried about who will be
the next king. And I’ m sure you' re going to keep poking your nose into the search for your brother and
gster. | would too,” he added, as Erec’ s back stiffened. “It'sjust, you may want to learn alittle more
magic first. Nothing against Peebles. HE' sagood man. But he moves alot dower than me. If you'd like,
| could teach you afew basicsin your sparetime.”

Erec’'sjaw clenched. He wanted to believe Rosco. It would be so niceto finally learn some magic. But
he needed to be sure. Erec pulled the spectaclesthat King Piter gave him from his pocket and put them
on. He discovered Danny and Sammy adeep in double bedsin asmall room. They looked comfortable
and snug, while here Erec was, beat up, searching for them. He wanted to wake them up and demand
where they were, but that would be amistake. If someone was listening, they would know Erec had the
glasses, and they would make certain he couldn’t use them anymore.

But who would be listening while they were adegp? Erec cdled softly, “Danny...Sammy.” Therewasno
answer. They dept without twitching amuscle.

Oscar looked around, surprised. “What was that?’

Rosco shook his head. “Nothing, Oscar. Just Erec checking for the twins.”

Erec took the glasses off and flinched at his sore back.

“Sorry, isthis better?” Rosco pointed a him, and in amoment the soreness faded away.

“Thanks.” It seemed Rosco wasright. The twinsweren’t here. And Rosco had offered to teach him
some magic. Erec thought about that. To findly learn some magic! Hewastired of being the only onein
Alypium who couldn’t point aremote control at something and pick it up. “1 would liketo learn from
you.” The other voicein his head suddenly came back, and he frowned. “Don’'t you have any ideawho
might have the twins?’

Rosco sighed. “No idea. Except...” The skin around his scales turned pale.

“What isit?’

Rosco’'seyes grew wide. “I just remembered who | also saw at the snow cone shop yesterday. Didn't
think much of it a thetime. Seemed like he was taking the twins out for atreat.”

Erec leaned forward. “Who wasit? Tell me.”

“It' ssomebody we call the Hermit.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Erec’'s Song

BETHANY WASPACING back and forth in the breskfast room when Erec arrived Saturday
morning. He heaped aplate full of ambrosiaand did a pancake aongside, then sat down.

“Aren’'t you eating?’

“I can’'t.” Bethany chewed her lip. “My brother P sent asnalil |letter. HE' s coming to Alypium tomorrow
afternoon.” She stopped pacing, her facefilled with worry. “What if he doesn’t like me?’

“How could he not like you? If you were Damon Stain, you might worry, but—"

“No, redly.” Bethany collgpsed inachair. “I’m amath dweeb. I’'m not sure what he'll think about that.”
“Evenif he hatesmath, he'll ill think you' re great.”

Bethany fidgeted, bending and unbending her fingers. “Y ou like me, but that doesn’t mean R will.” She
laid her hand flat on the table and took a breath. “ Sorry. I'm just alittle nervous. What happened with
Rosco last night?’

“He doesn't have the twins. HE sgoing to help mefind them though, which isalot more than King Piter
isdoing,” he added.

Bethany winced at the accusation.

“Sorry.” Erec reminded himself that she thought of him like afather. He wished he knew hisfather. If his
father was brave enough to rescue adragon and saveits eye for Erec, then he would definitely find the
missng twins

“You'reright. King Piter should have been able to do something.” Bethany’ s attention was drawn to
Erec’ s swollen fingertips, which were now dark purple with black fissures. They looked worse than
yesterday. “Would you come with meto meet Pi tomorrow? 1" d redlly appreciateit. | don’t know if | can
handleit mysdf.”

“Sure. | better go to the roya hospital now and get something to help with these.” He held his hands up.
“Those dragons sure did anumber on you,” Bethany said, rising to her feet. “Want some company? We
can take Cutie Pie and Wolfboy for awak after.”

Dr. Mumbai wasin the royal hospital. She jumped when she saw Erec’s hands. The ends of hisfingers
looked like purple fans, or some kind of poisonous mushrooms. “Look at you. What happened? Have
you been springing mousetraps? Here, you St down.”

She started mixing a solution that fizzed and foamed. As Erec waited, he told her about the dragon
hatchlings. “Now | understand,” she said. She dipped hisfingersinto thewarm liquid that smelled like
perfume. In afew moments, the stinging eased. “If it getsworse, come back and I'll give you some pills,
but they might make you deepy.”

Erec liked thisworld, where doctors could fix things so quickly. He thanked her and joined Bethany
outside with Wolfboy and her fluffy pink kitten Cutie Pie. The cat jumped on Wolfboy' s back, making
him run wildly in excitement. Cutie Pie hung on, enjoying theride.

A raucous shriek from behind them made Erec jump. “Erec Rex...Erec Rex...Erec Rex.” Erida, the
Harpy, flapped toward them, arolled parchment in her claws. Her black lips scowled at Erec. She



squawked, “Againgt our better judgment, the Committee for Committee Oversight isforced to give you
thisinvitation to the second quest. It ssemsyou have some sort of ill-gotten dedl worked out with Al’s
Well. Once wefigure out why the well will only accept you, we' I correct the matter immediately. Most
irregular, | am sure.”

Erec took the parchment. “Y ou want to kick me out just because you think Baor opened more eggs than
| did?Would you kick him out if | waswinning?

Her black eyes burned into his. “We have been kind enough to include you at al, despite the genera
disapprova of you, and of what you have done herein Alypium and despite the doubts of your integrity.
Most people want you banned from the Kingdoms of the K egpers dtogether.”

Erec shrank away. Her words hurt. Why did the people he wanted to save hate him? Couldn’t they see
the truth? Seeing Bethany standing right by him, he silently recited hismantra, Don’'t care what they
think...don’t care what these kinds of people think. She wasright: He wastoo sengitive. “1 guessyou
would ban meif you could figure out another way to get the questsfrom Al’sWell. Y ou just want to
move things aong so Balor, Damon, and Rock can be kings sooner.”

Sheglared a him slently while he unrolled the parchment. “ The Committee for Committee Oversight
formally invites Erec Rex to the Labor Society tomorrow at ten am. to accept his second quest.”

At the bottom was engraved an angry-looking face next to the words, “ Our Mission: PEPS, Put-out,
Exasperated, Pissed-off Service.”

Erec couldn’t hep smiling. “ Interesting new misson.”

The bird woman flared her wings, clawing the air with her talons. “'Y ou can congratulate yoursdlf for that
one, Erec Rex.” Sheflew away, shaking her head and muttering rude comments under her bresth.

They walked Wolfboy, Cutie Pieriding on his back or Bethany’ s shoulder, into the agorato get cloud
cream sundaes. Erec looked around, hoping to see asign of Danny and Sammy. The clerk handed them
the sundaes with a scowl. “Y ou' re the kid who' strying to mess with the new kings.”

Erec ignored him. So what if he met one more person who wasn't afan? They went outside and found a
quiet spot in apatch of trees.

“I’'m so glad Rosco is going to help mefind thetwins,” Erec said. “1 don’t know how I’d do it on my
own.” He pulled out King Piter’ sglasses. “ That reminds me. | better check on them.”

Bethany nodded. “Y ou should talk to your mom, too. Let her know what’ s up.”

Erec wasn't crazy about that idea. “1 guess. Of course she doesn't tell me anything. Why should | tell
her?’ Dark fedings flooded through him about losing his only memory of afather, evenif it wasabad
one. It was her fault, just like al the other secrets. Why wouldn't she trust him with the truth?

Erec focused on the twins and put on the Seeing Eyeglasses. Suddenly, it seemed like he was gliding
down agtret in Alypium. The feding was disorienting, that he was moving when herealy was sitting il
and he waobbled a bit in his chair. The twinswere nowherein sight, but he heard Sammy’ svoice as plain
asday. “ Get off! You ate your whole bag of candy. Leave mineaone.”

Danny laughed. “You don't need it, s. Have you looked at yoursdlf lately? One more candy bar and
you'll rip through your clotheslike the Incredible Hulk.”

“Oh, yeah?Well, you look like you could be a springbd| ball without needing any padding.”

“C’mon, gimmethat bag. Y ou know, there' s always more candy in President Inkle€ s office.” Erec saw
where the twins were headed. The door to the Green House swung open, and Erec followed their voices
ingde and down ahall.

A disturbing, loud, oddly familiar voice said, “Well, look who's here. It' s Erec Rex. Fancy meeting you
here”

Erec looked wildly around, but the few people he saw in the Green House ha lway were rushing around
with briefcases, not noticing him at all.

“What, are you blind now, bright boy?’ The voice sounded just like Baor Stain’s. But what was he



doing in the Green House? And how could he see Erec if he was only looking through the glasses?
Unless...

He dipped the glasses off, and there was Balor Stain smirking at him. “More fancy glasses, huh, bright
boy?Y ou think you' re such a big shot because you got that amulet, don’t you? Well, let’ stake alook at
it.” Baor tried to yank the Amulet of Virtues off Erec’ s neck, but like his mother’ s Seeing Eyeglasses, it
would not come off. Balor’s smirk vanished, replaced by alook of pure hate. Y ou' re not getting away
with any more of your tricks, kid. We won that last quest fair and square, and it’ s recorded by the
peoplethat count.” He got right in Erec’ sface. “1 want to know how you worked it so only you can
draw the quests from Al’sWadll. Did you bribe someone?’

Erec grinned. “1 don’t have to bribe anyone. | guessthe well knowswho is really supposed to be the
next king.”

Bador squinted a him meanly. “1 guessif you weren't around, Al’s Well wouldn't be so picky then.
Meanwhile, when you' re drawing the next quest, make sure you tell the wdll not to let the timing interfere
with the Mongter Bash.”

“Thewhat?’

Bdor'scheek pulled into ahaf smile. “ Typical bright boy. Knows alot about one thing, clueless about
everythingdse”

Damon appeared behind Balor. “The Monster Bash? Now? Can | go? Can | go bash the ugly Hydras?’
Damon straightened hisfloppy gray stocking hat, and sang, “Damon had a Monster Bash, Monster Bash,
little lamb. Brother isa—" He stopped when he saw Balor sneer.

Baor pulled out his remote control and pointed it at Erec. The king's Seeing Eyeglassesjumped out of
Erec’' shands and into his. “That was much easier than last time. Thanks.” Baor put them on hisface and
frowned. “What' sthis? Thisian’t funny.” He pulled the glasses off. “ Good one, bright boy. It'sal black.
Weéll, they’ re mine now. I'll figure out how they work.”

AsBdor turned away, Erec shot toward him. Balor ducked behind Damon and said, “Bye, bye, bright
boy.” With aflick of hisremote control, Balor vanished dong with his brother.

Erec kicked thedirt in frugtration. “1 can't believeit. How am | going to track down thetwinsnow?’ He
paced back and forth, trying to think of aplan. “1 guess !’ Il search where they’ ve been, ask around
there.” It sounded hopdess. Who in Alypium would help him if he asked? They al thought hewasa
crimind.

Bethany’ sjaw dropped. “Oh, no. Now Balor can use King Piter’ s glasses to spy on people.”

A sour laugh popped out of Erec. “I don't think so. The glasses only show you the person you missthe
most. | think that’ swhy Balor saw black. He does’t care about anybody el se enough to missthem.”
“Hey!” Bethany pointed. “Isthat asnail ?’

Erec knelt down to the dirt. Sure enough, what looked like apink and purple rock grew before his eyes
until it became alarge snail with hisname on it. He pulled two pieces of paper out and put the shell in his
pocket.

My dear Erec,

How are you doing there? Alypium must be a terrible place if they don’t appreciate what you' ve
done for them. How can they be so blind? | don’t understand. You are a hero here.

It feels like we are getting to know each other much better. I'll try and answer your gquestions. |
am fourteen years old and have a sister who is nine. | love to read and play soccer, and I'ma
cheerleader for our high school springball team. | don’t actually have your picture, but everyone
here has seen it. You are on all the banners for the parades and partiesin your honor, and you’ ve
been in the newspaper s too.

Thereisone question | am afraid to answer: where | amfrom. | live in Otherness. My people have



been misunderstood, Erec. We' ve been kicked out of one place then the next, shipped here and
there, and finally made to settle out herein the wilds. We built Lerna out here. It's a beautiful city,
and | am happy to live here, but | wish we had the freedom to live wherever we want. You seem
like such an under standing person, | hope you are not prejudiced. I’ m afraid to find out.

Now you have to tell me the things you like to do. | love that you said we might meet some day. It
cheers me up, but then reality sinksin. | think about it a lot. | even wrote a song about it. | hope
you don’t think it’ s too stupid.

Love always,

Tina

Erec’ s heart pounded when he handed the letter to Bethany. Maybe Tinawasn't ajoke. Maybe there
was ared fourteen-year-old girl somewherein love with him. He read the next page.

EREC SSONG, BY TINA

SOMEWHERE IN OTHERNESS A GIRL WEAVES A SONG

THE NOTES ARE SO SWEET BUT THE SOUNDS ARE ALL WRONG
HER FINGERSARE FLYING BUT THE MELODY SLIPSAWAY
SHEGIVESIT HERALL, BUT THETUNEIT WON'T PLAY

WE'VE NEVER MET, GUESSWE NEVER WILL

WE'RE WORLDSAPART, BUT THEN AGAIN, STILL

WHAT GOOD ISMY MUSIC, JUST WHAT ISIT WORTH

IFIT CAN'T CHANGE A THING IN THISCRAZY EARTH

THE CHORDS ARE THRILLING, A DREAM TOME
MY HEART ISSPILLING, OH LET ME BE

I'M AFRAID IT WILL ALWAYSBE

AN UNFINISHED SONG

YOU ARE MY HERO IN THE CLOTHES OF A FOOL

WE LOVE YOU HERE, BUT ALYPIUM’S CRUEL

MY HEART IT STOPPED WHEN | LEARNED THE NEWS

AND AFTER THAT, THEJAZZ TURNED TO BLUES

THE WORDS*YOUR KIND” AND “MY KIND” ARE SO UNKIND
IFWE MET WOULD OUR SONG UNWIND?

EVEN THOUGH TOME YOU’'RE A STAR

MAYBE OUR NOTESARE NOT ON THE SAME BAR

THE CHORDS ARE THRILLING, A DREAM TO ME
BUT IT ISCHILLING—WE CANNOT BE

I'M AFRAID IT WILL ALWAYSBE

OUR UNFINISHED SONG

Bethany pried the paper from his hands. Erec’ s face was hot. She gasped as she read the song lyrics,
hand on her mouth. “Thisgirl is head over heds. Did you seethis?‘ My heart isspilling...” Oh, Erec. The
poor thing.”

“| better stop writing her,” he said, embarrassed. “1’m getting her hopes up, and she' |l never even meet
me. It smaking her sad.”

“No, you don’t understand. If you stopped writing her now, after she bared her soul to you with that



song, she'll just die. Be her pen pal, okay? That’ sal shewants. Thiswill fade awvay on itsown.”

The next morning before ten o' clock, Erec and Bethany walked to the Labor Society so he could draw
his second quest. Jack and Oscar met them on the way, thistime without Rosco. The streetswere full of
people hissing and booing him. Jack, Oscar, and Bethany tried to surround him and keep the crowd
away. Erec wished Rosco was there to ward people off with his remote control, but Rosco probably
didn’t want to be seen with him.

Clamorsfilled the Sreets. “Balor! Balor! Balor!”

Erec wondered why he was bothering at dl. These people didn’t want his help. And he' d probably be
better off at home, out of harm’sway. A swell of anger rosein him. Thiswas't right. He looked down at
the Amulet of Virtues danking around his neck. The small red segment glowed faintly with the symbol
that Patchouli had said represented self-sacrifice. Well, if he had put himsalf out for the baby dragons,
that felt like nothing compared to this abuse. Troubling himsdlf for these people reached awhole new
levd in sdf-sacrifice. He amiled faintly, wondering if the waters of Al’sWell somehow knew he would be
proving thisvirtue again. Well, like it or not, he was not going to let these people be taken over and
destroyed by the Stain brothers and Baskania.

Jack and Oscar nudged people out of the way to let Erec cross the lawn of the Labor Society. The angry
mobs shouted “Cheater!” and “You lost! Quit now!” A woman cried, “I heard he escaped from King
Pluto’s dungeons. He' sahardened criminal.” A man nearby shouted, “He s a phony. He made himself
that necklace thing to fake peopleinto letting him stay in the quests.” Somebody threw arotten apple at
hischedt. It did off, leaving amark over hisheart.

Erec tried to keep hisface blank. Why did it hurt so much? Why did he care what they thought? What
mattered were the people who knew him. He couldn’t please everybody. If only he could make himsalf
believethat.

They findly reached the side door of the Labor Society. The smal wooden door did not seem to fit with
the rest of the building, which shined slver with beautiful turrets and flags. A sign on the door said * Back
at ten o'clock.” Erec’ swatch showed one minute until ten. It had taken him longer than he thought to get
through the crowds.

Baor and Damon Stain, Rock Rayson, and Ward Gamin stood before the closed door, grins on their
faces. Balor wagged his eyebrows at Erec. “ The crowd lovesya, kid. Y ou think they’ re ever going to let
you be king here?’ He laughed. “I think when we' re done using you to get these stupid quests out of the
well, you'll end up in somebody’ s dungeon.”

Erec wished he knew how to work his remote control. He was sure he could think of a good way to use
it now. “Y ou got my glasses, Baor?’

“Noway. Likel’'d carry them around so you could try and get them back.”

A clicking noise came from the door. Erec turned the knob and opened it. They al went into the Quest
Control Center, which was supposed to look like an old antique shop. Erec wondered if the Committee
for Suppressing Change ever thought about why they did things. The doors dammed shut. Janus, thelittle
man with the huge wild hair and beard, legpt from behind the counter and jumped up and down in
unadulterated joy. Dust flew off him as heran up to Erec and Bethany, threw his bony arms around them,
and then shook everybody e se's hands up and down.

“Welcome back!” Tearsglowed in hiseyes, and his hands covered the part of hisface that showed
through hislong, scraggly gray beard and hair. He looked like he had been stranded for fifty yearsona
desert idand. Janus gazed a Bethany, hands over his heart. *Y ou wereright. You al came back so soon.
| am so glad.” He began weeping into hisarm.

Damon scratched the bone on his head through his hat. “Duh...should | sock *im one, Baor?’

“No, you idiot.” Balor leaned toward Janus and pulled out hisremote. “Y ou see here. | won the last



contest. | want to be ableto get into Al’sWell mysdf. How do | doit?’

Janus chuckled. “Ah, drama. Excitement. | love dl thelittleins and outs of being with people. I'd
forgotten how emotional they get.”

Baor got angrier, eyesflashing. “Y ou’ ve forgotten what they can do to you too, if you don’t cooperate.”
Janus giggled. “ So cute. So funny.” Then he became serious. “1 guess you should know that Al’'sWel’s
choices of who to accept are not up to meat al. Oh, no. Al getsthat information straight from the Fates
through thewell. So any complaints need to go right to the top.”

Baor paused, finger over hislips. Erec could tell he was scheming about how to get hisway.

Janus straightened himsdlf proudly. “Only those may come in here who know those asked to participate
inthisquest. And only those may go in there’—he pointed to the door at the back—"who may draw the
second quest from thewell. Erec Rex?

Erec stepped forward. “Y es?’

“Come 9gn your name here.” Janus sniffed and whispered, “Would you kids stay here awhile after he
goes? | can't bear the thought of this ending so soon.”

Erec signed his name on apad of paper and watched as the letters grew thick and black, and then broke
open, letting rays of light gleam through. They shone on hisface and lit the shop. Soon, the molding
around the back door glowed with the samelight.

When Erec opened the door, the shimmering bubble again filled the door frame. “Seeyou later.” He
waved.

Inalast attempt to have hisway, Baor charged at the bubble. He smashed into it headfirst and bounced
back, rubbing his bleeding nose. “Damon, Rock, seeif you guyscandoiit.”

Erec patiently waited as Damon and Rock ran into the bubble, then walked away rubbing their shoulders
and necks. He waved to them and passed easily through it.

The huge glass and stedl |obby again took him by surprise. It looked so different from the warm, dusty
shop. He asked the man at the desk by the elevators where he should go.

The man picked up his phone. “Kid' shereagain. All right. I'll tel him.” He put the phone down.
“Elevator C to the sixth floor, room 612.”

In room 612, the same woman sat at her desk. She smiled, but her eyes were hard as she handed him a
stack of forms. “Y ou need to Sign these”

Erec flipped through the stack of papers. Most had lettering so small he could barely reed it. When he
reached the last sheet, his eyes sattled on some boldfaced typethat read, “...and | understand that | will
not, under any circumstances, be given a scepter or be dlowed to rule asking in any of the Kingdoms of
the Keepers, no matter what the outcome of the quests...”

His pams pressed into the papers. Thiswasit. Everybody was againgt him. Well, he was not going to
sgn anything like this. No way. He handed the papers back to the woman.

“That wasquick,” shesaid. “Did you signthem al?’

“No, | didn’'t sgn any of them. | read enough of what they said, and | won't do it. I'm therightful ruler. If
| dothequests, it'sso | can betheking.” He crossed hisarms, not willing to givein.

The woman seemed unsure what to say. She mouthed something, waved the papers at him, and then got
up. “So, you're saying you won't participate at dl if you haveto sign these?” A smile broke out on her
face. “Thismay be just what we were waiting for. I'll be back.”

Erec did not care what they were waiting for. Thiswasthe limit. He sat for an hour until the woman came
back into the room, a scowl on her face. “Wéll, you lucked out thistime, you scoundrd. I"ve heard from
enough people about you, and now I’ ve seen it for myself. A redl rule bresker, dl right. It lookslikethe
Fatesaren't asclued in astherest of us, though. Al’ sreport isthat they still didn’t change their mind.”

Y eah, right, Erec thought. The Fates were cludless, and the street mobs knew what was going on. He
shook his head. The woman made Erec wait while she counted her fingers and the cracks on the wooden
desk before shoving agold passtoward him.

Erec remembered how to get to where the janitor waited in the basement. It figures, he thought. The
person with the lowliest job would be the one to take him to Al’s Well. The more he thought about that,



the better he felt, though. The janitor probably had the most integrity of anyone who worked in the Labor
Society.

Erec and the janitor waked through the grassy field, and Erec climbed the hill to AlI’'s Well, avoiding the
amal gravestone. Al stood atop the hill in hisoverdls, hands on his hips, plunger hanging from his stuffed
tool belt.

“Ehhh, good ta see ya again. Glad you survived that first one. | heard you dmost got attacked there.”
“How did you hear that?’

“Aww,” he said, and blushed. “1’'m not supposed to say anything. The girlsliketo gossip, and | overhear
ometimes.”

“Thegirls?’ Erec was confused. Only his close friends knew what had happened in Nemea.

“Y eah, the Fates. You know.” Al shrugged. “Anyway, I'm glad you' re back. They were pretty
impressed too.”

Erec's spine straightened. Impressed? Did he hear right? Thiswas practicaly the first compliment he'd
gotten since he cameto Alypium. “Did you say the Fates were happy with me?’

“Oh, yeah. They loveya, kid. Red fans, | think.”

A smile crept onto Erec’ sface. Somebody out there appreciated him. Maybe things weren't so bad. “Do
the Fates decide who getsto be king?’ he asked hopefully.

“Oh, no. You decidethat, | guess. The Fatesjust hang out in the waters and get to know about
everything. They have aball gossping, drinking cosmosripples, lounging in the pools.”

“Don’'t they decide who livesand dies?’

“Who, them? They wouldn’t have the heart to kill afly. They do afew things, not too much...don’t even
cut the threads anymore—you know, the threads of everyone slives. Got atigressto doit. Usualy gets
it right, she does.”

Erec handed Al the gold dip, and he nodded. “Y our wish ismy commode, asthe girlsliketo say.” He
unlocked the door to the enclosure. Erec immediately recoiled from the stink. Al sniffed in adeep breath.
“Ahh. The scent of life. Stinks, don't it?’

Erec agreed, but was not inclined to enjoy ahuge whiff. Workers buzzed around aong with the many
flies. Al pulled the cord of the shower curtain, and the servants al dropped to their knees and bowed
before the gleaming, oversized whitetoilet in the center of agrassy ring.

Al grinned. “Y ou know what to do, bud.”

Erec nodded. Even though he knew it was clean, it till cregped him out to reach into what looked like a
latrine with green steam blowing off the top. He rubbed his hands together. It occurred to him for the first
time since he wasinvited to draw the quest that he had no ideawhat he would have to do. He hoped it
wasn't life-threatening.

Well, no use putting it off. He kneeled and stuck hisarm deep into the toilet. Cold mist swirled around it.
When theliquid that felt both hot and cold washed over his hand he jumped. Wherewasit? It wasin
here somewhere.

A thick, warm paper did into hisfingers. Even though part of him wanted to leave it there and not desl
with what it said, he pulled the dip from the well. The paper dripped green water onto the grass, but the
printing was clear. “Y ou must sop the mongtersin Lerna.”

CHAPTER TWELVE



Another Premonition

EREC GAVE THE paper to Janusto post on the front lawn. It was dated Friday, September 10, at
one o' clock.

Bethany’ s eyebrows went up. “Lerna? That' swhere your secret admirer lives. | guesswe |l get to meet
her now.”

“We?’ Erec had not thought about who was coming with him on this quest. He did tell Oscar it would be
histurn. Maybe it would befair for Bethany to wait thisone out. Plus, if Tinaredly liked him, she might
get thewrong ideaif she saw him and Bethany together.

Asif sheread hismind, Bethany’sface went pae. “Or maybe not. | don’t want to cramp your style.”
Baor and Damon waited outside the Quest Control Center, peering over Janus s shoulder as he posted
the second quest. “What?’ Baor shouted. “It’ sthe date of the Monster Bash! The quest isto bash the
mongters, Damon. And we get to lead the festivities!”

“Whoo-eel” Damon danced around and broke out in hisusua tune, “I’m gonnalead the Monster Bash,
Mongter Bash, littlelamb. Brother isalittle lamb whose fleece iswhite as snow.” He looked around,
gloating, and then seemed confused about what he had been singing.

“Thisis perfect.” Baor rubbed his hands together. “Dad’ sgoing to loveit.”

“So will the Shadow Prince,” Ward Gamin added. “He' sthe one that planned the Monster Bash. It'shis
baby. This couldn’t have worked out better for him.”

Rock Rayson giggled. “ And after we visit the Fatesit will work out even better for us.”

Erec fet hisfists clench. The Fates were the only people other than hisfriendswho were on hisside. It
figured Balor was planning on strong-arming them to get hisway. Erec swung toward Balor. “Y ou leave
the Fatesdone.”

Bethany looked a him, surprised.

Baor chuckled, hands up in mock surrender. “My oh my. Sensitive, aren’'t we? Worried that you might
not be the only one who gets unfair trestment?’

Rage poured through Erec, and he took athreatening step toward Balor. Erec knew enough about unfair
treatment, dl right. “Y ou’ re going to leave the Fates a one and butt out, Baor. Do thingsthe right way for
once. And give me my glasses back. They won't do you any good.”

“Ligtento this, boys,” Baor smirked. * Poor little Erec wants his glasses back. Maybe he should ask his
girlfriend Bethany to beat usup for him.”

“Leave her out of this.” Erec lunged at Baor, but he vanished. Instead, Damon stepped forward,
swinging. Erec dodged his punch, but Damon came a him again.

“C’'mon, Erec,” Bethany said. “Theseidiotsaren’'t worth it. Let’sgo.”

Not listening to her, he pushed Damon away, but Damon shoved back harder, and Erec ssumbled. He
knew he should walk away, but he was past hislimit. Dodging another blow, Erec grabbed Damon’s hat
and felt the large tubular boneinsde it. He grabbed it and forced it toward the ground. Damon’ s head
went down with it. Erec let go only when hewas lying on the grass. “'Y ou get me those glasses back,
hear?”’

Damon’ s eyesflashed at Erec. He sprang from the ground and knocked Erec over. Together they rolled
onthedirt. Erec could overpower most kidsif he had to, but Damon was stronger than him. He held
Erec’'sarm on the ground and punched him in the nose. Erec tasted blood. Trying to get him back, he



kneed Damon in the stomach, but Damon didn’t wince. He hit Erec in the nose again, harder.

Furioudy, Erec grabbed the rocklike bonein Damon'’s hat, his Achilles hed. Damon’ s head jerked to
the side. Erec yanked it again, and Damon screamed. Oscar and Bethany stared as Erec got up and
walked away, leaving Damon moaning and cursing on the ground.

Bethany rushed over to him. “Y ou look terrible. Let’ s get you to the royd hospita and get that nose
fixed.” She put her hand on her head. “ Oh, no, I’'m sorry. Pi is supposed to meet mein Paidey Park
soon. | haveto wait for him.”

“I'll wait with you, like | said. | fed fine. I'll take care of it after.” Erec wiped hisface off and tried not to
look at the smeared blood on his hand.

“Don’'t goto theroya hospita,” Oscar said. “Rosco will fix it better than the doctor. I'm pretty surehe's
home”

“And I’'m supposed to walk through Alypium looking like this?” Erec laughed bitterly. “ That’ sdl people
need isto see me bleeding from my nose. They' |l dl be convinced how right they are about me.”

“Who cares what they think?’ Bethany said. “Let it go, Erec.” They walked toward Paidey Park, Erec
keeping his face down so nobody would notice him.

“Hey, Oscar,” he said, “what’ sthe Monster Bash?’

“It'sredlly coal. A lot of people from Alypium are going into Othernessin afew daysto show the
monsters what' swhat. We re not |etting them scare us anymore.”

“What kind of monsters? What have they been doing?’

“All kinds of nasty beagts. Hydras, ogres, Cyclopes—they’ re awful creatures. President Inkle saysthat
their very existence threatens our way of life here. They’ll tear usto shreds given half achance. So the
Monster Bash isour way of striking back until we can find away to get rid of them completely.”
Bethany crossed her arms, not liking the idea. “Why don’t peoplejust leave them done? They’reout in
Otherness, not here bothering us.”

Oscar explained patiently, “Oh, they used to be here, and they’ re trying to get back to kill usdl. They
hate us, think they’ re better than us. Those monsters are polluting our world just by being here, lowering
us, because they're so nasty.”

“Wow.” Erec was glad the monsters were in Otherness now, not here. But then he remembered that it
would be histask to stop them. He wondered what “ stopping them” meant. Killing them? He hoped not.
Maybe just slopping them from doing something. He wished the quest instructions had been more
specific.

Judt likethet, everything around Erec turned bright green. Big chunky whitewebs hungin theair: the
Substance, which carried dl the magic in the world. He stopped in histracks. Was he having a cloudy
thought? Or was it another premonition?

A crowd of people stood around himin the green light. Erec could feel a deep anger swelling
within him, growing out of control, unstoppable. He ducked down and grabbed the feet of a young
blond-haired man. Then he stood and swung the horrified man around himin a circle by his
ankles, knocking over everyone around him. Hatred and rage filled him so powerfully, he could
barely think.

The people watching himin the green light were horrified. He knew they thought he was out of
control, a monster. Wor se than that, he agreed with them. He had turned into something else,
something awful.

Finally the green light faded away. Erec was|eft pae and shaky. Stumbling off the sdewalk, he threw up



under abush. Bethany and Oscar watched him, jaws agape.

“Areyou okay?’ Bethany said hesitantly. “Y ou want to sit down?’

“Wow,” Oscar said. “You turned green, dude, like al green. Y our skin was green, likealizard or
something. And your dragon eye came out and it was glowing—"

Bethany cut him off. “Leave him aone, Oscar. | don’t think it's so cool to Erec.” They both waited
expectantly for Erec to tdll them what had happened.

Erec didn’t know what to say. How could he admit what he saw? Because he knew it was going to
happen sooner or later. Ever since he got the dragon eye, each time he had a cloudy thought he had a
premonition of it first. First when he jumped on Danny, then watching Patchouli zoom in to kill him, and
now this. What on earth was he doing here? There was no questioning the shock in the eyes of the
people around him, the people he was hurting. He hated to think of the expression of the poor blond guy
he was swinging into everyone else.

And that deep, ferocious anger that overtook him. That aso had never happened before in acloudy
thought. Nor had the feeling that he was becoming something e se dtogether, something monstrous.
Erec merely shook his head at Bethany and Oscar and walked on toward Paidey Park. Hisfriends
followed himin slence.

Asthey passed abush, Erec was startled. Danny and Sammy’ s voices rang out clearly from behindiit.
Danny sad, “What yagtaring at, Ss? Never seen aworld-class athlete before?” Sammy giggled. Erec ran
to the bush and then backed away, amazed at the odd sight before him. A [lamawith the head of abald
man faced away from him. Could this be one of the mongtersthat had snuck back into Alypium to
destroy them? Where were Danny and Sammy? As he stared, the head turned around. It belonged to
none other than the Hermit. Erec blinked, then redlized the Ilama was standing behind the Hermit, and
only the Hermit's heed was visible over the bush. He was feeding something to the llama.

But where were the twins?

Erec lunged forward to grab the Hermit but only succeeded in grabbing the bush and stabbing the
purplish skin on hisfingers. He cried out in pain.

The Hermit nodded at Erec’ sfingers. “I seeyou've comefar.”

Erec could not tell if the Hermit was being sarcadtic. “Where are the twins?’

The Hermit cackled with glee. “Only some of us can see. Only few of us can know. And on that note, it
istimefor meto go.” He snapped hisfingers and was gone, as were the voices of thetwins.

Erec ran around the bush. Thetdl [lamawas munching grass, and it looked up at Erec with bland eyes.
Then it it its cud onto his shirt, making astain near the one from the rotten gpple. Even thellamadidn’t
likehim.

“I’'m nervous about meeting Pi,” Bethany said asthey sat on abench in Paidey Park. The sun glinted red
off her dark, wavy hair. She cringed as abad memory cameto her. “What is the dedl with that bone
coming out of Damon’ s head? I’ ve never seen anything like it. Maybe Pi knows.” As she mentioned her
brother’ s name, her brow knitted. She pulled out a notebook and began scribbling illegible letters and
numbersdl over the page, glancing occasiondly up the path.

Erec leaned over her work. “Whatcha doing?’ His nose ached worse then ever. After she met Pi, he
would find a Port-O-Door and go seeif Rosco could fix it.

Bethany shrugged. “I’m trying to distract mysdf. Thisislike doing crosswords for me, takes my mind off
things. It'sredly fun. I’'m proving that set theory iswrong.” She jabbed the different numbers with her
pencil. “I’ve shown that one equalsinfinity, so ordina numbersare not redl, which totaly messes up set
theory aswe understand it. It’ s pretty exciting because...”

