Xavier’s Quest
~ BY MAX S. HELMBERGER ~
Prologue


All the boy could do was watch in horror as the dagger flew through the air over of the banquet table and embedded itself in his father’s throat. Blood gushed from the wound, staining his father’s elegant green tunic.


“No!” he shouted, leaping to his feet.


The man who had cast the dagger drew his sword and turned on the boy. He dashed out of the banquet hall with all the speed he could muster, slamming the doors shut behind him, killing the guard
, and barring the doors with the man’s halberd. He 
ran, his leather shoes slapping against the stone floor.

He looked over his shoulder to see that the doors remained secure. He smiled
. If he could just get out of the castle, he could escape. He was a very fast runner. The great wooden doors were less than a hundred feet in front of him.

Another man stepped from inside a small storage room, stabbing a sword at the boy’s chest. He barely managed to dodge it and draw his own short sword. They faced each other. The boy was painfully aware of the door—so close. But he knew that he probably wouldn’t have enough time to get them open. They were designed to be impregnable, and though they were able to be opened from the inside, they still probably weighed twice has much as he did.

His attention turned from the door to his opponent. He had
 other things to worry about. 
He knew that he wouldn’t be able to kill his opponent, but perhaps—he ducked and rolled to the side—he could wound him, and prevent him from attacking as he opened the doors. However, he sensed his opponent was smart enough not to fall for it. If he ducked again unless it was to dodge an attack, his opponent would guess what he was about to do. And he seemed to know the boy’s plan, for none of the maneuvers he used could be easily dodged by ducking.


Finally, the boy leaped to the side, but tripped
. With a yell, he fell to the floor, stabbing 
at his opponent’s right leg. He shouted in pain, and tried to hack off the boy’s head, but he was already several yards down the hall, running toward the doors. With all his strength, he pushed the great oaken doors aside, and slipped out. He pulled an intricately carved whistle from his pocket, and blew. A harsh buzzing filled the air as an enormous scarlet dragonfly flew down from its hidden perch on the castle wall. He jumped onto its back, strapped himself into its leather saddle, and flew off to the northeast.
•••


Several weeks after the assassination in the banquet hall, another form snuck 
through the halls of the castle. 
He had only one goal in mind — find the man who had once been a friend, but now had joined forces with the assassin — and kill him. Though he was small, he was a powerful spellcaster, and could easily assume any form he chose. Although this shape of a tiny green lizard allowed him to get from place to place quickly and unnoticed, it also happened to be his favorite. 


As he walked along, he contemplated the events since the assassination.
 The boy, now the rightful heir to the throne of this land, waged war against the governor of this city, who had murdered his father, but he was sorely outnumbered, and on the Actibas Plateau, his army was defeated, and Dracerler, that governor, declared himself the king of all Avilandra. And while the lizard could have brought down the entire castle in his rage, he planned to do that after he had killed his enemy, the only spellcaster he knew of who might be able to defeat him in battle. Once he had done that, nothing would stop him. And he knew well that the element of surprise could mean the difference between victory and defeat.


He checked none of the open doors that he passed. He knew where his enemy would be. He had seen the room, and knew it well. He would have to get into position quietly and stealthily. When he reached the room, he transformed into a tiny, dusty gray moth, and fluttered upwards toward a lantern hanging above the door. When he reached it, he transformed back into a lizard.


He stood, hidden among the intricate metal framework of the lantern. Below him stood eleven men, all wearing dark robes and hoods.
 One of them stood apart from the others, seeming to be giving a speech. The lizard’s eyes narrowed. That was his target. The lizard inched forwards, trying to find a better position to leap from. He found it. Bracing himself against a carved leaf, he surveyed the room one last time, taking in everything. With a roar of rage, he leaped down toward the man’s face with supernatural speed, knocking him flat to the ground. The lizard jumped back, and began to metamorphose into the shape of a large wolf with gleaming claws and a six-inch ridge of rock-hard fur on his back.



The dazed man struggled to his feet and stared at the wolf, his eyes, the color of rust locking with the wolf’s bottomless black ones.


“So,” said the man, “you’re here to finish me off, my teacher?”


The wolf lunged; his jaws snapping shut less than an inch from his
 face. “If I had known what you would become, the only spell I’d have taught you would be how to kill yourself!” 


The man instantly shot his hand toward the wolf, sending a crackling ball of silver energy at him. The wolf leaped aside, and then retaliated with a blast of green light from his mouth.


“A simple spell,” said the man, easily deflecting it into the wall, “yet effective
. However, there is one spell you did not teach me. One that is complex, but much more effective than any you know.” Turning toward his ten companions, he barked, “Hold him down!”



The wolf turned to flee, quickly shifting back into the form of a lizard. He was not fast enough though, for he soon felt twenty invisible hands grabbing his body, his legs, his tail, his head — and pin him to the floor. Fear gripped at his racing heart.


The man stared at him haughtily. “So now,” he said, a smug grin on his face, “Anything you would like to say as a spellcaster, since you won’t be one for very long?”


The lizard fixed a single eye on him, rage boiling within his tiny body.

“Silence?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “No matter.”


With that, he raised both his arms, and began to chant. The tips of his fingers began to glow with a dark purple radiance. 
The chanting ceased. He reached his hands down as if to grab the lizard on the floor. Tendrils of purple energy shot down at the lizard, completely encasing it. He could feel cold hands reaching inside his very soul, and tugging at something within him
. With a final tug, the frigid fingers wrenched it free. Pain — both physical and spiritual—exploded within the lizard’s tiny frame. The magical bonds released him.

Fighting the urge to curl up and give up, he leaped into the air, and opened his mouth in preparation to incinerate them all with a roaring tongue of flame. But except for a few drops of saliva—nothing came out! He stomped on the ground hard, intending to cast them all into the center of the earth. Nothing happened. He arched his back, ready to transform into a dragon and destroy them all. Nothing.

“Ah, I see that you know nothing of this enchantment,” said the man.


“Wh—what did you do to me?” demanded the lizard. He doubled over in pain, and retched on the stone floor.


“I simply destroyed the only thing that makes you a match for me,” he
 said smugly. “Your magic.”


Weakly, the lizard raised his head and locked eyes with the man towering above him. “And now,” he said
, raising his right hand high, “I shall kill you!”


“You’ll have to try better than that!” shouted the lizard, leaping to the side to avoid the man’s attack. He scampered under the door and rushed toward the nearest window at the end of the corridor. The door flew off his hinges as the man gave chase. Just before the lizard would have been struck dead by a bolt of silver lightning, he dropped out of the window and sailed downward toward the city of Dracien far below.


He landed in a large wooden barrel of water which was being cooled in the night air.
 He swam to the edge and dropped to the ground. He didn’t have his powers, but he could still travel. He knew what he had to do.

It took him two more weeks to reach the city of Ciar Nelova, nestled deep within the Wolftooth Mountains. When he clambered through the window into the chambers of the brown-haired boy, he was hungry, filthy, and covered in scrapes and other injuries. He had never traveled so far without wings before. He was fed, cleaned, and healed. The next day, he, the boy, and several military commanders sat inside the castle’s war room, listening to the lizard’s tale.


“This is indeed distressing news!” 
said the leader of Ciar Nelova’s spellcasters, a man in his forties by the name of Ysur, who had studied under the lizard in his youth.


“I know,” he said
. “We cannot hope to defeat King Dracerler on our own. 

“We need a warrior,” said the boy. “A true warrior.”

The lizard sighed. “We need a hero.”

Chapter 1

New Kid at School

The soft hum of the endlessly looping music filled Xavier’s ears as he walked down the aisle of the local supermarket. He leaped aside to dodge an oncoming cart and looked around. He had all the things he needed for another week or so — a box of cookies, some bagels, and a jar of peanut butter. Now all he had to do was locate his mother, 
who always seemed to take an hour to get a single item and convince her to leave. It was as if she had to recite the entire dictionary to everyone she knew in the store.


Finally, he found her. They paid for their purchases, and left the store.

Several hours later, Xavier stepped into his bedroom. It wasn’t night yet, but he was tired. He had just gotten home from playing dodge ball with some friends on the school football field;
 and dodge ball with his friends was always intense. 


I suppose it was worth it, he thought. After all, school starts again tomorrow.


This was true, for that day was the last day of a two-week spring break, which Xavier had enjoyed greatly. Naturally, he eyed the prospect of going back to school with disdain.


With a sigh, he slumped down on his bed, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars and planets glued to his ceiling, wondering what dream would await him that night. Nearly every night, he had a dream which he remembered vividly. Some were happy, some were sad, some were scary, and others were simply odd. Little did he know, his next dream would have a lasting effect on his teenage years, and ultimately his entire life.

He lay asleep on his bed, the cool night breeze gently flowing through his window. A sudden cry announced the dream’s arrival.

¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤

“Xavier!” shouted a voice. “Help me!”


The voice came from a girl being dragged away by a pair of burly men wearing brigandines and leather pants, and carrying an assortment of weapons. 
She was wearing a purple T-shirt and jeans, and looked to be about thirteen years old. Her hair fell brown and wavy to the middle of her back, and her eyes shone as gray as the sea on a cloudy day. Her left hand, which furiously twisted and shook
 in the rough grip of one of the men holding her, had a tattoo of a lily blossom on it.


She called again. “Xavier, help me!”


Xavier longed to run after her, and to kill or injure the soldiers with the sword at his belt, but he couldn’t move. Then, to his horror, his vision started to fade. The last thing he saw was the girl’s face, calling out to him.

¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤

With a start, he awoke. All he had was his green pajamas, himself, and the various items in his bedroom. He looked at his alarm clock. It read three thirty in the morning. He pulled the covers over him, as they had slipped off — probably during his dream — and tried to get back to sleep. 


At seven, ten, the ring of his alarm clock woke him. Drowsily
, he got out of bed and dressed in a pair of jeans and a blue and white striped shirt. He walked out of his bedroom and down the stairs to the kitchen. His mother was eating a bowl of oatmeal, and he heard the sounds of the morning news coming from the living room.


“So, I see you’ve decided to get up today,” said his mother, chuckling.

His eyes, green as a frog’s back, narrowed. “I was only joking last night, Mom. I wasn’t really going to die of sadness in my sleep if school was going to start again. Anyway, what do we got for breakfast?”


“We’re out of your cereal, but you can make yourself some toast.”


“Toast it is.”


After he ate his toast, he grabbed his backpack from the hall closet, put on his dark blue jacket, and went outside to wait for the bus. He didn’t really like having to get out so early to wait, but the school was several miles away and he was the early on the route.


After about five minutes of standing on the sidewalk in the chilly morning wind, watching cars go by, the bus came. Xavier got on and sat next to a few of his friends; Phillip, Joseph, and Kate. As the bus made its stops along the route, they all talked about everything they had done
, as Phillip and Kate had been away for the entire break.


“I got to go swimming in the ocean,” said Kate, a wide smile on her face. “I found a whole bunch of seashells too!”


“Lucky,” muttered Joseph, looking downward shyly and placing a hand on his freckled cheek. “All I found was an old book of mine in the closet.”

“My trip was more fun than that,” said Phillip. “I got to go to the Baseball Hall of Fame and then to New York City!”

“Well you’re the only person in the world who likes that moronic sport,” said Kate, smacking him on the head.

“Hey!” he shouted. “If I’m the only one who likes baseball, you’re the only one who likes hurting people!” Everyone laughed.

After about thirty minutes, Jack Riders Middle School came into view, and Xavier and Phillip walked to the sixth grade classroom.
 Joseph and Kate were in the class below them. As they sat down at their desks near the computers at the back, their teacher walked in, followed by the majority of the others in the class.


Once everyone had settled in, the teacher beckoned to a girl near the front of the room, who walked up and turned around. However, Xavier didn’t notice
, as he was staring out the classroom window at a trio of chickadees, flitting around the sturdy branches of a maple tree.


“This is Lily Adravinla,” said the teacher. “She just moved here from Arkansas, so be nice to her.” She spoke the last bit with a slight edge.


Xavier gave a slight groan. He didn’t like girls. He doubted that even his impending release of hormones could make him like them. The only females he considered worth talking to were his teacher, his mother, his two cousins, and Kate. 


Therefore, he wasn’t interested one bit when he casually glanced upward so he could learn what she looked like. As soon as his eyes fell upon her, he gasped and clutched his chest, feeling as if his heart had been hit by a sledgehammer! 

Phillip looked at him in puzzlement.
“You feeling okay there?” he asked.

Xavier did not answer. All of his attention was fixed on Lily.

 
Her wavy brown locks fell to the middle of her back. Her eyes were as gray as a wolf’s fur. But that was not the main source of Xavier’s astonishment. For on the back of her left hand, there was a tattoo. A tattoo of a lily blossom.