Bethany’ s voice faded away as agangly young man with flaming red hair waked up the path. He looked
asnervous as shedid. Finadly heraised ahand in awave.

Bethany shot off the bench and threw her arms around him. Her head only came up to his chest. She



broke away and looked into hisface. “Fi...”

“Hiya, Bethany.” A goofy grin broke across Pi’ sface asthey sat on the bench. He squeezed his knobby,
freckled knees together, then looked at Erec with his dark brown eyes. “What happened to your nose?
Y ou okay?’

“Yeah,” Erec sad. “Just got in afight.”

Pi eyed Bethany up and down. “Y ou look like Mom.” Hisvoice caught, and he glanced at hiswhite
knuckles.

Erec thought P and Bethany could not look more different, except for their dark brown eyes.

“Y ou remember Mom and Dad?’ Bethany’ s hand shot to where Erec knew an invisible locket hung
around her neck, holding her parents' pictures.

Pi nodded. “Y ou have onetoo?’ He pointed at Bethany’ s hand, and she dropped it, surprised. Pi
fumbled with something unseen around his neck that opened to reved the same picturesthat werein her
locket.

Bethany’ s eyes misted over. Pi grinned at her. “1 hear you take after Mom. Kind of amath whiz?’

She nodded. “ Do you like math too?” she croaked.

P laughed. “It'smy gift. | can seearcs and calculate angles automaticdly. It' sasport, redly. A big game.
Helpsalot with springball when | want to know where to throw the ball for the right trgjectory, that kind
of thing. So you like math?’

Bethany nodded. “I just proved that one equasinfinity.”

Winking at Erec, P grabbed Bethany’ s head in the crook of hisarm and mussed her hair. “ That’ s grest,
Bethany. My little Ssislearning about math too. So you dready know thereisan infinity between zero
and one? I’ ll teach you afew math tricks. That' Il be fun.” Pi seemed to relax now that he had found
common ground with Bethany. “Do you know about the continuum theory? | can teach you how to figure
anglesin asecond, and that’ Il help with any sport you play.”

Bethany’ slips pressed together. “1 know al that. I’ m not saying thereis an infinity between zero and one.
| actudly proved that one equasinfinity. | disoroved the existence of ordind numbers. And now I'm
working on set theory.” She held up her notebook sheepishly. “1 dmost have the whole thing

disproved.”

P’seyeswidened as he stared at her. He shook hishead. “ That’simpossible. | don't believeit, 9s.” He
leaned over her notebook and whistled. “Y ou’ re asharp cookie. What have you done here?’
AsBethany and Pi began to discuss concepts that were as high over Erec’s head asthe cloudy citadel
itself, Erec snuck back to the castle.

Erec pulled theletter from Tinaout of his pocket. He still could not believe agirl had written a song for
him. And he would be going to Lernanow so he could finally meet her. She dready thought hewasa
hero. Just wait until he stopped the monsters there. He thought about it. Poor Tinaand her family must be
living in terror of those mongters. It was agood thing he was going there to help them. Thistime hewould
write Tinaback himsdf. Bethany didn’t need to help. It redly didn’t involve her anyhow.

Erec wondered how he would find Danny and Sammy without King Piter’ s Seeing Eyeglasses. Maybe
the king had another pair. So many thoughts swarmed in his head that he dmost walked into a bush. Why
werethetwins acting asif they were having the time of their lives? Couldn’t they call home?Who ever
heard of kidnappersloading kids with cloud creams and candy and taking them to beaches? And what
were they doing in the Green House? It sounded like they had met President Inkle.

That wasit. He had to get into the Green House and see if anyone there knew where the twinswere. But
first he' d go see Rosco. Hopefully he could fix Erec’ s nose. It was starting to throb. And maybe Erec
could learn how to use hisremote contral. It would be nice to know how to use when he was spying in
the Green House.



Erec checked hise-mail before taking the Port-O-Door to Rosco Kroc's house. Ten messages blinked
on hiscomputer, dl from hismother. A tide of anger rosein him again. He was tempted to ignore the
messages, but he e-mailed her back.

June' s face appeared on the screen. “Erec! I’'m so glad you caught me at home. What happened to your
nose?’

“I gotinafight.” Erec didn't fed like softening it for her, not today. “Don’t worry about me.”

“I amworried,” she said with her usua motherly concern. “And | thought we' d find Danny and Sammy
by now. The Alypium police are usdess. | suppose | shouldn't expect King Piter to work miracles,

“He susdesstoo. He left town, more worried about the missing dragon hatchlings than Danny and
Sammy.” Erec added, with lots of sarcasm, “| guesstherearealot of people | can't rely on.”

“Erec, did something happen?’

“Y ou could say that. | found the Memory Mogul. Remember that guy? What he had to tell mewas very
interesting.” Erec felt hisface get hot.

Junewas quiet. After amoment she said, “What did you find out?’

“Just what you' d expect. That | had achunk of my memory taken out when | was young. And you put a
replacement memory into my head, amemory that’ s not really mine about my father, or someonel
thought was my father.” Erec’ svoice roseto ashout. “All these years, Mom. All these years | had
nightmares about that guy. | hated him. It's caused me grief my wholelife. | thought | had alousy father
who deserted me. And you let me keep believing it.” Hetried to calm his breathing. “ Did you ever, once,
think about telling methe truth?’

June answered in along, drawn-out sigh. “Erec, how could | have told you about your memory implant
unless| told you everything? | am so sorry about this. But there are reasons you shouldn’t know more.
Hey, you got to be anorma boy most of your life, and that was important.”

“No, Mom. | never got to be normal. What norma kid movesfrom town to town constantly, with al of
hisfriends memories of him erased each time? How do you think that feds?’

“I know,” she said solemnly. “I’ ve told you how sorry | am about that. | needed to keep usfrom being
found.” She paused, searching for words. “L ook, | know how hard thisisfor you. I’ ve fdlt terrible your
wholelife when you talked about that memory of who you thought was your father. | never knew what to
say. When you were young, you wouldn’t have understood, and later there never was aright time.”
“Wadll, theright timeisnow,” Erec said hatly. “Let’ s hear about the memory that you erased from me.”
Junewrung her hands. “I can't.”

“What?’ He could not believe hisears. “I think you can, Mom. Tdl me.”

“I...promised King Piter that | wouldn’t.”

King Piter? Hewasthe cause of dl of this? He didn’t want Erec to know anything. Thank goodness
Peebles at least had pointed him in the right direction. “ Do you mean you would tell meright now if it
wasn't for King Piter?’

June considered that. “1 might. But that doesn’t matter now anyway. You'll find out everything when the
timeisright.”

“When King Piter thinks the timeisright, you mean. What about what | think?” Erec paced back and
forth, livid. Hisbreath shot in and out in spurts. “1 can't go on likethis. The only tiny thing | knew about
my birth parents turned out to be ahoax. What do | have left? Nothing. No history at dl. A big blank.
And not only do | not know about my parents, | don’t know about my own self. King Piter said | was
destined to be aking, but | have no clue why. Who careswhat he thinks about this. It's none of his
busness”

“Yes, Erec, itis” Sherested her head in her hands. “I’'m sorry.”



It'sokay, hetold himsdlf. He didn’t need hismother or the king to tell him what he needed to know. He
would find out for himsdf, as he had done dl dong.

Junelooked up. “Have you seen the twinslately?’

“They'refine. Each time | check they’ re eating fistfuls of candy, hanging out at abeach, or Rollerblading.
Get this, they’ ve even been in the Green House and met President Inkle. It soundslikethey’ re having a
blagt.”

“Why wouldn’t they cal?” June hugged hersdlf. “ Someone slying to them, telling them something to keep
them from calling me. Maybe they think | know they’ re there and said it was okay. Maybe someone told
thetwins| was dead.”

“I don’t think so, Mom. They looked too happy.”

“I think you should put on the glasses and tell them to call home, that we' re dl worried about them. They
need to hear it from you.”

“It'stoo late, Mom. King Piter’ s glasses are gone. But don’t worry. Rosco Kroc islooking for the twins,
and he' sgood at tracking people. And we may have aclue wherethey are.” Erec redlized hisvoice
sounded cold, like hewasn't even related to them. Hetried to sound softer. “I’ m going there now. Did
you get the glasses off the darm clock?’

“No, it'sbeen harder than | thought,” she said crosdy. “The clock is useless now that it' s staring into the
Seeing Eyeglasses dl thetime. | haveto keep it in the sink. It kegps crying so much it makes ahuge
mess. | hope | can figure out how to get them off.” She sghed. “Let me know about anything you find out
right away. And be careful.” She blew Erec akiss.

Erec fet alittle better after he talked to her, evenif she had lied to him. Y et he still had no clue about his
past. The aching in his nose returned. He had to see Rosco. As he was reaching for the Port-O-Door, he
had a funny thought. Maybe Rosco could find out who he was.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Learning Magic

THE PORT-O-DOOR BECAME shorter and skinnier. As Erec opened it, aterrible stench poured
into the vestibule, along with ablack banana ped, wads of crumpled paper, and arotting fish head. It
would not open far, pushing against apile of trash up to Erec’ s knees. He crouched to ook through the
door. Thelid of atrash can was above his head.

Hisluck, opening a Port-O-Door straight into atrash can on Rosco’ s street. He dammed it shut, kicking
afilthy cloud cream box and plum pit out of the way. The vestibule stunk now, the garbage on the floor
mingling with blood from hisfingers that he had scraped on the bush, or wasit his crushed nose that was



bleeding now? Erec’ s ssomach rose into histhroat. He quickly selected another spot on the Street, dightly
farther from Rosco’s house.

The door grew very short. Erec opened it straight into an empty doghouse. He kicked the trash from the
vedtibule into the dog’ s humble home and stole out onto the street.

The streetstilted dangeroudy one way, then the other. Erec nearly fell before he redized it was not the
Street but he himsdlf that was swaying. He stopped to caich his bregth. The pain from his nose and fingers
had been getting steadily worse, and the smell of garbage seemed to have tipped his sense of balance. He
crossed the street. What if Rosco wasn't home? He guessed he would just lie on the bench on hisfront
porch.

Embarrassment mixed into Erec’ s daze as he remembered breaking into Rosco’ s house and attacking
him with aplant hanger. Herang the bell.

Rosco’ s face peeked out of the door under agreen leather cowboy hat. He looked stunned. “Hold on
right there. I’ll be back.” He shut the door and returned a moment later. “ Pardon meif | don’t invite you
inyet.” He gestured to the blood splashed on the cement porch floor and helped Erec sit on the bench.
“What in Keeper Kingdom happened to you, kid?’

Erec examined hisfingers, red and swollen with torn skin. “1 got like thisfrom feeding the baby dragons
inthefirst quest. Then they got cut up more when | tried to catch the Hermit through abush.”

“And your nose?’

“I gotinafight.”

Rosco picked up Erec’shand and peered at it closdly. “Looks like someone tried to fix your fingers.
Wasit Ezzy Mumbal?’ Erec nodded. “ She' sno heder. If Ippocra Asclep was still there, you' d be fixed.
She disappeared ten years ago when the triplets and queen were killed, aong with abunch of other
people. Nobody found Dr. Asclep’sbody, so | wonder if she might be adive somewhere. Anyway, you
cameto theright place. | can fix anything. It'scake, if you're taught right.”

Rosco disappeared, then came back with a steaming mug. He sprinkled adark powder in it and
murmured something that sounded like, “ See yalater, krocogater.” The mixture sizzled and then grew
qui€t.

The drink burned like sharp cinnamon in Erec’ sthroat. Every muscle, bone, and snew in hisnose
seemed to jump to attention, each with its own agenda. His skin rippled as pieces rearranged themselves
under its surface, fighting for position. It did not hurt, athough it itched terribly. He sneezed repestedly
until finaly the rumbling movement stopped. Erec felt hisnose. Totaly normal. No pain e al.

Erec held his hands out. The open cuts had healed, but hisfingertips remained red and swollen.

“No problem.” Kroc grinned. He took a deep breath and put each of hisfingers on Erec’s. Jolts of
pressure pushed through into Erec’ s bones, but he felt a stubborn resistance push back. Rosco grimaced,
forehead wrinkled and sweat popping out. Finaly he dropped his hands.

“Wadll, I'll be hanged. Let metry this.” He stood Erec next to him and then raised his handswith a
ferocious look, like awild beast. Erec stumbled back in shock. White sparks flew from Rosco's
fingertipstoward Erec like smdl| fires, but they sizzled on his skin and went no deeper.

Rosco dropped his hands. Rage appeared in his eyes. “What isthis? Rosca’ can fix and destroy
anything.” Heglared at Erec asif it was hisfault. Erec dropped onto the bench while Rosco regained his
wits. “Finish that drink. It' [l make you deep, and it might fix your fingers more.”

Erec gulped the rest of what wasin the mug. Almost immediately, avelvety peace enveloped him. He
forgot about histhrobbing fingers and fell adeep on the bench.

Erec felt much better when he woke. Dusk was cregping over the rooftops of the town. Hisfingers
looked fine, only faintly red. Rosco was nowhere to be seen so Erec rung the doorbell. Rosco peered
out, eyed him up and down, then let himiin.



“Thank you. Whatever you did redlly helped.”

Rosco winked and motioned for Erec to have a sest.

“Any news about the twins?’

Rosco shook his head. “I” ve been asking around. I'm sure they’ re ill in Alypium, but | keep missing
them. They hang around the ice skating and roller skating rinks, the miniature tennis courts, and alot of
swesetshops. The Hermit isalways close by.” He shook hishead again. “1 keep thinking about the food,
though. It sdmog asif...”

“What?’

Rosco contemplated hisfingernails asif he didn’t know how to answer. “It’ sjust ahunch. | don’t want to
scareyou. | could betotaly wrong.”

“What isit?" Erec’s heart began to pound.

“Now don’t get all worked up, okay? Thisisjust afeding | have. Although my ideastend to work out
more often than not. Y ou see, there are these monstersthat live out in the wilds of Otherness...well,
they’ re ferocious beadts, they are. Word is, they’ re demanding a sacrifice. Two children. They're
bloodthirsty things, and if they don’t get the children asa gift from us, they’ll kill alot more than thet.
Someone might’ ve figured your brother and sister are easy victims. They don’t belong to anyone around
here. Nobody to complain. Anyway, it would explain why someone was fattening them up.”
Chillswashed over Erec as Rosco’ swords sank in. So thiswas what his quest was about. “Arethese
mongersin Lerna?’

Rosco nodded. Erec fdlt sick thinking of al the candy Danny and Sammy had been eating. He heard
them saying how they were both outgrowing their clothes. If he didn’t do something they would be
mongter food. “If only | il had the glasses King Piter gave me | could warn them.”

“Y ou don't have those anymore?’

“Baor Stain stole them.”

Rosco shook his head, and Erec remembered what Balor had said about the Monster Bash. “Will there
be other people there helping us stop the mongtersin Lerna?’

Rosco spoke quietly. “There are two factions. One wants to give the monsters what they want. The other
isready to fight. The Shadow Prince isworking with President Inkle to draft soldiers from the Kingdoms
of the Keepersto march on Otherness. Generd Moreland will lead them, and | think they could succeed,
but | don’t know if they’ll makeit intime.” He made along face. “If they don't, it seemsalot for you to
handle yoursdf.”

Erec drew back, uncomprehending. “The Shadow Prince?’

Rosco smiled. “Yes, your old friend, Thanatos Baskania. Y ou seem surprised he is gathering an army to
fight the mongters and save the children.”

Erec nodded, mouth open. That didn’t sound likehim at all.

“I know you didn’t get along with him, but you didn’t think hewas al bad, did you? Nobody isal bad,
or dl good either, arethey?’ Helet the question hang in the air, then went on. “1 hear hewasred
disappointed that you turned down hisfriendship. Well, thereis till time to make amends, I'm sure. |
remember my own father used to be disappointed in me once upon atime, just becauseit took mea
while to get started doing magic. And look at me now.”

“And you made up with him?" Erec asked.

“Well, hedied.” Rosco |ooked away.

“Oh. I'm sorry.” Erec was confused. “But Baskaniaistrying to help? To save Danny and Sammy?’
“Apparently, yes. Oh, I'm sureit’ s not al for innocent reasons. He wants to be a hero, you know. Save
theday, dl that.”

Erec could picturethat. “But what if he doesn’'t makeit in time? The twins might be fed to the mongters
firg”

Rosco sighed. “1 wish you sill had those glasses. I'll do my best to track them, see what the Hermitisup
to. Heisfrom Otherness, knowsit like the back of his hand. When he disappears from Alypium, we can
redly worry.”



Thiswasn't the way it was supposed to be. How could Baskania be doing more to save the twinsthan
King Piter was? Was Baskanianot al bad and King Piter not dl good?

“On Upper Earth, Baskaniais called the Crown Prince of Peace.” Erec thought about Baskaniaworking
for world peace. Maybe hewasn't dl bad.

Erec shook his head. It wastoo confusing to think about. Baskania used magic for his own ends, for evil
ends. Erec stopped short. Thinking about magic reminded him of one of the reasons he had cometo see
Rosco. “ Say, would you teach me how to use aremote? | better learn asmuch as | can so | can stop the
mongers”

“Well.” Rosco sniffed at that idea. “1 guess| better teach you the basics. Got it with you?’ Erec shook
hishead. “ That’ sthefirst lesson. Alwayskeep it in your pocket until you' re good enough that you don't
need it. Not everyone can use one, you know,” he pointed out. “ Only about half the people here can,
and much fewer can do magic without one. If sx months go by and you still can't use aremote control,
you' re pretty much booted out of training, good-bye and thank you.”

Erec wondered if Peebleswould have taught him anything in six months, given how much timeit would
take to copy those huge books. Then what would have happened to him?*“ So some people take awhile
tolearn?’

Rosco nodded. “Y ou can never tell how far someone will go with magic because you don’t know what is
ingde them, making them tick. Sometimes fear holds them back. Acquiring magic takesa specid
strength, deeper focus. But,” he continued on a brighter note, “if you have any at dl inyou, aremote
control will pull it out a the push of abutton. It's easy. Y ou learn asmple command, press a button, and
the equipment doestherest. A monkey could doit.” He dug through adrawer, found asiver remote
control, and tossed it to Erec.

“Don’t you carry oneinyour pocket?’ Erec asked.

Rosco laughed heartily. “I haven't needed one in ages. I’ m teaching Oscar how to do real magic now.
Soon he won't need one either. Y ou can only do so much with these things. True power liesfar beyond
thishunk of metd.”

Erec closdly studied the remote control. At the bottom right was a button with the number three onit.
Other small buttons dotted its center, with odd symbols on them. A large green button glowed brightly at
the top, surrounded by four buttons with arrows pointing in different directions.

“Press the button on the bottom right corner until it showsaone. You'll haveto Sart a level one, of
course.”

Erec pushed it asingtructed. “What'slevel one?’

“It' sthe smplest magic. If you tried to move apencil set on leve three, it would throw it clear through the
wadlsof ahouse. If you had the power, that is”

Erec thought that would be coal. “What can you do with level two and three?”

Rosco sighed and shook his head. “I forget how little you know.” He raised his hands, indicating ahigh
and alow. “There are Sx levels of magic. Thefirst three can be done with aremote control; the others
arefor the experts only. Everything existswithin anetwork of magic called the Aitherplanes. The particles
that flow through it are caled the Substance. If you can manipulate the Substance then you can have
effects on the dementsthat areinit.” Hewaved al about them. “ Everything around us. Sometricks are
easer to do than others. For example, level one hasto do with moving things. The easiest are the smallest
things, inanimate things and close things.” Rosco lifted afinger, crooking the knuckle. Thelamp next to
Erec began to bounce up and down. Rosco’ sfinger began to twirl and the table under the lamp spun so
fast that abook on it crashed into awall. Erec’ s stomach lurched as the couch he sat on shot up toward
the ceiling. He ducked before his head hit, and then the couch dropped, freezing in midair beforeit hit the
floor. Objects sailed around the room. Erec turned upside down until Rosco let him drop headfirst onto
the couch. In one bang everything crashed back where it was.

“Leve two gets harder,” Rosco said mildly. “A lot of thislevel hasto do with sensations, making people
fed things. Not hard stuff to do, redlly.” Without warning, Erec burst out laughing as he felt tickled all
over. Then he broke out in aswest, boiling hot, and amoment later he was freezing, teeth chattering.



“It’s convenient. Once you get good at this, you' Il never fed sick anymore. Also, at thislevel you can
destroy objects and kill things. Thisiseaser to do than fixing them, of course.”

Erec held his breath for amoment, hoping Rosco would not demonstrate this part.

“Lotsof magicfitsinto level three. When you get to thislevel, you are officidly asorcerer. Used to be
sorcererswore black robesto show off and scare people. Not so much anymore. Thislevel includes
flying without heli powder.” He snapped hisfingers and vanished, then reappeared, fire spurting from his
fingertip. “ Starting fires, making water, breezes, and waves, teleporting objects long distances.”

Rosco pointed at the devicein Erec’ shand. “Leve four can’t be done with aremote. Too hard. At this
level you can change the gppearance of things or people, but you have to be careful with thisone. You
can never get it back quiteright again.” Rosco gestured a his own face. “Healing peoplefdlsinto this
level, and that’ s not easy to do. Making things grow. Multiplying people, things, or even yourself. You
can cregte aforcefidd at thisleve.

“Levd fiveisredly cool.” Rosco rubbed his hands together and grinned. “I' m starting to work on it now,
and I’'m not sure how far I’ll get. That' s not because I’'m adunce, ether. Very few people get thisfar. At
thislevel, you can talk with animals and even plants. Y ou can enchant objects to serve you or have their
own persondities. Y ou can even control time, within limits, making things move faster or dower, if you
learn to have enough of an effect on the Aitherplanes and the Substance. Seeing the futureis often
classed into leve five, but you have to have specid math abilities and need seer training. So | might
overlook the future bit, but I’ m going to do my best to tackle the rest of thislevel. Then watch out,
world.”

Rosco fell slent, lost in adream of magic and domination. Erec cleared histhroat. “What about level
Sx?

Rosco snapped back to life. “ Almost nobody has reached thislevel, except the Shadow Prince. The
years of studying it requires—most people don’t live that long. Y ou have to redly understand the
Substance, make it work at levelsthat most people could never grasp. I' m talking the quantum, atomic,
cosmic, and mathematica structure of how everything works, and how to changeit. Of course, that's
Baskania s gift, being able to manipulate the Substance. At thislevel you could do anything that is
anyone sinborn magica gift. Y ou can read peopl€ sminds. It'samazing, redly.”

“So you can do anything at leve six that you can do with ascepter?’ Erec asked. The very thought of the
scepter warmed hisinsides, and he craved it again. Maybe level six could give him everything the scepter
would without the downside of it controlling him.

Rosco shook his head. “No, unfortunately for the Shadow Prince. King Piter’ s scepter is the strongest
forcein magic, and the Shadow Prince wantsit for his own. That scepter gives you unearthly power.
With it, you can change people s memories of the past. Y ou can control their minds, make them tell the
truth, lie, be happy, sad, or scared. Y ou can make people follow your commands, mentally and
physicaly. The scepterswill dso give you advice; they know everything that’ s hgppening in the
Aitherplanes. And, of course, keeping one lets you live forever—another nice advantage.”

“So with the scepter you can do anything?’

“Wdl, somethings are dways out of bounds. But, with enough willpower, | say people can do anything.
A scepter can't bring someone back to life, but someone hasworked out away to do thiswith a potion.
A scepter can't change our atmosphere, create things or beings out of nothing, but the Shadow Princeis
working on these things on his own. So who knows what we may be able to do in the future.”

Rosco’ svoicetrailed off, like adream had ended. Eyeing the remote he had given Erec, he motioned for
Erec to am it. Rosco then set a pencil on thetable. “To movethis, just say ‘phero’” and push the green
button. Seeif youcandoit.”

Erec focused on the pencil and pushed the button.

“Phero.” Hisfinger fdt alittle sore and weak whereit had not fully recovered from the dragon bites, but
the pencil shot into hislap.

“Hey, | didit.” He put the pencil back and tried it again, then did it three more times, figuring out how to
control how far it went by how hard he concentrated. “What do the other buttons do?’



“Theright and Ieft arrows around the green button let you reverse and redo the magic you have just
done. The up and down arrows let you control the power you' re sending out. It sbest not to rely on
those. Learn to control the power with your mind. Then try to use the remote without word spells. It
teaches you more mind control that way.”

Erec pointed to the smaller buttons that had funny symbols. “What are these?’

“Specid features.” Rosco shrugged. “ They’ re not on the basic remotes you start with. Those hook you
up to the MagicNet, cdl phones, timers, clocks. Why don’t you keep that remote. | just got it to usewith
Oscar, and he has hisown.”

“Thanks.” Erec put the remote control in his pocket, glad to have one he could work. He stretched and
let out along yawn. Despite the fun he was having, it was getting dark and he was hungry. “Beforel go, |
want to ask you something. | need to find out more about my history, who my parents were, that kind of
thing. Can you help me?’

Rosco snickered. “Must be rough not knowing so much. Too bad | can't help you, kid. King Piter
wouldn't likethat et dl.”

Erec szzled with anger at mention of the king’s name. “C'mon, Rosco, | won't tell him.”

“Oh, | know that,” he said. “But the king' s right. Knowing thiswould affect you badly. And I'm afraid to
change too much. Erec, has Oscar told you | can see somethingsin thefuture? | can tell you this. Y ou
will find out soon enough the answersto dl of your questions. Sooner than you should. And it won't be
good for you either.”

Erec absorbed this, not sure what to think. “ Thanks, | guess. Oh, | forgot to tell you. Thelast time | saw
the twins, they were visting the Green House. | think they met President Inkle.”

Rosco’ sface broke into agrimace. 1 have abad fegling about this.”

Erec ingantly became worried. “What isit?’

“Why would the Hermit try to get the twins to meet President Inkle before feeding them to the mongters?
Don’t you think that would make the president ook bad, if he meets the kids who end up getting eaten?
TheHermitisplaying apolitical game. | don't likeit at dl.”

Erecdidn’t likeit either. He scratched his head, thinking of the dangers. “What kind of monsters are
they?’

Rosco shuddered. “Theworst, most feared kind of monstersin al of Otherness. The dreaded vogum.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Escape to Otherness

PUTTING THE PORT-O-DOOR inthe doghouse had been amistake, Erec found out. Its canine



resident, a mud-colored German shepherd, had come back, and it barked loudly when Erec tried to
climb into its house. The dog eagerly sniffed at Erec’ sfingers and growled deep in itsthroat.

“C'mon, boy. Come on out. Sh...shh...” Erec tried to sound soothing, but the dog snapped at him. A
light switched on in the house nearby. Fearing he’ d be caught, Erec grabbed the dog' s collar and pulled.
The dog snarled and lunged at him, teeth bared. He let the dog sail over him and doveinto its house.
Turning right around, the shepherd tore into Erec’ s Side, scraping his skin with its teeth and getting awad
of Erec’sshirtinits mouth.

In apanic, Erec punched the code numbersinto the Port-O-Door. A man in the house shouted,
“Poopsie? Here, Poopsie. Did you trap arabbit in there?’

Poopsie yanked Erec’ s shirt harder.

“Poopsie. Come here. Now,” the man called. Poopsie looked at Erec with disgust, probably at her own
name, before | etting go and trotting to her magter, barking al theway. Let loose, Erec flung himsdlf
through the Port-O-Door and dammed it shut.

The vestibule still smelled like garbage. Even so, Erec was rdlieved to be back in the west wing of the
castle. Hefound dl the food in the dining hal was gone so he called Jam Crinklecut for room service,
“Yes, young Sir?’ Jam sounded eager to please. “Why, of course. And what would young sir like to
ea?

Erec asked for two hamburgers, fries, apple pie, and brownies, athough he knew he should start eating
the Alypian food so he could perform better at the next quest.

Hismind wasin awhirl. He had actualy worked magic, used aremote control. Who needed King Piter’s
help, anyway, he thought. He could do everything himsdf, like find hisfather and save thetwins. If Rosco
would teach him the basics, he hoped he could move on to level two soon.

Before Erec went to deep, he decided to answer Tina s etter.

Dear Tina,

Guess what? | just found out I’m coming to Lerna, so I'll get to meet you for sure now. In fact, |
found out that you guys are having some problems there, and my quest is to help you! Soif you
think I’'m a hero, maybe I’ l| get a chance now to prove it. [Erec hoped he didn’t sound like he was
bragging. But, then again, he knew how Tinafet. What waswrong with impressing her alittle?] Thefirst
guest was cool. | got to save the last known baby dragons in Otherness. Hurt my fingers a little
when | fed them, but that was okay.

| have to tell you, Alypium stinks. Everyone hates my guts here and thinks all kinds of crazy
things, like | enchanted King Piter’ s scepter to come to me and faked everyone out that | should
be king. I'mjust doing what | think is right. It helps to know that people where you live are
supporting me.

That’s so cool you have a high school springball team. Where | come fromit’s only a pro sport.
The uniforms, padding, and arena would be way too expensive. | guess you don’t use arenasin
Otherness, though. [Erec remembered the springbdl game he saw in Alypium where aforce field kept
the balsfrom sailing into the stands]

Tina, don’t feel bad about telling me about your people. [He thought about what she had said about
her family. It sounded terrible, being forced to live out in the wilds, among vicious mongters) It sounds
terrible what happened to them. From what | know about the people of Alypium, though, it
doesn’'t surprise me. They seem ready to gang up on anybody. They sure went against me. It
soundslike Lernaisa great place and | can't wait to seeit. And | am not prejudiced.

| am almost thirteen. [Erec erased thiswhen it sounded too young, then he rewroteit.] | like learning
magic, which I’'mjust starting to do. Do you know how to use a remote control? And | like to



hang out with my friends and read books when | get a chance.
By the way, | liked your song. Totally not stupid.

See you soon,

Erec

The next morning, Miss Ennui glared at Erec over her spectacles. “ Because of the recent eventsin
Alypium, I will change our topic today to discuss the problem of the mongters.” She spoke of the
dreaded Hydras who loved to devour humans, the feared ogres who loved to snap peoplein two, the
ferocious Cyclopes whose look would paralyze their human prey, and the nasty Chimeras whose goat,
lion, and snake heads would fight over who got to devour their victimsfirgt.

Then she began to speak of the dangerous dragons of Otherness. “One must dways fear the unleashed
wrath and wild hysteria of the dragon. They are stupid creatures, poorly formed and ugly, and only too
eager to shred their prey into pieces without any reason other than sheer love of destruction. The
grotesgueness of the dragon has amost no match—"

“Wait aminute,” Erec interrupted. “ That’snot true at al. I’ ve met dragons. Aoquesth gave me hiseye,
and he was wonderful. And Patchouli was too. She was beautiful, and she gave me—"

Miss Ennui leaned forward. “A dragon gave you something, and you took it? How foolish! Erec, you
need to turn it over to aresponsble authority. What did she give you?’

Erec hesitated. He was not about to hand over the Archives of Alitheato anyone, any more than he
would give his Amulet of Virtuesto Baor. “ She gave me advice, that’sdl,” helied. “And it was good
advicetoo.”

She appeared satisfied with that answer. “ Any advice that adragon givesis bad advice, I'll tell you that.
They would never help humans. They are too stupid and evil.”

Erec couldn’t believe hisears. “Why do you think that? I’ snot true.”

Histutor tapped alarge stack of books on her desk. “I1t'sall right here in black-and-white. You'll just
have to take my word for it.”

Erec found it hard to listen to the rest of her lecture. After grabbing aquick lunch, he met Pimster Peebles
in Paidey Park. Peebles cameflying at him so fast that hislatest toupee sailed away in the breeze. When
he reached Erec, he flung himself on the ground at hisfeet. “Oh, Ewec. Tdl meitisn’t twue. | hear you
have to single-handedly day dl of the monstewsin Lewna? Thiscan't be. Oh, you aretoo good, Sr. To
lay your life on thelinelike thet for the pwoud people of Alypium.”

Peebles swords hit hard. Single-handedly day all the monsters? Erec wasn't sure he could day
anything—or that he wanted to. How did somebody go about single-handedly daying ferocious creatures
anyway? And do thisal for the people of Alypium, who hated him? Thiswas't exactly what hehad in
mind.

Peebles pulled himsdlf off the ground and folded into alow bow. “1 am at your service. May | teach you?
Or would you rather spend the afternoon in Alypium?’

Erec took out his remote control. “1’d like to learn some magic.”

Peebles threw hishandsup intheair. “Oh no, sir. We cannot do that yet. Y ou are not weady, and |
won't have you jumping in over your head.”

“But if I’'m supposed to kill the monsters, don't | need to know how to use aremote control ?’
Peeblesthrew afew dy glancesto the sde. “If that were the case, we would have been given specific
ingructions. | suppose you will haveto day them in other ways.”

This sounded ridiculousto Erec. It looked like Rosco would have to help him. In fact, Erec decided, he
would find him right now. He should bein Paidey Park with Oscar. Erec backed away, smiling. “1 think
Il kip my lesson today, if that’s okay.”

Rosco and Oscar were taking turns levitating each other near afountain. When Rosco spotted Erec, his
face dropped. “1 was going to go find you. Bad news. The Hermit isgone. | think he' s taken Danny and
Sammy to Lerna”

Erec’ s breath caught in histhroat. “He' sgone? Are you sure?’



Rosco nodded. “My guessis he' s going to give the twins to the monsters soon. When the monsters
attack on the day of the Monster Bash, he can tell everyone how it didn’t work. That would make the
government look bad, especidly since the twins have spent time with President Inkle.”

Erec dtiffened in surprise. “But | thought he was going to try to feed the twinsto the monsters on the day
of the Mongter Bash. Isn't that what I’ m supposed to stop them from doing, eating the twins?’

Rosco gave him afunny look. “No, Erec. The monsters demanded two children awhile ago. Y our quest
ison the day of the Mongter Bash. That isthe day we think the mongters are planning an attack on
humans. | think the twinswill be given to the mongters before that.”

Thisdidn’t sound right. Erec shook his head. What was he going to do? He didn’t have the glasses to
find thetwins. At least he knew where they were going. He had to get to Lernafast. He was sure he
could travel to Othernessfrom Alypium Station.

That meant he needed to know as much as possible before leaving. “ Can you show me any more magic
right now?’

Rosco glanced al around for Peebles. “I don't think your tutor would appreciate that. Come to my place
thiseveningand I'll help you out.”

Erec thanked him politely, but he planned to be long gone by then.

On hisway back to the castle he spotted Bethany. He ran over to say good-bye. “The twins are on their
way to Lernanow, and | need to go there before anything happens to them. Take care of Wolfboy for
me, okay?’

Bethany was having none of it. “I’m coming with you, Erec. I'm sureit’ s dangerous out there. Y ou might
need some help.” She paused, looking uncomfortable. “That is, if you want me.”

As appeding as saving Tinaon hisown was, the thought of Bethany going with him sounded really good.
Her hdp might make a difference. Plus, Bethany would make Othernesslessintimidating. “ That would be
great, Bethany. Isit okay with your tutor?’

Clarus closed her eyes and concentrated, then looked at Bethany and winked. “ Sure, kid. Seeyou
soon!”

Bethany and Erec walked out of the park. Trumpets blared in the distance, followed by the deep thrum
of bass drums. Soon a marching band tramped before them on the street, followed by ahuge parade.
Posters of Baskania decorated the sides of huge wooden crates, and on top were effigies of the monsters
of Otherness. Some of them were being hacked to pieces by the people riding on the crates. Erec
spotted areplicaof aHydrawith many snakelike heads, like the one he had seen in the MONSTER race
the last time hewasin Alypium. He was also surprised to see the likeness of adragon that somebody
was happily chopping up. The dragon was made to look stupid, with big, dull eyes.

Erec winced. “Don’t people understand that dragons are smart and beautiful ? What isthe ded 7’

Behind the crates, soldiersin green khaki uniforms marched with high goose stepsin tight rows. Erec and
Bethany’ s eyes met. A man who was no taller than four feet led them. He was covered from head to toe
with ribbons and medds. * Degth to the mongters!” he shouted, his voice risng above the crowd.

“Death to the mongters!” the army echoed.

“Wdl,” Bethany said, “at least it looks like you' |l be getting some hel p with the mongters. | think that’s
Generd Mordand.”

“Rosco mentioned him. He said they might not make it in time for the Mongter Bash, let doneto savethe
twins”

They darted around the back of the parade and into the city toward the bus stop. Signs dangled off
buildings. Onethat reed KEEP ALYPIUM FOR THE ALY PIANS, showed afamily standing together
infront of asmall white house. Another that said reed THE PROTOCOLS OF THE ELDERS OF
VOGUM, IT COULD SAVE YOUR LIFE showed apainting of a book within the open jaws of a
Serpent.

“These sgnsgive methe chills” Bethany said. “Why do you think everyone s getting so riled up?’

“Do you think it could be because of the quest | drew from the wel 1?7’

“Oh, | don't know.” Bethany sighed. “Maybeit’sjust because the Monster Bash is coming up and



because of dl the problemsthey’ ve been having here.”

A few people began pointing at Erec and shouting. Before long, ahuge crowd was following them,
shouting threats and insults. A man yelled, “He swith the mongters. He' s helping the monsters” Likea
match to aflame, the idea made the gathering crowd go wild.

Angry voicesyelled, “He son their Sde!” “Hewantsto kill ust” The crowd closed in fast. Erec could see
the bus stop, but it was still several blocks away, and there was no way they could outrace the crowd, let
aonewait for the bus. People gppeared out of nowhere, closing in. Everybody waslooking at him with
hateful eyes.

Erec’ sfigts clenched. Someone shouted, “Grab his chain! Get the amulet!” Hands grabbed his shoulders
and yanked the Amulet of Virtues on his neck. He batted them off and ran, but soon awall of people
blocked himinon al sdes.

He cried to Bethany. “ Get out of here! Go! They’re crazy.”

Hands clawed him from al sides. Angry shouts blended into a deafening roar. Somebody pushed him.
He dammed into a young man, who pushed him into asneering woman.

In ajerking spasm, Erec’ s back arched. Energy zinged through his body, shot out of his fingers and toes,
and shone from his eyes, ears, and nose like fog lights. Everything around him turned emerad green.
Thick white websfilled the air asfar as he could see. Clouds spun in the sky like acyclone, blending with
the buildings around him, and he was spinning too. He felt sick, dizzy, deranged.

The hatred of the mob of people fed into the powersracing insde him. It grew, and grew.

He was strong now, invincible, enraged.

His head tilted back, and aviolent roar emerged from histhroat, reverberating in the air around him. Even
to him it sounded unearthly, unreal. Morelike alion or thunderclap than a human sound. Another roar
ripped from histhroat, and hisarm shot out like a cat clawing prey. Talons had burst through his
fingertips. He tore them through the air, snarling, to the horror of those around him. The people nearest to
him stepped away, shocked expressions on their faces. A spotlight shined on the people he looked &,
and he redlized the light was coming out of hisdragon eye.

Rage seethed through him. How could these people do this? How could they gang up on him? People
around him retreated, pushing others away from him. “He' samongter,” someone murmured. “He sin
with the mongters.”

He heard avoice cal from the back of the throng. “Get him!”

Five or six people pointed remote controls at Erec at the same time. Erec ducked before they fired.

The cloudy thought command rang through his head. Swing the blond man by his feet before he
captures you. Knock everyone down with him.

Crouched down, Erec lunged forward and grabbed the ankles of ayoung blond man holding aremote.
Without a thought, he stood and siwung the man around in acircle, wiping remotes out of hands and
knocking people over. People toppled, shouting in anger. Erec let the man go and he sailed into the
crowd, peoplefaling around him.

With space cleared, Erec fled toward the castle. The green glow faded aong with hisfedling of
superhuman strength. Thiswas the strangest cloudy thought he! d ever had. Erec could not believe what
had happened. He looked down at hisfingers. Thankfully the claws were gone. It was almost asif he had
turned into another creature, or that another creature had come out of him.

A creature like adragon.

Erec ran faster. The crowd closed in behind him, more determined then ever to catch him. Shoutslike
“String"imup” and “Grab hisamulet!” made his blood race.

What good did that cloudy thought do? he wondered. 1t might have saved him for two seconds from
being attacked by the maob, but he seemed no better off now. Then again he wondered what might have
happened to him if he didn’t have the cloudy thoughts. Would he have made it out of there? Hetore
faster through the castle gardens, the horde of people at hisfest.

“Storm the castlel” someone shouted. “ Take no prisoners.”

Now he was bringing destruction into the castle with him. He had to leave Alypium now, try to find



Otherness, and warn Danny and Sammy before it was too late. Bethany was nowhere to be seen. He
must havelogt her in the crowds.

He ran toward the west wing, not knowing where else to go, footsteps hot after him, until he got to his
room. He flung himsdlf ingde and locked the door, but he knew it was only atemporary solution. His
pursuers were ready to bash down anything in their way.

Erec threw on his Sneakers and threw Rosco’ s remote control and the Archives of Alitheaiin his pocket,
aong with afew handfuls of gold, silver, and bronze coins. He couldn’t think of anything €lse he needed.
Right before he opened the door, someone pounded on it. He stomped hard with his Sneakers, making a
loud crash sound down the hallway. He could hear the person outside run toward it, shouting, “This
way!”

Erec bolted out his door and ran for the Port-O-Door near the roya chambers. Right in front of it stood
Jam Crinklecut holding asilver tray with cookies and hot chocolate. He looked at Erec, gray-green eyes
wide. “Modom Bethany likes an afternoon snack after her tutor is done. Would young sir like some as
wel?’

“Not now, Jam!” Erec darted past Jam into the vestibule of the Port-O-Door.

“There heidl” Three men gppeared a the end of thelong hall, pointing. “ Get him.” They ran toward
Erec.

Jam sized up the Stuation quickly. Then he winged the tray at the men. Hot chocolate splashed the walls,
and cookies flew like Frishees, but the tray steadily spun toward itstarget, clattering into the men and
knocking them down.

Jam hurried into the vestibule with Erec and dammed the door. “Whereto, Sr?’

“Otherness.” Erec could hear footsteps pounding toward them. The screen on the Port-O-Door was
divided into awhite section labeled “ Alypium,” ablue onelabeled “Ashona,” ared onethat said “Aorth,”
and ayelow onethat said “ Otherness.” Jam poked afinger onto the yellow section. Before Erec could
find Lernaon the screen, Jam pressed the map somewhere in the middle. A click resounded. Jam threw
the door open, shoved Erec through in front of him and pulled it shut.

“Thanks, Jam.” Once through the door, they found themselves deep in the woods somewherein
Otherness. He wished Jam had asked him where he wanted to go. Then again, they probably would not
have had the timeto find Lerna on the map, wherever it was. Anyway, he was glad to have somebody
with him out herein the wilderness. “1 wonder wherewe are”

Jam looked around. “I don’t know, sir. From the appearance of the fauna, it ssemswemay beina
junglein Otherness”

“Y eah, thanks, Jam. | kindafigured that.” Other than the Port-O-Door leading back into the castle there
was no sign of civilization in sght. “ Can those peopl e figure out where | went through the Port-O-Door
and follow me here?”

Jam nodded his head from side to side, thinking. “1t would take them awhile. Unlesswe get rid of it on
thisend. Then they’ll never find us. Would young sir like me to get rid of the Port-O-Door?’

What did he have to |ose? He could not go back into Alypium now, or even later. That crazy mob of
people would find him, and then who knows what would happen? He could end up in adungeon or
worse. Then how would he find the twins? How would he get to Lernafor his second quest and stop the
mongters?

No, hisway was forward. He gazed wistfully at the Port-O-Door, then agreed. “Let’ sget rid of it.
They’ll be out here chasing me soon otherwise. If you want to go back to Alypium, it's okay.”

“And leave young sir out in thewildernessal aone? 1 don’t think so.” Jam straightened himsdf and
dusted off hisgray vest. “I go where | am most needed, sir.”

Erec amiled. “ Thanks, Jam.”

Jam typed a code into the keypad of the Port-O-Door and it vanished.

They were adrift in astrange dark jungle with no ideawhere they were nor where they were headed.
Erec pointed straight ahead. “ Should we go thisway?’

“You'rein charge, young Sir.”



That wasjust what Erec wanted to hear.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Cyclopes

| T WASQUIET inthejungle, thekind of quiet that ringsin your ears. Gone were the shouts of the
frantic mob that had chased Erec. His ears adjusted to the crickets, soft twitters of birds, little breezes
playing gameswith leaves...and what sounded like aloud belch.

Erec and Jam looked at each other, eyes wide. Someone el se was out here with them. Nobody was
within sight, but they heard heavy footsteps crunching leaves and twigs, moving away from them.

“Oh, my.” Jam shook his head. It seemed to be sinking in that they redly were in the wilds of Otherness,
with no ideawhat lay before them.

“Do wefollow the footsteps?’ Erec asked. “ Or run the other way?’ 1t was a coin toss. Civilization could
be agood way to find how to get to Lerna—as long asit didn’t mean getting esten. He shivered, thinking
about what he had heard of the vogum and other mongtersthat lived out here.

Jam |looked uncertain, eyes darting back and forth between where the footsteps had come from and the
opposite direction. “Whatever young Sr thinks, Sr.”

“Let’sgo that way, carefully, and see what we can find there.” They set out toward where they had
heard heavy crunching footsteps. Whatever had made them must have been big.

Jam caught hisbreath. “1 entirely forgot. We haven't been inoculated. There are dl kinds of diseases one
may catch from traveling in Otherness. One usualy must get shots before coming here.”

That wasthe last thing Erec needed to hear. “Like what?’

“Wadl,” Jam said with asigh, “thereisthe dreaded hat heed. It saterrible affliction, they say, Smilar to
another called helmet hair.” He shuddered. “ Then there is something called the drenchers. Not nice at
al”

Erec wished they’ d had the shots, but they’ d just have to take their chances. Instead he asked, “ Jam,
what was wrong with those people in Alypium? They were dl acting so crazy.”

“It’ sbeen getting worse there, with everyoneriled up over the monsters. We in the Kingdoms of the

K eepers have aways been more vulnerable to that kind of craziness, since the Substanceis disturbed
here. Makes usdl alittle crazy sometimes.”

They soon cameto aclearing. In it stood a huge stone hut with a peaked red wooden roof. Smoke
issued from asmdl chimney in the center. Erec Sghed with relief. Here was someone to help them find
their way to Lerna. Maybe even give them some food. Erec redlized he was hungry.

Suddenly, araging, beastlike growl reverberated from insde the hut. A man in the house began sobbing,



screaming, but the roar of the beast overwhelmed him. Erec and Jam looked at each other in terror.
What was going on here? Maybe one of the terrible mongters in Otherness had broken into some poor
man’'s house. Maybe it was even the vogum. Erec wanted to run, but he couldn’t leave the man to an
awful fate.

Jam pulled Erec away, but he broke free and ran under a bush by the house. Jam followed him and
whispered, “ Hasyoung sir gone mad? Thisis not asafe place for us.”

“I know,” Erec whigpered. “Tel me, what are the vogum like?’

“Not good.” Jam’ sforehead wrinkled. “The vogum are aterm for the two most hideous, dangerous
creatures on earth. The Hydras and the Valkyries. When they get together, their powers grow and
combineinto aterrible force. We cdl that the vogum.”

Erec jabbed his thumb toward the house. “We haveto help that guy, Jam.”

Jam'’ sfacefilled with determination, and he nodded. The windows were too high to peek through.
Another earthshaking holler rattled from insde, with bloodcurdling growlsfollowing it.

“No!” theman cried. “No! No!”

“Rrraaaasauuuughh!” the monster bellowed.

The Situation seemed dire. There was no time to waste. Erec had his remote control with him. He barely
knew how to useit, but now wasthe timeto try. Maybe he could lure the monster away from the poor
man and then figure out what to do.

He wanted to throw open the door and burst inside, but the thick wood of the huge door was heavy and
hard to move. After prying it open, he ran in with his remote control out.

On ahuge couch before him sat two of the strangest creatures Erec had ever seen. They were humanin
form, yet enormous, each with asingle large eye bulging from their foreheads. A male onewas dressed in
ahuge sarong tied over one shoulder that looked like it was made of animal skins. The septum of his
nose was pierced with alarge bone. He clutched alarge, pointed spear in one of his hands.

The female creature next to him was wearing an ornate dress festooned with more silk, beads, and
buttons than Erec had ever seen in one place. Muscular calves, the color and texture of tree trunks,
extended from her dressto the pearl-emblazoned high hedls encasing her huge feet. She held adainty
chinateacup with her pinkie finger extended.

Neither of the creatures noticed that Erec had burst into their room, remote held high. Their eyeswere
glued to alarge television set, showing more creatures that |ooked like them on atalk show. One of the
hideous things on the televis on was sobbing, and another talked about how every relationship it had went
sour.

Jam whispered into his ear, voice shaking, “ Cyclopes, sir. Back out dowly.”

Erec took a step back, but froze when the male Cyclops let |oose another earsplitting roar in response to
aCyclopsonteevison saying, “Loveisn’'t easy, loveisn't kind, but | amwillingto giveit dl up to just
have one more taste of love again.” The female Cyclops put her arm over her eyes. “No,” shesad, inthe
voicethat Erec had thought wasthe man's, “it’ sjust not fair. | can't takeit.”

The male Cyclops sniffed. His voice was adeegp growl. “ Something smells good, honey. Y ou cooking?’
“No,” shesad. “| thought we d carry out some ginglehoffer.”

“Funny.” The male sniffed again. “I smell the blood of an Alypian man.”

Erec stiffened. Jam yanked him back toward the door. Then both of the Cyclopes swung around and
looked at them. “Loook! Aaaarrrggghhhhh!” The male Cyclops sporang to hisfeet and ran at Erec and
Jam. Erec scrambled toward the door, shaking. Before he could escape, it dammed shut in front of his
face. He looked up to see the Cyclops s hand on the door. A second later, Erec and Jam had been
scooped up in each of the Cyclops's hands.

The Cyclops seemed to go mad, running around in his hut holding Erec and Jam, roaring wildly and
screaming, “ Food! Food!”

Erec thought he was going to faint. It was all over. No second quest. No saving the twins. He was caught
inthe grip of aterrible beast who was racing around his house with him so fast that Erec’s head was
spinning. Jam looked green.

Please, Erec prayed, let me have a cloudy thought. Let me turn into a dragon and scare this



creature away.

The Cyclops plopped Erec and Jam onto two small gools, fiststightly clamped around them. He eyed
them greedily with aterrifying smile. Erec frantically tried to remember how the MONSTER contest had
said to escape from Cyclopes. Tripping them? No.. . bribing them. That wasit.

He remembered something else. Miss Ennui had said Cyclopesloved to crush humans bones for sheer
pleasure. But then again, she also said that one glance from a Cyclops would turn ahuman to stone. That
didn’t seem right. Neither he nor Jam had been changed.

“Food!” the creature roared. “Vaernal Bring these visitors some food!”

“Cam down, Haenry,” the woman Cyclops with the deep man’ s voice answered. “I’ m getting some
The Cyclops et Erec and Jam go, and plopped himself on astool. Erec wondered if he jumped and ran,
would the creature catch him again? Haenry looked at Erec and smacked hislips. “We don't get alot of
guests out here,” he growled. “Who are you?’

Erec was afraid to say his name. Maybe the thing had heard about him from Alypium and hated him too.
Jam said, “1’m Jam Crinklecut, kind sir. Please accept our visit asasign of goodwill extended from our
smple hometo yours.”

“Jam,” Haenry chuckled. “ Sounds like you' d be good spread on toast.”

Jam gulped.

“And who areyou?’ It turned its gaze to Erec.

Nothing came from Erec' sthroat. If helied, would thisthing be ableto tell? Hislips moved silently.
“Wait aminute,” Vaernasaid. “Helooksjust likethis picture.” She held up ablack-and-white picture of
Erec surrounded by a black border with some words printed benegth. “Haenry, he' s Erec Rex.”

If Erec had any doubt that Haenry had heard of him, it vanished now. Haenry let out awild roar,
pounding his chest and shaking his hair in abandon. He scomped so hard the room shook. “ Erec Rex!
Erec Rex isin me house?’

Erec and Jam traded glances, sure thiswas the end. Jam smiled gpologeticaly asif to say he had tried his
best.

Haenry bowed low with abig grin. “I am honored by your visit, Erec. Y ou are more than welcomein me
house.”

Erec looked Haenry inthe eye and said, “Y ou are hideoudy ugly.” Jam looked a him in shock. Erec
gulped, body frozen, jaws clamped shut. What made him say such a stupid thing? Then he remembered.
Hewas carrying the Archives of Alithea. Why had he brought them? The wretched scroll made him say
the dumbest stuff. He shook his head, eydlidsdowly closing.

Haenry laughed so heartily that Erec’searsrung. “You think I'm ugly? That'sagood one, Erec Rex. |
like you, even though you look worse than a Hulder man.”

Vaerna sat huge plates of unidentified meats on their laps and sat down. “ Eat, please.” The floppy gray
itemsin front of them had smells Erec could not identify. “ So, are you here to save the dragon babies?’
she asked eagerly. “It' sthe talk of Polyphemusand al of Otherness, | hear. It sadisaster that they're dl
missing. Nobody knowswheat to do.”

Erecfdt bad. “I'd liketo help with that. Thereis something | need to do firg, though.”

Haenry said, “We are thankful to you, Erec. Y ou saved King Piter, and therefore you helped us. How
may we repay you?’

Erec'sjaw dropped. Did he hear right? Were these the first people that understood what he had done
and didn’t think he was aliar and a cheat? His breathing eased.

“WEéll, | need to get to Lernaand find my brother and sister. Can you help me get there?’

Haenry roared, making Erec jump. “Of course I’ ll help. Anything for Erec Rex, hero of Otherness.”
Erec started feding pretty good. Thiswas working out much better than he' d expected. His ssomach
growled, and herealized how hungry he was. He Spped a steaming drink in front of him. In the next
moment he dammed the cup down. His mouth was on fire. Vaerna raised the massive eyebrow crossing
her forehead. “Don't like root scotch?’

“N-no,” Erec said as politely as he could. He hesitantly picked up a piece of dimy mest. It tasted like



gooey metd, but he was starving, so he ate alittle more.
“Sorry,” Vaernasaid. “All | had left over was giant mosquito liver.”
Erec dropped the rest back onto the plate and gagged.

Erec and Jam spent the night on the floor on pillows, each the Size of amattress. In the morning, they
gracioudy turned down more giant mosquito liver. Asaways, Jam parted his hair far to thesde and
dicked it down with some gdl he carried in his coat. Erec wondered why. It made him look silly. He had
just started looking more natural, too, after most of it had worn off.

Jam excused himsalf and returned afew minutes later with berriesand wild chicory leaveson asmall
slver tray he had stashed in hisdress coat. “ A good butler is prepared for anything.” He pointed at bushy
green leaves with around orange fruit. “ Solanum macrocar pon. The gboma eggplant. Leaves are good
for boilsand throat difficulties, Sr.”

Erec looked at thetray in awe. “How did you know about this stuff? And have the tray?’

“It' smy gift.” Jam’seyestwinkled. “I' m aways prepared to serve.”

Thewild vegetables and fruit tasted so good Erec finished the whole tray. Immediatdly, he felt bad he had
not saved somefor Jam. “I’'m sorry.”

“No problemat al, Sr. Young sr must et first. Jam will help himsdlf outsde.”

Haenry kissed V aerna good-bye with a sound like atruck hitting atree, then walked outside with Erec.
“Wdl,” hegrowled, “let’ s see your map. I'll try and figure out where we are and how to get to...Where
did you say you are going?’

“Lerna” Erec’sheart sank. “Y ou don’t know the way?’

“No, never been out of Polyphemus. No reason to go.” Haenry shook his head. “ People look too
strange other places for me taste. But Cyclopes are very good at tracking things. | can follow amost any
footstepsif | need to. So let’ s see your map.”

Erec held out hisempty hands. “No map. | guesswe |l have to wak until we find something.”

They walked through the trees until Haenry suggested that Erec and Jam each ride on one of his
shoulders. From then on they moved much faster. Even so, Erec wished they knew where they were
going. They could well be walking straight away from Lernaand out of Otherness asfar as he knew.
Hopefully they would find someone soon who could tell them which way to go.

Out in the middle of nowhere they came upon ahuge metal box with aglass front that glistened between
the pine trees. Haenry walked close, and Erec could seeit was a vending machinefilled with small gray
bals. A sign a thetop read, “Worm aniballs. Threefor agand.” Erec laughed. Why would anybody
want worms out here? He couldn’'t seealaketo fishin sight.

Soon &fter, they came to another vending machine in the woods, this one selling animals of al shapesand
sizes. The sign on the machine said, “Pets. Onefor two shires.” These were not anibdls, but real rabhits,
dogs, cats, mice, birds, and turtles sitting on little shelves. They looked like they were talking to each
other, but Erec could not hear what they were saying. For amoment he was tempted to buy a pet
hamster, but he quickly redized that this was not the time. Haenry nodded toward the animals. “ Snack
anyone?’

“Uh, no,” Erec said. “I don’t think s0.”

Beforelong, they found yet another vending machine in the forest. Erec looked into it with curiosity. An
old man sat scrunched up insde on asmall shelf. Hislegswere crossed, barely abletofit in thetight
gpace. A long limp gray beard and mustache hung down his face, and he gazed into the distance asiif the
sght of Erec, Jam, and Haenry wasn't worth aglance. The sign on the top of the vending machine said,
“Advice. Onefor ashire”

One advice for ashire? Thiswas too good to pass up. Erec had a pocketful of change and saw no
reason not to try it. “Why don’t we each get some advice?’



He handed slver shiresto Jam and Haenry. Jam put his shireinto the advice machinefirgt. The old man
ingdetook a puff on his pipe and tilted his head. *'Y ou should stop waxing your hair down. Y ou look
supid.”

Jam'’ s face dropped. Erec looked away, embarrassed. The old man was right, though. Jam had a
pleasant face, but he did make himself [ook ridiculous the way he dicked hishair to the side.

Haenry eagerly put hisshirein, not in the least put off by what had the old man had said to Jam. The old
man gazed at the Cyclops with abland look and said in an uncaring monotone, “Y our daughter,
Vaeronicae, lovesyou and Vaerna. Sheran off to find true love, but now has learned that the truest love
isinthe hearts she has known al dong.” Erec thought it was funny to hear the man say such flowery
thingswith such adry voice.

Haenry, on the other hand, threw his hand over his heart and howled so loud that Erec jumped. Heran
around screaming like awild man for aminute, then threw himsdlf onto the forest floor, sobbing. “Me

V aeronicae, me dear daughter. We have sent her from our hearts, n€ er to return. We are such foolsin
theworld of love, such pathetic wastrels.” Haenry redly did look pathetic, howling and sobbing. It was
odd to hear such a gruff-looking creature nattering on about, well, the same kind of things that made him
holler &t the talk show he had been watching. Erec decided that Cyclopes, even if they looked tough,
wereridiculoudy sentimentd.

It was histurn. He dropped a shire into the machine. The man’s stare bored right through him. “Y ou are
trying to find your way around in Otherness. Since you are very absorbent, you can ask the pointing
pinesto help you find your way.”

The pointing pines? Erec looked around him. Plenty of pine trees were scattered among the other trees.
Were these the pointing pines?

He asked the man, “How do they work?’

The man rested camly, not batting an eyelash, asif he had not heard Erec.

“| see” Erec pulled out another shire and put it in the machine. “How do the pointing pines work?’

The man answered with atinge of sarcasm, “Y ou shouldn’t care so much what people think about you.”
No kidding. It was a problem, he knew, but it was not what he wanted to hear. He needed to know how
to get around Otherness. “How do the pointing pines work?’

When there was no answer, he kicked the machine.

“That'sit.” Y et he knew what the old man wanted. He dropped another shirein. *How do the pointing
pineswork?’

“The Archives of Alitheawill make you embarrass yourself by forcing you to tell the truth.” The old man
wore asatisfied gloat, asif he was aware that Erec aready knew. The advice was getting worse and
worse. Erec amost had forgotten what the man’ s original advice was, about the pointing pines.
“Haenry, Jam, do elther of you know about the pointing pines?’ They shook their heads. He thought
about what the man had said about him. “Jam, what does he mean that I’ m very absorbent?’

Jam was pleased to help. * Y oung sir, being absorbent isa gresat thing. It means you arein touch with the
Aitherplanes and the Substance that runs through them. The more absorbent oneis, the more power one
hasinside. Y ou could say you are a one with the energies around you. Absorbency lets you work with
the Substance. King Piter is ultra-absorbent. He a so has a device given to him by the Fates that makes
him even more s0.”

“Oh, redly?’ Erec was curious. “What' sthat?’

“An Aitherpoint quill. If hethinks a question and Startsto write with it, the quill will write an answer.”
“He mentioned that quill before.” Erec’s eyes widened. “He said he wasn't strong enough to useit yet.
But if he could have found out where Danny and Sammy were...”

“I don’'t know.” Jam'’ s brows knitted. “ The quill doesn’t dways give direct answers. It can be pretty
Erec didn’t care about King Piter or his cagey quill. Asusud, he would find hisown way.

He glanced at the old man inside the vending machine. He d said to use the pointing pines. By now Erec
had dedlt with enough things himsdlf, including hiswild dragon eye, that he felt confident. He d makethe



pointing pines show him theway.

CHAPTER S XTEEN

The Pointing Pines

EREC WANDERED THROUGH thetrees, staring at the pines. Most of them diid have long, green
fingerlike points at their tops. Erec focused on one of them. “Which way isLerna?’ The pinedid not
move.

Instead a swirl of pink appeared in the dirt by hisfeet, growing quickly into asnail covered with red
hearts. Hewas sure it was another letter from Tina Her snail mail seemed ableto find him anywhere
when he was outside. He pulled a sheet of scented pink paper from the shell.

My dearest Erec,

| can’t tell you how excited we all are that you are coming here. But | guess the most excited one
isme. And you're going to help us? That is so amazing. We always knew you wer e brave, but
what you are going to do is the bravest thing | can think of. Those monsters are coming to attack
us. It scares me what will happen when they get here. And it takes about the most selfless, honest,
caring person | can imagine to stand up to them, especially knowing what could happen.

But, because | know what may happen, | really am afraid for you and don’t want you to do it. |
would rather you be alive, and still a hero to me, than dead. You are such an amazing person, and
one of the few not from Lerna that sees things the way we do here.

| am so proud that you saved those baby dragons on your first quest. | hope you might even be
able to save the rest of the baby dragons that are missing from their families. Why shouldn’t |
wish for that? You seemto be taking on every other problemin the world!

Alypium does stink. It once was a great place. | used to live there before my family was thrown
out for not being the same as everyone else. But if they don’t appreciate you there, know that
you'll always have a place that really wants you herein Lerna.

When you come, you can stay at our house if you want. | asked my mom and she would love it.
And if you like springball we' Il get a game together while you’ re here. That would be a blast—and
I’[l' put on my uniform and cheer just for you! And no, | don’'t use a remote control. And I'm
totally psyched you liked my song. I’ m learning it on guitar. If you want, | can sing it for you.
Love and waiting,

Tina



Erec reread the | etter five times, then stuck it in his pocket. Tinawas so great. He wondered what she
looked like. She sounded pretty from her writing, girlish from the hearts and pink perfumed Stationery.
She probably had long blond hair and blue eyes, or maybe wavy red hair, but no, he pictured her blond.
Anyway, he couldn’'t believe he' d be able to try apickup game of springball there, and that Tinawould
cheer on the sddinesfor him. He couldn’t wait to get to Lerna. It wastrue that he had to face the
monsters—he had no idea how he' d fight off the snarling Hydras and dangerous vogum—but the army
from Alypium should be there, and hopefully he' d get acloudy thought.

Hetried not to think about that part. Anyway, he wouldn’t get there at al if he didn’t figure out which
way to go. He gazed up at the pinetreetips, full of hope and excitement about Lerna. Show me the
way, pines, hethought. Show me the way | need to go.

Before hiseyes, the pinetreetips dl started bending in the same direction like rows of fingers pointing
toward hisdetiny. “Look! Jam! Haenry! Check it out!”

They dl gazed in wonder asthe pine trees bent dowly, slently, asif bowing to aking.

Haenry took huge strides with Erec and Jam on his shoulders. Over their heads appeared an immense
dragon sailing through the air, breething fire, black wings flared againgt the blue sky. Its scales shimmered
adusky red.

“Wow,” Erec said. “ That was beautiful.”

“Look.” Jam pointed. Behind some trees was a huge cavern entering ajutting rocky cliff. “Dragon
territory.”

Haenry looked ill at ease and walked faster. “I' m getting hungry,” he growled. “Let’ sget out of this
dragon settlement and I'll catch us aginglehoffer. It' s dangerous here.”

They passed arocky cave on ahill. It looked familiar. Could thisbe Aoquesth’s cave? Erec fdlt that it
was. “1 think | know the dragon that livesthere.”

Haenry growled quietly, not wanting to attract attention. “Thinking you know a dragon won't save you
fromit. Let’sget out of here.” He raced through the woods, trees whizzing by in ablur. Erec and Jam
had to duck low on his shouldersto not get whacked in the head by stray branches.

Eventually Erec heard music ahead. Y es, hewas sureit was music, asign of civilization. Lernal He
sghed with relief. Maybe he could find Tina s house in time for dinner so hewouldn’t haveto esat
spit-roasted ginglehoffer.

Asthey grew closer, they could see the spires and turrets of avillage. The music, which sounded like it
camefrom acarniva, grew louder asthey approached. There must have been aspecia event going on.
Maybeit was aparade in hishonor. Tinadid know he was coming....

Circus music flowed from a big red-and-white-striped tent, filling the town. The Streets were desolate,
except for one passing car that was jammed with about twenty people. It seemed like everyonewasin
the tent watching some show. They walked through afolded fabric opening and al heads turned to look
at them. Someone ran from agiant ring on thefloor in front of them. Erec kept walking, barely noticing
that he, Jam, and Haenry had stepped into the ring. Suddenly, spotlights were on them. A mass of balls
rolled onto the floor. Trying to get alook at the crowd, Erec was blinded by the spotlight, and he
stumbled on the bals. He fell into Haenry, who knocked over Jam. The audience was laughing and
applauding as hetried to get up, but he dipped on amat covered with soapy water. Hefell, hisface
gplashing into a bucket of water someone shoved there & the right moment.

The audience roared with laughter. Erec was not sure what was going on. It al happened so fast. Haenry
sad, “Thisisaclown settlement. UnlessLernaisonly clowns, thisain't it.”

Erec squinted into the audience. Everyon€e s skin had awhite sheen and circles of bright makeup. This
wasn't Lerna. Tinawas't aclown, that wasfor sure. He wondered if the clowns might help him find his
way, but they were having too good atime laughing a him, and he did not trust them. It wastime to get
out and keep going toward Lerna.



The three sumbled toward the exit, but before they got there, each was hit square in the face by a
gigantic pie. Erec blinked, and huge chunks of piefdl to the floor. He wiped another chunk off his cheek
and licked it. It was chocolate cream pie, and it was good. He scooped the large chunks off his face and
ate them. He picked the rest of thetin off the floor. It was better than ginglehoffer, anyway.

Outsde the tent, Jam produced white cloths for everyone to clean their faces with and found more
berriesand edible leaves. Erec looked up at the pine trees, asking them in his mind which way he should
go. At first there was no response, but after he concentrated and relaxed, the pines began to bend,
pointing in the same direction as before.

Haenry helped Erec and Jam back onto his shoulders and started off. They trudged through the woods at
breakneck speed.

“Thanks, Haenry,” Erec said. “1 would have never madeit to Lernain time on my own.”

Through the trees, Erec could see abuilding on adistant hill. Suddenly, the whole building sprang into the
ar onfour thick, wiry legs. It fell onto one pair of feet, then the other, and in thisway it legped and
hopscotched down the hill and acrossafield.

“Look at that!” Erec pointed.

Jam squinted. “Ah. That would be aVVulcan store, sir. Hard to spot, those are. Before the MagicNet was
invented, very few people could buy things from them. They’ re hard to find when you need one, and they
can be anightmareto track.”

The store legpt over abrook and bounded out of sight. “1 wonder if that iswhere my mom bought our
alarm clock, toaster, toothbrush, and coat rack.”

“If they are animated objects, then likely yes, but she probably ordered online. VVulcan stores prefer
Otherness, but one can occasiondly find them in Alypium or Aorth. On rare occasions they have been
seen underwater in Ashonaaswell.”

Haenry stopped so suddenly that Erec and Jam shot from his shoulders into the leaves and bushes of the
forest floor. Haenry sniffed. “1 smell dinner. I'll be back.” In five minutes he returned with an ugly carcass
dung over his shoulder. The ginglehoffer looked like agigantic crab with onelarge, protruding eyeand a
huge circular mouth with rows of sharp teeth. Its body was round and six feet across.