Chapter 2

Vanished


As the day began, Xavier tried to focus on his work, though he just couldn’t concentrate. His mind burned with questions about the girl. Who was she? How could he possibly have dreamt about her? Did the dream mean anything? He didn’t know. Still, he refused to believe that it was merely a coincidence. The Lily in his dream was exactly the same as the Lily sitting several desks in front of him. Same voice, same age, same face, same hair, same eyes, even the same clothing. And of course, there was the tattoo.

After a lunch of spaghetti, garlic bread, and pudding — which tasted good, although he was sure it was probably industrial waste mixed with sugar — he and all the other kids went out onto the playground for recess. Xavier climbed to the top of the slide and surveyed the playground, looking for Lily. He spotted her in her purple T-shirt near the swings, talking to some other girls. He groaned, as he despised each one of them, and the feeling was mutual.

I have to find a way to talk to her and perhaps tell her about my dream, but not with all those other girls around her. They’d make me the laughingstock of the whole school for sure! I’ll wait. Patience is the key,
 he thought.


For most of recess, Xavier just wandered around the playground; swinging on the swings, clambering over the jungle gym, sliding down the slide, and all the while surreptitiously looking around for Lily. But each time he spotted her, she was either talking to someone or just surrounded by other people.


Finally, with recess just a few minutes from ending, he finally saw her leaning against the bottom of the slide. He ran as fast as he could toward her, but when he was about two yards away from her, he tripped over his own feet and landed face-first on the ground, right in front of her.


“Need a hand?” asked Lily, staring down at him with laughing eyes and a slight smile on her face.

Xavier smiled. “Yes. Thanks.”


She smiled back, and then offered her hand. Xavier grasped it and she hoisted him up.


“So, what’s your name?” she asked.


“Xavier,” he said, rubbing some dirt out of his coal-black hair.


“Xavier. That’s an interesting name. Does it mean ‘not good at first impressions’ in some other language?” She laughed. Xavier had never heard such a lighthearted laugh.

“No, it actually means ‘good at witty comebacks’.” They both laughed. “Lily, I have to tell you something.”


She pushed a lock of her hair away from her face. “Yeah, what?” She sounded as if she expected Xavier to pull a prank on her. Although, if she had been at the school longer, she would have been expecting Joseph to pull a prank, not Xavier.


“Last night, I had a dream. And you were in it. You were being dragged away by some medieval soldiers, and you kept calling to me. But I couldn’t move.”


“What? That’s crazy? How do you dream about someone you’ve never met, and then meet them in real life the next day?”


“I don’t know. But do you think it meant anything?”


“Who knows? I’ve heard of psychic visions that occur during one’s sleep, but that’ll never happen! This is the twenty-first century! Soldiers don’t wear metal armor anymore!”



The bell rang signaling that recess was over, and all the students, including Lily and Xavier, filed back into their respective classrooms. Xavier was able to concentrate better now that he had spoken with Lily, although his mind still wandered from time to time. 


As Xavier worked on some math problems, Lily rose from her desk, walked toward the back of the room, turned in the assignment, and walked back to her desk.
 Xavier sighed as she sat down.


“Do you like her or something?” Phillip asked quietly, but with a small snicker.


“No! Of course not!” said Xavier, even as color bloomed in his cheeks. He looked away and focused on his assignment, scribbling down a couple of answers.


“Go ahead and deny it, but I know and you know.”


Grumbling to himself, Xavier
 looked back at his paper. 

Finally, after science and gym class — where Xavier ended up being hit hard in the side of the head by Lily during dodgeball — the clock struck three, and the bell rang signaling that class was over for the day. 
As the doors of the school burst open, Xavier asked Lily, “So, do you always head-hunt like that?”

She rolled her eyes. “I was aiming for your chest. You were the one who bent down to get a ball. That isn’t head-hunting. Ask anybody.”



“I’ll still hold onto my theory,” said Xavier as he started walking away.


“Even if I was head-hunting,” she called, “it doesn’t mean I like you or anything, if that’s what you were wondering. Also, theories require evidence. 
I’m walking home now. If you follow me, I’ll tell everyone in the school that you’re a stalker!”

Xavier clenched his teeth in frustration. A person at my skill level on the field of wit — I never thought I’d see the day.

As he boarded the school bus, he watched Lily walk down the street, at least until he started talking with Joseph about the ever important business of leveling up in an online video game they both played. After about thirty seconds of talking, he looked back down the street. He gasped. Lily was gone.


She probably just broke off running, he thought. If I walked home after school, I’d run too. Or maybe she went behind something. 


He looked around. Nothing. There was nothing she could be behind, and the area was far too open. Even if she had started running, Xavier would have still been able to see her. This was strange.

Maybe this has something to do with my dream. I’d better check it out. But the bus is about to leave.


He considered it for a few seconds. He didn’t think her threat was an idle one.
 His brain said no, but his feet said yes! He dashed down the aisle, out the bus and down the road, following the path that Lily had taken. Within seconds, he too vanished. 

Chapter 3

A Strange New World


The only emotion that Xavier felt was shock. 
He no longer stood on the warm asphalt of the road, but on a sandy beach! He was staring out over a great expanse of sparkling water. He walked up to the edge of the water, just far enough away so that he could keep his shoes dry. He
 dipped a finger in the water and licked it. It was salty.





Then he remembered something. Where was Lily? He turned around and scanned the area. 
No-one.


“Lily?” he called. No answer. He tried again, louder this time. Still no answer.


Where could she be? 
He wondered if whatever had sent him to this place had sent her somewhere else. To his left, he spied a high cliff. He decided to see if he could climb up it and get a better view of his surroundings. He began to make his way toward it when a high-pitched shriek split the air! He whirled around to see a large birdlike creature diving toward him with incredible speed! He
 leaped to the side and grabbed a shard of driftwood.
 
The creature flew just above his head and grabbed Xavier by his shirt! Rising on leathery wings, the creature took off, flying high above the beach toward the cliff, with Xavier in its grip! Xavier struggled and fought, but could not free himself! He soon gave up as it flew higher, knowing that he didn’t want to fall from its grip and land on the ground. The beach had enough stones and bits of driftwood on it to guarantee impalement if one were to fall.


Several minutes later, the creature set him down on a small rock ledge on the cliff. The ledge was scattered with stones, fragments of some gray-green material, and — as Xavier noted with a shudder — bones. There were also several large, smooth mounds in the rock that Xavier could not identify.


“Xavier?” asked a familiar voice. “Is that you?”


He whirled around! “Lily!” 


There she stood, next to large stone. The shoulder of her T-shirt was ripped, so he guessed that the creature had carried her to the ledge as well.


“Where do you think we are?” asked Xavier.


“I have no idea,” said Lily. “I didn’t think teleportation’s been invented yet.”


“I’m thinking more of a portal to somewhere.”


“Somewhere,” said Lily. “That’s the main word. Where are we?”


“I have no idea
. Whatever that thing was, it’s not anything from our world. Perhaps this is some kind of other world.”


Suddenly, a series of loud cracking sounds filled the air! Lily and Xavier cast about for the source of the noise, when they noticed that the smooth mounds scattered throughout the ledge were covered in cracks. More cracks appeared every second.


“Lily,” said Xavier.


She took a step back toward the wall of the cliff. “What?”


“I don’t think that thing was going to kill us or eat us.”


“And?”


“I think it wants its young to do that.”


As if they had been waiting for him to say that, all the mounds on the ledge instantly shattered, spraying shards of shell in all directions. In each of the mounds’ places stood six creatures covered in a slimy membrane. Each one was about the size of a Labrador from Lily and Xavier’s world, with leathery wings that hung down on their sides, powerful hind legs, and a short, sharp beak. Each one of them fixed their gazes on Lily and Xavier, staring at them with large gray eyes. One of them opened its beak, displaying a blood-red tongue covered in small spines, and screeched! The others joined in.


Lily and Xavier covered their ears and grimaced! It was a horrible sound, like metal being drawn across rock, but five times as high and ten times as loud, and tore at their ears like claws
. The ululation
 continued for several seconds before the creatures shut their beaks, at which point they leapt towards Xavier and Lily, and attacked! Lily recovered her senses first and dove to the side! Xavier wasn’t as quick to recover, and one of the creatures slashed at his cheek, drawing blood with the three hooked claws on the tip of its left wing.


Lily and Xavier cast about for anything they could use as a weapon. Xavier noticed a large rock which he immediately grabbed.



Xavier threw it at the head of one of the creatures. The missile connected with a dull thunk, sending the creature staggering backwards. Lily kicked one of them in the chest, but it seemed to have no effect. She tried again, this time aiming at the place where the wings joined the body. With a cracking sound, the creature’s wing bone snapped as Lily’s foot struck it.
 It screeched in agony and clumsily loped off toward the edge of the cliff. Lily grabbed a rock and hurled it with all her might, sending the creature falling off the ledge and down into the sea below.


Desperately, they battled the four remaining creatures, but those ones seemed to be stronger than the other two. One of them bit Xavier on the leg, drawing blood and sending Xavier down hard on one knee.
 As the creature lunged at him, Xavier tried to push it away as if he were rough-housing with a dog. He pushed with all his might, but could not compete with the powerful muscles of the beast. 

Finally, knowing that he would not be able to succeed in pushing it back, he punched in the side of the head, jamming his knuckles right into the creature’s eyes!
 It howled in agony and dropped to the ground.


Lily’s brown hair whipped around her head as if it had a mind of its own as she jumped to the side just in time to avoid the beak of one of the creatures. She kicked at it, aiming for the spot that had worked with the other creature. 
It leaped backwards to avoid the kick, and then slashed at Lily’s foot with its left wingtip-claw. Fortunately, the hard rubber sole of her shoe managed to save her from injury.


The odds finally evened out when Xavier managed to lift one of the three remaining creatures by its neck, and ignoring its wings and pumping feet, slammed it against the wall of the cliff.
 Then, a screech — louder than the ones the other creatures had produced — sounded. Lily and Xavier looked up and beheld the larger creature which had carried 
them up onto the ledge.


“Uh oh,” said Xavier.


Suddenly, the larger creature roared in pain and fell, an arrow protruding from the back of its neck. A few seconds later, another arrow found the creature’s back. After a minute or so of convultions, it lay still. Lily and Xavier quickly dispatched the two remaining creatures.


“Do you need help?” called a voice from above. Lily and Xavier craned their necks, and saw a man several dozen feet above them, at the top of the cliff.


“Yes,” Xavier called back.


“Hold on,” the man shouted. “I’ll get some rope.”


As the man’s head disappeared, Xavier, who was still on one knee, tried to rise, but couldn’t. His shin hurt terribly, and the pain had only intensified once the battle was over. He looked up at Lily. “Will you—”


“I don’t know,” she said, cutting him off. “We’ve just met.”


It took Xavier several seconds to grasp her meaning. When he finally did, he pounded his fist against the ledge. “I’m not proposing to you! Help me up!”


Grinning playfully, Lily helped him to his feet, and they waited for the man to return.



Fifteen minutes later, the man returned and tossed a braided cord of some long vine-like material down to them. Lily grabbed hold, and the man pulled her up. Xavier followed soon afterwards.


“You did me a great service,” said the man. “I didn’t know that beast had laid any eggs.”


“What was that thing?” asked Lily.


The man grimaced, and spat down onto the creature’s corpse. “They’re known as ahkthrans. They’re nothing but vicious beasts that destroy farms, eat herds of cows and sheep, and kill people.
 I had discovered its nest two days ago, and I spent yesterday and today making arrows.”


“Thanks for saving us,” said Xavier.


“Any enemy of those putrid sky-pigs is a friend of mine.” The man grinned, and his brown eyes softened. “Come,” he said. “I believe the two of you could do with a meal, and perhaps some supplies. You’re traveling rather light.”


The man strode off away from the ocean. Lily and Xavier soon followed, Lily helping Xavier along.


Fifteen minutes later, they reached a small house built of dark wood, situated next to a stand of trees and a trickling stream. A small pen sat nearby, where four goat-like creatures with stiff ridges of hair on their backs stood grazing. A garden sat against one side of the house, filled with vegetables that neither Lily nor Xavier could identify.

As they entered, the man said, “My name’s Alcon. What are yours?”


Lily and Xavier answered.


“And where are you from?” asked Alcon. “You seem strange.”


“This place is strange,” said Xavier. “We don’t know how we got here, and I don’t know how we’ll get back to where we come from.”


“We could go back to the beach and try to find that portal-thing that brought us here,” suggested Lily.


“I wouldn’t try that,” said Alcon. “I happen to know a little bit about these portals. The one on the beach north of the cliffs is one-way. You’re stuck here.”


“What?” exclaimed Xavier. “That can’t be!” Lily was just as distressed.


“Hold on!” Alcon shouted. “I would suggest you travel to Alavari, which is northwest of here. You could find someone there to help you.”


“How far is it?” asked Xavier.


“About three days’ walk if you’re fit and healthy.”


“Three days?” exclaimed Lily. “Are you crazy? We don’t have the time! We don’t even have any food!”


“Come now,” said Alcon. “No need to fret. I can give you some supplies for the journey.”


Hurrying to a cupboard, he removed a wood-and-leather pack, which he filled with a loaf of bread, a small round of cheese wrapped in a large leaf, a large water skin, and several strips of salted meat.


“Thank you,” muttered Xavier.


“Don’t mention it,” said Alcon. “Now, about your wound, child.” He pointed toward a chair. “Sit down.”


Xavier obeyed, and pulled up the left leg of his pants, exposing his wound. Lily gasped. The creature’s beak had cut right through the skin and had severed a small part of the muscle as well.
 Blood oozed from the gash, staining his pants. Bits of some black detritus ringed the edge of the tear in Xavier’s flesh.


“Ouch,” said Alcon, grimacing. He walked outside, and returned a few minutes later carrying a bucket of water, which he carefully cleaned the wound with. He then reached for a small satchel at his belt, removed a pinch of a green powdery substance, and sprinkled it on the wound. Finally, he grabbed a strip of cloth from a chest on the floor and tied it around his leg.


“This should do,” he said. “No need to thank me, it was my pleasure.”


With that, Lily helped Xavier rise, and together, they left Alcon’s house, and began their journey for Alavari.

Chapter 4

Deadly Discovery

The air was warm and soothing. It felt as if it were spring too in this world, whatever it was called. The tall grass swayed gently in the breeze. The incessant chatters of insects and other small animals filled the air. Though most of these creatures stayed away from the two humans traveling through the prairie, Xavier always stayed alert, for if he was in another world, he might as well look at some wildlife.

That night, Lily and Xavier stopped to rest and eat some of the food Alcon had given them. The air was much cooler, and a blustery wind made their teeth chatter. Still, they managed to find a sheltered hollow after a few minutes of searching, so they slept in relative comfort.


Early the next morning, as they topped a large hill, they noticed a shimmering on the horizon. In late afternoon, they identified it as a large lake.


When they stopped for the night, Xavier gratefully removed his shoes and rubbed his feet, which had grown painfully sore. Lily was doing the same.


On the third day, Lily suddenly stumbled and fell. Since she was still helping Xavier along, Xavier fell down with her.


“I must have stepped in an animal’s burrow,” said Lily. “Nothing’s broken or sprained and—what do we have here?”


With an expression of glee, she pulled a small object from the grass.


“What is it?” asked Xavier.


“There was a little hole right in front of my face. And I found this in it!” She sat up, and held the object in her hands. Xavier looked at it, and gasped. It was a small, green gemstone, shaped like a crescent moon.


“It’s pretty,” said Lily, putting it in her pocket. “Come on. Let’s continue.”


The water of the lake was as clear as glass, and looked incredibly clean when they finally neared it. Xavier ran up to it and knelt, and was about to scoop up a handful of water, when suddenly, something ran at him, knocking him away from the lake! Whatever his assailant was, it stopped attacking, even as Xavier battered at it. As soon as Xavier realized that it had stopped, he too stopped. And he was surprised that the thing that had tackled him—was a young boy.


“Who are you?” he demanded.


“Me---me name’s Ardeth,” the boy said, shakily.


“Why did you attack him?” demanded Lily, rushing up to join them.


“I—I didn’t mean to hurt ye, truly. I just wanted to keep ye away from the lake!”


“Why?”


“Lake Aldurvara is sacred! No one is allowed to drink directly from the lake!”


“That’s crazy!”


“No, it’s true, I swear! If you want water, go to Alavari!”


“Alavari?” asked Lily.


“The lakeside city,” he said, pointing toward a large hill near the shore. “It be on the far side of that there hill. Come on, I’ll take ye there.”


With that, he ran up the hill, so fast that Xavier and Lily could barely keep up. They reached the top, and beheld Alavari. It was surrounded by a high stone wall, and inside was a large city filled with bustling streets and buildings. The light gray flagstone streets shone in the mid-afternoon light.

When they reached the gates, the two guards crossed their spears. “State yer business,” one asked. He sounded bored

“We’re here to talk around, get some help, and hear the news,” said Lily.


The guard who had spoken lifted his free hand to rub a scar on his cheek. “Fair enough. Yer only a couple o’ kids, so I guess ye can’t cause too much trouble.”


They moved their spears aside to let Lily and Xavier through.


“Where do we go first?” asked Xavier as they walked through the gates.


Lily said nothing, but pointed toward a man sitting on a wooden stool in front of a table covered with various objects. “He might be able to help us.”


They approached the man, who wore an orange tunic and brown leggings, and Lily placed her hand on the table. Seeing them, he sat up straight and placed his hand on the table. “What can I do fer ye?” he asked. “Me store ‘ere is home t’ the greatest selection of goods in all the world.”

“We’d like to know where we are,” said Lily.


He laughed. “Alavari! Dontcha know that?”


Lily took a small step closer to the table. “We know the name of the city, but what about the rest of this place?” 


“Oh, you mean you don’t know?”


“We come from far away.”


“Judgin’ by yer weird clothes, I can see that!” the man said as he ran his fingers through his moustache. “The name’s Kelton.”


“I’m Lily, and my boyfriend here is Xavier.”


Xavier stamped his foot. “I am not your boyfriend!”


“Don’t have a tantrum,” she laughed. “I was only teasing.”


She turned again to face Kelton. “Well, we’re lost. We came here from where we live through some portal, and we couldn’t find our way back.”


The man scratched his head. “This land be known as Avilandra. If yer problem stemmed from some sort o’ portal, ye ought to go to the city of Ciar Nelova. It’s full o’ learned men and women. Someone there may be able to help ye.”


“Where is this Ciar Nelova?” asked Xavier, excitedly.


“See fer yourself,” he said, and passed him a rolled up sheet of paper. Xavier unrolled it. It was a map, depicting a fantastic world. They were near the center, right by Lake Aldurvara. To the south, the rolling Sylvatola plain stretched for miles and miles until meeting the edge of a huge forest. To the west, the plain continued for a while until it met the coast of a sea, similar to the sea on the far eastern part of the map. To the north, the plains slowly turned into the great Actibas Plateau, and then the massive Wolftooth Mountains. To the north and east, the plain soon turned into the vast Mallunon desert. Cities and towns were few and far between.


“You can keep the map if you want,” said Kelton. 


“So where’s Ciar Nelova?” asked Lily.


“Far, very far,” Xavier said, a touch of hopelessness in his voice. It’s on the western shore of Lake Luna, a crescent-shaped lake in the Wolftooth Mountains. The trek from the sea to here took three days. This looks like it would take ten! Need I remind you that we don’t have any food, water, or clothing besides what we have now, which isn’t much! And we don’t have any money either!”


“I think we should see if we can earn some money,” she said as she took the green stone out of her pocket and tossed it up in the air.


As soon as Kelton saw the stone, he gasped, and then smiled. “Ye may not have any money, but I believe ye got the goods t’ trade.”


After about half an hour of bargaining, Lily and Xavier walked back toward the open gate of Alavari. Apparently, the stone Lily had found was a sizable chunk of a rare and valuable gem. They had purchased a short sword for Xavier, a bow with a full quiver for Lily, bedrolls and clothes for both of them, a tinder box with flint and steel, two cooking pots, a block of salt, a pack for Lily, and more food.


​​“It sure was good luck that you tripped and found that stone,” laughed Xavier.


Lily sidestepped to avoid two small children shrieking with delight and running after a cat. “Sure was.”


Without another word, Lily and Xavier walked out of the gates of Alavari and back onto the open plain.

Chapter 5
Part of a Prophecy


Four hours and six miles later, they stopped and made camp by a small, clear stream, which they gratefully soaked their feet in. Lily took out the bedrolls and placed them on the ground while Xavier went looking for firewood in a small grove of trees nearby. Fifteen minutes later, he returned carrying a large pile of sticks, bark, and a large branch covered in pine needles.


After arranging the firewood, and a very frustrating hour with the flint and steel, they finally got the fire to light. 


In the warm, flickering glow of the firelight, Lily edged a bit closer to Xavier. “What we need now is some marshmallows,” she laughed. 


Xavier chuckled. “We don’t have much, get used to it.” He reached into his pocket, and took out a small compass.

“Where’d you get that?” she asked.


“I have a habit of never taking things out of my pockets.”


“So do I,” she chuckled. “But the pants I’m wearing now are new, so I haven’t had any time to stuff them full of junk.”


“Lily,” Xavier asked, “where did you get your tattoo?”


“Why the sudden curiosity?”


“I’m just wondering.”


Lily grabbed a stick from the ground, and scratched out a circle in a rough patch of dirt before throwing it on the fire. “I don’t know. I’ve had it as long as I can remember. My parents say that it used to be a custom where they came from.”


“Our parents must be worried,” said Xavier. “Maybe we shouldn’t be going to Ciar Nelova. It’ll take days!”


“It’s our best lead.”


As Lily and Xavier lay down to sleep, they were unaware that Kelton—the man whom they had bought supplies from in Alavari—was not about to fall asleep anytime soon.


“Where is it, you filthy peasant?” the man demanded as he punched Kelton in the chest, sending him backward into a shelf on the wall. “And how did you get it?” 


They were in Kelton’s house, and the man interrogating him was a man wearing a chainmail shirt, leather pants, and a spiked helmet. There was also another man in the room, his face hidden in the hood of his long black robe. He had not spoken.


“Wh—where’s what?” Kelton asked, terrified.


“You know damn well! I’ve been told that you’re in possession of an oddly shaped piece of emerelmite. Is this not true?”


“Y—yes, that’s true,” he said, “A—a customer offered it in exchange fer some supplies.”


“Who? Who was it? If you value your life, you’ll tell us everything you know about them.”


“Th—there were two of ‘em. A boy an’ a girl, about thirteen by me guess. The girl ‘ad wavy brown hair, gray eyes, and a tattoo of a lily blossom on ‘er left hand. Her name was Lily, if I remember correctly.”


“And the boy,” demanded the soldier as he drew his sword and pointed it at Kelton’s throat. “What of him?”


“He ‘ad black hair and green eyes. His name was Xavier.”


“And where were they going?”


“They were going north, toward the Wolftooth Mountains.”


“Thank you,” the soldier said, lowering his sword. “The empire of King Dracerler appreciates your support.”


He turned to his companion, who stood silent and still, and then whirled around. Kelton’s decapitated head fell to the ground, followed by his body. 


“Now there’s no danger of him blabbing to others,” he said.


The main in the robe gave a mirthless laugh. “Good, good. So, it has happened. The prophecy has taken another step, and the long-dormant forces of this land are stirring into wakefulness. The one who finds the Talisman of Lake Luna will supposedly, when the light of Ibunir’s Comet shines upon them, will be granted the knowledge to the location of that which we seek. And fortunately for us, the comet will return within the month. We must capture her, and keep her imprisoned until then. And then, we shall have no need for her.”

¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤


Xavier sat on the back of some flying creature, whizzing and zooming through the sky. The land sped past below them. Suddenly, the sky grew black, and he was thrown off by a powerful blow! He fell down—down toward the hard ground below.

¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤


He awoke. The night sky was perfectly clear, and dotted with glittering stars. No one was falling. Lily lay sleeping on the other side of the remains of their campfire.


Suddenly, he heard a noise. A strange, rhythmic thumping. It came from the south, towards the city. He strained to see, but couldn’t see anything. Still, he had heard horses’ hooves before. He crawled over to Lily.


“Wake up!” he shouted, shaking her shoulder. She groaned. “What?”


“I hear horses coming toward us from Alavari,” he whispered. “I don’t know why, but I feel uneasy about it. Let’s get out of here.”


Lily yawned. “Yeah, maybe we should.”


“Get them!” shouted a voice. The cry came from far away, but it could not be missed. And along with it came a barbed arrow which struck the soft ground not five inches from Lily’s foot.


Lily and Xavier grabbed their belongings from the ground and hurriedly stuffed them into their rucksacks, as the sound of horses’ hooves grew louder. “Run!”