Jam raised his eyebrows. “How did you catch that thing so fast?’

Haenry reached into his pocket. “1 use these as bait. Never fails.” He pulled out afew marshmallows.
With the help of alarge stone, Haenry soon cracked the ginglehoffer open and began stuffing large
handfulsinto his mouth. “Have some,” he said.

“Uh, no thanks,” Erec said.

Jam nodded briskly. “Not hungry anymore, kind Sir.”

Therewasadtirring in the bushes, then aloud snorting sound. Leaves thrashed and a guttura noisefilled
theair. “Hruunkhh, hruunkhh, mooorrrhh.” Two huge bulls appeared behind the leaves. When they
stepped forward, Erec could see they had giant, hairy human legs. One wore something that resembled a
red skintight bathing suit, and the other white cotton underpants.

Minotaurs.

Erec remembered the minotaur that had attacked the kids at a party in the agora. Luckily he had gotten a
cloudy thought then and stabbed it in the eye with ashard of glass. But there was no glass here and no
cloudy thought. And the minotaurs looked hungry. They pawed the dirt with their human feet and waved
their hoofed front feet inthear.

Haenry did not ook concerned. “Hey, fellas. Leave these guys done. Thisis Erec Rex, here. He saved
King Piter. Wedl owe him one”

The minotaurs did not look impressed. They snorted again and charged.

Erec and Jam jumped and ran behind Haenry, who lifted them onto his shoulders. He kicked the
minotaurs away with hisfoot. “Dumb animas. Let’sget going.” Hetook off across the forest with huge



grides.
Erec looked behind to see the minotaurs who had apparently given up and were now running at each
other at full speed and bashing their heads together.

It seemed they would never find Lerna. “How big is Otherness?’ Erec asked.

“It' shuge,” Jam sad, “dthough | admit | have never been here before, ar. It sdl the protected wilds for
the creatures that long ago were exiled from Upper Earth, and then from the Kingdoms of the Keepers.”
“So arewe on Upper Earth, then?” Erec was confused.

“Yes inasense. Alypiumissmaler, up in the Himalayan Mountains. Thereisagolden dome of mist
around it that keeps anyonethat is not familiar with magic from seeing or entering it, and it kegpsthe
climate nice too. Othernessis spread through parts of Nepal, Tibet, and Myanmar, up through the Tien
Shan Mountains of Chinaand parts of Russia. It isin areas where Upper Earth people can't go. Either
the wilderness is too rough in those parts or Baskania put spells on those lands to keep people away.”
“Andwhereis Ashona?’

“Why, in the Pacific Ocean, Sir. Of course. Another protected area. And Aorth is underground, with
segments under each of the earth’ s seven continents. Very large, indeed.”

Grest. If Otherness wasthat large, they would never get to Lerna, let donein timeto save thetwinsand
stop the mongters. Findly, Erec saw clusters of mud-colored huts amid some hills. Thiswas not how he
pictured Lerna, but at this point he didn’t care what it looked like. It was getting dark, and he was only
too happy to climb off of Haenry’ s shoulders and walk toward the little settlement.

A very small man darted out of the shadows and looked them up and down suspicioudy. He could not
have been taler than two feet. The man had glowing amber eyes, which mischievoudy peeked through
the long white hair that settled over hisface. A red pointed cap sat on his head. Erec was amazed to see
long cat whiskers growing from hisnose.

“Eeh?’ The man looked them up and down. “Watch yee dl doing here? Did the trolls sent ya s? Well,
tell “em we know how to keep our mouths shut. And stop sending usthrestsor, or...” He shook hisfist
at them.

Erec fought the temptation to pick the little man up. “ Thetrolls didn’t send us. We arelooking for Lerna.
Do you know whereit is?’

“What-a?’ Thelittle man asked. “Never heard of it. And I’ ve heard of everything around these parts.”
“Which ain’'t much.” Another little man with a pointed blue hat, cat whiskers, and glowing amber eyes
poked his head around the corner. He ran to Erec, Jam, and Haenry and |ooked them up and down,
shaking hishead with disgugt. “They’re biggies, dl right. And no tailson’ em ether. Let’ stake them to
our biggiesthen, see what cooks up.”

The two smal men led Erec, Jam, and Haenry into the cluster of mud huts. Two normal-sized men were
talking on the corner. When they turned around, Erec could see they both had dim brown tailslike
Cows.

Around a corner stood two tall women who looked perfectly human, until they turned around, and Erec
saw they had long white cow tails poking through holesin the backs of their skirts. The man looked at
them suspicioudy, and Erec noticed afew of the women were poking their heads around the corner.
The little man in the red cap grabbed Erec’ sand Jam’ swrists asif he had captured them himself. He
made hisvoice extragruff. “1 found these creatures hanging around and acting al suspicious. They say the
trollsdidn’'t send them.”

Thelittle man in the blue cap grabbed Haenry’ swrist and puffed his chest up like he was proud of his
capture. Then he glanced up at Haenry and must have thought twice, for he dowly lowered hishand and
backed away, bowing in gpology.

“Thank you,” one of the human-sized men said. “Who may you be, then?’



“Just travelers,” Jam said. “We arelooking for acity called Lerna. Do you know whereit is?’

The men shook their heads, as did the women who had come out to stare with interest at these
individudswith notails.

It seemed Erec would never find Lerna. “Do you have a place we can stay tonight?”

After much chattering and nodding, a man spoke up. “We are the Hulder people. Welcometo our little
village. It seems Tomte and Nisse, our gnomes, brought you here, so we owe you agood mea and a
placeto deep.”

At the mention of this, Tomte and Nisse hung their headsin shame. “Are you sure you're not with the
trolls?’

After Erec, Jam, and Haenry reassured the gnomes that they were not, the Hulder folk brought them
steaming plates of delicious mesat, scrambled eggs, cheeses, and breads. Erec was so hungry he
practicaly inhaed thefood, making apoint of not asking what it was. “Y our tailslook funny.” Erec bit his
tongue. There went those annoying Archives of Alitheaagain. Red smooth.

Thewomen giggled, pointing at him and whispering, he was sure, about hislack of atail.

Haenry had just asked for hisfourth helping, when he growled, “Thisis Erec Rex with ushere. You al
should know you' re helping avery important person.”

At once, the Hulder women shrieked, running away, hands over their mouths. One dropped an entire
platter of cooked apples on Jam’ s head. The men stepped back, looking pale. One asked, voice
trembling, “Wheat are you doing here? We can't tdl you anything. We don't know anything. Just go away
and leaveusdone”

Erec and Jam looked at each other. Well, that was interesting. If there ever had been any reason to think
these strangers were hiding a secret from him, thiswasiit. It seemed about the most suspiciousthing he
had heard anyone say. And Erec was through with secrets. “ Y ou know who | am?”’

The Hulder men and women who had gathered back around him, staring in curiosity, al vehemently
shook their heads. “Oh, no. No.” “No!” “No.” They looked like they were trying so hard to convince
Erec that he dmost laughed.

“But you went nuts when you heard my name. Y ou must’ ve heard of me somewhere.”

“Oh, no. Never.” “Not at dl, no.” “No.”

“Yeah, right.” Erec glanced at Jam. “What secrets are you keeping from me, then?’ he asked them. “Do
they have to do with the monstersin Lerna?’

The cattle-tailed people looked a each other in confusion and shrugged. “Mongtersin where?’

Erec frowned. “Do your secrets have to do with who my father is?’

“No.” A man waved him off. “We don’'t have any secrets, okay? We'll give you a place to deep tonight,
then you' d better leave usdone.”

Erec was not satisfied. “1 want to know any secrets you have about me now. I'm tired of people keeping
everything from me.” Nobody seemed to be paying any attention to him. “ Do you know where my
brother and sister are?’

The Hulder folk shrugged and walked away. Jam cleared histhroat. “ Does your secret have to do with
thetrolls?’

Thetailed people reacted with shock, shaking their headsin afrenzy. “ Absolutely not.” “Trolls? Never
heard of them.”

Jam winked at Erec. “Methinksthey doth protest too much.” Hetilted hishead. “ So thetrollsare
planning something, then?’

“Oh, no.” The Hulder people waved their handsin front of them wildly, shaking their heads. “ Absolutely
“I see.” Jam pondered a moment. “ Does this something have to do with Erec’ s second quest?’

The men and women tilted their heads asif they had no ideawhat Jam was talking about. “Hmm,” he
murmured to Erec, “| guessnot.” He squinted, eyes roaming over the smal crowd. “ Havethetrolls
threatened you, then, if you told their secret?’

Again, therewas an uproar of denid, making it clear that they had, indeed, been very much threatened.



Although this seemed like away to get answers out of the Hulder folk, it took along time. Thevillagers
seemed to sense that they were reveding too much, and they began to disappear into the buildings. One
of the Hulder men offered Erec abed in his house that evening, and another offered one to Jam.
Somebody told Haenry he was welcome to deep in the barn with the gnomes.

Erec followed aHulder couple to asmall hut made of packed earth and straw. They pointed him to atiny
room with abale of straw for abed. Erec wasfrustrated. What were they hiding? How could he find
out? Then he remembered something that he was carrying.

Hetook the Archives of Alitheaout of his pocket and stumbled, Ietting the scroll dip through hisfingers
onto the floor. The Hulder man picked it up and held it out to Erec, but he did not take it back. “What is
the secret you' re keeping for the trolls?’

The man crossed hisarms. “The secret isthat they’ re hiding the baby dragonsin Trollebotten Cavein
Jotnar. Baskaniais going to kill them all two days after the Mongter Bash in Lerna.” The Hulder woman
looked at her husband in shock, mouth hanging open. “Kgsa, what are you saying?’ She put her hand to
her forehead.

Kasalooked to bein as much shock as shewasin. “1 don’t know. | just told him.”

Erec asked, “Why isBaskaniagoing to kill the baby dragons?’

Kagsadraightened and said, “He s harvesting their eyes so he can have many dragon eyesto make
himself more powerful. Their eyeswere too young to work right at first, but now they’reready.” He
looked sick and started to walk in circles. “Why am | saying thisto you? Y ou must have put aspell on
me”

Erec looked sternly at him, asif he had indeed worked some kind of spell. “And why did you want to
hide thisfrom mein particular?’

“You are Erec Rex.” Kgjsalooked defeated, asif it was not worth even trying to resist. “Y ou are setting
thingsright. Y ou saved King Piter from Baskania. Y ou will probably save the dragonstoo.”

“Don’t you want the baby dragons saved?’

Kasa swife piped up, seeming now resigned to telling Erec everything. “Of course we want the dragons
to be saved. We're afraid, that’ s al. Thetrolls come here and take our food and treasures. They tell us
things and then threaten usif we spill their secrets. If you race off to save the dragons, and the trollsfind
out wetold thisto you...”

“Don’'t worry,” Erec said. “Nobody will ever find out that you told me. | think I’ d better go now.”

The man nodded, handing Erec back the scroll, completely unaware of its power over him.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Trollebotten Cave



BALOR AND DAMON Stain walked through the thick oak doors of the Inner Sanctum of the Green
House. Balor pushed against one of the doors as he went in. As he thought, it would not budge. Only
Baskania, the Shadow Prince, could open and shut them. The doors dammed shut behind them.
Theroomwasdimly lit and twinkled like afirefly convention. Hundreds of candles around the room
threw glittery light on the gems encrusting the walls and the gold furniture. Baskania enjoyed sparkling
images, fine artwork, clean lines, and modern design. Balor guessed that was because he had so many
eyes.

“No, Baor.” A hoarse whisper echoed from behind alarge desk. 1t sbecause I’'m old. I’'m sick and
tired of looking at ugly junk and pathetic people. Y ou’ Il understand someday. The only thingsworth
anything are beauty and power.”

A collection of eyes glowed behind the sculptured desk. As Balor walked closer with his brother, he saw
that the eyes belonged to Baskania. He sat in avelvet chair, eyes covering hisface, neck, arms, and
hands. Sowly, the eyes melted into hisflesh. They left deep pits, making him look like a sea of holes.
Then skin gretched over them, swallowing them, until hisface became aflat expanse of skin. Looking a
him made Balor gulp. A sharp, bent nose erupted, followed by a deep gash that formed thin lipsand a
twisted smile. His black cloak fell over hisarms.

One stedly, sunken blue eye with dark bags under it popped out, but only a deep dent sat whereits
matching one should have been. Baskania had removed his own eye to make room for Erec Rex’s
dragon eye. But instead, Erec Rex had managed to get away with it. Unforgivable, but it would soon be
corrected.

Baor much preferred to look at the Shadow Prince as he was now, silver gray hair flowing into asharp
widow’ s peak, sneer lines around his mouth. Beside him stood President Washington Inkle, so thin and
trembling that it seemed he could be blown over like aleaf. He wastal and had afew gray hairs
scattered over hisbad head. Hislips bore bright red scabs from his habit of biting them.

Baor crossed hisarmsin front of him. He was important, chosen by the be<t, raised to the top. It was
only amatter of time before he would be at Baskania' s sde. Baskania had assured him of that. Then,
before long, he would be Baskania s boss. Nobody would keep him down. He was glad that the men
posing as Danny and Sammy Rex were discovered. Now he had the chance to prove hisworth, do an
important job.

Baskania s voicewas cold. “Y ou know, Baor, thiswill be much easier once you and Damon give me
one of your eyes. Then | can see what you see and know what you are doing, wherever you are. If you
are going to spy on Erec Rex for me, | will need to look through your eye whenever | want.”

Baor grabbed hisbrother’ sarm in fear, but quickly let go, hoping Baskaniadidn’t sense hisfear.
“Don't beafraid, boy. It won't hurt...for long, that is. Your painismy gain, right?’ His cackle made
Bdor's ssomach riseinto histhroat.

Damon swung around to look at Balor. “ Should | whack him—"

“Shut up!” Baor interrupted. He looked at Baskania and the president. * Sorry. He sanidiot.”
“Weknow,” Baskaniapurred. “But, luckily for him, apreciousidiot. Now tell me about Erec Rex.” At
once, he bared sharp teeth, and his eye darkened with anger. “I don’t like what | seein your mind. Out
withit!”

Bdor found himsdlf shaking. “Erec Rex ismissing. He disgppeared from Alypium without atrace.
Bethany Cleary isill at the castle, though.” Who wasthisjerk to make him feel stupid like this? He had
done agood job. It wasn't hisfault that the stupid kid was gone.

Baskaniaeyed him slently. He stroked asilver eyein hishand. A cod center showed through the hole
that wasits pupil.

Suddenly, pain crushed Balor’ sbody. A great force shoved him onto his knees, and then threw hisface
onto the floor, arms outstretched in front of him in a deegp bow toward the Shadow Prince. Damon
bowed on the floor at hisside.

Baskaniatittered, looking a President Inkle until he joined him with an uncertain giggle. Soon they both



roared in laughter. “You,” he snorted to Baor, “actudly think you are worthy of my presence.” He
sniffed, acold eye staring through his mirth. *Y ou flubbed the smplest task | could have given you. And
I’m training you fools, with your lamb of abrother, to follow in my footsteps? | need to know where Erec
Rex is. Weno longer need him dive. I'll deal with the Fates mysdlf if | haveto, so you can draw the next
questsfrom Al’'sWell yoursdves.”

He sneered at President Inkle. “Find Erec Rex. Do whatever it takes. Heisan obstacle. It stimeto kill
him, now, before he gets more power from that Amulet of Virtues. Plus, he hasmy dragon eye. | want it
back.”

Erec found Jam after pounding on afew doors. “We have to get Haenry. | just found out what the
Hulders secretis”

Jam rubbed his eyes. His hair was beginning to perk back to life after some of the wax had rubbed off.
Erec thought he looked much better. “But, young sir, what can we do about it? We don’'t even know
whereLernais. It'scertainly nowherein sight.”

“True, Jam. But | know exactly who needsto know thisinformation right now.”

Haenry was adeep in astable. They woke him, which was no small task, and involved throwing rocks
into his sde and jumping on his scomach. “Haenry, the dragon hatchlings arein danger. We haveto run
back into dragon country, and fast.”

Haenry jumped up and hel ped Erec and Jam back onto his shoulders. Then Haenry ran through the night,
branches whizzing by and occasiondly scraping Erec when he wasn't careful. They passed the clown
village and continued deep into the wilds.

“I hopethisisthe sameway we came.” Erec heard loud wolflike howls that did not seem too far off. He
noticed the moon was full and had a bad feding that the cries might not be from wolves. At least
Wolfboy would be safely locked up in his padded doghouse tonight. He thanked Bethany in his head for
arranging that.

The night became blacker as Haenry ran nonstop. He was excellent at tracking, as he had said, and was
following their old path with ease.

Asthey ran near rocky cliffs and outcroppings, Erec squinted, looking for Aoquesth’s cave. “1 think
that’sit.” Hepointed at adark cave on ahill. “Let’scheck it out.”

They tiptoed up to the dark cave entrance. Erec could hear alow rumble from insde. “ Aoquesth?’ he
cdled into the blackness. There was no answer. Hetiptoed in, chills running through his shoulders. It
seemed like ages ago that he had been here, getting the very eye that he was looking through right now
with Aoquesth’s own eye attached to its back.

“Get back here” Haenry quietly growled, grabbing his shoulder. “What are you thinking? That thing will
dash you head to toe and ask questions later.”

“Heknowsme. It'sokay.” Erec hoped Aoquesth remembered him. It seemed he would, after guarding a
dragon eye for ten yearsfor him. But he a so remembered Aoquesth had evened the score with hisfather
by giving Erec hiseye. Maybe now there would be no reason for him to treat Erec differently than
anyone dse. Well, thelives of the baby dragons of Othernesswere on the line. Erec had to warn him.
Jam stepped into the cave behind Erec, but Erec turned and held his hand up. “No, Jam. Y ou better stay
out with Haenry. Aoquesth doesn’t know you, and I’ m not sure what he would do to you. Plus, if there
aremore of usit might startle him, make him attack or something.”

“Young sr,” Jam whispered, “ pleaselet mego infor you. | will explainto Ao...the dragon that | am with
you and tell him about the hatchlings. Thereisno need for young Sr torisk hislife”

“Redlly, Jam, it's okay. Thanksfor offering to put your lifein danger for me. But he doesn’t know you,
and he has dl these rules about humans. Y ou don’t have achancein there.” Haenry did not need any
persuading to stay back with Jam.

It was dark in the narrow passage that led from the cave entrance, much darker now at night than it had



been before. The rumbling noise sounded like asnore. It grew louder as Erec felt hisway down the
rocky tunnel toward the huge cavern. Then the rumble stopped.

A dead slencefilled the cave. The dragon must have sensed his presence and woken. Erec was struck
with fear. What if thiswas no longer Aoquesth’ s cave? What if he remembered it wrong? What if another
dragon lived here now, one that would not care who he was or what he had to say? He remembered
Aoquesth asking if he preferred to be lightly toasted or deep fried, saying that humans were good
snacks.

He closed his eyes and steadied his breath. The dragon hatchlings were in danger. Baskaniawas going to
kill them dl at once and take out dl of their eyesfor hisown. He couldn’t imagine how much power
Baskaniawould have then. Erec ill didn’t know how to fully use his own dragon eye, but he was sure
Baskaniawould know exactly what to do with his.

Hetook another step. Thistime he had no Magiclight, and there was no light streaming from the insde of
the cavern. The dragon could be waiting for him at the end of the tunnel, mouth open.

A stream of fire raced toward him in the tunnel. Erec dodged out of the way, pressed againgt the cave
wall. A snort of steam filled the passage, making it so hot Erec broke out in a sweat. Fire raced through
the tunnd again, thistime singing Erec’ sdeeve.

“Aoquesth?’” Erec’ s voice trembled.

“I see somebody knows my name. Do you think that will save you from your fate, foolish human?’

“It sme, Erec Rex.” Erec held his bresth, praying Aoquesth would remember him and that it would
matter. He thought about what happened with Patchouli. He had looked at her with his dragon eye and
they could read right into each other’ sthoughts. If only he could get a cloudy thought now he could look
at Aoquesth.

“Walk closer tome,” the dragon said. Erec thought it sounded like Aoquesth’ s voice. He hoped it was.
“1 want to seeyou.”

Shaking, Erec walked up the tunndl. A light began to fill the huge, gem-encrusted cavern, faling on
countlesstables of treasure and magical goods. Enormous stacks of gold bricks lined the round room.
On digplay was an amazing collection of suits of armor and wegponry that had obvioudy been taken from
humans who had overestimated their own abilities. Aoquesth must have peded off dl thisgear likethe
shells of peanuts before being eating the hapless humans who woreiit.

And there was Aoquesth. There was no mistaking him. Gigantic muscles rippled under scalesthat shone
adeep red and purple-black hue. Blood red spines cascaded down his back to the tip of histail, and
huge black wings rippled besde him, unfolding dightly and closing over him again. Hisimmensty and
sheer power took Erec’s breath away.

Thedragon tilted his head. “Erec Rex. My, thisisasurprise. And waking me up in the middle of the
night, too. | don’t suppose you think you' re free to come marauding through my treasure just because we
have once met.”

Erec shook his head, tried to force words out before it was too late. “N-no. | cameto warn you. | found
out where the baby dragons are.”

“Hmm. Do comein, Erec.” Aoquesth backed into his cave and sat by the same onyx table where Erec
had once played chesswith him. “Please, have asedt. | promise | won't harm you until | hear you out.
Then wewill seewhat riddle| will giveyou. An easy one or ahard one.”

Erec remembered Aoquesth’ srule about giving ariddle to humansthat entered his cave. Only if they
could solve them would he spare their lives—and usually the riddles were too hard to answer. Hetook a
breath. “I’ ve been trying to find my brother and sister. They’ ve been kidnapped. | think they’rein Lerna
and will be fed to mongters unless| get there fast enough to save them.”

Aoquesth nodded.

“So a Cyclops has been helping me and we were looking for Lerna. But we found thislittle village. The
people there knew a secret, and | tricked it out of them with magic. They told me where the baby
dragons are. | found out Baskania captured them to harvest their eyes. The hatchlings are old enough
now, and their eyes are ready for him to take. Thetrolls are hiding the hatchlings for him in Trollebotten
Cave, in Jotnar. Baskaniais going to kill them al two days after the Monster Bash in Lerna. Weran as



fast aswe could to tell you.”

Aoquesth breathed out steam in silence. “Erec Rex, you arelike your father.” They sat awhilelooking at
each other. “ Thank you. Unfortunately, most of the dragons are out on hunt, looking for sgns of the
hatchlings. | would be out too, but | haven't been well. Thereislikely nobody here but me, and we don’t
have the time to hunt other dragons down. We should act now. Am | correct to assume you will help
me?”

“I' will.” Erec’smind spun. He wasn't sure what good he could do. He wasn't nearly as powerful as
Aoquesth. But then he thought about Danny and Sammy. “If | help you free the baby dragons tonight,
will you help mefight the mongersin Lernatomorrow?’

“It would be my pleasure.” Steam poured from his nogtrils.

Haenry fell backward in shock when Aoquesth emerged from the cave. Jam looked frozen, mouth
agape.

Aoquesth nodded at them and then said to Erec, “Oh, | amost forgot your riddle. Let’ssee. | don’t
redlly havetimeto help you, so I'll give you the smplest one | can think of. Please consider it well, and
do your best. | would really hate to have to eat you, given what we are setting out to do.”

At the mention of eating Erec, Haenry fainted into the grass. Jam rushed over and fanned hisface.
Haenry’ s eyes dowly opened, looked at the dragon, then dammed back shut.

“Okay.” Aoguesth sat on alarge rock and extended hisjointed wings fully. They glistened adeep,
velvety black. “Who thought he was one thing and found out he was another, received a dragon eye, then
went to save baby dragons, and used to look different until his mother changed his appearance?’

Erec was afraid to answer even though it seemed obvious. If he was wrong, for any reason, would
Aoquesth redlly eat him?

Jam piped up. “Why, young sir, he must be talking about you.”

Aoquesth nodded. “1’ I accept that as a correct answer.”

Erec sighed in relief. Everything would be fine now. They would save the baby dragons and rescue
Danny and Sammy, al with Aogquesth’ s help. There would be no more worries about how to ded with
the terrible mongtersin Otherness with a powerful dragon on hisside. “Do you know wherethe
Trollebotten Caveisin Jotnar?’

“Yes. Jotnar isright next to Lerna.” Aoquesth pawed the ground. “I’ 1l be able to take two of you on my
back there now. Preferably the smdler two.” Haenry looked immensdly relieved. “We d better leave
Aoquesth lowered his head to the ground so Erec and Jam could climb onto his back.

Erec asked, “Will you be okay, Haenry?’

“Oh, no problem here,” Haenry bellowed. “I'll follow me tracks back to Polyphemusreal easy.”

“You gorundongthen,” Aogquesth said. “And if | find anything missing from my cave | will track you
down.”

Haenry took off at arun. “I’m going now, see? Far away from your cave. I’ll deep under atree.”
“Ohfine, then.” Aoquesth sighed. He turned to Erec. “Just wait here.” Aoquesth grabbed a shocked
Haenry in histalons and flew off the ground. Haenry turned white. “1’ll take this one to Polyphemus so he
won't have to deep under atree. Right back, kids.”

Erec told Jam what Aoquesth had said. Jam frowned. “1 wonder why he' s not well.”

Erec shrugged. “He looks okay to me.”

In minutes, Aoquesth appeared empty-handed. He lowered his head to the ground. “Now climb on.”
Erec stepped onto the dragon’ swide head, holding his horns. Then, holding one spine a atime and
stepping on others, he scaled the steep climb on to the dragon’ s back. Jam followed him up and sat
behind Erec, and the two of them squeezed between Aoquesth’ s spines and held on tight.

Aoquesth lifted hishead. “Y ou do both understand that thisis highly irregular, don’t you? | wouldn’t



normally be caught dead doing this.”

In awondrous arch of hisback and swipe of hiswingsthey lifted off the ground. Erec Stared &t the
ground below him, amazed. He could not believe he wasriding adragon.

The earth dropped below them and they climbed through the air like aballoon that wasfindly let loose,
like ashooting star. Trees sunk lower until they disappeared into aswirl of the night sky. It seemed
amos asif Erec wasthe dragon himself, apart of that immense, beautiful cresture hewasriding. He
gripped on to the spine before him for dear life. Behind him, he heard Jam say, “Ohh, gr, it'sso
beautiful.”

Clouds brushed by them, then shot downward as Aoquesth climbed higher than Erec thought possible. It
amost seemed asif he was heading straight for orbit. The full moon glistened bright before Erec’ s eyes,
gparkling in more patterns and colors than Erec thought possible. It was asif itsface radiated pure
goodness into the atmosphere of the earth, and there was nobody €l se but them to feel and seeit. Then,
in amoment, the dragon turned and dove, spiraling downward in acontrolled freefall. Erec closed his
eyes, then pried them open, not wanting to missathing. He held Aoquesth’ s spine so tight his hands went
numb. Clouds swept past them and the ground rose up so quickly that Erec felt sure they would crash
sraight into it. But Aoquesth climbed upward again and then settled back down for asmooth landing.
He put his head down and Erec and Jam climbed off. They were on agrassy knoll inasmall clearing in
the woodlands. The dragon’ s wings sagged and he panted alittle. “I’m sorry. | shouldn’t betired this
esdly. | haven't been mysdf lately.”

“What' swrong?’ Erec asked.

“Oh, just five hundred years of wear and tear. It wouldn't be so bad if | hadn’t lost my dear Nylyraa
hundred years ago. That changed everything, you know.”

Erec looked around. “Isthe cave near here?’

Aoquesth nodded. “A short walk. When | flew over it | saw two trollsguarding it in front. No surprise
really. We better see what' s happening there before we decide what to do.”

Erec was surprised the dragon did not want to burst into the cave, flames flying, and rescue the hatchlings
right away. Maybe five hundred years had snuffed hisfire abit. Or maybe heredlly was't feding well
enough. Erec tried not to think about that.

Around ahillsdewas acave, very different from the rocky one in which Aoquesth lived. It was more of
adeep pit inagrassy hill that looked like it went straight downward. Aoquesth was right. Two

unusua -looking men stood before the pit opening.

Very unusud men.

One of the men had three heads crammed next to each other on short, tough necks. The head on the left
had wild black hair sprouting in dl directions and an equaly dizzying beard. The head in the middie was
clean-shaven and bald with gruff feastures and asingle, thick eyebrow. Thethird head had ddlicate
features and green hair sticking straight up. Erec thought he looked dightly out of place. The other man
looked more normal, except that he had white spiky hair and was carrying another head under hisarm
that joined in the conversation. Both men were huge, thick, and looked like cavemen in their filthy,
deeveess, cloth tunics.

“Arethosetrolls?’ Erec whispered.

Aoquesth nodded, and steam rolled into the night. “They’ll do anything for a pocket of gold. It’stheir
weakness.”

Erec thought about it. “What do they spend it on?’

Aoquesth whispered. “They just hoard it. Not that there’ s anything wrong with that, of course.” Erec
thought the piles of treasure in Aogquesth’ s den would put any troll to shame. “But one must have vaues,
you know. Rules. Idedls. Trolls have none of those things. They' d sl their grandmother for something
shiny.”

Thetwo trollswith five heads between them were having a greet time yelling and arguing with each other.
Erec could hear the one with green spiked hair growling, “It’ sthree o’ clock. Time to take them out for
their exercise”

“Oh, shut up,” said the bald head. “Y ou don’t know how to relax.”



“Yeah?" Thefirgt oneturned to fully face the bald one, afiercelook on hisface. “Y ou don’t know how
to not reax, you lazy bum. Always making us St on our duffs, lounging around.”

The bald one looked pleased, and spit at the first one. “1t'snot my fault if our body listens to me when
we have disagreements. | just have the best suggestions, that’ s all.”

“The laziest suggestions.” Thefirst head bit hisear.

“Can’'t youse two ever shut up?’ the hairy head roared. “1 can’t get amoment’ s silence here.” He turned
to commiserate with the head being held in the other troll’sarm.

Jam whispered, “ Threein the morning doesn’'t seem anice time to exercise the hatchlings”

“It'snot,” Aoquesth said. “But trolls can't be out in the sunlight or they turn into sone. Plus, thisgives
them more protection from the hatchlings being seen.”

“So,” Erec sad, “in the daylight they won't be guarded?’

Aoquesth snorted. “Oh, they will bedl right. Just from the insgde of the cave, not in the sunlight. Thetrolls
will bein there deeping near them dl day. But they wake up in aflash, don’t doubt that.”

Thetroll holding the head began to tossit up and down, much to the amusement of the other heads. “ Cut
it out. Let medone!”

The hairy head growled, “1t won't be long before we get paid and will be done with this smarmy job.
Standing here with the likes of youse.”

“Butswe better do it right,” the green-haired head offered, “ or the Shadow Prince will put usdl out of
our misery for good.”

Suddenly Erec felt sck. His stomach clenched and he was overcome with dizziness. In aflash, everything
was green. It looked like daytime. Huge webs of Substance hung around him. He waited with dread to
see apreview of what would happen to him. Something in Trollebotten Cave with thetrolls? A fight with
the mongtersin Lerna?

There was no fighting, no trolls, nothing at all. Only green, and the Substance, and it was closing
in, zooming up to him. It was like the nothingness around him was growing and swelling until it
swallowed him up. He felt fainter, lighter, asif his very life was seeping out of him.

And then it was over. He was back in the night by Trollebotten Cave.

He wiped swest off hisbrow. Jam looked concerned. “Isyoung sir al right? Should | find atonicin the
woods?’

“I"'m okay, Jam.” Erec did not want to think about what this premonition of his next cloudy thought might
mean. Thistime he had actudly felt hislife leaving him and had felt powerlessto do anything about it.
Aoquesth watched Erec. “ Y ou arelearning to use your eye, | see”

“Learning to useit?’ Erec was not sure hewould cdl it that. “Morelikeit’ susng me.”

“Letit for now. Later you will find out how to make my eye work for you.” Erec had dmost forgotten it
was Aogquesth’ seye. “But, as you see, adragon eye can look into the future.”

“Y ou can seethefuture?’ Jam asked.

“Yes,” Aoquesth and Erec answered at the sametime. Erec laughed. “Only at timesfor me, and not too
well.”

“| can aso seethefuture, but it'sabit more controlled. It is actualy not something we dragons do much.
If you were able to read your future at a glance you would understand too. Y ou enjoy thingslesswhen
you are alwaystrying to control thingsingtead of just living. Like my dear Nylyradying. | might have been
ableto prevent it. Who knows? But had we spent our time together avoiding death we would not have
truly lived and loved. The time we did have would have been lessened. Oh, afew dragons do that, |



guess, but they’ re not generally happy. Most of us save looking into the future for important matters.”
Jam looked confused. “The future you seeis not set in stone then? Y ou can change it?’

“Yes” sad Aoquesth. “It isthe future that will happen naturdly, unless| knowingly ater it. | am given
that choice”

“Isn’t thisimportant enough to look into the future?’ Erec asked. “ The lives of all the baby dragonsare
ontheline”

Aogquesth pondered this. “1 think you areright, Erec. A few dragons have tried to see the future to tell
where the hatchlings were but could not do it. Maybe it wastoo far away in time then. But we are about
to savethem now. | will look to seeif our rescue will work, and if | must change things, then | will.
Pardon me amoment.” He rested his head on the grass. Soon, agreen light beamed from hiseye, shining
on the plants and trees ahead of him like an unearthly beacon.

The dragon held so till Erec wondered if he was breathing. Then, at once, he exhaled and his eye shut.
Aoquesth shook, rumbling, asif an earthquake was erupting inside of him. Erec and Jam stared. Was he
okay? Had this hurt him somehow?

The dragon sniffed and raised his head. He looked camly at Erec. “1 am al right now. | am ready to
proceed with this.”

“What did you see?’ Erec asked.

“No.” Aoquesth shook hishead. “It’ s enough that | have seen. Thereis no reason to discussit further.”
“Canyou tel meat least if Danny and Sammy will be okay?’

“No, | can't.” Aoquesth seemed resolute, so Erec reassured himsdlf that at least someone knew what to
do.

Erec wastired. “What now? Should we bregk the hatchlings free?’

“Wewatch them,” Aoquesth said. “They’ 1l be brought out for exercise soon. Then we [l make our plan.”
Erec wondered why they didn’t make a plan now, as Aoquesth knew what would happen.