And so they ran through the tall grass, the stars shining brilliantly, but within thirty seconds, the horsemen were among them. There were five men in total. One of them, a large brute of a man with a wild grin and a long red beard flung a net at Xavier. He dived out of the way, but the net still managed to catch his feet, binding them together! He fell to the ground, desperately trying to get his sword out of the scabbard. He reached for it, grasped the hilt, and pulled it free, swinging at the mass of tangled cord at his feet. As they fell away, Xavier raised his sword, swinging it wildly at the nearest solider. The man laughed, blocked it with ease on his shield, and pushed him away! Xavier stumbled backward, trying to keep from falling, while desperately trying to block the man’s sword, but it was no use! With a flick of his wrist, the man knocked the sword from Xavier’s hand, twisting his arm. He ran to retrieve it. 


Lily was faring no better. She had managed to shoot one soldier in the arm with an arrow, but then her bow had snapped in two. Weaponless, she had scanned the area for anything she could use. A large rock near the pounding hooves of one the horses caught her attention. She ran over it, picked it up, and hurled at the head of one of the soldiers, but missed! Two soldiers, each holding long swords, charged toward her. She tried to run away, but they were too fast! They each grabbed one of her arms and started to drag her toward one of the horses. She shouted, and twisted her arms furiously, but to no avail! She cried out, “Xavier, help me!”


Xavier heard, and rushed toward her, when his feet got tangled up in the remains of the net and he fell flat on his face. 


She called out to him again. “Xavier, help me!” 


He struggled to free himself from the net, when pain exploded in the side of his head. He collapsed limply, and lost consciousness.

Chapter 6

Merenor

A dull throbbing in the side of Xavier’s head woke him. Blearily, he opened his eyes. It was daytime. He was still at the site of the battle. Lily and the soldiers were gone.


“Well hello there,” said a smooth, soft voice. It sounded odd to Xavier, and made him imagine a group of floating soap bubbles.


Surprised, Xavier sat up. There was no one around! No one but himself and a few chattering insects.

He heard it again. “Figures. You stupid humans never notice me. Oh, woe is me. Woe is Merenor.”


“Where are you?” he demanded.


“Look down, you imbecile.”


Confused, Xavier scanned the ground in front of him. All he saw was a small green lizard with a white underside staring at him. 


“You said that!” 


“Typical human, thinking that just because I am a lizard means that I cannot speak. What simple-mindedness. What lowbrow ignorance.”


Xavier felt very foolish. “Your name is Merenor, right?”


“That would be correct. And yours?”


“Xavier.”


“I thought so. When that girl was calling your name, I assumed that she meant you.”


“You were here last night?”


“Yes, sleeping until you humans started fighting and woke me up. Pity. I haven’t had adequate sleep in days.”


“Do you know where they took her?” Xavier asked, excited.


“After tying her up and putting her on the back of one the horses, they rode off to the northeast.”


Xavier quickly took out the map of Avilandra from his rucksack and unrolled it. The only cities and towns northeast of their current position were Sarosia, situated near where two rivers joined, and fairly close to them, and Dracien, which was farther away, and on an island in the middle of a large lake.


Xavier got up, and then sat down again. “Why?” he asked.


“Why what?” asked Merenor.


Xavier’s eyes grew misty. “Why did they attack us?” Tears streamed down his face. “We’re just kids! What could they want from us?”


“Don’t be sad,” said Merenor. “Look, it’ll be fine. You want to save her, right?”


“Yes.” Xavier rubbed his eyes.


“You have a sword, right?”


“Yes.”


Merenor crawled up to Xavier’s left shoulder and slashed at his cheek, drawing blood! “That hurt, right?”


“Yes,” he said through clenched teeth.


“Then she can be saved! All it takes is some determination, and a companion.”


“You’re not coming!”


“Oh, I’ll bet you want me to come. I know much about this land. Without me, you’d walk right into the den of a wolf, or worse!”


“Fine then. You really want to come with me?”


“Yes.”


“All right. You can come with me. Just don’t get in the way,” he grumbled as he rose to his feet and walked toward his rucksack. It was then that he noticed Lily’s rucksack, and wondered what to do with it. He couldn’t carry everything, but he did take all the food and her cooking pot. He left the rest where it lay. With Merenor on his shoulder, he set off to the northeast.

As he walked, Merenor asked, “So where are you from?”


“Not here. Lily—the girl who was captured—and I stepped through some portal in the place where we lived and ended up here. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”


“Another one, eh?” Merenor mumbled to himself. After snapping up a small fly that had landed on Xavier’s ear, he said, loud enough for Xavier to hear, “That’s bad luck for you, Xavier. Portals randomly open and close between all the worlds. There are many of them. The catch is that most of the portals are one-way. You might be able to find one here back to your world.”


“That’s why we were going to Ciar Nelova. But then Lily was captured. And I wouldn’t feel right abandoning her.”


“Aye, it’ll be hard to rescue her, no matter where she is. The prisons and dungeons in Avilandra have more guards than ants in an anthill, thanks to King Dracerler.”


“Who is that?”


“The king of Avilandra,” sighed Merenor. “He came into power about twenty years ago. He’s a cruel, mad, and vicious tyrant who executes people for not calling him a god!”


“Sounds like my fourth grade teacher,” chuckled Xavier.


Merenor bit him on the earlobe. “Do not make jokes about him.” He paused, and then added, “He executes people for that too.”


Xavier hopped over a small pile of stones and landed with a crunch in the dry grass on the other side. “You mentioned other worlds. What do you mean by that?”


“You do well to ask, for very few people in your world know of them. There are many different worlds, not just yours and not just this one. In the beginning, there was one world, but it split. Then those worlds split, until there were thousands. When a world splits, an exact copy of the world that split is made, and given life. However, the new world is free to go down any path that it may desire. If this world were to split this very moment, the new world would have a Merenor, a King Dracerler, and a Xavier. However, something very different could happen. In the new world, you might suddenly be eaten by wolves that rise up and kill all the humans! Despite the differences, all the worlds follow the same basic rules.”


“Were you born in this world?”


“Yes. A long time ago. I’m an old lizard, Xavier. But I can sense that I still have some years ahead of me. You must understand, I am not a creature of simple flesh and bone. Magic flows through my veins, which has prolonged my life, and when the need arises, I can use magic to accomplish a task or kill an enemy. It only happens when I or someone I care about is in mortal danger though, and I usually stay out of trouble, so it hasn’t happened in a while.”


Xavier laughed. “Magic? Yeah right. You said all the worlds follow the same basic rules, and there’s no magic in my world!”


“I was only speaking of simple forces like gravity, or rules like if you run into a wall, you stop.”


“It’s odd,” said Xavier as he sidestepped to avoid the opening of an animal’s den, “because my world and this world aren’t that much different. For the most part, we have the same plants and animals, and we’re both speaking the same language. But it seems that my world has more technology. In my world, no one brings a sword and shield into battle. Instead they bring guns and bombs.”


“Your world may have its computers, bombs, and video games, but mine runs deep with magic. Do not underestimate it.”


That night, after a dinner of meat for Xavier and a grasshopper for Merenor, and a dessert of a large sweet root Merenor had discovered, they lay down to sleep under a brilliant full moon.


Today was very interesting, thought Xavier, wishing that he had refilled his water skin at the stream they had passed late that afternoon.


Several hours later, Xavier awoke. It was still dark, and clouds now obscured the moon. Though he did not know why, he felt scared. His palms felt sweaty and his stomach was tied into knots.


“Xavier,” Merenor whispered in his ear, a touch of fear in his voice, “don’t move a muscle.”

Chapter 7

An Old Foe

“Why?” asked Xavier, trying to be as quiet as possible.


“Don’t look now, but I think we have some company. Don’t move or you won’t live to see another sunrise!”


With that, a huge black shape bounded over Xavier’s sleeping form. The darkness made it hard to see, but from where he lay, he could not miss the gleaming fangs and glowing orange eyes.


“It’s a prairie wolf.” Merenor tapped Xavier’s earlobe with his right forefoot. “No different from a timber wolf of your world, but it’s twice the size and will eat anything big that moves. In its eyes, you’re big. They have a strong sense of honor though, and will not eat a dead animal. So don’t move, and you’ll be fine.” 


For what seemed like hours, but was only a few minutes, the giant wolf prowled around the camp, and once sniffed the air not three feet from Xavier’s head. Eventually however, it loped off into the night.


“Can we go back to sleep now?” asked Xavier, once he was sure it has vanished.


Merenor laughed. “Yes. Sleep.”


“How does such a large beast survive on these plains?” asked Xavier. “I haven’t seen any animals large enough to feed one!”


“The kaildeer and buffalo herds move southwest at this time of year, and the predators follow. That one must have been an outcast.”


They awoke when the warm rays of the sun coated the grasses of the plain with a golden sheen. Millions of tiny rainbows formed on the dewdrops. The weather was warm enough, and the clouds from the previous night were gone. After a breakfast of two spiders for Merenor, and another sweet root for Xavier, they set off into the plain.


After they had walked for about an hour, Merenor said, “I’ve been thinking of why those soldiers attacked you and captured Lily. I have a theory of what the cause might have been. How exactly did you pay for your food and supplies?”


“Most of it was given free by a man named Alcon,” said Xavier. “But as for the things we bought in Alavari, Lily found a green stone shaped like a crescent. Apparently, it was a valuable gem. That’s how we paid.”


Merenor gasped in horror. “What! Are you sure?”


Xavier did not understand Merenor’s reaction to his words. “Yes, that’s what happened. Why?”


“Because then we have less than seven days to save her! There is an ancient prophecy saying that whoever finds the Talisman of Lake Luna—I believe that is what she found—would be granted the knowledge of the whereabouts of an extremely powerful artifact—a staff that can create, destroy, or control any world—when the light of Ibunir’s Comet shines upon them. Ibunir’s Comet is scheduled to reappear within the week! We have to save her before the forces of King Dracerler learn where it is, because once they know, they’ll kill her! And then they’ll probably kill you, me, and everyone else who dares oppose him!”


“No!” he shouted. “We have to find her before the comet comes!”


“There is some good in this,” said Merenor. “If they are going to extract the information from her, we know that she is being taken to Dracien, the capital of Avilandra. It will likely take about six days to get there on foot.”


“So to Dracien we march.”

•••


The man slammed his fist against the table. “You fools! Your orders were to capture the girl and kill the boy! You obeyed part, but not all!” The man was scowling ferociously. He was Governor Lapni, the tall, hot-tempered, and gray-haired ruler of the riverside city of Sarosia.


Before him stood the five soldiers who had captured Lily. One of them, the man who had thrown the net at Xavier said, “We—we did kill him, Governor Lapni.” He pointed toward one of his comrades. “He hit the boy on the head with his club.”


“He survived! I had my spellcasters examine the land, and they discovered that the boy is alive and well!”


At this, the soldiers fell to their knees. The red-bearded man tapped the cold stone floor twice with his fingers, and then said, “We apologize, Sir! We didn’t think someone of his youth could have survived a blow like that!”


“I suppose,” grumbled Governor Lapni, “that I cannot punish you here. Bring the girl to Dracien as planned. You will be punished there, I assure you.”


“What about the boy?” asked another soldier, a wiry man with a pointed chin and black hair.


“Do not concern yourself with it. You mustn’t waste time going after him. I suspect he plans to rescue her. I will have notices posted in every city. There’ll be a price on his head so large everyone in Avilandra will be looking for him, swords in hand! He won’t live for much longer. Dismissed.”

•••


This lizard gets stranger by the minute, thought Xavier. Learning he can talk was one thing, but now he’s as wise as any scholar and can use magic if the need arises! What else will I learn about him?

Though the roots Merenor was adept at finding tasted good, Xavier needed some meat in his gullet. The meat he had bought in Alavari had run out. He mentioned this to Merenor one night, who then left the camp for an hour, and returned dragging a huge black rabbit.


“Don’t ask,” he said, before skinning and gutting it with his claws, displaying surprising skill and dexterity, and giving the meat to Xavier which he then cooked and ate.


Late one day, they came upon a large mound of soil, topped by a single gray stone, twice as tall as Xavier. Merenor stared at it as they walked past, and said, “There lies the site of my greatest mistake.” Xavier pestered Merenor with questions, but the lizard refused to say more.


Suddenly, a sharp cry sounded from atop the stone pillar. Yet nothing was there.


“I know that voice,” said Merenor. Then, in a voice louder than Xavier had thought Merenor capable of producing, he barked, “Show yourself, Maizion!”


A thin, pulsing ripple suddenly appeared in the air about six feet in front of them. Slowly, the air began to thicken, until it resolved itself into the shape of a man. But it was unlike any man Xavier had seen. Though his face was smooth, and he stood barely taller than Xavier, his shoulder-length air was pure white. He bared a strange a resemblance to Merenor, though Xavier was not sure why. Whatever the reason, this man looked almost more reptile than mammal. He wore a simple green and white tunic, green leggings, and a black headband.

“Who are you?” demanded Xavier.


The man chuckled coldly. “Are you really that stupid? Your delicate friend Merenor has uttered my name. Maizion.” He drew a thin sword from his belt.


Xavier drew his own sword, although entertained no hope of prevailing if it came to a clash.


“Your time has come, Merenor,” said Maizion, grinning savagely. He pointed his sword at the lizard.


Quick as a wink, Merenor leaped from Xavier’s shoulder and slashed at Maizion’s sword hand with his claws. Maizion shouted in pain and dropped the sword. A drop of silvery-green blood trickled from the gash.


“Now!” shouted Merenor. “Xavier, attack him! Don’t use your sword though!”

Xavier obeyed, and ran toward Maizion, punching him in the jaw before he could pick up his sword. He staggered backwards, a slight look of fear in his eyes. Soon Xavier found out why. Though Maizion did appear older and more experienced when it came to fighting, his blows were weak, and every time Xavier struck him, they grew weaker still. Whatever creature Maizion really was, he was far weaker than a human.



Finally, Xavier smacked Maizion in the forehead with his elbow.

Maizion took several steps backward, holding his head in his hands, and toppled to the ground.

        “Is he,” said Xavier with a swallow of dread, “dead?”

        “No,” said Merenor. “Merely unconscious.”

        “Who is he?” asked Xavier.

        “An old enemy of mine.”

        “Should I—?” 

        “Kill him?” Merenor shook his head. “If he appears again, you can fight him off. If we kill him, there are other, more powerful forces that will find us. Better to leave the cub alive than to face the wrath of the mother bear.”


“Why didn’t you want me to use my sword?” asked Xavier.



“The silvery-green blood of his race has a stupefying effect on many creatures, including humans. A little scratch’s worth of blood wouldn’t be enough, but if you were to come near more than five of six drops, you wouldn’t regain full control over your body for twenty-four hours.”

About two hours after leaving Maizion’s unconscious frame, the city of Sarosia came into view. It was still several hours away. The only reason it was even visible was because of the tall citadel in its center, and because the plain was so flat.


“Should we stop in the city?” asked Xavier.


“I suppose,” said Merenor, from his usual seat on Xavier’s shoulder. “We might learn something useful. Just be careful.”


“I will.”


Late that day, they reached the gates of the city. The white wall was thicker than Alavari’s, though not as tall. Several people were moving in and out of the gates. One of the four poleax-wielding guards glanced at Xavier, but didn’t speak.


The streets of Sarosia were positively filthy. Dung, old food, and other things too disgusting to name littered the cobblestone streets. The air stank like a sewer. Dozens of people were talking, haggling, and in one case—cutting a woman’s purse and running off, seemingly unaware of the hideous stench surrounding them all.

“What should we do?” asked Xavier, pinching his nose with his fingers. “I don’t have any money, so buying is out of the question.”


“Just explore. We might find some money or useful items on the street. At the very least, you could grovel.”


“No! I refuse to beg!” shouted Xavier. He would not lower himself to that level.


“As you wish, o noble one,” teased Merenor.


They walked over to a large wooden sign, which upon closer inspection, proved to be a large message board filled with notices about events and wanted posters displaying sketches of various outlaws. Xavier’s blood froze. For there, on the board, was a wanted poster of him.


Dumbstruck, Xavier and Merenor stared at the poster. It read, “King Dracerler will pay five thousand gold dalii for the head of this boy.”


Merenor shuddered. “This is bad. Very, very bad. Five thousand gold dalii is enough to live in luxury for thirty years. Everyone will be looking for you! We have to get out of here! Run! The gate closes at sundown!”


As terror bloomed in his chest, Xavier ran toward the gate. He was about one hundred feet away, when a man shouted, “Look! It’s the boy with the giant bounty on his head! Get him!”


“Run! To the gates!” shouted Merenor, stamping his little feet frantically on Xavier’s shoulder. 


“He’s headed for the city gates!” exclaimed a woman with long black hair and a copper diadem. “Close them!”


The men at the top of the wall quickly began to close the gates. Xavier put on a burst of speed, weaving and diving through the crowd. Fifty feet away, but the gates were already half closed! He tripped on something, but managed to keep going. Twenty-five feet, fifteen feet, ten feet. There was barely enough room left between the two heavy wooden doors! The second after Xavier’s feet left the ground to dive through the gap, the heavy doors boomed shut. They were trapped.

Chapter 8

Help From the Animals


Hesitantly, Xavier’s attention turned from the gate to the immense crowd of people gathered around him. There were about thirty people gathered around them, and many more walked toward them as they learned of Xavier’s presence. 


“Run down an alleyway!” commanded Merenor. “It will be harder for them to follow you!” He jumped off Xavier’s shoulder and scampered off. 


“Where are you going?” demanded Xavier. But he was already gone. Nevertheless, he ran into the closest alleyway he could find, the space between two houses of dark brown wood. His sole advantage was the fact that the people in the mob chasing him all wanted to be the only one to catch him, and would likely fight amongst themselves.


Spying a stack of small crates leaning against one of the houses, he dashed past it and kicked it over into the path. The crates slowed the mob down for a moment, but it was just enough time for Xavier to turn around a corner, only to be faced with a dead end! There was no other path. The huge crowd of people ran toward him. Frantically, Xavier scanned the area for any means of escape. A rope hanging down from the roof of a house caught his attention. He jumped into the air—and grasped it! His shoulders burning and his legs kicking wildly, he managed to climb up the rope and onto the roof. He had only run about ten feet across the shingled roof when the first people began to climb up after him. There were only about ten people now, as most of the crowd couldn’t climb onto it. Still, all of the people who did climb up looked very strong. And very fast. With a rush of horror, Xavier realized that all the other roofs were too far away to jump to. The ten people took a step closer to Xavier. And another.


Suddenly, a flock of small green birds dove out of the sky and into their faces! Xavier gasped in surprise, as it looked as if the birds were determined to help Xavier and stop those attempting to capture and kill him. As one bird, slightly larger than the rest flew into the face of one person—a tall man with short red hair and a flat, mashed chin—a small green form jumped from its back and onto Xavier’s shoulder. 


“Merenor!” Xavier exclaimed. He then pointed at the flock of birds. “Ho—how did—how did—you—how?”


Merenor laughed. “You’re so articulate, my friend. Anyway, I have lots of friends among the different animal species. They’ve agreed to help us out of the city.”


“How?”


“Come with me to the opposite side of the city. It’ll take awhile, especially since we’ll have to avoid people. Word of your presence has spread, Xavier. Nearly all the city is out looking for you!”


Xavier groaned. “How will we get off this roof?”


“There’s a pile of dung you could jump into.”


“No way!”


“Fine then.” Merenor said, and pushed Xavier off the roof—and into the dung heap.


Spitting and shaking, Xavier stood up from the pile—the clothes he had bought in Alavari positively filthy—and glared at Merenor, who stood on the roof laughing, before jumping down to land of Xavier’s shoulder.


 Attaining a serious attitude again, Merenor shouted, “Run! There are more people coming!”


“Which way?” Xavier demanded.


Merenor glanced from side to side. To the left, an angry tide of people raged toward them. To the right, the street lay empty and silent.


“Go right! And go fast!” Merenor shouted, stamping his tiny feet.


Xavier ran, even as the mob ran after him. The streets were dark and narrow, and Xavier had to leap and sidestep to avoid the piles of filth. 


He dodged and ran through the streets, often having to take detours from his route to the other side of Sarosia to avoid the ever-growing mob of angry people.


People who want me dead, Xavier thought. He had difficulty taking it in. He’d been picked on at school, and once punched in the eye, but even those bullies wouldn’t think of killing him. And the bullies at this school didn’t even use sticks or rocks, yet alone the motley collection of knives, clubs, and swords pitted against him now. This was different. He ran to survive, and that gave him speed.


Less than two hundred yards from his destination, a big-chested, muscular man ran up to him, knife in hand. The man was bearing down too fast for Xavier to escape. He had only one option. Xavier drew his sword and slashed at the man’s leg. He had no intention of killing the man, but wanted to cripple him so he couldn’t give chase any longer. He felt the blade tear through cloth, skin, and muscle. The man screamed in pain and fell to the ground, dropping his knife! Xavier turned to flee, but the man grabbed his ankle, tripping Xavier. He held onto his sword, spun around, and brought it down on the back of the man’s neck! The blade sunk through skin and muscle; until it stopped at what he thought was bone. Scarlet blood flowed from the wound, staining Xavier’s dung-splotched pants. After the man succumbed to death’s embrace, Xavier pulled the man’s fingers—still wrapped around his leg—apart and resumed running.


When he reached the spot Merenor had indicated, Xavier saw the strangest sight he had ever seen. He saw a group of about twenty creatures—the oddest ones he’d ever seen! They resembled slugs, except that they were a foot long, and—to Xavier’s reckoning—weighed at least four pounds. Hard, interlocking scales covered their backs. However, the most surprise Xavier felt was not because of their appearance, but because of what they were doing. They were slithering around on the base of the wall, and it looked as if the stone was—dissolving!


“What are those?” Xavier asked, tapping Merenor on the back.


“Pacnata,” responded Merenor. “Their spit is a powerful acid that can dissolve anything; stone, metal, flesh—you name it! They’ll make a tunnel in the wall so we can escape. It looks like they’re almost done. For now, we wait.”


After concealing themselves under an abandoned wagon, Xavier and Merenor waited for the pacnata to finish.


“Those pacnata sure are strange,” said Xavier, quietly, so as to not attract unwanted attention. “Can you describe them in greater detail to me?”


Merenor obliged. “Sure. Before King Dracerler took the throne, pacnata were revered. In exchange for shelter and protection, cities kept hundreds of them to keep the streets clear of debris—they will eat anything, you see. But Dracerler hates them. He wants them all dead. They still live in cities, but have had to go into hiding. Despite their appearance, they are quite intelligent, and understand the idea of revenge. Since Dracerler began to try and eradicate them, they have not only resisted him, but tried in every way possible to make him angry, whether it be boring holes in his castle, destroying his war engines, or helping people escape his clutches. There are many creatures here that you do not have in your world. There are the pacnata which you see here, or the blumiens, a race of walking flowers. And, there is my race.”


“What is your race?” asked Xavier. “There are lizards in my world.”

“None like me, Xavier. None like me.”

Xavier shrugged. “I suppose not. Lizards in my world don’t talk.”

“I do more than that.”

Several minutes passed. “Merenor, I have a problem,” said Xavier. “I’ve been wrestling with it ever since Lily was captured. It’s been nearly a week since we stumbled into Avilandra. Our parents must be worried sick! In my world—at least in my country—lost children are searched for. But they won’t find me, no matter how hard they try. I’m worried that my parents may think I’m dead.” Tears brimmed in his eyes. “And—I’m afraid I’ll never be able to get back. What should I do, Merenor?”


The lizard jumped up onto one of Xavier’s outstretched legs and stared at him. “First off Xavier, I’m not a psychiatrist. But I may be able to help you. I doubt anything can be done about the elapsed time, and you’ll have to buck up and deal with it. But, if many spellcasters combine their powers, it is possible to create a portal to any world. It’s far too taxing on the body for casual use, but it can be done. I say we should go and rescue Lily, travel to Ciar Nelova. You may have to prove yourself to them, but once you do, I’m confident that they will create a portal to send you to your homeland!”


Wiping the tears from his eyes, Xavier smiled and picked Merenor up. “You’re a good friend, Merenor.”


Merenor continued to stare. “Thank you. And wouldn’t you know it; I think our pacnata friends have finished their work. Come on, let’s blow this popsicle stand.” After a pause, he added. “I listen in on people in your world as a hobby sometimes, yo.”


They dashed out from behind the wagon and over to the tunnel the pacnata had made in the wall. It was forty feet long and about two feet in diameter. As a girl on a roof spotted them, and the angry crowd surged toward them, Xavier crawled through the tunnel, Merenor scampering alongside him.


As soon as Xavier crawled out of the tunnel and onto the grass near the flowing river, Xavier retched. He had been holding the reaction inside him because he needed to escape, but now that he had, the fact the he had killed someone washed over him like a wave of hot blood. He fell to his knees, and retched again, emptying his stomach on the grass. 


“Humans are disgusting,” muttered Merenor, under his breath, before walking over to Xavier, who was sitting cross-legged on the grass.


“Are you well?” he asked.


It took several seconds for Xavier to respond. When his response came, his voice was soft and wavering. “I—I killed someone. That could have been me. I took another human’s life!”