Soon the trolls entered the cave and came out leading a horde of dragon hatchlingsin meta collars
attached to along chain. There must have been fifty of them, scalesof dl colorsglistening in the
moonlight. They yipped and squesked, stumbling over each other and flapping their smal black wings.
One or two lifted a bit off the ground before the chain pulled them back down. They were so cute Erec
fet his heart mdlt. He wanted to go save them now, if he only had aclue how. “Why don't you breathe
fireon thetrolls, Aoquesth? We Il free them right now.”

“I can't, Erec. | am running out of energy, and | need to saveit dl for something | will haveto do. Just
watch and think of another way to save them.”

Thiswas not what Erec wanted to hear. The dragonstried to frolic as much asthey could on their chain,
running around in the grass and crashing into one ancther. One of thelittle thingswas upside down in its
collar, itsfeet sticking up out of the grass. Erec ressted the urge to run over and set it upright.
Thetrollstook little interest in the dragons, their many heads arguing and laughing at each other. Erec
noticed aflask hanging off of the belt of the three-headed troll. “What do you think that is?’” he asked.
“Ah,” Jam sad. “I’ ve heard that trolls carry amagic flask of spinacia plasmato make them strong enough
to lift huge loads. Isthat true?’

Aoquesth nodded. “If | was't sotired | could get rid of thesetrollsright now. I'm afraid I'll haveto rest.
Asl sad, it'simportant that | save my energy for later. But you can stedl into the cave when thetrolls are
adeep and rescue the dragons. | can't tell you how you doit, since | could only see the future from my
perspective. | was not able to see what you did in there. But | know you can do it.”

“May | gowithyouto help, Sr?’ Jam asked.

Aoquesth nodded. “Y ou go too. But for now, both of you need deep.”

Erec was glad to lie on the grass near Aoquesth. He could barely hold his eyes open.



Jam awoke Erec asthetrollswalked back to the cave entrance. “Well,” said the head that was not
attached to abody. “Only one more night of thisand we'll get our chunks of gold.”

“Nonetoo soon.” The other yawned. “Timeto head in now. | seeahint of color. The sun will be up
soon.”

They climbed into the cave, pulling achain attached to a huge boulder which then dammed into the cave
entrance, closing it. It didn’'t seem possible to get into the cave now, but Aoquesth had sounded
confident that they could.

Dawn arose and the golden sun gleamed off of Aoquesth’ s scales. Erec stared at the cave, heart sinking.
It was bad enough having to rescue the baby dragons himsdlf, but when he thought abouit fighting the
ferocious mongersin Lernain two days, it was overwhelming. “1 wish Haenry was till with us. We could
use dl the help we can get with the mongters. If only there was someway | could contact him.”

“Y ou could send him asnail mail,” Jam said. “Don’'t you have an envelope in your pocket?’

Erec pulled out the shell envelope from Tina slast letter. “1 don’t know how to make it go where | want.
Won't it just go back to Tina?’

Jam pulled paper and apen out of his coat, prepared for everything as usud. “ The snail will know what
to do. It can find anyone when they’ re outside.”

Erec wrote:

Haenry,

Thank you so much for all of your help. | could not have found out about the baby dragons and
gotten out here near Lerna without you. Tomorrow we need to fight the terrible monstersthat are
coming to attack the citizens of Lerna. | wonder if you are able to help usin any way. If you could
come here that would be great. Or if it’stoo hard | understand.

Anyway, thanks again for everything,

Erec Rex

He put the letter in the shell, told it to find the Cyclops Haenry in Polyphemus, and watched it vanish into
the soil.

Jam disappeared into the woods and came back with hissilver tray full of fruits, berries, and edible
leaves. He handed a cluster to Aoquesth. “It’s Portulaca oleracea. Good for just about everything,
even for dragons.”

Aoquesth thanked him and munched the leaves. “Not bad. Needs alittle hippo mest to go with it.”
“Look what | found, young sir.” Jam waved a cluster of leaves with excitement. “ Colea zacachi, the
dream herb. A little of thiswill help us move like we rein adream. It may keep us from being noticed as
eadly.”

Erec thought about the size of the trolls, and he hoped so.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



A Holein the Substance

EREC AND JAM waited afew hours so thetrollswould bein adeep deep. Then they each stuffed
some of the Colea zacachi leavesin their mouths. The leavestasted like thick, hairy caterpillars that
squished dime onto his tongue when he chewed them. He managed to swallow, and momentslater he
lifted dightly off the ground, asif he weighed amost nothing. Jam and Erec jumped and floated easily up
before drifting down again, like they were on the moon. Erec was not sureif thiswould help them rescue
the dragons, but it sure was fun leaping up, catching tree branches, and drifting gently back to the ground
when helet go.

Aoquesth lay still on the ground. Erec and Jam snuck to the edge of the grassy cave. There was a small
crevice on one Sde where the boulder didn’t quite cover the entrance. It would be tight, but they could
squeeze through it. The only problem would be getting the dragon hatchlings out through it, or getting
themsalves out fast enough if there was danger.

“Areyou ready, Sr?7’ Jam asked.

Erec nodded. “Let’sdoit.” He squeezed through first, glad he was wearing hismagica Sneakers so he
didn’t have to worry about making noise. After he made it through the crack, he skidded down a steep
tunndl, barely landing on his Sneakers. He remembered Aoquesth had said that trollswere light deepers.
Jam tumbled in after him. Erec held hisarms out to catch him, but Jam bounced off of him and onto the
floor. The Coleazacachi leaves|et him drift down Slently.

It was dark in the cave, but a chorus of loud snores echoed in Erec’ s ears. He held till until hiseyes
adjusted, then walked silently in his Sneakers toward the sound. Jam stayed where he was to keep from
making noise.

Around the corner, avery dim light showed the mass of deeping dragonswho were now on thetrolls
schedule. Thetwo trollswere adegp, their many heads gurgling and snoring. One of the heads was
drooling heavily onto another on€' s eyes, causing it to wipe itsdf off in its deep. Erec looked around the
room to seeif there was anything that could possibly help him. Other than asmdll pile of gold that the
trolls must have brought here for comfort, there was nothing else in the room. Nothing but hiswits, which
seemed sadly lacking at the moment. Even though he could step quietly because of his Sneakers, he
could not imagine getting the dragons out without the trolls noticing, especidly through the small crack at
the edge of the boulder. The dream herb he had managed to gag down did not seem like it would help
ether.

If only he could have acloudy thought now. But then Erec remembered what hislast cloudy thought had
been. It wasn't reassuring. He remembered the feding of doing nothing, staring into nothingness, his
energy eking out of him. He pushed that thought out of his mind. There had to be something he could do.
He noticed the flask that was il attached to the three-headed troll’ s belt. It would give him strength, but
how would that help? If he picked up the dragonsin one scoop he would still wake up the trolls. Would
it give him enough strength to overpower them?

Wédl, hewould not know until hetried it. With long, dow steps, he crossed the cave floor and ducked
next to the three-headed troll. The flask was within reach, if he could only unhitch it without waking the
troll. Heleaned closer and saw that it wasin aholster. When he put his hand on it, though, two of the
troll’ s heads grunted, and the troll rolled over, plopping athick arm over Erec’ s shoulders.

Erec was pinned to the ground. Well, thiswas great. Now he would be the troll’ s teddy bear until



evening, when the trolls woke up, a which time he would become thetroll’ s breskfast. What if Aoquesth
had seen the future wrong? He pushed as hard as he could, but the arm was like alead weight. He could
not even dideto the sde. At least it wasn't lower on his chest or he would have suffocated.

Theflask on thetroll’ s belt was now amost under the troll, but Erec could sill seeit. He strained,
reaching asfar as he could, until he felt the cool glass. Hisfingertips touched it, but he could not get it out.
Hesighed. If only he could do magic. Then he could get the flask, overcomethetrolls, and stop the
mongtersin Otherness, no problem.

Erec’ s breath stopped. Magic. He had done some magic. There was no reason he couldn’t do it again.
He dipped the remote control out of his pocket. Let’s see, how did it work? He remembered pushing the
large button, saying something that could make things move. But how far would it move? And which
way?He had not practiced it at all.

Helay for afew momentsin silence, trying to remember what word would make things move with his
remote. A soft crunch resounded in the distance—Jam’ sfootsteps. No, he thought. Don't come over
here now. There' snothing you can do. Y ou will just wake up thetrolls.

There was another soft crunch, and the troll squirmed, gripping Erec tighter. 1t was obvious he had heard
the noisein his deep. There was't much time before Jam woke them up. Erec had to act fadt, if only he
could remember that word. But even if he remembered it, what should he do? Moving thetroll’sarm
with aspell seemed out of the question. Whether it shot off of Erec or floated up high, it would surely
wake him, and Erec would be history. No, the only possbility wasto try to move the flask closer so he
could reechiit.

The remote control felt dippery in his hand. It was brand-new. He had only used Rosco’ s before, and he
had absolutely no ideahow well this one worked. Erec tried to point it at the flask, but he was not sure if
hewas aso pointing it at thetroll’ s hip. That would be the last thing he wanted to move.

There was another crunch, thistime dightly louder as Jam grew nearer. Erec was grateful he wastrying to
help, but Jam had no ideawhat danger he was putting Erec in. What was the word? It was on the tip of
Erec' stongue.

Then he remembered. He pushed the button. “Phero,” he whispered.

The flask lurched from thetroll’ s holster, yanking hisbelt dong with it. “What?” Two of thetrall’sheads
woke up and looked around in shock. Before another moment went by, Erec pulled open the flask and
tipped it into hismouith.

Thefluid init was green, and it tasted greener lill, like lichen from the forest floor. Erec felt no different at
al, but he now eadly lifted thetroll’ sarm off of him. The tonicin the flask had definitely had an effect.

All three heads of thetroll were now awake and |ooking around, stunned. In amoment, six eyes settled
on Erec, followed by four more from the other troll. “What' sthis? We have avigtor.” The three-headed
troll was rubbing his hands together eagerly.

“Nothing like anighttime snack, | dways says.” The bad head laughed.

“Save somefor me,” the bodiless head complained. “Y ou never save any for me.”

Jam looked stunned. * Please, take me. Let thisyoung sir go. He stoo small for you anyway.”

The green-haired head looked at Jam, laughing. “Okay, we' Il let him go.. .until after wefinish you off.
He'll make agood dessert.”

Erec picked up the three-headed troll, holding its wrists behind its back. Jam looked a himin
amazement, unaware he had drunk the spinaciafrom thetroll’ sflask. Thetrolls dso seemed stunned.
“Wal, now, there’sno reason for this,” the hairy head said. * Set us down and we'll talk man-to-man,
seeing as how you' ve got alittle more in you than most other’n.”

Y eah, Erec thought, like your spinaciaplasma. Erec set the troll down and tried to look menacing.
“Don't look at uslikethat,” said the bodiless head. “We can till overpower you when we want. First we
just want to know who you are and why you're here.”

Looking at them, it did seem that they could overpower him if they worked together. Maybe if he fought
them both at the same time, Jam could sneak the baby dragons out. But, then again, if thetrollswere
getting ahunk of gold to guard the dragonsthey weren't likely to let them go. And Jam would certainly
be crushed in any fight. There had to be a better way.



Erec fought the urge to blurt out the answer to thetroll’ s question. The scroll in his pocket made him tell
thetruth, but if he thought hard enough he could choose which truth to tell. Could he could trick them
somehow?“| have something that you would want. We can make atrade for the dragons.”

All of the heads began laughing at once. “ That’sagood one.” “Oooo-eee!” Thetroll dapped itsside.
“And what, pray tell, isthisfine treasure you carry that we' | end up with anyway beforethe day is
through?’

Erec pulled the Archives of Alitheaout from his pocket. “ Thisisamagic scroll that makesyou tell the
truth when you hold it. Would you like to seeit?’

After some growling and fighting over which troll got to hold it firgt, the white-haired one took it, setting
its other head on the ground. “Doesn’t look too exciting to me.”

“Justtry it,” Erecsaid. “Try tolie”

Thetroll muttered, ssumbling on hiswords. “I can’t. But | don’t really know what to say.”
“Maybethiswill help,” said Erec. “Who is paying you to guard these dragons?’

“Why,” thetroll muttered, “the Shadow Prince. He' s harvesting their eyes.” Thetroll looked around in
shock. “I can't believe | told you that. Here, try it.” He handed the scroll to the three-headed troll.
Erec looked at him. “What will it take for you to give me the dragons?’

Thetroll that held the scroll answered, “ Thereis nothing you can do to get them. The Shadow Princeis
too powerful. If we break our promise to him that will be the end for us.” Helaughed. “But don’t you
worry; we |l take thistreasure anyway after we egt you for breskfast.”

Jam clucked histongue, shaking his head with asad look. “If you did, that would be ashamefor you,
kind girs. | have something much better to give you, morerichesthan you' ve ever seen before. Surdly
you would like to see what that is before you egt us, or | won't be ableto giveit to you.”
Thetrollslooked a Jam with new interest. “Moretreasure?’ the hairy head asked. “ This gets even
better.”

Jam looked at Erec, an eyebrow raised. “Yes,” he said. “ Outsde is the most tremendous treasure ever.
Y ou just have to step outside to seeit. But you need to do it now.”

Thetrollswere laughing and sneering at once. “ That’ sthe oldest trick in the book. Y ou want usto step
outside into the light of day, make usturn to sone. We're not that stupid.”

Jam shrugged. “Daytimeisover, kind Srs. Y ou’ re awake, right? Do you not believe me? Watch, I’ [l hold
the scroll and then you' Il know I'm telling the truth.”

Erec held his breath, afraid of what would happen next. Jam picked up the Archives of Alithea. Before
he spoke, he closed his eyesin concentration, making sure he didn’t spout out more than necessary.
“Outsideisthe biggest ball of gold you will ever see. It isthe greatest treasure we have on earth. If you
walt, it will betoo late and it will be gonefrom view.” He put the Archives of Alitheadown. “Y ou had
better hurry if you want thetreasure. | couldn’t lie to you when | was holding the scroll, now, could |7
Thetrollsfoamed a the mouth, overcome with greed. One of the heads shouted, “He said it’ s night now.
He couldn’'t have lied with that scroll.” Another nodded. “Let’sgo!” Thetrollsraced to the cave
entrance, leaving the unattached head behind, and threw the boulder out of the way without hesitation.
Warm rays of sunlight shone down on thetrolls faces. They quickly turned to stone.

Erec looked a Jam in wonder. “How were you able to lie when you were holding the scroll?”

“I didn’t.” Jam winked. “The biggest bal of gold was outside, our greatest treasure, the sun!”

Jam and Erec led the chained dragons outside into the light. Jam was |ooking much better now that his
hair wax had worn off. The dream herb hel ped them bounce easily up the tunndl with armloads of the
hatchlings. They were still chained together, so some dangled in the air as others were scooped up, but
they got out quickly. Thelittle thingslooked around, blinking, unused to the sun. Aoquesth was waiting
nearby. “Good job, Erec. | am glad to see things have gone as expected.”

Erec studied the dragons. “Y ou won’'t be able to carry them back, will you?” There was no way they



would fit on Aoquesth’ s back, even if he was strong enough.

Aoquesth shook hishead. “There is another way.”

In the distance, the faint sound of trumpets and snare drums rose over the hills. It grew louder, enough for
Erec to recognize the music. It was the same tune he had heard the marching band playing in Alypium the
day he was chased by the mobs of angry villagers. He remembered the parade had been led by thetiny
Generd Moreland and wondered if he wasin Otherness now.

Erec looked down at the dragons. How was he going to get them to safety, back to their homes far away
in another part of Otherness? Baskaniawas supposed to be directing the army marching into Lernafor
the Monster Bash. If he was nearby, how could Erec get the dragons by without him noticing? If only he
could safely hide them somewhere until the Monster Bash was over. He and Aoquesth could find their
parents then, somehow sneak them back home.

Hewondered if there was anybody he could trust to hide the dragon hatchlings. Probably not. Certainly
the Alypians had bad views of dragons. He remembered Miss Ennui’ s lecture and the dragon effigiesin
the parade.

Miss Ennui. Erec closed his eyes. He had forgotten. She had told him that if he missed another of her
classes he would be kicked out of the quests, sent back home. Not that he had the choice of stayingin
Alypium anyway. But he wondered if he would be allowed to do the second quest, to stop the monsters
inLerna Wdll, evenif it didn’t count for anything, he would still do hisbest to save Tind sfamily. And he
had Aoquesth to help him, so heredlly had a chance.

If only there was a place to hide the dragons. Baskaniawould be here soon after the Monster Bash, and
he would not |et them go easily. He would uproot every shrub in Othernessto search for his prizes.
Where could they go where there was no trace? Not anywherein thisworld.

Then Erec redlized what he needed to do. The dragons had to hide in the Nevervarld, the place behind
the Substance, the place of no magic at al. Most humans could not survive there, but he remembered
that dragons could last there for days. And the Nevervarld, with its complete lack of magic, of
Substance, would be one place where Baskaniawould have no power.

Therewas aholeinto the Nevervarld in Nemes, but without nitrowisherine to help him, he would never
find it again. He tried to remember what he had heard about the hole, think if there wasaway to find it
again. Thewoman in the MagicNet had told him it was made by the searing power of adragon’s eyes.
Helooked at Aoquesth. “ Can you make ahole in the Substance?’

Aoquesth nodded. “Y es, with your help. Y ou are thinking of hiding them in the Nevervarld, and it does
seem the only option now. Wewould never get these hatchlings home before Baskania began to search
for them. And it would take too long to find their parents now. Someone else might find them first.”

Erec frowned. “ Are you sure they canthey livein there?’

“Only afew days, at best. Beyond that | don’t know. They will eat the lion skin flowers.” He sighed.
“After | help you, you must come back for them as soon as Baskaniais gone. If you lead them into
Nemea and the wilds near where my caveis, their parents will see you are bringing them to safety. | am
afraid that if you go to the parentsfirg, they might roast you before they heard what you had to say.

We ve become pretty skeptica of humans.”

“But won't you help mefind their parents?”

Aoquesth snorted.

Erec remembered what the Substance and the Aitherplanes |ooked like through his dragon eye.

“ Aoquesth? Can you see the Substance dl thetime?’

“Yes. It saperk of being adragon, aong with some others you may discover someday, having one of
my eyes. Wéll, | have been saving my energy. Opening ahole in the Substanceis no easy task.”
“How do you doit?" Jam asked.



“I seeit,” Aoquesth said. 1 seedeeply intoit until | can cut it with my sight.”

Erec frowned. “Why do you need meto help you?’

“Because,” said Aoquesth, “you have my other eye.”

Erec’s mouth dropped. So he would have to cut through the Aitherplanes with his eye? It seemed
impossible. He could barely contral it, let done useit for apurpose likethat. “How do|...”

Steam gushed from Aoquesth’ s nose. “I will show you. Areyou ready?”’

Erec nodded, not sure hefelt ready for anything.

“It's best we do thisnow,” Aoquesth said. “Jam, do you have apen?’

Jam produced a pen from a pocket.

“Good. Now mark one of the petals of that small daisy there.” Jam dotted a spot on the flower.
Aoquesth motioned to Erec. “ Sit next to me. We will both stare at the spot that Jam drew. Concentrate.
Bring your dragon eye forward and look through it. See the Substance...”

“Wait aminute,” Erec said. “1 can't just bring the dragon eye out. It doesit by itself sometimes. | don't
know how to work it.”

“Wel,” Aoquesth said, “it’ stime you learned.” He took abreath. “ Dragons are pure, Erec. We are
creatures of the air, true to our natures and our hearts. In order to work your dragon eye, you need to
think like adragon. Y ou need to pull from yoursdlf the most pure emotion you have. Love. That iswhat
dragons are, you know, creatures of love. Y ou may not understand, see us shredding our prey, killing
those who cross us. But we need to eat and protect ourselves. Insde we are very close to the
Aitherplanes and the magic in them. And that islove, too.

“That iswhy Thanatos Argus Baskaniawill never get the full use out of any dragon eyes he has. He could
usethem al right, but only from the other Sde, the way that is much morelimited in its power. Hewould
use them with his hate. And the future it would show him would be warped, and he would destroy that
future because of it. It isnot only important that we save these hatchlings so they canlive. Itisaso vitd,
maybe even more so, that Baskania does not get one hundred dragon eyesto add to his power. He
would see things he could never understand; change the future without pause. And that would destroy all
of exigence”

Chillsran down Erec’s neck. He had not known what was at stake. “ Tell me how to make the hole,
Aoquesth.”

“Firgt, you must bring out my other eye. Use your love, Erec. Focus, not on people or thingsthat you
love, but on thelove that isin you. What you have within. Y our pure emotion. Focus.”

Erec did focus. He closed his eyes and sensed deep insde of him dl the love he had in hislife. Images of
people and things shot through his head, but he dug deeper and thought about what was undernegth, and
that was himsdlf. Hefet good, in touch with the earth and dll that wasinit. He was a peace.

He opened his eyes, and everything was green. Big wads of white netting shonein theair. Thistime, Erec
felt connected with them, and the magic that lay within them.

“Very good.” Aoquesth’ svoicerung clear. “Now let us both focus on the dot that Jam drew on the
flower petal. Wewill look into it, with our eyes, and see. Redlly see. Every thread of Substancethat isin
that spot will show itsdlf to us aswe concentrate. And asit becomes fully clear, and we seeit for what it
redly is, we may spesk to it. Moveit. Change the Substance in this small spot of theworld.”

It sounded like no small task, but Aoquesth’s voice sounded sure and Erec felt confident. He looked at
the spot that Jam had drawn. It wasasmall black mark on atiny white peta, but it was clear. Erec
looked harder. The netting of the Substance hung around it, but did not seem to liein that tiny spot. It had
to be there, he was sure.

He squinted, looking harder. What had Aoquesth said? To redlly seeit. But how? Where wasit?

Love. He could hear Aoquesth’ s voice in the back of hismind.

And that was dl it took. The love he felt poured out into the spot. What appeared before his eyeswas
amazing. It was an unvelling, agiving of something to him, ashowing of secrets, an opening. For he could
now seethelayersthat existed in every plane that was there, and they were beautiful. He went closer, not
in body but in hismind. As he gpproached them they grew for him and split into dl of their parts, each



more fascinating than the next. So thiswas magic. Thiswas how it worked. It wasthe lifeblood of the
universe,

Erec had no ideahow long he had been exploring the Substance, or what Aoquesth might have been
doing. But the further he got into its depths, the closer to an end, the more layers separated out into more
partsuntil it became obvious. It wasinfinite. And it waslove.

Thisredization sprung upon him, changing him somehow. For now he could not only see the gorgeous
patterns but he could fed them, understand them. It was time to ask them to change for him, for the
dragons, and for the sake of the world.

Without averting his eyes, Erec asked with every ounce of hisheart. And the Substance said yes. He
pushed into it with hisvison, moving things, changing them. He separated out the smal webs and the
gmaller ones, aware that someone ese was working alongside him, helping him carve the path. A hole
was gppearing. He could see it now. And he had to make it grow, make it big enough. And even though
the Substance was letting him, it was hard. Because the hole was emptiness. Nothingness. A gap in what
was important, and it scared him. But he could not et hisfear stop him. He had to push forward.

The nothingness grew around him, sucking the saf out of him like avortex. He pushed further, giving
every bit of himself to make the change, but he did not know anymoreif the change wasinside or outsde
of himsdf. Every hit of energy was sucked out of him, burned up in thefire of making and unmaking. He
fet fainter, lighter, like he was disgppearing dtogether.

Then, findly, blacknesstook over completely.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Hat Head and the Drenchers

THERE WASA cold fegling on hisface, some kind of wet rag. Erec was not sure where hewas. He
forced his eyes open. Nothing was green anymore. The sky was beginning to darken.

Jam leaned over him, blotting hisforehead. “Isyoung sr dl right?’

Erec nodded.

Jam produced a spoonful of thick brown liquid. “To get your spiritsback, sir.” He hesitated, hisvoice
sounding tender and concerned. “Y ou have awhite streak in your hair now, from what you' ve gone
through, sr.”

The medicine tasted nasty but woke Erec enough that he propped himself up. Aoquesth waslying beside
him, eyes open. “Did we do it, Aoquesth?’

“Y es, Erec. Jam marked the hole for us by replanting afig tree in that spot. Y ou must remember that it is
about thirty feet away from the Trollebotten Cave entrance.”



“Okay.” It sounded to Erec like Aoquesth was not planning on helping him get the dragons back to their
parents. That was dl right. Aoquesth had helped enough, and he wasn't well. Erec understood. He sat
up, feding stronger as the medicine Jam had mixed took effect.

Erec extended hisarm toward thefig tree and watched his hand disappear into the hole. Little snaps of
datic dectricity jolted his skin. He reached around in the hole, fedling the strange, tingly dryness of the
Nevervarld before pulling his hand back out. “1 don’t think we should leave them in heretoo long. It
didn't seem very safein there. And they'relittle, too.”

Jam smiled. “1 wish | could take the dragonsin, Sir. Y ou have been through enough today.”

“It'sokay, Jam,” Erec said. “No other humans could surviveinthere. If | didn’'t have Aoquesth’seyel
would have died thefirst time.”

Jam led the small dragons up to the hole in the Substance, patted afew of them on their heads. Erec took
hismagica Sneakers off and put hisfeet into the hole, watching asthey disappeared from hisview. He
could not go in past hiswaist, however. “Hmm. | wonder why?’ Then he redlized what wasin his
pocket. He took the Archives of Alitheaout, handed the scroll to Jam, and with apush, he jumped in,
leaving only hishead and armsin the world that he knew. Surprised, he saw the Amulet of Virtues hung
on hischest into the Nevervarld. Why could it go in if other magic thingswouldn’t? Maybe it was
because it was dmost apart of him. He hadn’t ever put it on—it had just appeared on him after hisfirst
quest.

Erec grasped the ground with one hand and reached for adragon with the other. Hetried to ignore the
way hefdt, asif hislegsand body were numb and floating in outer space. The earth under his hand
steadied him, and he clung to it. Thelittle dragon wandered haplesdy up to the hole, and Erec pulled it
through. As hedid, hisown head dipped into the Nevervarld.

He gasped. As much as he was ready, he had forgotten the tingly fedling that surrounded him. Empty
nothingness extended forever, everywhere. It was dready starting to pull him out of himsalf. Swirls of
black and white flecks encompassed him, moving al over him and even through him. He could fed the
lack of magic, of Substance, and it was avacant, unred feding. Like swimming in static, endless seas of
black-and-white static, and watching while he turned into static too. In the distance he heard afamiliar
sound. Thank you. Yummm.

The dragon baby looked as shocked as he was. Its yellow scaes glowed with more intense brightness
than Erec had ever seen. He reached to itsface, trying to reassure it.

And then he could hear it. He could hear the dragon’ s thoughts. Where am |? What is happening?
It's okay, Erec thought. You're in the Nevervarld. You' |l be protected here. Soon you will be with
your parents. For some reason the baby dragon trusted him, he could fed it. Sharp little sparks stung
Erec’sskin. Hisenergy wasflowing out aready.

| don't like it here, the dragon thought.

Erec didn’t either. He closed his eyes, squeezed hisfiststo get control. The chain felt cool and solid in his
hand, something to grip, something real. He pulled it and another dragon fell into the abyss of the
Nevervarld, thisone glowing awild green. Erec let go of the ground, and hand over hand, pulled all of
the baby dragons through the hole.

The colors and confusion rang like chaosin chaos, svimming reds and ydlows, blindingly bright, lighting
up the moving sparks of black and white. It was dizzying. Dragon thoughts resounded through the
Nevervarld, echoing through Erec’ smind. What is this place? Are we dead?

No, Erec responded. You arein hiding here, safe fromthetrolls. I will bring your parentsto you,
okay, little guys?

They calmed down abit, but Erec wanted to leave them with some of thelion skin flowersto eat. He
looked for them, but other than the overwhelming colors of the dragons, he could not make out shapesin
the swirls of moving specks.

Okay. Think. How did he do this before?

Hewastired now, swimmingly, spinningly tired. Each particle that blew through him seemed to take a
piece of him with it. Focus. Why was he here? Oh, yes. The dragons. The flowers.

Where were they? He looked away from the dragonsinto the particles, hoping to identify something



there. He was not sure if he was moving or holding till, but it seemed like shapes were forming and
coming closer. What were they? The sparks struck him harder and sharper now, pulling more energy out
of him. Where were the flowers?

Hetried cdling to them over the menta noise of the dragons. Flowers, please help me again. These
dragons need you. It seemed pathetic, asking the flowersto come and be eaten. But they had cometo
him before to be taken out of their world, asif they knew...

Something soft brushed hishand. | am here. | will help.

Erec sensed the flower and sent it toward the dragons. These will help you here. They will feed you
and keep you well. Lion skin flowers gathered around Erec and the dragons. He could fed their good
will.

The voice of the Nevervarld echoed through him. You are not dead yet. You are the human with the
dragon part.

Erec knew there was not much time before he collgpsed forever in the Nevervarld, but he had forgotten
how to move, how to get out. Did it have to do with swimming or willing himself? Hewas so tired. The
hole in the Substance shone through like aglimmer, but it could have been inches or miles away. Erec
pressed through the void, struggling against nothing at al, moving or not moving. Something he could not
identify pushed him, softly and steadily, as his mind began to fade. The hole grew closer, larger, until
somebody or something gave him agreat big shove and his head popped through.

Erec shuddered with the hugeness of it dl. Plants, trees, sky—it al glowed with so much color it hurt. He
squeezed his eyes shut, but the colors of the sky pressed through, and the insides of hiseydids, with their
red veins and brown shadows, overwhelmed him. At least the last time he had come out of the
Nevervarld had been at night. Even then, the stars were too much for him.

Jam |leaned over Erec. “ Sir, you areice-cold.” He put his coat over Erec and did the scroll back into his
pocket. “Areyou dl right, Sr?’

Erec nodded. “Please whisper.” Voices, bird chirps, even the breeze was dmost as agonizing asthe
feding of the solid ground under him. He took a deep breath. It was okay, he told himself. Soon he
would readjust, but for now, deep wasall he could bear.

Erec awoke the next morning fegling much better, except for a strange ache at the front of hisforehead.
Hetouched it and felt a huge duckbill-like protrusion coming from his scalp. The enormous swelling stuck
graight forward so he could seeit if helooked up...but he could not remember banging his head. In fact,
he could not imagine how hard he would' ve had to have hit it to create alump that big.

He sat up. Nearby on the grass, Jam was munching some nuts and berries. An enormous disklike
protuberance ran in acircle around the butler’ s scap, making him look something like aflying saucer. He
nodded to Erec. “I' m afraid we' ve come down with hat head. Could’ ve picked it up from the clowns. It
takes awhileto incubate. Maybe our resstance is down. Hopefully we'll find adoctor in Lerna.”

Erec exhaled. Great. Just when it wastime to meet Tinahe was going to look like afresk. “I guesswe
should try to find the twins.”

Jam nodded. Erec could not stop staring at hishao of skin. “ Aoquesth isdeeping, Sr. He said we should
go on without him, promised he' Il meet up with uswhen heis needed a the Mongter Bash. | think he
needs hisrest.”

Setting off toward where they had heard the parade, they cameto ahill. At thetop, they could see acity
in the distance that looked like atown in Upper Earth. They headed for it, sure it must be Lerna.



After an hour’ swalk they reached the outskirts of the city where afew houses and business lined the
road they were following. Erec knocked on adoor. Hopefully this person would be able to help him find
Tina Amymone, and then he would figure out how to track down the twins.

A man with acamouflage military hat and awiry mustache answered the door and stared at them. Erec
suddenly remembered that he and Jam looked deformed with their hat-shaped heads. He smiled, hoping
to play it off. “Hi. We' re new here and I'm trying to find someone.”

“Wdl, comeonin.” The manwas gruff. He puffed on his pipe. “1 don’t get much company round here.
I’ll hlpya” Helooked at Jam. “Looks like someone threw aflying disk through your head.”

Jam shrugged. “We have hat head, I'm afraid. If you' d like usto step out so you don't catch it—"

“Nah, | don’t care,” the man said. “There’ sadoctor around the corner, anyway. Doc Shandy. You
might want to stop by the office.”

Erec wasrelieved to hear there was a doctor nearby. Hopefully this defect would go away before Tina
saw him. The man seemed genuindy glad to have company. “Well, not to brag,” Erec heard him
explaining to Jam, “but | am quite the hunter. Bagged quite afew in my day too. Big and littleuns, flies of
al kinds. Even afew mosquitoestoo. Want to see my trophies?’

Erec thought he was hearing wrong, but on the wall hung hundreds of tiny plagues, fly heads mounted on
each one. The man walked over to Erec and nodded. “Nice one, huh? | bagged that one with my bare
hands two summers ago. |sn't she abeaut? Check out this babe over here.” He pointed to another fly
trophy. “Killer big, thisone. Didn't think I" d be able to get her home. And thisone over hereismy latest.
Shot it in my neighbor’ s backyard. It kept landing on the dessert so | had to take mattersinto my own
hands.” He puffed hischest up. A row of tiny dingshots hung on the wall nearby.

Erec and Jam glanced at each other. “Um, very nice,” Erec said. “Wewere just wondering if you knew
how to find someonewho livesin Lerna. Her nameis TinaAmymone.”

“Never heard of her. Of coursg, if shelivesin Lernaproper you can look her up when you get further
into town. Phone books and al. Out here we' re alittle isolated.”

Erec and Jam thanked the man for hishelp and set off toward town aong the same road. Suddenly, rain
began to pour down. Erec was drenched. He hunched his shoulders, dightly glad that his hat head was
keeping therain off hisface. Strange, the sky had been blue and the westher perfect just aminute ago. In
fact, it was fill quite blue when helooked around.

“Sir?" Erec looked back and saw that Jam had stopped walking. “Y ou have alittle rain cloud above you,
gr. Following you.”

Erec tipped hisface up so he could see out from under the brim of his head. Therewasindeed avery
small dark cloud over him, stopping when he stopped and moving with him. Rain poured from it onto
Erec done and left atrail of water on the sdewak behind him. “Why isthisthing following me?’

Jam looked stunned. “I don't quite know, Sir. I ve never seen anything like it before.”

Erec was glad to find Doctor Shandy’ s office around the corner. They entered and found atall, young,
dark-haired man ditting behind a desk. Nobody else wasin sght. The rain cloud followed Erec into the
office, soaking the floors.

The man looked up casudly. “Hello.”

“Areyou Dr. Shandy?’

“Why, yesl” The doctor sounded surprised. “May | help you?’

“Um, yes. We have alittle problem.” Erec gestured to their heads.

“Yes?’' The doctor looked at them expectantly.