“It’s all fine, Xavier. All soldiers go through this, though most are older. You’re strong. I’ve seen men twice your age turn into quivering balls of tears because of killing another human. It was necessary. He would have killed you. You killed to survive. There is no shame in that. If a deer kills a wolf biting at its back, must it feel shame? No.”


Xavier drove his fingers into the dirt. “But it could have been me! He could have been the one on the wanted poster and I could have been the one running up to him with a knife!”


“But you’re not,” said Merenor. “Now let’s get going. I told the pacnata to seal off the tunnel so no one could follow us, but it may take a while. We might as well get some distance covered.”


Xavier rose, turned around, and shouted, “Thank you, pacnata!”


“They don’t need thanks,” said Merenor. “They are satisfied with the knowledge that they’re making Dracerler angry.”


Xavier chuckled, and walked off, following the rushing waterway northward, toward Lake Dracer, and the island city in its center, Dracien.
Chapter 9

Storm Clouds


“Into your cell, peasant!” the man shouted as he pushed Lily into the stone cell with the thick wooden door before closing it, and locking her inside.


It had been—to Lily’s reckoning—at least five days since she had been captured. Her purple T-shirt was torn in several places, and wavy brown hair was filthy. The ride from where she had been captured to Dracien had been extremely uncomfortable. 


At least they put me in a wagon after a while, she thought. She had no idea why they soldiers had attacked them and captured her. As they had many times, her thoughts drifted to Xavier. 


I hope he’s all right. That blow to the head must have knocked him out for a long time. It might even have killed him!


Though she was optimistic by nature, she entertained no hope of rescue. As she had though, Xavier might be dead, and no one else in Avilandra—except for Ardeth, Kelton, and the soldiers—even knew about her, and they were not likely to help her. She sighed.


I don’t think I really did anything that bad. I may have broken some small rule I was unaware of, but I doubt they have reason to keep me here.

•••

“Storm clouds are gathering,” observed Merenor, looking up at the sky.


Xavier glanced upwards as well, to see thick black clouds rolling in from the southwest. Thunder rumbled, and within a few minutes, a harsh wind started to blow, kicking of dust and dirt from the ground.


“Do you think we should find shelter?” asked Xavier.


Merenor looked up again. “No. The wind is at our back, and the full might of the storm isn’t even here yet. We should still keep going. If the storm worsens however, we should find somewhere to wait it out.”


They continued walking, as the wind steadily strengthened. Cold raindrops began to fall from the sky, stinging the back of Xavier’s neck as they struck it. The howling wind was blowing so fast that Xavier thought that he could sail through the air like a kite if he were any lighter. Still, he was grateful, as it allowed him to run faster and cover more ground. He turned around to see how far they had gone from Sarosia, and gasped! In the darkness, he could see four lantern-carrying figures walking away from the city—and toward him. 


Merenor swore, startling Xavier. He shook with agitation, and gripped the shoulder of Xavier’s tunic with his claws to avoid being carried away from the wind. “Perhaps they know that you intend to rescue Lily and are traveling northward to Dracien. No matter. I doubt they’ve seen us, and any sounds either of us make will be drowned out by this wind. But you should still keep going. I shall watch them, and alert you if they get closer.”


“Merenor—I’m starting to have doubts about rescuing Lily. Don’t get me wrong, I want to save her—” He paused to avoid a small hole which had filled with water. “—but—what if we can’t? We don’t even know where the prison in Dracien is, yet alone how to get in, fight our way through all the soldiers and guards, and rescue her!”


Merenor waited several minutes before responding. During a slight lull in the gale, he said, “Don’t worry. I know where the prison is. It’s in the catacombs of King Dracerler’s castle. Before you go in however, I advise that you let me go in first and find the quickest route to Lily’s cell. As for fighting the soldiers, I believe stealth would be a better alternative to combat, and—demons above and below! Run Xavier, they’re gaining on us! They’re only a few dozen yards away! Hurry!”


Xavier ran across the grass, pelted by the wind and rain. Whenever he glanced backwards, he could see that the figures were closer each time. And that these were not civilians. They were soldiers. All of them were running very fast, even though they were weighted down with barbute helms, leather brigandines and vambraces, and metal greaves. One of them carried a gleaming longsword, two carried poleaxes, and the last man carried a vicious-looking battleaxe. 


With full-throated yells, the soldiers put on a new burst of speed, and surrounded Xavier and Merenor. The man with the battleaxe—a thin-faced man with black hair—swung his weapon at Xavier’s head! He ducked, barely dodging it, and stabbed his sword at the man’s thigh. He blocked it with no difficulty at all, as if all he was doing was picking up a stone. The man with the sword lunged, knocked Xavier’s sword out of his hand, and raised his arm, intending to cut off Xavier’s head!


“No!” shouted Merenor, and leaped at the swordsman’s face, slashing at his eyes with his needle-sharp claws. The man cursed, and tried to shake Merenor off, but his claws held, even as he was shaken from side to side like a rat in the mouth of a terrier! Leaving the swordsman to Merenor, Xavier turned toward the other three soldiers. The two men with the poleaxes—both huge, snarling brutes—stabbed at him in unison. Xavier rolled to the side to where his sword lay on the grass, and hefted it just in time to block a second stab from one of them—which surprised him as much as the soldiers. The man with the axe roared and rushed toward Xavier, brandishing his weapon. Merenor tried to leap from the swordsman’s face and attack him, but before he could, the swordsman grabbed him and tossed him to the ground, where he landed with a thump, and lay there dazed. The man the axe laughed, kicked Xavier hard in the chest. Xavier tried to remain standing, but the muddy ground was too wet—too slippery. 
With a cry of terror, Xavier fell backward, landing with a splat. The man, standing over him, grinned savagely, and raised his arm for the death blow.


So this is how it ends, he thought.

•••


Lily’s cell was small and dark, except for a window high on the wall, which the light from the torch-lit corridor outside shone through. A wooden cot with a thin, rough blanket lay along one side of the wall. She placed her hand on the wall, which was damp and covered with a thin layer of slime. She pulled back her hand, grimacing, and then wiped it on the blanket.


A small hatch opened in the bottom of the door, startling her, and someone pushed a tray into her cell. She lifted it up to get a better view, and saw a small wooden cup of water, three pieces of bread, and a small chunk of some meat that she could not identify. She sat down on the cot and began to eat. As she had expected, the water was warm and tasted like lakewater, and the bread was hard, though the meat—although hard to chew—wasn’t bad.


I’ve had worse, she thought.


As she ate, she heard two sets of footsteps walking down the hall. They stopped outside her cell, and began to talk, although she could only make out a few words through the thick wall and door. 


“When—comet come?”


“In two—arrive.”


“And—tell us—staff is?”


“Yes.”


“Then—?”


“—killed.”


Lily’s eyes widened. She did not know why, but she did know that she was in grave danger.

•••


As the man with the axe brought it down on Xavier’s head, a sudden reserve of energy welled up inside Merenor, who lay dazed on the ground after the swordsman had thrown him. He leaped toward the man’s face, and just before he reached his target—burst into green flames! He struck the man and killed him instantly! Astonished, Merenor realized what had happened!


Magic!  he thought. The gift came to me!


Excited by that knowledge, he turned in midair, and shot a blast of flame right at the swordsman’s head. The man screamed in terror—and died as the flames struck him. The two poleax-wielders looked bewildered, but soon stabbed at Xavier, intending to kill him, even if they died in the process. Merenor flew upward, and shot five billowing streams of flame toward each of them. They tried to dodge, but couldn’t, and were thrown twenty feet through the air, landing with a hard crack on the ground—dead.


The ball of flame that engulfed Merenor slowly started to fade, until it vanished, and he fell to the ground, landing on his hind legs.


“That was incredible!” shouted Xavier. “You were like—kaboom! And they were like—augh! You were amazing!”


“How’s your chest?” asked Merenor.


Xavier ran his fingers along the place where the man’s boot and struck him, and winced. “Not too bad. I don’t think anything’s broken, but I’ll have a wicked bruise in the morning.”


“Let’s stop here for the night. I’m tired enough to sleep through an earthquake!”


Xavier yawned. “I’m tired too. I agree, let’s sleep.”


“If we press ourselves, we should be able to reach Lake Dracer by tomorrow night,” said Merenor, before falling asleep. Xavier soon joined him in the hazy world of dreams.

Chapter 10

The Shore of Lake Dracer


Early the next morning, they awoke. The sky was blue, though the ground was still wet. As he had predicted, a blotchy bruise covered Xavier’s chest.

Blearily, Merenor said, “Search the soldiers’ bodies. You might find something useful.”


Xavier obeyed, and searched through the corpses. In the end however, the only thing he took was one of their helmets. He retrieved his rucksack from where he had left it before he went to sleep, picked up Merenor, and set off without breakfast, since he didn’t have any food in his rucksack.


Sensing Xavier’s hunger, Merenor said, “Don’t worry. There’s a stretch of forest a few miles ahead. I’ll help you find some food there.”


“This comet, Merenor—what was it called again?”


“Ibunir’s Comet.”


“I remember now. Anyway, do you know when it will come?”


“It will come in two days.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“It always comes once every fifty-four years, right to the day. For most people, it’s a happy thing. If a man and a woman are wed under the comet, they will always have a happy life together. If a baby is born under it, he or she will grow up to be strong and healthy. If a building completed under it, it will stand sturdy and straight. In our case however, we dread the comet’s arrival. If we don’t rescue Lily before it comes, not only will King Dracerler learn the location of the Staff of Worlds, but Lily will be killed.”


Xavier shuddered. “Don’t remind me.”


After about three hours of walking, and occasional bursts of running, they reached the edge of the forest that Merenor had mentioned earlier. Grateful for the shade of the trees, Xavier walked in as Merenor jumped down from his shoulder onto the mossy ground below. The forest consisted mainly of pines, firs, maples, and spruces, which he recognized from his many hiking trips in his own world—but there were some trees that he could not identify. There wasn’t much underbrush, as the leafy boughs of the trees blocked most of the sunlight from above.


“Don’t eat anything without my permission,” commanded Merenor. “Most of the seeds, roots, nuts, berries, and mushrooms you can find in this forest are safe to eat, but there are more than a few that would kill you if you took so much as a bite out of them!”


“Don’t worry,” chuckled Xavier. “I’ll heed your advice. I’d be dead or lost if it weren’t for you.”


“My pleasure, Xavier. Let’s find you some food.”


For the next hour and a half, Xavier roamed through the forest looking for things to eat. Whenever he found a berry bush, a mushroom growing from near the roots of a tree, or some nuts growing from a tree, he would point them out to Merenor, and he would tell Xavier whether or not it was safe to eat. If it was safe, Xavier would grab it and cram it down his gullet. Occasionally, Merenor would point out something that Xavier missed.


“See that red plant by near the blueberry bush?” asked Merenor, after Xavier had stepped over a fallen log.


“Yes. Is it safe?” asked Xavier.


“It’s safe, and very tasty. The leaves are spicy and can fill you with energy. I suggest you take them all and put them in your rucksack. You may need them later.”


From there, Xavier started to put things in his rucksack—usually those that wouldn’t be crushed, such as nuts, leaves, and seeds—instead of eating them, since he thought that it would be a good idea to save some food for later.


“Are you hungry, Merenor?” he asked.


“No, I’m fine. I can go for weeks without any food. But I do like the feeling of fresh grasshoppers and flies in my stomach. I’ll find something to eat here.”


A sudden wind rocked the forest, causing the branches of the trees to creak and groan. Xavier shivered, though not from cold. He felt as if someone—or something—was watching them. The feeling continued for several minutes—until he heard a rustle. Then a rumble. And then a roar, as a creature jumped down from the sturdy boughs of a maple tree and landed in front of them on the path!


The creature looked like a large, honey-colored cat. To Xavier’s surprise, the cat did not attack, but merely stared at him with its yellow eyes and licked a paw. Then, it spoke!


“Who goes there?” it demanded. Its voice was soft and high-pitched, and it sounded as if the cat was purring contentedly.


Clearing his throat, Xavier said, “I am Xavier. And this lizard on my shoulder is Merenor.”


The cat’s eyes narrowed. “Why have you come here?”


“We’re passing through on our way to Dracien,” said Merenor. “Let us pass.”


“Don’t worry, I won’t attack you. Humans are too crunchy for my taste, and you, Merenor, wouldn’t even qualify as a snack.” It opened its mouth, revealing its glistening teeth. “Besides, I just ate. As long as your do not mean harm to the forest, you may pass.”


“We will not harm this forest, master cat,” said Xavier.


“Call me Stormfang. I know it is rude of me to ask, but why are you two headed for Dracien?”


Xavier decided to tell the truth. “To rescue my friend Lily, who was captured and taken to Dracien.”


“Attempting to snatch a prisoner from under the king’s nose, eh?” Stormfang asked. “Not the wisest thing to do, but you may try. It’s your life, not mine. If I may offer some advice, Xavier, I would suggest that you heed the advice of the griffin for three, the dragon for four, and the gargoyle for five. Heed my advice, and you will live,” said Stormfang before running off through the trees.


“What does that mean?” called Xavier, but Stormfang had already disappeared.


“That was interesting,” said Merenor.


“Do you know what he meant by heeding the advice of the griffin for three, the dragon for four, and the gargoyle for five?” Xavier asked as he resumed walking.


“No, but perhaps it will make greater sense once we get there,” he answered. “We should quicken our pace. Less than two days remain until Ibunir’s Comet arrives!”

•••


A thick vein pulsed in Governor Lapni’s neck as he and two other men from Sarosia viewed the charred and broken bodies of the soldiers that they had sent to kill Xavier. He knelt by the body of the one of the poleax-wielders, and examined his burned face, which was covered with a layer of sticky ooze—an aftereffect of the magic that Merenor had used to kill them, though none of them know of Merenor’s involvement.


One of the others with him—a short, bald man with a tattoo of a snarling gargoyle on his forehead—said, “This be odd, Governor Lapni. It don’t seem as if it ‘twas caused by normal flame! Look at that slime! And even if it ‘twas, how could a thirteen year-old kill the soldiers wit’ it?”


Lapni scowled. “It doesn’t seem natural,” he said through clenched teeth. “And yet, this seems somehow familiar. I’ve seen corpses like this before, but the memory of where and when escapes me.”


“Look at this!” exclaimed the other man. He was tall and thin, and he knelt by the body of the swordsman. 


Governor Lapni rushed over to him. “What did you—” His words were cut off, as he saw the scratches on the man’s face. His eyes widened.


“Merenor!” he exclaimed. “I should have guessed that one of the most dangerous enemies of King Dracerler would have been traveling with this boy!”


The other two men gasped. The bald man said, “I thought Merenor had died after Tylandi robbed him of his powers.”


“That’s what I thought for a while as well,” grumbled Lapni, “until I heard a report that he was alive and well. I didn’t think much of it, since he hadn’t been doing anything to oppose Dracerler. Now however, I learn that I have been proven wrong. Have those two spellcasters—what were their names again?” 


“Kyra and Naidynel, sir,” replied the bald man.


“Yes, tell Kyra and Naidynel to send a message to Dracien, and tell them that the boy is alive and that Merenor is with him. I don’t care what they’re doing; this has to be done as soon as possible! This boy has evaded my grasp twice! I shall not allow him to do so again!”

•••


As the sun began its descent toward evening, Xavier and Merenor emerged from the forest with a full pack and full stomach. However, the meaning of Stormfang’s advice still escaped them. The ground soon sloped upward, and turned from dry grasses to a rocky plateau. To the west, tall mountains loomed like broken shards of the earth’s bone.


“We’re getting close to Lake Dracer,” observed Merenor, “as well as the Wolftooth Mountains. This is the western fringe of the Actibas Plateau. You can actually see the tail end of the mountains to the west. We should be able to reach Lake Dracer by tonight.”


As the sun sank toward the imposing peaks, their shadows grew longer and darker. “There aren’t any dangerous animals on this plateau, are there?” asked Xavier.


Merenor hesitated. “No—but the mountains are filled with horrible beasts. There are mountain cats as long as two poleaxes with teeth like daggers, giant bears covered in long quills that can rip off a man’s flesh, and—the worst ones of all—the arzhrgnrask.”


“What,” asked Xavier, raising an eyebrow, “is an arzhrgnrask?”


“A horrible, horrible beast!” exclaimed Merenor. “The mountains shake as they run, their iron jaws are as powerful as a catapult, and—I don’t even want to go on!”


Lake Dracer came into view just as the first stars began to light up the sky. It was wide and flat, and reflected the light of the stars like a giant mirror. Dracien could be seen on an island in its center—a mass of warm yellow lights.


When they reached the shore, Xavier took off his shoes and socks, and put his feet in the cool water, grateful. His feet had been aching constantly, yet he hadn’t complained. He had pushed on ceaselessly to reach Dracien before the comet arrived, but he couldn’t bear it any longer.


Casting a furtive glance at the city, Merenor said. “You shouldn’t attempt to light a fire. The guards patrolling the city walls would notice.”


Taking his bedroll and several nuts and seeds from his rucksack, Xavier ate in silence. When he finished, he asked, “How are we going to get onto the island, and from there into the city?”


Merenor curled up next to Xavier like a dog. Sleepily, he said. “There’s a bridge about a mile around the lake that leads to the city gate. There are guards at the end, so we’ll just have to hope they don’t recognize you.”


Xavier heard, but weary from the day’s traveling, soon fell asleep. Merenor followed in due time.

•••


Lily lay asleep on the cot inside her cell. She dreamt that she lay on her own bed, at her own house, listening to the sound of rain thudding against the windows. She had always loved rain, and especially thunderstorms.


The door to her cell suddenly swung open, hitting the wall with a loud thwack! She opened her eyes, to see two burly men rushing into her cell, grabbing her by the shoulders, and dragging her out into the corridor! The bright glow from the torches hurt her eyes, and her shoulders hurt as well in the rough grips of the men.


“Where are you taking me?” she demanded, struggling to free herself. “Let me go!”


“Silence!” barked one of the men.


They soon brought her to a large, circular room, which was open to the sky at the top. The room was empty except for a large stone chair in the middle, which the men tied her to. After they had finished, they left, saying with a malevolent gleam in their eyes, “We shall return for you later!”

Chapter 11

Dracien

When Xavier and Merenor awoke, the sky was blue and clear. The air was cool with a slight breeze. 


After eating from his rucksack, Xavier asked, “Are you ready to go, Merenor?”


Merenor did not answer for a few minutes. When it came, his voice was shaking. “I’m ready, though I’d rather not go anywhere within a mile of King Dracerler.”


After Merenor hopped onto Xavier’s shoulder and Xavier began walking toward the now-visible bridge, he asked. “How did King Dracerler come to power?”


A somber look came into Merenor’s eyes, which were the color of turquoise with hints of forest green, gold, royal blue, and brown. He sighed. “As I said, he came to power about fifteen years ago. The true ruler of Avilandra is Latrapi, or Lord Latrapi—who lives in Ciar Nelova. Dracerler was the governor of Dracien—but it was known as Iborcur at the time—and he would sometimes abuse his power. Cuoden—Lord Latrapi’s father, and the king of Avilandra at the time—came to visit. Dracerler killed him, and declared himself the king of Avilandra.”


“So, the true capital of Avilandra is Ciar Nelova?” asked Xavier.


Merenor nodded. “That’s right. The people of Ciar Nelova are proud and strong, and when Cuoden was killed, they fought against Dracerler. But Dracerler threatened the men of the other cities of Avilandra with a horrible death unless they fought for him. Thus, the forces of Ciar Nelova were defeated, here on this very plateau. It was a day of sorrow for all of Avilandra.”


“How do you know all of this?” Xavier asked.


“That,” he said, “is an answer for another time, Xavier. Look—we’re at the bridge.”


The bridge—or rather tunnel—was twenty feet wide and fifteen feet tall. It was made of polished black stone, and had walls and a roof, though there were regular holes in each to allow light to shine through. Xavier noticed that the bridge was curved, since it was impossible to see any light at the other end.


“Why is it curved?” asked Xavier. “It doesn’t seem like a good idea. Enemy soldiers could go through it and be totally unnoticed until they were almost at the walls!”


Merenor chuckled. “It would be easy to see a large army on the other side of the lake from Dracien, although you and I couldn’t be seen. As for the exact reason, it was built that way to honor the crest of Dracerler’s family, a snake.”


“I see.”


With that, Xavier turned toward the opening of the tunnel-bridge, and stepped inside.


“You should put on the helmet you took from the solider,” suggested Merenor. “It’ll help hide your hair.”


“Good idea,” said Xavier, and put on his helmet.


Twenty minutes later, Xavier and Merenor emerged from the tunnel on the other side. The gray stone wall of the city was eighty feet tall.


“Halt,” said one of the guards. He sounded bored.


“I wish to enter the city,” said Xavier.


The man laughed. “You honestly expect us to allow the person with a bounty of five thousand gold dalii on his head into Dracien, where someone else will kill him and take the reward?” Glancing at his comrade, he added, “Come on Sardson, let’s get him!”


With a hiss, Merenor leapt at the face of the man who had been speaking, scratching and biting at his cheeks and eyes. The man swore explosively and grabbed Merenor before he could get away, and began to squeeze. 


“No!” shouted Xavier. He would not stay still and silent while his guide and friend was slowly being squeezed to death! With a full-throated yell, he drew his sword, lunged forward, and stabbed the man in the neck. Blood spurted from the wound as the man fell to the ground, writhing in pain! The other man—a tall, broad fellow with a pointed chin and black hair—shouted, “You killed my friend! I’m gonna kill you!” He lunged, jabbing his sword at Xavier’s ribs. Xavier lifted his own sword, blocked the attack, and slashed at the man’s thigh, tearing through the muscle! He howled in pain and fell, dropping his sword. Xavier pried Merenor from the grip of the other man, and together, the two of them entered the city. 


It was early morning, so not many people were out on the streets. However, Merenor still suggested that Xavier should find a disguise. Xavier agreed, and spying a length of black cloth draped over a crate in an alleyway, went over to it and fashioned a makeshift hood for himself.


“This smells funny,” said Xavier, “but it’ll do.”


“Not as funny as you smell,” laughed Merenor. “Come on. We have to find Lily. She’s most likely being held in Castle Dracer in the city center.”


As he resumed walking, Xavier asked, “How much time do you think we have until—”


Merenor sighed. “Until the comet comes? I would guess three or four hours. Ibunir’s Comet is always preceded by a solar eclipse, so when that happens, if we’re not in the dungeon by then, she’s as good as dead.” 


“Don’t remind me,” muttered Xavier.


“You’ve come this far,” said Merenor. “Don’t give up now.”


“Thanks Merenor. I know this seems weird, but you’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”


“How kind of you, Xavier. I say the same for you, at least among my friends who are still alive. Come to think of it—you are my only friend who’s still alive, except for—I suppose his identity should remain a secret for now.”


“Why have you been keeping so many secrets from me?” demanded Xavier.


“Because I am a very secretive lizard,” he growled. “Nothing you say or do will make me tell them to you until I want to, or until I must to keep you safe.”


Xavier noticed that the streets of the city formed a spiderweb pattern. “Why are the streets arranged like this?” he asked.


“To help with defense,” said Merenor. Look at all the intersections—plenty of places for barriers to be erected and soldiers to be stationed.”


About half an hour later, they came to another wall. It was shorter than the main wall around the entire city, and made of red granite.


“The castle is on the other side,” said Merenor.


“How do we get over the wall?” asked Xavier. “It’s as smooth as glass!”


“We won’t go over the wall,” said Merenor. “We’ll go through the gate.”


“How?” asked Xavier as he approached the large metal gate of the castle keep. “The gate’s locked.”


“Not a problem,” said Merenor. With that, he jumped down from Xavier’s shoulder, climbed up the wall, and disappeared. A few seconds later, the metal gate swung open.


“What would I do without you, Merenor?” asked Xavier as he stepped through the gate.


“You would be apprehended by soldiers and killed, Xavier.” They both laughed at that. Growing serious again, Merenor said, “We have to be more careful from now on. I imagine this castle will be crawling with guards.”

•••


Lily stirred. She had slept in a tent, on the floor, and even on her driveway when she fell asleep watching a meteor shower, but sleeping tied to a chair had been horribly uncomfortable. She could see the sky through the hole in the roof of the chamber, but not much of it.


Several minutes later, the door opened. The two men who had brought her into the room the previous night entered, as well as thirteen other men—ten soldiers wearing plate armor and carrying swords, two short men carrying scrolls, and finally—a tall, thin man whose face was obscured in the shadows of his hooded robe, which was as black as a cloudy night sky under a new moon.


“I demand to know why you’ve imprisoned me!” she shouted, twisting this way and that in an attempt to free herself.


The man in the robe walked up to her, his footsteps echoing through the chamber. When he was about four feet from her, the man threw back his hood, revealing his clean-shaven face, which was remarkably handsome. If he had been her own age, Lily might have fancied him, if not for his eyes. The color of rust, they burned with pure malice.