“Wdll,” Erec said, “we both have hat head. And now | have thisrain cloud following me, but | don’t
know why.”

“Got acase of the drenchers, eh? Nasty, they are. Soak you to the bone.” He nodded asif he found it
fascinating, but he did not appear inclined to do anything about it.

“Isit curable?’ Erec asked.

“Oh, yes. Yesindeed.” The doctor nodded affably.

“We|?" Erec waited to hear what the doctor suggested, but he just sat looking at them with asmile.



Jam asked, “Sir, would you please cure us now?’

“Oh!” The doctor stood. “I see. Wdll, let’ stake alook.” Dr. Shandy circled around Erec and Jam with
pursed lips, humming to himsdlf. “ Ooh. Look at that.” He stared at Erec’ sforehead. “ Such abad case.
T, tsk.” He drummed his fingers on his desk, then disappeared into the back, returning with alarge
hacksaw. “1 suppose I'll just chop off those bad spots, then.”

Erec and Jam made faces at each other. Jam asked, “ Aren’t there any aternative trestments, sir?’
Doctor Shandy put the saw down. “ Of course. There are dways other treatments. Maybe some
leeches.” He reached for alarge bottlefilled with fat, black, squirming creatures.

Erec cringed when he brought one close with some tweezers. “No. I’ d rather not.”

“All right.” The doctor put the leaches away. “Yes, | suppose that never redly works. How about this?’
He pulled adusty black bottle off of ashelf. Black steam shot out when he opened it. Jam waved it
away. “Yes, | guess people generdly do dieright after that one.” He rooted around more on the shelf.
“Here are some pillsthat can make you smart. Too bad they cause rebound dumbness when they wear
off. A few university professors are addicted to thisone.” Erec wondered if this doctor had been the one
to prescribe the pillsto them.

“Ahh, I know.” Dr. Shandy looked relieved. “Some of thiswinewill bejust the right thing. Have some.”
“Will it help?’ Jam asked.

“Wél, no, it never actudly helps. But it'saredly nicevintage.”

“I think we' d better go,” Jam said.

Just then, athin woman with long, wavy red hair floated into the room. She wore agauzy white dress
with apink belt. Tiny white flowersin her hair matched her dress. “ Troy, are you pretending to be the
doctor again?’ She crossed her arms. “Now apologize to these nice people.”

Troy lowered hisface and looked up at them, batting his eyes. “ Sorry.”

“Now,” thereal Dr. Shandy said, “1 see one of you has the drenchers. I" d better treat you both or you
might come down with it later.” She nodded at Jam. “Oh, you have hat head too. Oh, dear. Well, come
with me”

Erec and Jam sat side by Side on an examination table. The doctor handed Erec a bucket to catch most
of the water raining on him. “Have you been through a stressful Situation lately? That can make you more
susceptible to the drenchers.”

Erec nodded, not wanting to go into it. She handed him asilver pill and a cup of sweet rose-colored
liquid to wash it down with. She put on areflective hat and gave one to Jam. “ So the cloud does't find
us.” In moments, the cloud developed aslvery lining, stopped raining on Erec, and drifted from the
room.

“Ah, that’ s better,” she said, throwing atowel onto the wet floor. “Now for your hat heads. Put these
on.” She handed them metal conesthat sat on top of their heads. The cones, which looked like
old-fashioned hair dryers, blew warm vapor onto them. “They will get rid of the germs momentarily.”
Erec felt his scap ease. Other than the mild ache in hisfingers|eft over from feeding the dragon
hatchlings, hefdt grest. The cone had fluffed Jam'’ s hair, and he looked like a new person.

Dr. Shandy accepted two gold rings as payment and looked up Tina s address for them in a phone
book. “It's 111 Scylla Street.” On their way out, Erec saw that an unhappy Troy now had a drencher
cloud over his head.



CHAPTER TWENTY

The Monsters of Otherness

| T WASONLY fitti ng that Balor and Damon Stain should ride in the plush palanquin with King Pluto
and the Shadow Prince, while lowly Rock Rayson had to walk with the hordes from Alypium. Even
Baor’ sfather, the great sorcerer Mauvis Stain, was not allowed up here. Balor knew he was superior to
the lowly peasants out there. Y es, thiswas the way it should be.

The paanquin, asilken tent with ornate vel vet cushions, was held with long poles on the backs of
Baskania s more lowly followers. Baskania had soundproofed the fabric. Asusua, he held King Pluto’'s
scepter, athough everybody knew the one he redlly wanted bel onged to King Piter.

The king rested on pillows, layers of fur blankets covering his ermine robes. “ Do you think we sill need
Danny and Sammy Rex, master? It won't be long before the world isat our feet.”

Baskaniasghed. A third eye stared blankly from hisforehead, and severa peered from hispams. “They
may still be useful. But you areright. | will soon have the power that | seek. After | dispose of Erec Rex,
I’ll havethem killed aswdll.

“Soon my dear grandmother will come back to me. Her death will no longer separate us. Shewill tell me
the Great Secret, the prophecy reveaing where the Find Magic ishidden.” A lazy smiledid acrosshis
face. “ The moon and stars will bow to me then.”

Baskania chuckled. The eyes on his pams darted back and forth, seeing what various followers around
the globe were seeing. “If that isnot enough, | will befilled with dragon eyes, mineto useas| may. My
power will be unimaginable from that done, more than al creatures on earth combined. But the dragon
eyel desremodt is attached to Erec Rex’seye. | will enjoy extracting it, painfully, before | kill him.
Thank you, Pluto, for locating him. He hasfalen right into my trap. Y ou’ ve come through as usud. That
idiot Washington Inkle couldn’t tie his own shoes without help.”

Pluto smiled, looking appreciatively a his scepter.

Baor chuckled. Erec Rex had it coming. And he would be there to watch.

Asthey got closer to the center of the city, Erec noticed that the streets were filled with girls. But these
girlslooked different from any he had ever seen. They weretall and dender with long Slver hair that
swayed like molten meta when they walked. Their wide-set eyes flashed astedly blue, and most seemed
fond of aglittery makeup that sparkled from the corners of their eyes. The girls were everywhere and all
just dike. So thismust be what Tinalooked like.

Erec thought he would ask for directions. A girl walked by with aswing in her walk that said she knew
where she was going and she better not be messed with. He cleared histhroat. “Um, excuseme. I'm
looking for Scylla Street.”

Thegirl swung around, silver hair sparkling asit floated on the breeze. Her eyestwinkled. “I live on that
street. What do you need there?” Shewore ashort slver skirt, a shimmering white deevelesstop and
knee-high silver boots. Her high cheekbones glittered pink. She seemed to sparkle everywhere.

Erec bit histongue. Don't say it. Please. He knew the Archives of Alitheaweretrying to have their way



with him. He forced the words out, sure he sounded likeanidiot. “1...want...to find... TinaAmymone.”
“Oh!” Thegirl laughed. “That’ s greet. Welivetogether. My name is Rowena. Come with me!”

Erec and Jam followed Rowenathrough the streets. The girlsthey passed weretal and shining, with an
unred air about them, dmost asif they had walked out of acomic. They were beautiful, there was no
arguing that. Erec began to worry what Tinawould think when she saw him. She might be disappointed.
At least she had seen hispicture. Anyway, it didn’t really matter, he told himsalf. She gppreciated what
he had done, and he was there to save her from the mongters.

Now that he was actudly in Lernaand going to meet Tina, the whole thing was starting to fedl too redl.
He could not imagine frightening mongters, Hydras and Vakyries, whatever they were, coming here and
attacking everyone. Thislooked like anormal city in Upper Earth. There were movie theaters on some
corners, clothing shops, restaurants. They walked onto what looked like atypica suburban street lined
with houses, lawns, and trees.

Rowenaturned up one of the driveways toward awhite Victorian style house with yellow gingerbread
trim. Erec guessed Rowenawas Tina s Sster. She moved with graceful, fluid strides up to the door,
opened it, and disappeared inside.

Erec and Jam stood at the open door. It did not seem right to barge in, and Rowena had not asked them.
Something that must have been some sort of a servant creature working for the family scuffled up to the
door. Erec had never seen anything likeit. It was a head taler than him, with spiky horns and small
beaded tufts of hair atop its head. Sharp teeth jutted from its mouth, and spikes shot fromitslong,
dangling nose. Thick bumps and polyps covered its greenish skin. Three long tentacle arms hung at each
of its Sdes, decorated with golden bangles, and ending in sharp, curved claws. But, oddest of al, arow
of eyes stared at him from under the creature’ s neck and around its shoulders, above its white dress.
“Erec?’ The creature had asurprisingly high voice.

“Yes” Heamiled. “IsTinahere?’

“lamTina” Thething smiled a him.

Erec’ssmile mdted off of hisface, and hisjaw dropped. Thiswas Tina? He had no idea she looked like
this. It all made sense now, her talking about her people being different. She must have noticed his shock,
for she giggled uncomfortably. Erec tried to explain. “I’m sorry, Tina. It'sjust that you're so ugly, that's
al. You'rehideous. | thought you were going to look like Rowena.”

He could not believe what he had heard himsdlf say. It was that awful scroll again, the Archives of
Alithea, messing with him, making him say everything he didn’t want to.

Tinathrew her tentacles over her face and ran away, sobbing. Jam looked at him sideways, too politeto
say “Good job, kid.” Erec dug the scroll out of his pocket and handed it to Jam, who looked at it and
sad, “Ahh, yes. That would explain your...behavior, Sr.”

Erec ran into the house calling for Tina. Rowenalooked at him coldly. “ She'sin her room. Maybeit's
best that you go.”

“Please,” Erec stammered. “I need to talk to her. Give me another chance.”

Rowend sicy blue eyes narrowed. “Wdll, al right. But if you upset her again, I’ m throwing you out
mysdf.”

He knocked softly on her door. “Tina?’

He heard some sniffing. “ Go away.”

“Please. | didn’t meanwhat | said. | was holding ascroll that makes me say awful things sometimes. |
don’t haveit on meanymore. | amredly sorry, Tina.”

The door cracked open and one of her large amber eyes peeked through the crack. “Are you sure you
want to look a me again? 1 might be too painful asight.”

“No, Tina I’'m sure. Please open the door.”

The door cracked open more, and Tinastood there with fat tears streaming down her face. Thetears
fizzed and popped on her bumpy cheeks like they were carbonated. She sniffed. “Let’ st in the study.”
Erec glanced in her room and saw ahuge poster of himself on her wall. He felt terrible.

“Tina” He consdered holding her tentacled claw in hishand but then thought better of it. “| redly like
you. | loved your letters, and | couldn’t wait to get them.” He wasn't sure how to take back what he had



said. “Look, isn't that what matters? | don’t mind the way you look, | just need to get used to you, that’'s
al. AndI'd liketo befriends, if that' s okay. That' swhat thisisal about anyway, right?’

Tinanodded. “Okay.” She stared at her knees, claws scraping the floor.

“| am such anidiot to have been holding that scroll when | first met you. Just understand that was not me
talking. Our first red conversation ishere, now, without that scroll. Erase everything you heard
downgairs.”

Tinasniffed. “Wdl, do you think I'm ugly then?’

Erec laughed. “No. Y ou take some getting used to because I’ ve never seen anyone like you before. But
look at your arms, like octopus legs. Those are awesome. Y ou could do six things at once. And your
clawsareway cool. Where | go to school, in Upper Earth, dl the guyswould think you were amazing.”
“Y ou mean they would dl bein lovewith me?’ Shelooked a him suspicioudy.

“| didn’t mean that. Probably not. But who wantsto fall in love, anyway? |’ d rather be with a
cool-looking friend like you.”

Tinasmiled. “Well, okay then.” She crossed afew of her tentacles. “I told the mayor I"d let her know
when you arrived. The whole city wantsto have a parade in your honor.”

“Wow. | don’t know about that. | mean, it'sniceand al, but it'salittle embarrassng.”

Tinashifted in her chair and patted down her dress. “ So you' ve never met a Hydra before?’

“No.” Erec laughed. “And | have noideawhat I'll do when | face them ether. | heard that cutting off
their heads only makes more grow, and they’ |l dash you to pieces as soon as they ook at you. |
remember something about putting abag over their heads. Anyway, | guesstomorrow isthe big day.”
Tinawas gtaring a himin shock, her lower lip quivering.

“It sokay,” Erec said. “I didn't mean to worry you. I'm surel’ll pull it off. Things usualy work out. And
| have adragon that’ s going to help me, my friend Aoquesth.”

Tina s eyes narrowed into tiny, red dits and she burst into more carbonated tears. She clawed &t the
couch and looked at the door like she wanted to leaveif only she could find the strength. Her face
screwed up into awrinkled ball that was lost in her spikes and teeth.

“I don’'t understand.” Erec began to wish he was somewhere else. What was he saying wrong?“ Can you
tell mewhat the problem is?’

All of Tind seyesflashed at himin anger. “| thought you said you weren't prgjudiced. | thought you were
coming to protect us.” A sharp sob burst from her and she covered her face in her tentacles.

“I’'m not prgjudiced! Why are you saying that? And | am going to try and protect you. I’'m sorry | don’t
know exactly how it will work yet.”

Tina stentacles crossed in front of her. “Well, why are you saying such terrible things about Hydras,
then?’

Erec raised his eyebrows. “Because that’ swhat they’ re like, right? Y ou don't like them either, do you?
Aren't they coming heretrying to hurt you?” He could not understand why she was saying these things.
“Erec,” Tinaspoke quietly, head tilted. “In case there was any way you couldn’'t know this, | am a
Hydra. Everyonein my family isaHydra. Thewhole city of Lernaisfilled with Hydras and our friends
the Vakyries. | thought you knew that.” She shook her head. “Y ou had to know that. And now you're
saying al these terrible thingsto me. First you tell me how ugly I look, then you say nasty, prejudiced
things about Hydras.”

It was Erec’ sturn to be stunned. “But you never said that in your letters. | had noidea. | thought Hydras
were different. | redly did.” He stared at her. | thought Hydras had lots of heads that were like snakes.”
“No.” She gestured to the eyes protruding from above her shoulders. “ These are remnants of the multiple
heads our ancestors had before us. They’ re handy. We can see in different directions at once, great for
playing sports.”

“But | even saw apicture of aHydrathislast summer, and it looked nothing like you.”

Tinalooked at him crossy. “Wasit a photograph? Or a drawing? Because you won't find a photograph
likethat. Baskaniamade dl the artistsin Alypium, Ashona, and Aorth register with him to make
propaganda drawingsfor his cause, which isto make uslook bad.”

Erec thought about the MONSTER contest where he had seen the Hydrawith long necks and big fangs.



It looked lifelike, even moved, but from the back it looked like motionless cardboard. WWhaose decision
wasit to use those images for that race, anyway? The contest had been arranged by Spartacus Kilroy,
who, it turned out, was reporting to Hecate Jekyll, Baskania sfollower. They had just been trying to set
up away to give the sceptersto Balor, Damon, and Rock, so of course they would use negative images
of Hydrasif that was useful to them. Only why would it be useful to them? Erec remembered therace
also made Cyclopes out to be terrible creatures, and Haenry certainly proved that wrong. And there was
aferociousdragoninit too. All lies. Of course, some of the thingsin the MONSTER race, like the giant
mosguito, the minotaur, and the ginglehoffer, seemed fairly depicted.

Heturned to Tina “Before | |€ft, there was ahuge parade in Alypium with nasty pictures of Hydras, and
even dragons. | knew something was wrong when they made the dragons ook stupid and evil. | should
have questioned therest of it too.” Helooked in al of her eyes, oneat atime. “1 am so sorry, Tina | had
noidea.”

Then something occurred to him. “Wait aminute. | thought you said in your lettersthat monsterswere
coming to attack you. Remember? | thought | was supposed to save you from them. What monsters
would those be, then?’

Tinasad quietly, “The mobs of people from Alypium that are coming to hurt us, Erec. That’' swhat we
cal them here. They are the true mongters, Erec.”

Erec cdled Jam into theroom. “Jam, I’d like you to meet Tina.”

“So pleased.” He held up the scrall. “ Did you hear this thing was the cause of young Sir’ s unfortunate
comments? Terribly sorry if you felt bad, modom.”

“Jam,” Erec sad, “1 just found out. TinaisaHydra”

Erec watched as Jam’ s expression went from shock to fear to confusion to consternation to regret. “1 am
s0 sorry, modom.” He shook his head, seemingly at alossfor words.

Erec was il trying to absorb thisinformation. “ But why would Baskania want peopleto think badly of
Hydras? Wouldn't that be awaste of timefor him?’

Jam shook his head. “No, Erec. It sthe oldest political trick in the book. Unite people by fear. They'll dl
crowd behind the one who they think will save them. It could be about anything. Fear that certain people
are nasty and out to get you, take your jobs, are smarter than you, stronger than you. Fear that the world
iscoming to an end, and only one person can save the day. Fear that another group isdl wrong and will
make mistakes to hurt you. Make people afraid enough and tell them you will save them, and you have
instant power over them. Not the way decent people come to power, but unfortunately decent people
are getting harder and harder to find.”

Tinanodded. “Our family used to livein Alypium, and | had lots of friendslike you there. But then, afew
years after King Piter got hypnotized, Baskaniastarted a big campaign againgt us and the Vakyries. He
got President Inkle to passlaw after law saying we weren't alowed to work at certain jobs, couldn’t
play in parks, took away our rights one at atime. Then we al had to moveinto asmall areain the
outskirts of Alypium. But even that wasn't enough, because soon after that we al got kicked out into
Otherness. By that time most of uswere glad to get out of there. We built agrest city here, and we aren't
missng anything.

“But Baskaniadidn't want to let it rest at that. He had to keep the people afraid, | guess, to keep his
power over them.”

“So,” Erec said, “he stold them you are coming into Alypium to ravage them and hurt their children. It's
glly. Anyone who talked to you would never think you would do anything like that.”

“It’ samazing how some people respond to fearmongering,” Jam said.

“But there are some peoplewho don't.” Tinasmiled. “1 ill have afew friendsin Alypium who remember
me for me, and they won't get into thiswhole vogum thing.”



Erec tried to remember what that meant. “ They’ re saying that the vogum are Hydras and Vakyries that
grow more powerful together...something like that?’

Tinashook her head. “It’s pathetic, redlly. Vogum is our word for family. It's our way of describing our
close relationship to the Vakyries. We help each other, need each other, redlly. They help us cook and
clean, teach usthe ways of the stars. And we raise them from seeds, which isn't easy. The methods of
growing and raising Vakyries have been passed down for generationsin the Hydrafamilies.”

“What do they look like?’ Erec was curious.

“Y ou met Rowena, right? She'sour Vakyrie. She' sgreat. Welove her.”

Erec’s eyes widened. “Rowena and the silver-haired girls on the Streets are the Vakyries? How could
anyonethink they’re evil mongters?’

Jam sghed. “1 don't think most Alypiansthink about what Vakyriesaretruly like. After so many years of
hearing hateful things one stops remembering the truth. Unfortunately, even | lost track. When peopletell
you somebody hates you, is stronger than you, out to get you, you dowly forget.”

Erec thought about General Mordland and histroops that were coming along with the crowds of angry
Alypians who were eager to “ show the monsterswhat’ swhat.” Even the name “Monster Bash” now
gave him the chills. Tinawas right. He knew who the real monsterswere.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Archives of Alithea

| BETTER FIND MY brother and sister,” Erectold Tina. “If | don’t, tomorrow they’ll befed to
the...”

“Thewhat?’ Tinaasked.

Erec stared at her, confused. “ Someone told me that they were going to be fed to the vogum. That would
beyou. | don't get it. | heard the vogum were demanding two children to eat.”

“Morelies” Tinasad. “It’ sridiculousthe things people will say about us.”

“So where are Danny and Sammy then? Rosco said the Hermit took them to Lerna. | better try to find
them before the Monster Bash tomorrow. And don’'t worry, Tina. I’ [l do everything | can to protect you
andLerna”

Erec and Jam walked the Streets of Lernaaimlesdy. Erec fdt frustrated. “| don’t know how we' re going



to find them, Jam. If they are here they could be anywhere.”

Jam agreed. “If anyoneishard to find, young sr, it would be the Hermit. He has ways of gppearing and
disappearing that amaze me.”

“Why does he have the twins? Rosco Kroc said he was probably using them for political reasonsto feed
to the monsters and upset President Inkle.”

Jam glared. “Mr. Krocisfull of dl kinds of idess, | think. Have you seen the Hermit doing anything
wrong?’

Erec thought. “Rosco saw him with the twins, and | heard them with him once too. And he' s snesky. He
pops up in the strangest places, and he says some weird things too. He' saways laughing at me. Once,
when | was upset about what the people in Alypium thought of me, he said maybe | did fix the scepter
and the LiaFail in the coronation ceremony so it would look like | should be king. And thisisthe guy that
King Piter isusing as a seer? He seemsridiculous.”

“Y es, but does any of that mean he kidnapped the twins?’

“| don’t know. But Rosco said he saw them all together.”

They followed asmall crowd into ahal and saw that awedding was taking place between a creature
with the heads of agoat, alion, and asnake, and asmall, squat green thing with along bridd vell. The
crowd consisted of the most unusual creatures Erec could imagine. He backed out, eyeswide.

Jam said, “I suppose Lernawel comes anybody that needs aplaceto go.”

Erec nodded. Lernawas different, but the people, odd as they were, seemed much more welcoming than
the Alypians. But maybe the Alypiansweren't at fault. They had been frightened for years by Baskania,
and probably were not at their best anymore.

They turned a corner and dammed to ahdt. Right before them stood the Hermit, gloating. He had a
turban wrapped around his head that continued al the way down his body, which made him look like a
mummy with hisface sticking out. “ Ahh. We found each other now. But had you any doubts? Silly Jam
Crinklecut. Crazy Erec Rex. Nice white stripe in your hair. Seen something interesting? Changing your
looksagain?’

“Where are Danny and Sammy?’ Erec’ s voice shook. “What did you do with them?”

“Hmm. What did | do with them?’ The Hermit tilted his head in thought. “I found them, | suppose.
Brought them to your mother for help.”

“My mother hasthe twinsnow?’ Erec redized his mother was probably worried, wondering where he
was.

“Oh, no. She has no ideawhere they are.” The Hermit laughed. “But | told her you were dl right.”

Erec felt angry. The Hermit was making aslittle sense as usud. “ So did you give them to my mother or
not?’

The Hermit seemed to sense Erec’ s anger, which threw him into fits of giggles. “Of course| did!”

“So she hasthem?’

“No, no, no.” Hetilted hishead back and forth merrily.

“Wdll, where are they then?” Erec ground his teeth, ready to pounce on the Hermit. “1 heard them with
you in Alypium that day, behind the bush.”

TheHermit laughed in delight. “I was tracking them down. | am an Imitung. That means | can reproduce
voices.” He put ahand on his hip and threw his other hand out dramaticaly, saying in avoice that was
identical to Erec’s, “Well, where are they then?” He giggled. “ Silly, slly Erec Rex. | tested the air with
sound waves, seeif they had been nearby. Maybe you can find them now. | had anew pair of Seeing
Eyeglasses made for you.” The Hermit produced a pair of bright red plastic cat-eye glasses and handed
themto Erec. “You likethe style?’

Erec took them with suspicion. *Y ou had these made for me?’

“I did!” The Hermit beamed with pride. “Y ou and | were o close. The closest. | was the only onewho
believed you. And here you are, ten years later, and you have far less of aclue than you did when you
werethree!”

Erec squinted at him. The Hermit had yet to say athing that made any sense at dl. Erec wastwo then,
anyway, not three. It didn’t ssem worth pressing him for any more details.



He thought about Danny and Sammy, then put the glasses on. Suddenly, hewasintheicerink in
Alypium. Thetwinswhizzed by him at breakneck speed, obvioudy wdl practiced from dl their time
having fun there. “Danny!” Erec shouted, but the music and talking were too loud there, and Danny didn’t
hear. He tried to shout for Sammy, but she didn’t respond ether.

Then Erec’ s eyes zoomed in on afigure across the room. Unmistakablein hisblack cloak, carved staff,
and scarab amulet was Bathazar Ugry. He stood scowling, watching the twins asthey glided by on the
ice

Then another figure caught Erec’ s eye. It was an odd-looking man with agreen scaed head: Rosco
Kroc. He crept closer and closer to Ugry. Erec’s heart legpt. Rosco must have finally tracked the twins
down. He found them with Ugry, and now he was going to rescue them!

Suddenly, the twins did off the ice and walked to the snack bar. Erec’ s vision went dong with them, so
he logt sight of Ugry and Rosco completely. He tried shouting to them, but they could not hear him over
the music playing there. Then they vanished, suddenly made invisble, and there was no sght of anything
but Alypianswho had been ice-skating and munching on snacks. Because of the noise, Erec could not
make out thetwins' voices.

He watched for along time, but nothing changed. A noise echoed around him. *Ohm.” He took the
glasses off. The Hermit stood on one foot before him, the other leg crossed in front in asemi-lotus
position. Hisarmswere crossed straight out in front of his chest, and his eyes were closed. “Oooohm,”
he chanted.

Jam shrugged. “Hejust sarted doing this, Sir. Seemed to go into atrance. Are the twins okay?’

“Y eah, for the moment. | saw Ugry with them; he must have been the one to kidnap them. But Rosco
found them. So hopefully he'll savethem now.”

The Hermit put his other foot down and opened hiseyes. “I saw into the future. | know what will
happen.”

“What?" Erec and Jam leaned forward.

“Too sad,” he clucked, shaking his head.

“Tell me.” Erecfet hisanger risng again. “What did you see?”’

“Other than the egg sandwich | will eat for dinner tomorrow?’

Erec closed his eyes, breathing off steam. “ So that wasit, then?’

“Yes,” the Hermit said, and nodded. “ That, and that the twinswill be saved. They’ll bejust fine, thanks
to you, of course. But then you will come down with aterrible disease.” He sniffed, faked crying, and
then burst out laughing so hard that real tears did run down hisface. He snatched the glasses out of
Erec’shand. “That’s enough of these now. Y ou know the twins are okay.”

Thetwinswere al right for the moment, that was true. But Erec wanted to know what would happen
next. It was reassuring that the Hermit said they would be fine, but Erec had no clueif he could believe
him. “Can’'t | just look through them again?’

“No, no, no.” The Hermit shook his head, elbows out and palms pressed together, obvioudly trying to
look mydticd. “If you had them you would never put them down, and that becomes spying. They will be
fine. Y ou know enough to relax about them. Now you need to concentrate on what you have to do for
your second quest.”

“My second quest?’

“That iswhy | am here. To watch over you during your quest.”

Erec had not thought about it. “1’'m sure |’ ve been kicked out of doing the quests. Miss Ennui said if |
missed more classes they wouldn't let me do them.” What had his second quest been? Oh, yes. To stop
the mongtersin Lerna. How confusing was that? Did the Fates want him to attack the poor Hydras and
Vakyries? Or did the Fates have a different idea of who the monsters were? Well, Erec had to do what
he had to do—defend Lerna. Whether or not it had to do with a quest, he had no clue.



Erec and Jam walked dowly back to Tina s house, absorbing what the Hermit had said. Asmuch as
Erec was relieved that the twins were not about to be fed to fierce monsters, he was still worried about
them, and histask at hand was beginning to seem much more rea. There was nothing elseto distract him,
nothing else to think about. Tomorrow was the Mongter Bash. General Moreland and the Alypian army
would descend on the citizens of Lerna, dong with the mobs of angry Alypiansthat had followed them
into Otherness. And Erec was supposed to fight them all off himsdlf. He remembered how excited
Damon Stain had been about “bashing the mongters.”

Helooked at Jam. “What am | going to do?’

Jam must have been thinking the samething. “I don’t know, sir. If only King Piter were back he would
help, | am sure. But you can count on meto stand by your Side, Sir.”

King Piter seemed as usdess as dways. “ Thank you, Jam. Y ou are agood man.”

“I just dowhat | haveto, young sir. We do what isright. We don’'t have achoice.”

“No, Jam. Wedon't.”

There was amassive gathering of Hydras and Vakyries on the lawn in front of Tina s house when they
returned, far too many to fit insde. When they saw Erec approach there was an uproar and wild
applause. Erec laughed. The agpplause had awet clacking sound from the Hydras' tentacled hooks hitting
each other.

“Three cheers for the conquering heroes!” Hydras grabbed Erec and Jam and threw them onto their
shoulders. “Hip, hip, hooray!” Someone started Singing avictory chant, and othersjoined in. It felt good,
very good, to have people on his side, no matter what they looked like.

When they werefindly put down, Jam made hisway to Erec. “Young g, | haveto thank you. | have
enjoyed my life serving at the palace; don't get me wrong. | would not have traded it. But | have never
been called ahero before. Evenif it isamisplaced title.”

“No, Jam.” Erec amiled. “It’ s not misplaced. Another man might choose to St on the Sddlines or go
home. No matter what happens tomorrow, you are ahero.”

Jam blushed. “Again. All thanksto you, young Sir.”

Tinaappeared a Erec’' ssde. “Thisismy father, Steve. He organized this gathering to discuss our plan
for tomorrow. We have to be prepared.”

Stevelooked very much like Tina, but with short, dark hair nearly covering hishorns and trendy
wire-rimmed glasses. Erec thought he had a nice smile. He was getting used to the Hydras. The Vakyries
didn’t take much getting used to, but they seemed to have far less persondity.

Steve smiled at Erec. “ Thanksfor helping us, kid. We have alot of faith in you, seeing what you' ve done
so far freeing King Piter and saving Patchouli’ seggsin Nemea”

Erec couldn’t resist adding, “1 dso found al of the baby dragons that have been missing. We hid them so
that Baskaniawon't find them. After...tomorrow”—he avoided using the term “Monster Bash”™—*I'm
going to find their parents and return them safely.”

If the crowd had been excited before, now it went wild. Erec and Jam were thrown into the air, Jam not
looking too happy about it, and the cheering seemed like it would never stop. Not that Erec wanted it to.
It had been along time, way too long, since anyone had thought well of him. Except for his close friends
and family, of course, but this seemed even sweeter. He could dmost hear Bethany telling him not to care
what people thought so much, but it realy did matter to him. He knew that.

Steve patted Erec’ sback. “It was amiracle you were sent to usin our time of need. We havefaithin
you, Erec. Of course we have aplan, but if you have better ideas, we are ready to listen.”

Erec had absolutely no plan at al. Suddenly he felt ashamed to accept so much applause and credit. He
had no idea how to save them. Just becauise he did those other thingsin no way meant he would be able
to defend Lernafrom what was coming. He knew how frightening the angry Alypian mob had been, and
he had been powerlessto stop them. He was fooling himself. The only thing that could possibly save



them was Aoquesth, and that would be the dragon’ s doing, not his.

Steve spread amap of Lernaonto thelawn. “Thereis an areato the north of Lernacalled the Untier
Bluffsthat is surrounded on three Sdes by tall cliffs. We are going to gather there, prepared to fight,
before the Alypians arrive. That will protect our backs, so troops can’t sneak up behind us. They will
have to come from the front and wewill beready. The areaison ahill, and they will come at usfrom
lower ground, so we can see them well.

“We have brought al of our weapons here to sort through. Y ou can look them over first and choose
which oneyouwish to use. | have asuggestion for you, but it isyour choice.

“I do not know how far they will push thiswith us. If they seewe are prepared | think they will retreat
and leave usdone. They are coming to kick us around, not get hurt themselves.”

Erec rdlaxed. Steve had thingswell under control, and he wasright. The Alypians, who were acting like
bullies, would probably go back homeif they saw abunch of wegpons pointed at them. “My friend
Aoquesth, adragon, is supposed to come help me tomorrow, so heison our Sde too.”

Steve grinned. “ That’ sgredt, Erec. It'sjust one piece of good news after another with you.”

In the house, rows of conventiona weapons were lined up with strange things Erec had never seen
before. He picked up something that looked like a huge meta lollipop. “What doesthis do?’

Steve pushed it back down onto the table and said, “It' sanoise banger. If you aim it at someone it
amplifies any sound they make and shootsit back loud enough to stun them.” They wandered through
piles of swords and spears. Most of the Hydras and Vakyries waited outside, but afew followed behind
them. Erec looked at remote controls, wishing he knew more than how to move something from one
place to another. He had his remote, and if he was desperate he could try to move aperson or two, but
he doubted he could. Steve showed him small whistle darts, spinning discs, and gongs that sent people
into astupor. “Y ou need good earplugs for that one, and make sure you' re not close to any of us.”
Thefly hunter from the outskirts of Lernasidied up to Erec and opened his pam. “Y ou might want to use
one of these” He held threetiny dingshotsin hishand. “1 wouldn’t give them to just anyone, you know.”
Erec thanked him and said he would think about it. He picked up agtick with along wire attached.
“What isthis?’

“That'san AMAWS3, an antimagic, antiweaponry device. Y ou hold the stick and wave theropein a
circleand it makes aforcefidd that blocks out anything coming in. Try it.” Erec whirled theropeina
circleand ablue haze formed within it. Steve tossed ametd ball into the force field Erec had made and
the ball popped in atiny explosion and vanished. Steve handed Erec a huge stedd megaphone. “Thisis
what | thought you could use. It controls sound waves. The person who speaks through it can be heard
well, over everything else that is going on. When the Alypians are approaching, and even when we are
fighting, you can be talking to them, telling them to go back home, and that we don’t want any trouble.”
“Bdieveme, they wouldn't lisen tome. | think I'll usethe AMAWS3.” Erec examined the stick, happy
with hischoice.

Tina, who had gppeared beside him, took the megaphone to usefor hersdlf. “You didn’t think I'd let you
go without me, did you?’

Erec and Jam dept in spareroomsin Tina s house. Erec practiced dl morning spinning the AMAW3
wire. Thefaster he spun it the bluer the force field that it made. Tinaand Rowenathrew bdlsand sticks
a him, and he jJumped in front of them, making them vanish in ashower of blue sparks. It seemed the
right choice. He would be out in front, doing his best to protect everyone.

He could hear the Alypian bands playing, psyching up their crowds. At least he would know when they



were coming. The Monster Bash was supposed to start at one 0’ clock. A loud roaring noise made him
jump. He looked up and there was Haenry, and with him was a group of Cyclopes, long clubsin their
hands.

“Haenry!” Erec ran over, 0 glad he came. “Thisisgreat. Now we' reredly going to be safe.” Hetold
Haenry about al that had happened.

“I wouldn't have missed it,” Haenry said. “ Anything for Erec Rex. Vagrnaand | reunited with our
daughter, Vaeronicae. WEe re so happy now, and it’sall thanksto you.” He wiped away atear.

“I don’'t know if | had anything to do with that.” Erec laughed.

They assembled at the Untier Bluffs before noon. Erec wasin front, ready to stop any incoming weapons
with his AMAWS. The Cyclopes stood beside him, looking fearsome and brandishing their clubs, and
masses of Hydras and Valkyries were behind them, ready with their weapons. Erec hoped nobody
would have to use them. He knew how impressive they must look. Maybe the Alypianswould just turn
around and run home.

Hefdt confident and ready. Aoquesth was not here yet, but even if he didn’t show up, Erec thought they
would do just fine. They were perched on ahill, protected by cliffson al sdes, with agreat view of
where the Alypians would come from.

Beforelong, faint music from the Alypian marching band wafted over the hill. Troops of soldiersin
fatigues marched behind a short man covered in medas and ribbons—Genera Mordand. Another
battalion of pae soldiers wearing scarves marched alongside, led by King Pluto. Behind and around them
were masses of Alypians and Aorthians, some waving pitchforks and others carrying swords and
bayonets. They drew closer, and Erec could hear the generd’ s voice projected above the crowd with a
large, metal megaphone like the one Steve had shown him.

“Therearethetraitors,” Generad Moreland shouted. “Look at them. Nasty creatures. Monsterswho
would cart your kids off and terrorize your countries with their claws and fangs.”

Oh, giveit arest, Erec thought. These poor folks just want to be left done. Off to the Sde of the armies,
Eridaand agroup of Harpies hovered over Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Ward. Well, thismust be
the second quest for them. Stopping the monstersin Lerna. The Harpies would think Erec was helping
the mongters. On the record books, Balor, Damon, and Rock would be the winners of this onefor sure.
Erec wondered again what monsters were really supposed to be stopped.

“Don’t anyonefirefirst,” Steve said. “We can't spark things off. Wait and see what happens.”

The armies drew so close that Erec could see the expressions on the faces of the Alypians and Aorthians,
not that he wanted to. They looked drawn with rage and akind of empty despair that told of their
underlying fear. How could anyone get through to people like that?

He could hear Genera Mordand shouting again. “And there you see the infiddl, Erec Rex, standing
againg us and with the monsters. Y ou al knew he was a phony, out to serve himsalf. Now here’ syour
proof. Hewill do anything to get power over you, even Side against you with these brute beasts.” The
crowd shouted and waved their weapons.

Erec could see Thanatos Baskania striding past the army up to the generd. Hiseyes met Erec’'sand
twinkled.

Suddenly there was a shadow over the sun. Aogquesth swooped into view, so huge, deek, and stunning
that there was a collective gasp from both sdes. He looked fiercer and more beautiful than Erec had ever
seen him. His glittering black, jointed wings were spread wide in the sky, and his head was held high,
glistening with red and purple-black scales. He lighted near Erec and surveyed the armies on both sides.
“Wéll, herewe are,” Aoquesth said.

Erec fet even better now with the dragon next to him. “1 hope they just go away.”

Aoquesth snorted. “Don’t count on it.”



Baskania s snide voice echoed above the noise of the crowds without amegaphoneto help him. “ Dear
citizens of Alypium and Aorth, do not fear when you look at the terrible monsters that are before you,
threatening you with their worst. | would not let you get hurt or trampled by such beasts. See that
dragon? He would burn you to cinders with hisfiery bresth and feast on your remains. See those
Cyclopes? They can't wait to pound you to shreds. But | won't let any of that happen.

“And look what else | see up there with them? Isn't that Erec Rex, the boy who supposedly wants
power to rule over you? What do you think of him now? Hmm...” Hetapped hischin. “I think | shal be
kind and understanding. Always best to give people a second chance after they have disappointed you,
seeif they are ready to mend their ways. Right?’

The crowd responded with boos and hisses.

“I think I'll give this stupid boy a chanceto survive, because | can't hep having abig heart.” Baskania
put his hand over his chest. “Erec, | want you to see what your choices are. Firt, | am going to disarm
that dreadful dragon next to you.” He pointed hisfinger and awhoosh of black smoke rushed toward
Aoquesth, who then choked and coughed.

“Areyou okay?" Erec asked Aoquesth.

The dragon nodded. “It istrue. He took my fire out.”

“And now,” Baskaniasaid, waving both handsin theair, “1 will disarm the creatures, melt their wegpons
like snow in the sun.” Swords drooped like banana pedls, clubs dripped to the ground like melting candle
wax, spears crumbled into heaps of muck. The AMAW3 in Erec’s hand turned to dust and blew away in
thewind.

“Now, you see, Erec,” Baskania continued, “you have a choice. Y ou may cometo our Sde asahero of
Alypium and Aorth, show us you have mended your salfish ways, and lead usin the destruction of these
mongters. Then you will be properly with me, on my side againgt dl enemies, and | will fully gppreciate
you. | know you did not like when the citizens of Alypium were against you. Now isyour chanceto be
their favorite. They will dways remember this day when Erec Rex saw thelight and returned to the path
of good.

“Or...” Hepaused. “If you are not reformed, if you do not want to do what is right, you may remain with
those monsters and take what comes your way.”

If only he had the scepter. Erec craved it more than ever. Thelast time he had faced Baskania, Erec had
been the more powerful one with a scepter in hishand. Now hewasjust aboy, alone on ahill with a
bunch of unarmed victims.

“Wll, Erec?’ Baskaniaarched an eyebrow. “What will it be?’

A nagging thought deep ingdetold him that he had a choice of dying or being aheroin Alypium,
something he had wanted from the start. He should go down there, throw up hisarms. ..

But there was no way he could do it. He had to do what was right, no matter what happened to him, no
matter what these people thought of him. He shook his head and put his hands on his hips. He shouted to
the crowd, unsureif they could hear, “I’m not coming down. These are not the mongters. Y ou are the
mongters.” Jam stood beside him and nodded bravely.

Baskanialaughed and turned to his people. “Wdll, | guess some folks never change. At least | can say |
tried, right?” He turned to Generd Moreland and growled, “Let’sdoiit.”

The genera gave acommand and the army and angry hordes rushed toward Erec and the citizens of
Lerna. Erec stepped in front, looking around for something to fight with. Haenry and the other Cyclopes
ran toward the armies, fistsraised. Black arrows shot through the air, piercing their skin. The Cyclopes
pulled them out angrily. They swatted Alypian soldiers off of their horses and yanked spears out of their
hands.

“Stay near me,” Aoquesth said to Erec.

Steve ran by with astick he had broken off of atree. “ Erec, whatever happens, thank you.” He charged
toward the Aorthian army. The Hydras and Vakyries had nowhere to run. Some cowered near the cliffs
behind them, but maost fashioned weapons from branches, rocks, and plants around them and charged at
their attackers.



Erec was amazed at the fighting skill of the Vakyries. Legs swinging in front of them and long siver hair
flying behind, they flew at the invaders with deadly force. Silver shoes kicked wegpons from hands with
precison, then felled enemiesin thefidd. They werefearless.

One of the Cyclopesfell, asaber sticking up from its chest. Others grabbed clubs from Alypians and
swung through the battlefield, knocking foes down. Baskaniawatched, laughing, agloating King Pluto at
hissde. Alypians, Aorthians, Vakyries, and Hydraslay bleeding in the grass. The armies against them
seemed endless compared to the few from Lernaleft standing. Erec tore the end of atick into a point,
and Aoquesth handed him something white and shining. “ Take one of my teeth. It will fasten on to that
branch with its sticky end and will make agood spear.”

Erec ran toward the oncoming army, arrows whizzing by him. He could fed Baskanid seyeson him.
Aoquesth was at his sde, nudging him out of the way when something came too close. The black arrows
bounced off of Aoquesth’s scales, not bothering him at al. Erec saw Haenry lying flat on the grass. A
soldier in armor raised asword over him, about to strike. Erec charged toward him and flung his spear. It
clanged againgt the soldier’ sarmor, sending him flying off hishorse. Haenry sat up, holding hisside, green
blood trickling down. “Protect yoursdlf, Erec. Get behind me.”

A mass of angry citizenswith pitchforks and pickaxes surrounded a Cyclops, swinging at him from all
Sdes as he batted them away, howling in anger. They finaly overcame him, and hefdl, green blood
gpattering the grassin front of Erec. Haenry raced to them, arms over his head, with adeafening roar.
The Alypians screamed and scattered. Tinaappeared with the huge steel megaphonein her hand. “This
wasn't melted with the weapons” shesaid. “Try it

Erec put it to hislips. “ Stop! Now! Stop!”

The battling armies tumbled to astop, confused as to where the order had come. They looked around,
surprised. Erec continued, megaphone a his mouth. “ Do not attack us. We mean no harm. These folks
up here look different, but they are redlly nice people insde. They just want to go home, take ahot
shower, and forget dl of this. They don’t want to hurt you. Can any of you think of atimethey hurt
anyone?’

There was aconfused rumbling in the crowd, asif some of them were actudly listening.

“Ignorethat fool,” Baskania s voice thundered. “ Crush him. Heisagaing you dl.”

Erec raised the megaphone to his mouth, but thistimeit did not work. Baskania must have muted it. “ Get
them! Fight!” Baskaniaraged. The armiesraised their swords and the battle raged again.

If only they could know the truth, Erec was sure they would lay down their arms. How could he let them
know?

An Aorthian soldier galloped toward Erec and shot a black arrow. 1t whizzed through the air toward him.
Hefroze, unable to move fast enough to dodgeit. In aflash, it was afoot from his chest. Suddenly, red
and purple light beamed from the Amulet of Virtues around his neck. The arrow curved away, bending
like anoodleto the Sde, piercing Erec’sarm.

He pulled the arrow out, blood dripping down his skin. Luckily, the wound was not deep. His amulet had
protected him. He closed his eyes, wondering how he could stop this fighting.

It was then he redlized what he had to do. The Archives of Alitheawerein his pocket. If he unrolled the
scroll, everyone that saw it would know the truth. 1t would only work once. There could be no better
timethan now.

Erec pulled the scroll from his pocket. Baskania s eyesingtantly narrowed when he saw it. He pointed a
finger a Erec and something shining flew fromit.

It was asif time stood till. Each fraction of a second seemed to take an hour. Erec could see ashiny
dlver and black dagger shooting toward his heart. He was frozen by Baskania' s magic, could do nothing
but watch what he knew would be hisinstant death. The smoking blade shot forward, forward, closer.
Erec knew he would never be able to open the scroll, stop the ondaught, save the Hydras.

It wastoo late.

When the dagger wasjust feet from Erec, Aoquesth dovein front of him. The blade shot into the neck of
the dragon, piercing his scaes. Black smoke rose from the handle, and purple blood dripped down his



sde. Steam fizzed from his nose as he collapsed at Erec’ sfeet. “ Stand on my head.” Aoquesth’ svoice
wasfant.

In an instant, Erec stepped onto Aoquesth’s head. He opened the Archives of Alithea, and Aoquesth
stood, rising high for dl to see. Tell the truth about the Hydras, Cyclopes, and Valkyries, Erec
thought. Light blazed from the scroll like atorch in the night, bursting into thousands of white beamsin dl
directions. The symbols printed on the scroll glowed like fire. Aogquesth staggered under Erec’ sfeet, and
Erec dmog fell.

The soldiers and mobs stared, mouths open. They could see the shining scroll....and they knew.
Aoquesth ssumbled, lowering his head. Erec jumped off right before the dragon collgpsed thunderoudy
onto the hillsde.

Weapons dropped from hands. Tearsfell from faces. People fdll to the ground, dropped off their horses,
hugging the Cyclopes, the Hydras, and the VVakyries. People apol ogized and shook hands.
Baskaniagave Erec alook of pure hate, and then he vanished.

Jam said, “Baskaniacan't quite kill you now, with everyone knowing what' s going on. He thought he had
it al wrapped up—you cometo hisside or you die.”

Haenry pulled himsalf off the ground and limped toward Erec. Hetried to giveaVakyrieafriendly pat
on the back, and she sailed twenty feet into the grass. King Pluto scowled and rounded up hisarmy to
head home, sending the wounded back with his scepter. The Alypians stayed longer, and General
Moreland paced and shook his head. Steve brought Dr. Shandy to help those lying on the grass.

Erec sat down and stroked Aoquesth’ s face. His eyes were partly closed. “Are you okay? Y ou saved
my life”

“I know, Erec. Gofind ajar...and hurry.”

Erec cdled to Tina sfamily, who rushed back with aglass jar from anearby house. He sat by the
dragon. “Thank you, Aogquesth. Thejar ishere. What should | do with it?’

Aoquesth panted a little steam. He looked weak, sick. “1 want to give you something before | die.”
“Die?’ Erec must not have been hearing right. “ Y ou'll be okay, won't you, Aoquesth?’

“No, Erec. Thething that Baskaniashot at you was a death blade. He wasn't taking any chances. Itis
powerful, and even | am not ableto resist it, especiadly as| have been weak lately.” He took the jar from
Erec. “1 want you to have my other eye. | won't be needing it anymore, and I’ d like to keep them both
together anyway. Then you will be able to have the true sight of adragon. | am sure you will useit wisdly.
Y ou deserveto haveit. Y ou are going to be agreat king someday.”

“King?" Erec had not for a minute thought about the second quest or becoming king. It seemed too late
for that anyway. He looked at the Amulet of Virtues around his neck. A second of the twelve sections
was now glowing adusky purple-blue and had another black symbol onit.

Aoquesth looked &t the amulet. “That symbol means‘justice,’ doing what isright eveniif it snot easy. It's
another trait of agreat ruler. Y ou showed that today.” Before Erec could stop him, Aoquesth plunged a
claw into hisonly eye and pulled it out. “Put the jar under my claws Erec. Isit there?” He dropped his
gyeintotheglass.

Erec gulped, setting the jar on the grass next to him. He rested the back of Aoquesth’ s head in hislap.
“You did that for me?’

“It'sfunny.” Aoquesth chuckled, weakly. “I’ ve pulled both my eyes out for you now. And I’ ve never felt
I’ve done a better thing.”

Erec thought. “ But you looked into the future. Why didn’t you see that thiswould happen?’

Aoquesth’ s head rested more heavily into Erec’slap. “I did.”

“And you came anyway to save me.” Erec fought back tears, stroking Aoquesth’shead. “Don’t die,
Aoquesth. Tl mehow | can help you.”

“Nobody can help me now, Erec. I'll be with my darling Nylyrasoon. | choseit to bethisway.” His
voice was quiet now, and Erec had to bend closeto hear. “ Take my eyeto Heph Vulcan. HE Il bind it to
the back of your other one and you will have both in place then. Two dragon eyes are very powerful for
ahuman, but | know you can handle them, Erec. Maybe you'll be able to do the dragon call someday.



I’ve been too weak to do it mysdlf lately.”

Erec looked where the dragon’ s eyes had been, then looked away. “ The dragon call?’

Aoquesth’ s voice was barely awhisper. “ Y ou can try. Cal the dragons with your eyes, the same way
you spoke to the Substance with your eyesto make it open.”

Erec could not thank Aoquesth, or even ask how he fdlt; hisvoice wastoo shaky. All he could do was
hold the dragon around his neck until hislast sleamy breath had flown into the sky.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Other Eye

EREC AND JAM walked the streets of Lernathat night. Erec’s arm had been bandaged by Dr.
Shandy. He hoped that each step would bring him closer to knowing why Aoquesth had saved hislife,
had given him everything. But, in the end, he only fet further from understanding anything at dl. Hewas
exhausted, but the loss he felt kept him going, one step at atime, through the city, asif hewasafraid to
come back and faceredlity again.

He showed the Amulet of Virtuesto Jam. “I guessthismeans|’m il inthe running for king.” He
laughed. “I’'m sure I’ m officially kicked out according to the Labor Society, but it doesn’'t seem likeit's
under their control.”

“Who knows whose control it redlly isunder?’” Jam said. “ Sometimes | think the Substance itsdlf isin
charge here”

Erec nodded, remembering what he had seen of the Substance when he made aholein it with Aoquesth.
“Yes” hesad. “Youjust may beright.”

When they reached Tina s house there was a huge party going on. A pair of tentacles whisked Erec high
into theair. “Here heis! Three cheersfor Erec Rex! Three cheersfor Jam Crinklecut!” Asmuch asJam
looked flustered by being tossed about, Erec could tell he loved the attention. Hydras joined tentacles
and sang songs, passing around jugs of cider and nectar. Erec wished he could join in the merriment, but
he felt cold insde. Aoquesth was dead and it was hisfault. If he had only been stronger, able to defend
himsdlf, then the dragon would be dive right now.

Steve put atentacle around Erec’ s shoulder. “Kid, you did it. I don’'t know how to thank you. Y ou
risked your life for us. And you turned down fame and fortune, even when you thought you would die.



Y ou'resomething, I'll tell you that. If you ever run for king, you have my vote.” He chuckled to himsdif.
“Anyway, without you we would have been dog mesat. So thanks.”

Erec shrugged. “| didn’t do anything, redly. Just got lucky. | only wish Aoquesth was aslucky.”

Steve sighed. “It’s sad. But he chose to do what he did. Remember that. He had lived along time, too.”
Erec ill held the glassjar with Aoquesth’ seyeinit, though he tried not to look at it. It was gruesome
and made him sad, but he did not want to put it down.

Tinagave Erec atentacled hug. “ Y ou are my hero, Erec. Can | ill writeto you after you go back to
Alypium?’

“Sure.” He amiled at her. “ Send a picture next timetoo. | know alot of guyswho would think you look
totally awesome.” She turned reddish and grinned. Erec was glad the Archives of Alitheawere used up
now so that he didn't blurt out the rest of what they might think.

Erec turned around and there before him stood the Hermit. “Ahh, here heis, the hero du jour.” The
Hermit cackled. “ Ready to get that eye put in?”’

“Huh?Now?’ Erec gripped the jar, not quite ready for anything. “I need to go find thetwins. | think |
know who hasthem.”

TheHermit grinned. “ A timefor eyes and a place for twins. The eye needsto go in now. Heph Vulcanis
waiting.”

Erec found Jam and said good-bye to Tina, Steve, and the others at the party. The Hermit led them
through a Port-O-Door, and they were ingtantly in King Piter’ s Cadtle. It felt strangeto travel so far so
quickly. But while they were dtill in the vestibule, the Hermit touched the map screen to bring them to the
other sde of Alypium. They waked out into awaiting room of asmal office.

A coat rack very like the one Erec grew up with ran out to greet them, then strode away, disappointed
that they did not have anything to hang on it. The rug at the door reached up around Jam'’ s feet and
polished his shoes, making Jam laugh. The chairsal bounced invitingly, and even the light waved a pull
cord a them in greeting.

“Comein,” ahearty voice caled out. Heph VVulcan was abroad, stout man with a short dark beard and
dark hair. He wore adeeveless gray shirt, loose pants, and agray cap. He looked like alumberjack. His
hoarse voice had aNew Y ork accent. “Y ou must be Erec. Glad to finally meet you. I’ ve heard alot
about you. You're using the eye | made for you ten years ago, | hear. Now you want the other one
done?’

Erec nodded. He wasn't sure what having Aoquesth’ s other eye would do to him, or if it was something
he redlly should have. But it was a part of Aoquesth. He had saved Erec’slife, o it only seemed right.
Thisiswhat Aogquesth wanted, hislast request.

Erec thought about what having one dragon eye did to his cloudy thoughts. What would two do?
Aoquesth said two dragon eyes would be very powerful for ahuman being, but he was sure Erec could
handleit. Erec wished he was as sure. He wanted Aoquesth to be here to show him how to useit, like he
had started to show him how to use thefirst eye.

Heph Vulcan led them through a shop filled with objects he had brought to life. Erec lay on atable that
reached metal arms around him to hold him till. VVulcan waved a syringe over him. “Thiswon't hurt abit.
You'll wakeright up whenit'sover.”

Erec gulped. “Do you know what having two dragon eyeswill do for me?’

Vulcan shrugged. “Y ou' re the only human who hasone at dl. | would know; I’ m the only onewho can
fuse dragon eyes to human ones. Of course Thanatos Baskaniawould not need me for that. He uses eyes
inhisownway. So | suppose he might have one.”

Erec was not reassured to find out that no other human had ever experienced having two dragon eyes
before, especialy knowing how having just one affected him. He was glad Jam wasin the room. Vulcan
gave him ashot, and al went black.

Erec awoke suddenly, not sure how long he had been out. Jam looked green, like he might throw up at
any minute. “Isyoung sr dl right?’

“I’'mfine. What' swrong, Jam?’

“Oh, nothing. It just was an...interesting procedure, that’sal.”



Erec did not fed different at all. He looked around. His eyes moved normally, and hisvision was okay. It
was arelief. Maybe he would never even notice he had the other dragon eye.

It felt good to come back through the Port-O-Door into the castle. After the wilds of Otherness and the
strangeness of Lerna, Alypium actualy seemed humdrum, something Erec never thought he would think.
But there was't time to settle back into life there. He had to find Ugry and save the twins, if he till held
them captive. He fdt terrible about leaving the dragon hatchlingsin the Nevervarld for another minute,
Aoquesth had said they would only last afew days, and Erec knew that place was not pleasant. As soon
as he rescued Danny and Sammy, he would head straight to get the hatchlings out.

“Jam,” Erec said, “will you stick with me abit longer? I’m going to find Ugry now.”

Jam grinned. “Likeglue, Sr. Likeglue”

Ugry was not in his private offices, so they wandered through the west wing. Erec looked in the dining
hall as he waked by, redizing how hungry he was. Bethany, Jack, and Oscar were inside munching
plates of deserts. They looked up in shock.

Bethany ran up and threw her arms around him. “Erec! Y ou're back! The Hermit told us you were okay,
but we were so worried! Did you do the second quest?’

Erec nodded. “Yeah, only | didn’'t even know | was doing it.” He wolfed down some food, dessert first,
and told them what had happened. Jam eyed the food asif he did not feel comfortable digging in, so Erec
handed him aplate. “1’m going to find Ugry now. Do you guys want to come? Then | haveto get the
baby dragons out of the Nevervarld. | hoped you might come with usthere, too. We could use your
hdp.”

Jam’ s back straightened asif he was glad Erec assumed he would be going with him. “Let’ s pack some
food for thetrip, Sr.”

Bethany looked at Jam. “Erec, aren’t you going to introduce us?’

“Thisis Jam Crinklecut, the head butler of the west wing. Don’t you remember him?”

Sheturned pink, staring a Jam. “Oh, sorry. | didn’t recognize you.”

After Jam made some packs of food for the road they asked amaid in the west wing if she had seen
Ugry. She pointed toward the throne room. “Helikesto go there and think.”

They pulled open the heavy doors and walked into the large throne room. Thelast time he had been here
King Piter’ s scepter flew through the air to him, saving hislife. The massive room looked so empty now.
From where they stood, the immense throne looked small. Huge chandeliers hung above them, and
ornate tapestries and drapes covered the walls. After along walk across the room, the fifteen-foot,
gem-studded gold throne rose above them. An enormous round diamond was embedded initshigh
back.

Upon it, Bathazar Ugry sat deep in thought. At the base of the throne, hisfoot rested on the LiaFall, the
rough gray rock that had screamed during the coronation ceremony. He dowly raised an eyebrow and
scowled. “And to what do | owe this pleasure?’

“Where are Danny and Sammy?’ Erec demanded, hands on hips.

A amirk lit Ugry’slips. “Oh, thisisrich. Areyou accusng me of something, boy? Asusud?’

“I happen to know you kidnapped the twins. Where are they?’ Erec tried to ook menacing but was
aware that they had no way to make Ugry do anything at dl, or even protect themsalves from him.
Maybe he should have found King Piter firg.

Ugry put hisfingersto his mouth and feigned shock. “Y ou happen to know this, do you? Then why, pray
tell, did you not inform me sooner? If | had kidnapped the twins | would just as soon know.” He glared
angrily. “You'relucky | have ausefor you, or you might not be here to annoy me now. Why don’t you
kids and your servant run away and play your little games somewhere e se. | have some important
mattersto consider.”

Erec gnashed histeeth. “But | saw you with them. And you' re dways carrying candy wrappers, and—"



“If you want to know, | have spent some of my time looking for your brother and sster in Alypium, since
you and King Piter have been gone. | did not have luck, unfortunately. | could sometimestell where they
would be going, but not when. | never could find them.”

“But | saw you at theice rink when they were there. Y ou were with them.”

Ugry rolled hiseyes and grimaced. “1 was there looking for them. | thought | saw them, but somebody
elsesaw mefirst. Before | knew it, | was spinning around the room in awhirlwind. By thetime | got out
of it they were gone.”

Erec stared at him, not comprehending. Ugry leaned forward, an eyebrow up. “What isthis? I’m sensing
something on you, something with hints of an old power.” He stepped off the throne and lifted the
Archives of Alitheaout of Erec’s pocket. “ And where did you get this?’

Erectried to grab it, but Ugry whisked it away. “1t'smine. Patchouli gave it to me after | saved her
hatchlings. It's used up anyway.”

Ugry looked it over. “Soiit is. But thereisatiny amount of magic left init. Not enough to use the scroll
again, but holding it might help me seewherethetwinsare now.” Ugry closed hiseyes, the scrall tight in
hisfigt. Hisface srained and tensed, then finaly rdaxed. “They’rein Alypium. Wewill go there now.” He
lifted the Sde of his cape, and the Six of them were suddenly standingin...

Rosco Kroc's house.

Sammy and Danny looked up in shock as Erec, Ugry, Jam, Jack, Oscar, and Bethany appeared in front
of them. Rosco jumped to hisfeet, but in an instant was flattened to the wall with ablueforcefied
gleaming around him. Ugry’ s eyes blazed. “ So, crocodile face, thisiswhat you' ve come to. Kidnapping,
isit now? Sorry to see how such a sweet kid ends up.”

Rosco threw spellsat Ugry, but little blue sizzlesfrom the force field stopped them. “ That’ sright, old
buzzard,” Rosco said. “Why don’t you take astroll back through the valey of the shadow of death and
bring young Erec with you!”

Everyone stared at Rosco. Sammy’ sface turned red. “Why did you say that?” She sprang to her feet
and threw her arms around Erec. “ There you are! We were so worried about you! How are the other
kids?sMom out of the asylum yet?’

Danny walked over and gave Erec ahug. “Hey, kid. Glad you findly got here. You'll likeit here.” He
looked at Rosco and Ugry. “I think there has been amisunderstanding. Rosco didn’t kidnap us. He's
helping us. Mom sent him to get us this summer when she was carted off to amental asylum. | thought the
other kids were being watched by someone else. Rosco said we' d see them soon, and Mom needed her
res.”

Erec looked a Rosco in disbelief. “How could you?’ Helooked at the twins. “Mom isfine. Shewas
kidnapped this summer and stuck in King Pluto’s dungeons, not in amenta asylum. She' sbeen back a
long time and worried sick about you guys. We ve been looking everywhere for you.” Erec bit histongue
to keep tears from coming. Hisface felt hot.

S0, he had been right when he originally thought Rosco had the twins. He never did look in the other
room that day he had come here searching for them. Then again, he could barely move at that point. Erec
looked at Rosco through the forcefidld. “Why?’

Rosco sneered. “ They were valuable. They are thirteen-year-old twins with the last name Rex. They
might be important. It was a prestigious assgnment from the Shadow Prince. | have no regrets.” He
looked at Oscar. “Remember that, Oscar. No regrets. | know what you think of me now, but someday
you will understand.”

Danny and Sammy weretalking at once, confused. “Mom’ s okay? Rosco lied?’ Tears streamed from
Sammy’ s eyes. Danny threw aboot from the floor at Rosco, but it bounced off the force fied.

Oscar came closeto the bluelight of the force field and looked blankly into Rosco’s eyes. “I will never
understand. Y ou lied to me. Y ou lied to Erec’ s brother and sister, kidnapped them from their family.” He
bit hislip and backed away, shaking his head.

Rosco shouted to him, “Y ou’ Il see someday! Y ou're like me, you know.”

Oscar spun toward him, face red, and yelled, “1 am not like you. | never will be. Just leave me done.”
Ugry looked down on Oscar with hatred. “ Asfor you, because of your association with thiscrimind, |



will make sure you are no longer dlowed to participate in any quests with Erec.”

Oscar looked up, lip trembling, hot tears streaming down hisface. “But | didn’t know. It’snot fair.”
“Nevertheless,” Ugry hissed, * one cannot be too safe.”

Rosco shouted, “Bathazar—don't you see? Y ou' re the cause of all the problems here.”

Oscar walked up to theforce field, hatred in hiseyes. “1’ll get you someday, Rosco. Just wait. |
promise.”

Rosco looked at him with affection. “I know you will, buddy. And thank you for it. Meanwhile, nobody
holds old Rosca hostage.” Starting at hisfeet, his body twisted into agreen whirlwind behind the force
field, and then he vanished.

June O’ Haralooked up in shock as Erec, Bethany, Danny, Sammy, Oscar, Jack, and Jam walked into
her house through a Port-O-Door. “Oh, my.” She looked around, hand over her heart. “ Erec? Danny?
Sammy?Oh...” Sheran to them and threw her arms around them again and again. “ The Hermit told me
you would be okay, but | was so worried. There was nothing | could do.”

They talked for an hour, telling one another what happened, and repesting the good parts afew extra
times. June kept asking Erec what his new dragon eye waslike, but it redly felt no different than before
he had it. She till had not managed to take her Seeing Eyeglasses off of the darm clock. Thetwins
wanted to hear about the trolls, and Bethany asked afew times for more details about what Tinalooked
like. Jam focused on Rosco’ s escape. But when Erec talked about Aoquesth, the room got quiet.

Jam spoke up. “He was agood friend. And we had better go finish our job there soon.”

Jam was right. The dragon hatchlings had been in the Nevervarld for close to three days, which seemed
like pure torture, and might well be near their limit. Erec hoped they were dl right. “Jam and | should get
them out now. We have to bring them home. Maybe we can deep there with them, then start to walk
with them into the dragon territoriesin the morning. It may tekealong time.”

“Or"—Jam winked at him—"we could go there with a Port-O-Door and bring them straight back into
the castlefor the night. I could fix them up there, and Ezzy Mumbai could tend to them if they need it.
Then in the morning, straight through the Port-O-Door into dragon territory. No long walks where we
could be spotted.”

Erec grinned. “Gresat idea, Jam. Let’sdo it.” June was grabbing the twinstight to her sides, and Erec
gaved| of them another hug. “I’ll be back soon.”

Erec, Jam, Bethany, Oscar, and Jack went through the Port-O-Door back into the west wing of the
castle. Erec said, “It’sredly late, guys. You don't dl have to come. Y ou can see the dragons at the
cadleinthemorning.”

Jack dretched. “All right. I'm tired anyway. I'll see you tomorrow.”

Oscar’ sface was drawn. “| think | need to go kick something. Now | don’t have atutor anymore, and |
can't do any of the quests. Rosco isgoing to die.” He looked up at Erec. “I’ m not coming. I’ m too
pissed off.”

“I'll comewith you!” Bethany grinned. “It’ s been pretty boring around here with you gone. Timeto meet
some dragong!”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Dragon Hatchlings

EREC HANDED BETHANY the Archives of Alitheaso he could get into the Nevervarld again. She
put them in her pocket. Then Jam, Erec, and Bethany stepped from the vestibule of the Port-O-Door
into the darkness of the Jotnar night, near Trollebotten Cave. The air was warm, and crickets hummed
evening balladsin their boggy bars and puddle pubs. Somewhere nearby a sheep baa-ed, which seemed
drange asthere were no animalsin sight.

It took aminute for Erec’ s eyesto adjust. Jam led the way to the cave entrance. The holein the
Substance was about thirty feet away, so they al counted footsteps, searching for the smal fig tree that
marked the spot. Bethany shouted, “1 found it! 1t'sthe Nevervarld. | cantell, my hand isinit. It snot a
feding you can forget.”

Erec and Jam ran to where she was knedling. Erec put his hand in with hers. Cold dry sparkslicked his
skin. He was not looking forward to going back in, but at least he was not |eft in there for days like the
poor dragons were. Well, soon they would be out and home safe with their parents, and he would be
donetoo. He could not wait to get back to the castle, have ahot mug of cocoa, and climb into bed. But,
firg thingsfird.

Bethany and Jam both wished that they could be the onesto go into the Nevervarld, since Erec had done
enough. Hetook off his Sneakers and did his feet through the hole he and Aoquesth had made in the
Substance. As he lowered himsdf through the space his breath quickened. Quick in, quick out. He would
not have to be in there long. Bethany sat nearby and stuck her hand through the hole so he could grab it
when he was ready to come out. As Erec plunged himself into the Nevervarld, he heard another baa,
which must have been from the same lost sheep.

Black and white specks of static sizzled and sparked around him, erasing everything that Erec knew was
real. He gagped and grabbed hisarmsto fed something solid. As beforein the Nevervarld, he could not
tell if hewas moving or holding till, but everything wasin motion around him, spinning flecks of
something he could not grasp. He closed his eyes, but the bits were till there, al around him and inside
him. He heard the familiar voice in hismind. Thank you. Yummm.

Bethany’ s hand sparkled near the hole like abeacon of light. But where were the dragons? When he had
|eft them here they were bright, glowing intense colors, and their thoughts were so noisy they were
overwhelming. But now only the crushing white noise of static that Erec could not identify as sound or
dlencefilled hisears. Panic coursed through him for amoment. How would he find them? What if they
had died?

He tried moving farther out, away from Bethany’ s hand. Pinches of energy were sucked from his body
into the emptiness, and he was aready getting tired. Focus. Think. Hetried to see into the motion, look
for shapes or figures. Then it occurred to him that maybe there was areason the dragons were not here.
Maybe somebody e se had gotten to them first. What if Baskania had them now, or had their eyes
aready? His heart sunk. But he could not turn back; he had to look further and make sure.

It seemed doubtful the dragons were here, because they glowed so brightly before that they had been
hard to miss. His mind spun. Nothingness enveloped him, sucking himiin, taking hisenergy away. Sharp



sparks of pain flicked around his body, draining him. He began to get confused, but he remembered the
dragons. He had to find them.

Swirls moved around and through him faster now. Where were the dragon thoughts? Where were his
own thoughts? Was he swimming in the specks or were they swvimming in him? Help! Please help. Where
areyou? hecdled out in hishead. Dragons! | am here to take you home!

Nothing. But he was sure he had communicated with them here before. If they were here, their thoughts
were gone. Maybe they had not made it. He heard the Nevervarld within him, You are not dead. You
are the human with the dragon part. But you don’t have long. Leave now or give yourself to us.
But he could not do that yet. Something had to help him here. Then he remembered the lion skin flowers.
They cameto him here twice before. Maybe they would help him now.

Flowers! Where are you? Help me find the baby dragons. Please.

Something nudged his hand, pulling him somewhere. His other hand, hisface, everything was coveredin
soft petals. They were moving him deeper into the Nevervarld, far away, where he would never get out,
never seethelight of day.

It was confusing to even remember what daylight was like, what he was like. Where was he going? He
was S0 tired. It was hard to remember.

Shapes moved in front of him. Or was he moving in front of them? Dull, dark images floated in the swirls
of specks, quiet and lifeless. It took him awhile to redize that these shapes were the dragons. Didn't they
have color? Life? He was not sure why he or they were there. Maybeif he just went to deep it would all
be okay.

Hiseyeswere closing. The thought fluttered through his mind that he might have been here longer than
before. Maybe when he awoke everything would be clear. The flowers pushed him into the dragon hesp,
dumping his body with theirs. It was okay. They looked comfortable. It was dark now. The darkness
wasfilling him, taking him away.

But then he sartled, only dightly, just enough to wake him up, when he brushed against one of the dragon
hatchlings. Its color was gone, but it still had something solid and real about it. It did not respond to his
touch, but he felt more and there was a chain—the shadow of the meta chain holding the dragons
together. He grasped it. Thisiswhat he' d come here for. The dragons. The chain. He pulled, but nothing
happened. His mind was too week, too tired. Concentrate. Erec focused, pulling harder. Nothing
happened. What was wrong? He was trying with every ounce of hisenergy. Then he remembered. To
move here he had to use his body aswell as his mind. He wasn't sure which one he had forgotten, but he
yanked one more time, and the chain moved.

Something swam with him, guiding him and the dragons somewhere far awvay. Where werethey going? It
was only the semisolid fed of the chainin hisgrip that kept him dive. A bright glimmer appeared and
grew into asparkling vison too bright to look at. It was a hand. Bethany’ s hand. If only he could reach it,
he knew everything would be okay. It was coming closer now. Small soft movements around him were
pushing himto sefety.

Thank you, he thought. It was dl he could manage.

And then her hand wasin front of him, so bright he could not look &t it. He reached, not sureif he could
ever makeit, grabbing the chain and stretching toward safety, toward life.

Her hand grasped his, and he gasped in shock. Warmth sizzled through him. He had not redized he was
s0 cold. Bethany’ s hand was so full of life. He held on as she pulled him to safety, into warmth, knowing
it waslikeakind of rebirth and it would hurt at first, but he was ready. He hoped the dragons were ready
too, and that they were ill dive.

With ayank he was through. Violent colors and sounds assaulted him from all angles. Noises, shapes. In
arush, Erec identified the Szzling, flaming spheresin hiseyes as stars. They burned into his head, stinging
him. Someone was pulling the dragons through the hole. He was glad because he never would have been
abletodoit.

It hurt to look at things, but they dowly materidized before him. Grass. Sky. He realized he was gripping
Bethany’ s hand tight, even though the fedling overwhemed him with pain. Helooked at her, ready to see
her face even though it would be too much.



But it was not Bethany’ s face. It was somebody else's. The eyes of the person who held his hand seared
into him, looking through him like he was a broken shard of glass.

So many eyes.

Baskanialoosened his grip on Erec and laid him on the dirt. Thelast thing Erec heard before he passed
out was a cackle of glee.

Erec shivered, the air freezing himto his bones as he huddled under the bush. His father appeared
with his boss. They had found him and the boss was yelling at his father. Erec’s dream misted over.
But it wasn't hisfather. The dream had been tampered with, put in by the Memory Mogul. The man was
familiar though. And the boss—even morefamiliar. Hisvoicewasthe sameas. ..

Baskaniasaid, “They’ re coming to. It won't be long now, boys.”

It was Baskania s voice. Baskaniawas the boss of the father from his nightmares, the father he dways
had thought was his own, but who was just an implanted memory. The knowledge of this gave Erec the
chills. Helifted his head, which had been lolling at his Sde, and tried to move, but he was stuck. He
fought againgt his bonds without luck.

Images formed before his eyes, and they did not hurt him now that he had dept. He could see Bethany
and Jam near him, both tied upright to poles with the same magic rope that had bound Erec during the
coronation ceremony and that was holding him now.

“Erec,” Bethany whispered. “ Are you awake? Baskania and the Stain boys were hiding behind some
bushes. They surprised us after you went through the hole.”

Baskania strode to Erec, hands on hips. His face had seven eyes showing. It was not as many as another
time Erec had seen him; this time there was enough room for his mouth and nose. He wore acloak of fine
black pin-striped linen. It looked like a cross between asorcerer’ s cloak and a stylish suit. Behind him
stood Baor and Damon Stain, along with aboy with white fuzzy sheep’ swool growing around his heed
and face and running down his neck. Long leaf-shaped ears stuck out of hishead likealamb's. His eyes,
though, were the same stedly blue as Balor and Damon’s. When he looked at Erec, “ Baa-aa-aa”
popped out of his mouth, and his hand flew over hisface in embarrassment.

“Don’'t gareat Dollick,” Baskaniasaid. “That’ srude. | see you are awake, Oh, he-who-would-be-king.
Y ou have been trying your best to take the throne away from these nice Stain boys, now haven’t you?
Wi, that has cometo an end. Y ou and your friendswill not be around to plague Alypium anymore.
Bdor and Damon here will finish the quests with Rock Rayson, Rock will get suddenly ill and die, and he
will hand over hiskingdom to Dollick. These boyswill give the sceptersto mefor safekeeping, and they
will rule the world under me.”

Baskanialeered at Erec. “And it al starts now. Y ou thought you had tricked me, boy? No one gets the
better of me. | wanted to kill you in Lernawith al the crowds cheering me on, but I'll get to kill you now
instead. | wanted to daughter my dragons for their eyeswhen | was donethere, butinstead I'll doitina
few moments. And then | will go on from hereto learn something that will make meinvincible. Not only
will I have dl these dragon eyes at my command’—he swept ahand toward the pile of little deeping
dragons—"“but | will aso havethe greatest secret of al a my disposal. The cluesto the Find Magic.”

He pulled abundle of leaves from his cloak. “ Cregping abatross. Thiswill unlock the mystery, and it will
happen tonight.” He laughed. “Too bad you will not be here to see my triumph. But you may die knowing
that | will be al-powerful beforelong.”

One of the hatchlings snorted. Balor pointed. “ They’ re waking up. Look.”

Severd of the dragons moved, eyes il shut. “ Good, good.” Baskaniasaid. “1n afew minutesthey will
be back in thisworld enough so their eyeswill befully functiond. Then we may day them.”

Damon jumped up and down. “Oh, goody! Slay, day, day. Can | doit firs?’

Dallick knocked Damon on the head with a hand that looked like ahoof. “I get to do it first. | don't ever
get to have any fun. Why don’t you guys let me do the quests with you?’



Baor sneered at Dallick. “Because you look like a sheep, retard. Y ou think the people of Alypium are
going to want you to be king? Wait till they don’t have a choice, then you'll get your revenge on them.”
“All in good time, boys.” Baskaniagloated. “For now, we' |l have to choose which we want to kill
firs—the dragons or these nasty humans.”

Erec closed hiseyes. It wastoo late. He had tried so hard to stop this from happening, but he couldn’t
doit. Thedragonswould die. And Erec' s life was over. Even worse, he had dragged Bethany into
this...and Jam. Baskaniawould take al the dragons' power, learn the Final Magic, and destroy the
world. Erec had let everyone down. Especidly Aoquesth.

If only Aoquesth was here now. He would take care of things.

Erec’ s breath caught. Aoquesth.

There was something he could try. And just maybe, possibly, it could work.

Baor walked in front of Erec’ sface. “I think we should kill afew dragons, then this butler, and then
some more dragons, and then Bethany. | think Erec should watch her die. Thenwe'll do himlast.” He
grinned.

Think. How did Aoquesth describeit? Love. That'sit. Love. Erec squeezed hiseyes shut. It was hard to
think about love when he was so filled with hate. But he had to do it. Just like when he was seeing the
Substance, making aholein it. He had to reach deep and fed! ...

Love.

Aoquesth rushed into his head. Those gleaming scales, fiery rage againgt hisfoes, wings of black dicing
the sky. Then his mother, hisfamily. Danny and Sammy were safe now. Trevor, Nell, Zoey. Bethany. He
thought of the timesthey had shared together.

But Baskania s cackles diced through histhoughts, inciting the hatein him.

Love. He reached out to the love he knew was there, stronger than his anger, stronger than his hate. He
turned inward, feding theloveitsdf, freeing itingde him, calling to it. Why wasn't it working?
“It'sready! It'sready!” Damon jumped up and down. “ Thisone sawake.” Sure enough, the dragon
hatchlings were tumbling over each other, making smdl roaring noises. “1 gofirst.” He brandished a
gleaming dirk, its blade shining on ared hilt, then grabbed a dragon by the head.

“No, me!” Doallick tried to wrestleit out of his hands. Baskanialooked on with amusement.

Love. He could hear Aoquesth’ svoice in the back of hismind.

Dollick grabbed the dirk and plunged it into adragon. Thetiny thing chirped and gagged, eyeswidein
shock. He pulled the blade out, purple blood dripping onto the ground. The dragon baby’ s eyes met
Erec'sasit fdl. A peegp camefrom itsthroat, and then it was till.

Erec stared at the baby lying in a heap on the grass. He could hear Bethany crying. The thing amost
looked like alittle Aoquesth. His heart opened, and lovefilled him completely. He couldn’t help it. Any
anger that was in him was washed away by the sadness and fullness of hislove for this baby beast, for
Aoquesth, and for the world.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Hot tears streamed down his cheeks, stinging and burning like acid. When he
opened his eyes, everything was dense, jungle green. Thick strands and clumps of white netting, the
Substance, gleamed around him. Erec could see the hole in the Substance he had made with Aoquesth.
His dragon eyeswere out.

Erec reached degper. Love. Hethrew it into the heavens, reaching with it above al the madness. He
gleamed it high with his dragon eyes. Aoquesth’ s eyes. He could remember what Aoquesth had said:
“Cadll the dragons with your eyes...the same way you spoke to the Substance with your eyesto make it
open.”

He heard Bethany sniffling next to him and Jam’ steeth chattering.

Dragons! Hiseyes projected hislove into the skies. Come save us. Your hatchlings are here.
Baskania wants to kill them. Hurry! Please!

The world looked beautiful. He could see the Substance living and bresthing, much clearer than when he
only had one dragon eye. But he was not going to try and changeit like he' d done once. He would just
wait and hope.

“Wall, look at this” Baskaniagazed at Erec. “It looks like someone has two dragon eyes now. Hmm, all



the better for me, sncethey’ll soon be mine.”

Erec stared at the sky. Nothing appeared. Maybe it was hopeless. Aoquesth had not been sure Erec
could do the dragon call. Even Aoquesth was not powerful enough to do it toward the end of hislife.
“Hurry. Please.”

Baor waked up to Jam, spinning aremote control in hishand. “I can’t wait to kill one of these retards.
Thiswill befun.”

Damon grabbed the knife and plunged it into another dragon. It shuddered in his grasp, choking as
Damon pulled out the dripping knife.

“Saveitsblood,” Baskaniasad. “We |l need it later.”

Grinning, Baor pointed hisremote at Jam. “ Say good-bye, loser.”

The sky was empty. Erec looked at Jam in gpology. Jam smiled back asif to say it had al been worthit.
Then a swoosh filled the sky. And another. And another. Balor looked up and tripped backward. Broad,
sretched black wings cut through the air, scales glittered, and fire shot like lightning bursts from a stormy
sky.

Erec looked up with his dragon eyes, and connected with dragon after dragon. They saw him, knew him
through his eyes, and understood. A dragon wing brushed Balor into the bushes. Taons poured from the
air, grabbing Dollick and Damon Stain, pulling hatchlingsto safety, melting the chainsthat held them.
Baor emerged and swung toward Erec, teeth gritted. He pointed his remote control, but adragon
knocked him down.

Baskania s eyes narrowed with hatred. Hislips curved into a deep sneer, then heraised an arm. Thetwo
dead hatchlings that remained on the ground flew into his hand. Then he disappeared, the three Stain
boysvanishing with him.

A dragon cut through Erec’s, Bethany’s, and Jam’ s bonds with her claws. They collapsed on the ground,
panting in relief. The dragon sat with them on the grass. It was Patchouli. “1 see you have both of
Aoguesth’seyes now. He must haveredly believed in you.” She looked around. “It lookslike hewas
right.”

Dragons were thanking Erec and flying home with their hatchlings, many with green tearsfaling and
talking about the two hatchlings that had died. Patchouli stayed to make sure Erec and hisfriends were
okay. It felt good to rest, to look up at the stars. This had been along day.

Patchouli stretched awing. “Thank you, Erec, once again. Y ou saved my children, and now you have
saved everyone else's. The dragons are forever at your service.”

Erec’s smile wastinged with sadness. “1 had some help, you know. Jam and Bethany each did their part
too. | just wish dl the hatchlings had madeit.” He thought about the two that had died, unable to
understand how Doallick and Damon Stain could have wanted to kill them.

“I know.” Patchouli sighed steam. “1 do too. But you saved dl the others, Erec.”

Jam handed Erec awet towel. “Y ou might want to wipe your face, Sr. There are green stains under your
eyes”

Erec was glad Jam was yet again prepared for everything. He cleaned hisface, wondering if the stains
were from dragon tears.

An odd gigglefilled the air, and then the Hermit gppeared, spinning through the air inawild dervish
dance. “ Greetings, King Erec.” He bowed low. “Or, then again, maybe not!” Hefell on his head.

“What are you doing here?’ Jam asked.

“Dancing. Laughing. Spinning. Much better than Stting on the ground like alump.”

Erec wastoo tired to pay much attention to the strange man. “1 think | better get some deep.” Then,
suddenly, theworld in front of him swirled into adense, overpowering green that wasfilled with the
Substance. Each particle of it that hung on the webs of the Aitherplanes moved, swirled, and spun likeits
own little galaxy. He stared harder and could break down the particlesinto smaller oneswith hiseyes,



and build them up again. Then his body exploded in aroar, an eruption that was so intense it stunned him.
His hands prickled, claws popped from hisfingers.

He knew it was a cloudy thought, or a premonition, but it was stronger than any he' d had with just one
dragon eye. What was happening to him? Another roar racked his body, and then he got avision, so
much clearer and fuller than any before.

Explosion. Destruction. The entire world in ruin. Devastation. The planet shattered.

Things were moving fast, confusing, like a film running backward at top speed. Now he was
watching something happening before the destruction, and something before that. He couldn’t
catch it all, didn’t know if he was supposed to.

The image kept moving back in time until...today. Now. Something was happening right now that
would lead the world into chaos. And he could see what it was.

Thanatos Baskania was leaning over a well, sprinkling a liquid into it and saying a spell. He was
getting his grandmother out of the well.

The intense green was gone, his claws had disappeared, and Erec |ooked around the room.
Bethany and Jam stared at him, stunned. It was only the Hermit who hopped over to him and said,
“Wecometo thefuture.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Creeping Albatross

EREC FINALLY FOUND hisvoice. “I got acloudy thought. Something bad is happening right now. |
haveto stopit, or...” He could not describe what chain of eventswould happen if he did not intervene.
“Baskaniais getting his grandmother out of awell. It has something to do with him getting the Findl
Magic, and it’sgoing to ruin everything if | don't get there right away.”

“Whereisit?" Jam asked.

Erec’s cloudy thought had been clear. “ Thewdll isin Cyprus, in Upper Earth. It' s near the ruins of the



ancient city of Salamis, near Famagusta. | know just where to go. The Port-O-Door will get methere. |
haveto hurry.”

Jam said dowly, “Baskania s grandmother has been dead for along time.”

The Hermit nodded. “Heis bringing her back.” Everyone stared. Bringing her back from the dead?* She
knowsthe Great Secret—where the Find Magic is hidden. She was awise woman. Baskaniamust have
finally found the creeping abatross to bring her back. It was supposed to be extinct. And he hasthe
dragon blood now too.”

Petchouli looked at him sadly. “1 would go with you, Erec, but | cannot go into Upper Earth.”

“| understand. Thank you.”

Bethany crossed her arms. “Wadl, I'll go with you.”

“Metoo, sr,” Jam said.

“No.” Erec held his hands up. “Please. Thisiswaking straight into danger. | may not come out again.
And | would not be able to do it knowing either of you could be hurt. | have to go done.”
Erec’surgeto go to thewell in Cypruswas as strong as any cloudy thought; al the more so because he
knew what was at stake. He stood up. “ Time for meto do this.”

Bethany threw her arms around him, tearsrolling onto his shoulder. “Don'’t, Erec. Let’sjust tell King
Fiter and let him handleit.”

“That'salaugh. King Piter has yet to handle anything. The cloudy thought cameto me, and | haveto
follow it. | don't have achoice.” He put ahand on her cheek. “Take care of Wolfboy for meagain, if |
don’t come back right away.” He hugged Patchouli, then he walked with Jam, Bethany, and the Hermit
to the Port-O-Door vestibule and shut the door on the black Jotnar sky.

Erec easily found the ruins near Famagustain Cyprus on the Port-O-Door map from thetiny green
corner of the screen labeled “Upper Earth.” He shook hands with Jam and gave Bethany another hug.
“I’'msurel’ll seeyou soon.” He amiled. “Don’t worry about me.” The Hermit patted him on the head.
Then he walked through the Port-O-Door aone.

It was nighttimein Cyprus, but Erec’ s eyes were used to the dark. He knew where to walk—around this
corner, down ahill, then past rows of towering lonian columnsthat shot into the dark sky. He saw
somebody and froze...but it was just the headless Satue of an ancient Cyprian woman.

Around another bend he saw the well. There was Baskania, three extra eyes open on hisforehead, with
Baor and Damon and Dallick Stain in tow. He was pouring thingsinto alarge glassvase. “Bam of
Gilead, dittany of Crete, sandalwood, fresh dragon blood, and my prize.” He pulled out aclump of frilly
leaveswith tiny blue flowers. “ Cregping abatross, thought to be extinct. The missing ingredient | have so
long sought.” He tirred it into his concoction.

Baskania s voice thundered, “ Abandon al hope, ye who enter here, for nigh isthe colossus of the night,
the towering strength | am giving to you.” He shook abeaker and poured it into the well. “Oh, annus
mirabilis...risel Rise!”

It was too late. Baskania and the Stain boys reached into the well and pulled four people out, one after
the other. In fact, the people showed no interest a al in coming out. They shouted and grunted, trying to
push their rescuers away. A terrible smell of decay wafted from them. Two of them, aboy and agirl,
jumped immediately back into thewell. A young man stood shivering, grasping himself. He kept looking
into thewell with longing, asif he too wanted to jump in, but instead he crouched behind it, shaking
violently, grasping hisarms asif hewas sick.

An old woman with tangled gray hair tried to tug hersdf free from the Stain triplets. “Let me go, you
badly made imitations.” Her gathered moss-green, ankle-length skirt swished around her feet as she
struggled. Tight green deeves with wide maroon flared cuffs and awhite lace bodi ce surrounded with
maroon fabric made her look like she had walked out of amuseum. She glared at Baskania. “Y ou o&f.
Let me go back to my nice deep. Y ou have no right waking me up like this.” She pulled harder without



success, and her eyebrows lowered. “I knew Magdawasn't raising you right. That child had no sense.
Look at you, Thaddy. Y ou take after me. Use your powersto do some good. Y ou could do so much for
theworld.”

Baskania sneered at her. “ Shut up, you old wretch. | saved your life for one reason. Y ou know the
prophecy, the Great Secret of where the Find Magic is hidden. Whereisit?’

She yanked but could not pull herself away from thetriplets. “Evenif | remembered, | would never tell
you. Y ou would destroy the world with it. Look what’ s happened to you, Thaddy. Y our mindis
corrupted with powers that you should never have had, things you should not have learned. Y ou cannot
have this one. Now put me back and go.”

“Stupid old woman.” Baskanid s eyes narrowed. “ Y ou can't fool me. In coming back from death you
know everything you have ever known, and you can seeinto the future of your offspring aswell. So tell
me, where is the secret to the Final Magic? | knew that note of yours mentioned something about a
minigure. Isit hiddeninatoy?’

Erec noticed the young man behind the well had run off. Baskania s grandmother shook violently. I
cannot tell you. If you find out, it will be some other way. So let me go back to my death. Thislife you
have put upon me hurts my bones. | need to get back.”

Erec crept closer, not sure what to do. If he could just surprise the Stain boys, maybe she could break
free and jump back to her death. Baskania s beaker had been emptied; hopefully he had no more to
bring her back again.

Baskaniatilted his head and said in asickeningly sweet voice, “ Grandmother Cassandra, | did not want
to haveto resort to this. | am afraid | will have to make you tak.” He raised two fingers and pointed
them at her.

Erec’ s body tightened, ready to pounce on the triplets. But before he could move, someone behind him
ran and hurled himself againgt their feet, then took off running into the night. The Stain boys stumbled and
fell, tumbling over themselves. Baskania s grandmother broke away, dusted off her dress, muttered a
thank-you over her shoulder, and threw hersdf into the well.

“Who did that?’ Baor stood and dusted himsdlf off.

Baskania stared into the distance, fuming. “The butler did it. Erec Rex’ sfriend.”

Erec’ s heart pounded. Jam had snuck here behind him! In moments, Jam was knedling at Baskania's
feet, tied with magic rope. “ Are you here done?’ Baskaniafumed. “Whereis Erec Rex?’ He paused,
chinintheair. “Aaahhh. Very interesting. | sense something close by, something that isjust what | need.”
He amiled, kicking Jam over onto hissidein the dirt.

“Erec,” Baskaniacaled in asingsong voice, “come here, boy. | have atreat for you.”

Erec took a step back. He could sense Baskania probing in hismind.

“I think you have something | want, and | have something you want. Maybe we can make alittle trade.

Y ou give methat worn out scroll in your pocket, the one that doesn’t work anymore, and I’ ll give you
your butler friend back. Sound fair?’

Erec stood frozen. Baskaniamust have read his mind enough to know he had the Archives of Alithea.
Even though it wasworn out, Ugry had used it to find out where Danny and Sammy were. There was no
way Erec could giveit to him.

“Don’t bedlly,” Baskaniareplied to histhoughts. “Bathazar is a seer. The scroll just made clearer what
he could already see. | am not a seer, unfortunately, and | have no dragon eyesyet to help me seethe
future. The scroll isusalessto me. But | am acollector of old artifacts. It would be agood trade for me
gill. And I'll spare your friend here.”

Erec wondered how he could get Jam free without giving Baskania the scroll. He obvioudy couldn’t trust
him. Then avision appeared before Erec’ s eyes. It was a gleaming scepter, filled with magic, hope, and
promise. It twinkled, cdling out to him, radiating power. Erec reached for it, but it pulled back just
beyond histouch.

Baskania s voice was soft. “ Thisis your scepter, Erec. Yoursto control. | promised it to you thefirst
time we met, but you turned it down. | wanted you to be on my side, work with me. It’s not too late, you
know. | can help you, give you everything you aways wanted. Come to me, stand at my side, and the



world will beat our feet.”

Erec hungered for the scepter, wanted it more than he ever did before. It had made him whole. He could
fed the power it commanded rushing through his body. Its roots grew through hismind, deeply
embedding themselves like amonstrous weed. If the scepter was his, he could get rid of Baskaniafor
good, hewas sure of that. He would fix theworld, cureit of evil.

“That sright,” Baskania svoice purred. “Y ou could do anything. | would let you. You'll learn to respect
me, and | will respect you. Y ou earned it. Now give methat used up trinket and save your friend' slife.”
Why was he even thinking about holding onto aworthless scroll when Jam'’slife was at stake? Erec
could not remember. If he cooperated now, Baskaniawould be on hisside. There was nothing wrong
with that. He would get a scepter for sure, and now he knew that was what he needed the most.

Erec stepped out of the shadows, holding the Archives of Alitheabefore him. It flew out of hisgrasp into
Baskania s hand. Magic ropes fastened around Erec.

Baskaniaturned the scroll over in hishands. “That’ sright, boy. Good work. Now with alittle luck I'll get
thisgem in working order once again.” All of the eyes on hisface glowed as he stared at the scroll in
concentration. A white haze formed around it, moving and changing the parchment until it looked like
new. “That’s better. Nothing alittle Substance couldn’t fix. Now let’s see how it works.”

Erec looked up with helplessrage. He had been tricked. Baskaniawas going to use the scroll to find out
where the secret to the Fina Magic was hidden. His eyes glowed with greed. “Now, | bdieve to work
this| just need to openit up.”

Erec looked for Jam, but he was gone. What happened to him? Did he escape somehow? Something
tugged at his back, then the ropes around him loosened.

Baskania seemed oblivious, his eyes blazing as he stroked the scroll. He pointed at Erec. A black beam
shot from hisfinger. Right before it reached Erec, it dove off-course and into the Amulet of Virtues. The
two colored segments absorbed it. Baskaniagrowled. “Not to worry. That thing isn't strong yet. I'll kill
you after | enjoy my precious reward.” He stroked the scroll.

Fingersloosened the ropes around Erec, but he held still, waiting for Baskania to focus on the scroll
before he broke free. But should he run? Leave Baskaniato get what he needed from the Archives of
Alithea? Then again, what could he do to stop him?

Maybe...It seemed along shot, but he had to try it.

Baskaniaheld the Archives of Alithea up high. Erec backed dowly away, out of hisloosened ropes. The
young man who had been in the well winked at him.

“How did you get me out of there?’ Erec asked quietly.

The man held up aknife. “Silver,” he whispered. “ Cuts through the magic. Lots of thesein the houses
around here. People know how to protect themselves.”

The young man looked familiar, but Erec was sure they had never met. “1’m your
great-great-grandfather,” he whispered. “Nice to meet you, Erec. Now get out of here. It fedsawful to
be brought back to life after dl thistime. It’stime for meto dive back in that well.”

Erec found Jam backing dowly away from Baskaniainto the darkness. Baskania opened the Archives of
Alithea. Erec could see the scroll from adistance. There was only one thing he could think of to do: Ask
it aquegtion. It was hisonly hope. Maybeif there were two conflicting truths the scroll would get messed
up somehow. Or maybe it would answer his question and not Baskania s.

In aflash, the scroll was open. Erec concentrated and asked it aquestion. It was a stupid question, but it
was the only thing that popped into his mind.

“How oldam 7’

At the same moment, Baskanid s voice thundered, “ Tell me the secret of the Find Magic, and whereit is
hidden.” The scrall burst into flamesin hisfingers. Two red beams of light shot from the scroll toward
Baskania and Jam, and two white beams flashed toward Erec and Jam. Then blacknessfilled the air, and
the scroll’ s ashes crumbled into the dirt.

Erec knew. And he ran. Footsteps and afigure sprinted close beside him. It was Jam. They ran past the
columns and up the hill to the Port-O-Door, dammed it shut, and fell on the floor of the west wing.



Bethany was Sitting vigil by the door with a pillow. She sprang to her feet and threw her arms around
them. “You're back! You didit!”

“No.” Erec shook his head. “He got the best of me. | gave him what he wanted—the Archives of
Alithea—and he used it to learn where the Find Magicis.”

Bethany was quiet. Jam said, “ Sir, you did your best. He has ways of getting into your head. Y ou could
not helpit. But | am not sure that Baskania got the information he was|ooking for.”

Erec looked a him. “Did you see the scroll? Do you know the truth?’

Jam nodded. “Yes. | know two truths, from the two beams of light. The one | shared with you, that the
secret of the Find Magic ishidden in themind of the smallest child of the greatest seer of thefirst king of
Alypium. That iswhat you and | know.”

Bethany’sjaw dropped. “That' sme.”

“And?’ Erec said.

“And the secret | shared with Baskania. That you are thirteen yearsold.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The Golden Ghost

EVEN THOUGH IT wasthe middle of the night and Erec had been through more than he could
imagine, there was no way he could deep. He wandered the halls with Jam and Bethany, stopping in the
kitchensto get plates of pizzaand brownies.

“I’mthirteen,” Erec said to no onein particular. “ The same age as King Piter’ sdead triplets.”

Bethany shivered. “ The same age as Danny and Sammy.”

Jam added, “The same age asthe Stain triplets.”

Hedidn't want to think about it. He had found out too much recently. His only memory of his dad was
not hisred dad at al, and the guy’ s boss in his dreams had been Baskania. His own memory had been
taken out and sold to someone else.

“Y ou know,” Bethany said, munching a chocolate peppermint cookie, “1 looked into my family lineage.
Right up the family tree. There was no Bea Cleary. | was bummed, thought | might be related to that
great seer from back then.”

Jam said, “We re definitely going to need to keep an eye on you, modom, in case Baskania finds out you



hold the secret of the Final Magic.”
“Doyou know it?" Erec asked.
She shrugged. “1 don't think s0.”

Erec hoped walking the wings of the castle would get the images out of his head. Baskaniaraising his
grandmother from the dead. Aoquesth faling to the ground. Baor pointing hisremote at Jam. He
wondered if he would ever be ableto deep.

“Hey, here are the stairs to the catacombs below the castle,” Bethany said. “Aslong aswe rewalking,
let’ s go down. They were abandoned for ten years when the castle was on its Side, since the basements
were covered up. I’ ve been curiousto go there.”

They wandered through amaze of twisty passages until they were wdll lost. Jam opened the door to a
dusty old laundry room with washing machinesthat sat motionless, not running around trying to lap up
clothing, as Erec had seen others doing before in the castle. He shut the door, disgusted. “ They went too
long without being fed,” Jam said.

They were shooed away from the dungeon entrance by two silver ghosts dressed in glowing armor. Soon
they spotted adoor with agold handle. Erec opened it and walked into avast room. A golden, glowing
figure rose and glided toward them. Erec could see features on hisface, but also could see right through
him.

Jam gasped. “It’ sa golden ghost. Do you know how rare—"

The ghost smiled. “Yes, wearerare. How can | help you?’ A tall box stood behind the ghost. It looked
like athin coffin with solid gold sides and a pane of glassin front.

“What isthat?’ Erec asked.

The ghost smiled. “It' sKing Piter’ smost treasured possession. | am hereto guard it.”

“What isit?’ Bethany asked.

The ghost pointed behind Erec. “Why don’t you ask him?’

King Piter stood behind them. He laughed. “ Thank you, Homer, for calling me. | should have known you
would find your way here before long, especidly with Bethany’ sinquisitive mind. Well, | supposel can
tell you what thisis. It'swell guarded, but even so, thisisthe reason | turned the castleonitsside as |
was faling under Hecate Jekyll’ s spell. So nobody could get to this.

“It saNovikov Time Bender. It took many yearsto have it made. | do not know yet if it works. The
time has not been right to test it. But | plan to useit one day, to right things that went wrong in the past. It
isnot to be used lightly.” His eyes settled on Erec. “Let’ sgo upstairs now. | think your mother would like
to seeyou again, Erec.”

Erec noticed the scepter in the king’ s hand and eyed it hungrily. He forced himsdlf to think of other
things.

“The dragons send their thanks,” King Piter said. “Y ou did more than | was ableto do. In fact, when |
consulted the Hermit, he told me that you had everything under control.” He chuckled.

“I had help. Aoquesth...” Erec was a alossfor words.

Bethany put her arm around him. “Want a cloud cream sundae before you go home? | know where they
keep everything in the kitchens.”

Jam put ahand up. “Please, modom. It would be my pleasure.”

King Piter spoke quietly through tight lips, asif he was holding back alaugh. “If it is okay with you three,
I"d liketo fix your hair now.”



It seemed an odd thing to say. But when Erec |ooked at Bethany and Jam his eyeswidened. Their hair
stood out like wooden blocks around their head, hardened into a solid mass. He reached up and felt his
head, but his hand hit something that felt like abrick. “What happened to us?’

The king smiled. “I think you picked up an ailment that's common in Otherness. Probably never got
vaccinated for helmet hair?” He pointed at the three of them, and their hair flopped down softly around
their faces again. Bethany giggled.

“I’m going to stay home for afew weeks,” Erec said, licking cloud cream off aspoon. “1 could use some
boredom after dl this. And I’ d like to hang out with Danny and Sammy for awhile.”

Bethany amiled. “I'll tell your tutors.”

Erec’ shand flew to hisface. “Ugh. Could | please get new tutorswhen | come back?’

King Piter nodded. “I’ll dowhat | can. Areyou ready?’ He walked with his hands on Erec and
Bethany’ s heads to the Port-O-Door in the west wing. Jam shook Erec’ s hand, and Bethany gave him a
queeze.

Then Erec turned his back on the world of magic and entered the world where the only thing that's
magica isinour hearts.

EPILOGUE

Ten Years Earlier

THE GOLDEN GHOST had been clear. June O’ Hara had to get these two three-year-old children
and the baby to safety asfast as possible. And that meant Upper Earth. Obscurity. Well, after dl this,
that wasfine with her.

Before she performed the spell on Erec, she pulled hisface to hers. Shewould misshiswildly curly blond
hair and rugged looks. He had always been big for hisage. Well, best not to stand out now. She held her
breath and pointed afinger at him.

Hissgter looked at him and let out awall.

“Shh. Quiet.” June patted her head. “It’ s till Erec, honey.” Shelooked him over. Good. His hair was
dark now, with ahint of red. She had tried to make it straight, and the front worked but the back was
stubborn, holding ontoitswild curl. Well, she could have done worse. His blue eye shone the same as
aways—that was aline she could not cross, would not want to ever change about him. Hopefully
someday he would get his other eye back with the dragon’ s eye attached to it.

She hugged hissgter, dready missing her beautiful blond curls. With the point of afinger, thegirl’s
beautiful features melted and transformed. Not bad, June thought. She could live with that. The baby boy



began to cry, and June picked him up and bounced him in her arms, unsure how to comfort him. He
probably missed his mother. Well, they would al have to adjust now.

She looked around the castle for what could be the last time. Her Seeing Eyeglasses were around her
neck, so shewould not be totally out of touch. In her pocket was her favorite darm clock, and next to
her stood atall wooden coat rack that she had taken from Balthazar Ugry’ s chambers. He would not
need it now. The coat rack skittered back and forth across the floor, dancing an occasiond jigina
nervous fashion. It had been chummy with Bathazar’ s tuxedo jacket, so she had to haveit with her. It
was the closest thing she had to that coat. She choked back a sob.

May the coat and the coat rack someday reunite.

Meanwhile, the Memory Mogul awaited.