“I suppose,” he said, flashing his overly shiny teeth. His voice was smooth, and reminded her of a dripping faucet in an old and slimy sink, “that it would be acceptable to tell you, since you’ll die regardless.”


Lily’s eyes widened with terror. “Why? What did I do?”


Running a hand through his auburn hair—and ignoring her question, the man continued. “Lily’s your name, isn’t it? You’re a pretty one. Perhaps it would have been better if your little friend Xavier had been the one whom we had to capture and kill.” Glancing at the tattoo on her left hand, he added, “Or perhaps not. Nevertheless, your friend will be killed. To answer your question as to why we are doing this, it is simple. You have been marked by an ancient prophecy by finding that little green stone. The prophecy foretold that whoever found that little stone would be granted the knowledge as to where—” He paused for a few seconds, and then continued, “—as to where a certain object is hidden.”


“So why don’t I know already?” Lily demanded.


“Let me finish,” he said, a flash of anger in his eyes. He was walking circles around her now. “Whoever found the stone will only be granted the knowledge when the light of Ibunir’s Comet shines upon them. Luckily for us, the comet will arrive within three hours.” He laughed, though there was no mirth at all in his voice.


“I’ll never tell you!” she shouted. “Never!”


“Oh, you will tell us. Mark my words.”

•••


“All clear,” whispered Merenor. They were inside Dracerler’s castle, trying to find a staircase leading down. They had less than two hours to find Lily, Merenor noted. It was slow going, since Merenor had to peer around every corner to make sure that no one was there. They found many staircases going upwards, but none going downward. Once as they were slinking along the wall, a heavy door swung open not three feet ahead of them, and a man walked out. Xavier drew his sword, and then realized that the man was drunk! The man looked at him with a silly look in his eyes, and then walked back into the room and closed the door behind him.


“That was weird,” said Merenor.


They continued walking through the halls of the castle until finally; they saw an alcove in the wall, with a spiral staircase going down.


“I don’t know if that really leads to the dungeon,” said Merenor, “but it goes down, and that’s good enough for us.”


Xavier put his left foot on the top step, which was rough and worn. His speed increasing with every step, he ran down the stairs. Even though he was going very fast, it still took him several minutes to reach the bottom. When he did, he found himself staring at a long corridor of black stone. The walls were damp and covered with a thin layer of slime. The air was freezing. He shivered.


“The dungeon,” whispered Merenor. “Tread carefully.”


“There’s no time,” said Xavier, before running off down the corridor, with Merenor on his shoulder.


Soon they came to an area where the hall widened and split into three separate paths. Above one of the paths was a carved head of a griffin. Another one had a dragon’s head above it. The last one had a gargoyle’s head above it.


Xavier scratched his head. “Well, which way?”


“How should I know?” asked Merenor.


They stood for several minutes. Suddenly, Xavier’s face brightened. “Stormfang! He said to heed the advice of the griffin for three, the dragon for four, and the gargoyle for five. So that would mean go down the path under the griffin’s head!”


“I hope you’re right,” muttered Merenor, as Xavier started walking again, “or we’ll be in big trouble.”


Sure enough, the path soon lead them to another spot where the path split. There were three paths again, and Xavier took the path under the griffin’s head. When they reached the next fork, there were four paths, though only three were marked.


“Which way now?” asked Merenor.


Xavier shrugged. “I say we should take the griffin. Stormfang said take the griffin’s path for three, the dragon’s for four, and the gargoyle’s for five. We followed the griffin for the last two, so we follow the griffin again for the third time.”


With that, he ran down the corridor marked by the griffin’s head. He hadn’t gone more than twenty feet, when the floor in front of him suddenly vanished, revealing a deep pit. Xavier shouted, and barely had enough time to stop before he fell in!


Merenor peered down into its black depth. “Yikes,” he said. “If you fell down that, you’d probably starve to death before you hit the bottom!”


Puzzled, Xavier walked back to the fork in the corridor and considered the four paths again.


Merenor’s face suddenly brightened. “I understand it now! If there are three paths, take the griffin’s path! If there are four, take the dragon’s path! And if there are five paths, take the gargoyle’s!” 

`
“Well,” said Xavier as he stepped into the corridor below the dragon’s head, “there’s only one way to find out.”


Sure enough, there was no fake floor. Instead, they came to another fork in the path, this time one that split into five. Xavier ran down the gargoyle’s path. This continued about six more times. Finally, they came to a hallway, lit by torches on the walls at regular intervals. Heavy wooden doors were set along the walls. They had reached the cells.


“Where are the guards?” asked Xavier.


“Probably wherever Lily is,” he answered.


“And where would that be?”


“I don’t know,” said Merenor, “but it would have to be in a room that is open to the sky, since for the person marked by the prophecy has to actually be shone on by the light of Ibunir’s Comet.”


“It would have to be a pretty big room to even be able to see the sky from its floor,” said Xavier. “We must be a thousand feet underground!”


As they ran, they heard a loud boom from behind them! Xavier whirled around, to see one of the doors blasted free of its hinges, and slowly being consumed by a sheet of pink flames! Then from out of the cell with the missing door, leapt a girl!


“Lily?” he asked, but then caught himself. Whoever this was, she was certainly not Lily. She looked to be about a year older then Xavier. Her hair—which was as black as a starling’s wing, though dirty—fell to her waist. She wore a simple blue tunic and leather pants.


“Ha ha!” she shouted. “The drug wore off! No prison can hold—” She noticed Xavier, and immediately assumed a fighting stance, her hands glowing ominously. Xavier responded by pulling his sword halfway out of its sheath. Their eyes met.


“Who are you?” she demanded.


Still leaving his hand on the hilt of his sword, Xavier said, “I am Xavier, and my lizard friend on my shoulder is Merenor. Who are you?”


Her hands lowered slightly, but they did not stop glowing. “My name is Vivien.”


“What are you doing here?”

 
“I was imprisoned here, until I blew my cell’s door clean off its hinges. I am a capable enough magic user. What are you doing here?”


“Should we tell her?” he whispered to Merenor.


“She seems honest enough,” he responded. “I’m good at sensing lies. You can tell her.”


“We’re here to rescue my friend, Lily, who was captured, and most likely taken here. We have to hurry, for we fear that her life may now be measured in hours if not minutes!”


“So that’s her name?”


“You know who I’m talking about?” asked Xavier. 

“I think so,” said Vivien. “Two guards came for her last night and took her away!” 

“Where to?” demanded Xavier. “For goodness’ sake, say it!” 

A pained look crossed Vivien’s face. “I don’t know!” she shouted, practically in Xavier’s ears. “I was in my cell, how was I supposed to know?” 

“Do you know of any rooms open to the sky around here?” Xavier asked, desperately hoping that she would know. 

She scratched her head. “No, none that I know of.” 

Xavier’s shoulders drooped. “Oh well,” he muttered. “Thanks anyway. Come on Merenor, let’s go look.” 

“Wait!” shouted Vivien as Xavier started walking away. “I want to help you rescue her! If she’s been taken anywhere except for another cell, there are bound to be lots of guards around her. You don’t look like you’d stand a chance against them!” 

Xavier’s cheeks grew hot. “I can fight!” he snapped. 

She chuckled. “Maybe for a minute or two,” she said smugly. 

Xavier scowled. “Fine then. You can come.”

•••


Lily was impatient beyond reason. “If you want to extract the information from me, you stupid slugs, couldn’t you have waited until—I dunno—maybe less than a day before that comet’s supposed to arrive?”


“Silence!” barked the man in the robe. Instantly, Lily’s jaws clamped shut, and stayed shut—held by invisible bonds.


He chuckled. “A little magic works wonders to shut people up. You’re more annoying than my older sister—and that’s a feat!”


Lily’s eyes flamed. She glanced up at the sun—it was nearly noon and the sun could be seen through the hole in the ceiling—and then cocked her head, puzzled. Something was wrong. It seemed as if something was going over the sun. She soon recognized it—as a solar eclipse.

Chapter 12

Ibunir’s Comet

Xavier, Vivien, and Merenor ran through the remaining network of halls and passageways on the other side of the corridor with the cells. Whenever they came to a door, they would open it—or if it was locked, Vivien would destroy it. However, all of them were empty. Xavier marveled at how torrents of pink flame would instantly spring to life from her hands. 


“Why didn’t you escape earlier?” Xavier asked. 


She sighed. “Every morning, I would be given a drug, by force if I refused to take it willingly. That drug prevented me from using magic for a day. However, since they look Lily away last night, they forgot to give me today’s dose. As you can see, their mistake shall cost them.”


Finally, they came to a large wooden door. Voices could be heard from the other side.


“I think this is the one,” said Vivien. “Ready, Xavier?”


Xavier took a deep breath, and his worried expression faded into one of resolve. “I’m ready.”

•••


The man in the robe looked up. He smiled coldly. Lily looked up as well—and saw a green tongue of flame slowly streaking across the sky. She shivered. Ibunir’s Comet was beautiful, but unless fortune smiled upon her, it would mean her death.


“I believe that the knowledge shall come to you fairly soon,” the man said, almost mockingly. He chuckled, though his voice held no mirth. “We shall soon punish Lord Latrapi for his meddling in our affairs.”


Within thirty seconds, a wall of green light started moving down the wall of the chamber from the top. It reached the floor in ten seconds, and started moving across the floor, and toward her. Five seconds later, it completely surrounded her. She felt strange, as if something was working its way into her mind. Suddenly, something she had never known before burst forth and flooded her thoughts, drowning out any other thought or feeling!


The man took a step closer. “Excellent. Now tell us, where is—”


Suddenly, the door of the chamber flew off of the wall with a torrent of pink flames, landing a few feet from the man with the robe.


“Not so fast!” shouted a voice. Lily recognized it!


“Xavier!” she exclaimed as awe, joy, and incredulity flooded through her. However, she noticed that Xavier wasn’t alone. Standing beside him—her hands glowing—was a tall girl with black hair. Something jumped off of Xavier’s shoulder and landed next to the man with the robe. She felt puzzled. It was a tiny green lizard, no larger than her handspan. Xavier and the other girl stood a few steps from the doorway, watching the lizard, but keeping an eye on the twelve soldiers as well. She felt even more confused when the man in the robe took a step away, a touch of fear in his eyes.


“Merenor!” he exclaimed.


Then, much to Lily’s surprise, the lizard spoke. “Yes, you insolent brat, it is I, Merenor. I regret that I ever so much as harbored a particle of kindness toward you, Tylandi.”


“You—you’re dead!”


Merenor laughed, long and loud. “You really believe that stealing my powers was enough to kill me? You’re as dumb as a fencepost!”


Tylandi shrugged. “Oh well, it doesn’t matter. I thought something like this would happen. Soldiers, kill them all!”


The twelve soldiers stationed around the room charged Xavier, Merenor, and Vivien with drawn swords. 


“What do we do?” asked Xavier. “We can’t beat them!”

“I’ll hold them off!” said Vivien. “You rescue your friend. I’ll be fine.”

Xavier ran toward the center of the room where Lily sat tied to the chair. The twelve soldiers—as well as Tylandi—converged on him. Vivien’s palms started glowing—and within three seconds, four of the soldiers fell dead, burned beyond recognition.


The room erupted into chaos! Vivien danced around the room, burning the soldiers with roaring tongues of flame from her hands, and in one case her mouth! Tylandi extended a hand toward Xavier as if to push him backward, but before he could finish the spell, Merenor leaped upward and slashed at Tylandi’s hand, distracting him! Xavier reached Lily and slashed at the ropes binding her to the chair. They fell away. Lily sprang to her feet.


“Come on!” shouted Xavier. “Let’s get out of here!”


The two of them ran toward the room’s exit as Merenor joined them on Xavier’s shoulder! Tylandi raised his hand, pointed at Lily and Xavier, and a bolt of crackling, silver lightning shot from his fingertip and raced toward them, even as the remaining four soldiers—most had been killed by Vivien—charged them. The two men who had brought Lily into the room and the men with the scrolls huddled in one corner, cowering.


“Duck!” shouted Xavier. They ducked, and were just in time to avoid it! The bolt of lightning zoomed right over their heads, ripping clean through the bodies of two of the soldiers. 


Putting on a new burst of speed, Xavier, Lily, and Merenor ran out the door and into the winding corridor outside. Vivien dispatched one of the soldiers and ran out after them.


They heard Tylandi shout, “After them!” followed by the sound of the one remaining soldier running down the hall after them.


“How will we escape?” asked Lily.


“I’ve got us covered,” said Vivien. “One of the guards here is just a couple years older than me, and not that intelligent. I think you can guess what happened.”


Lily grinned. “You go, girl!”


“Anyway, he agreed to put a rowboat out on the northern shore of the island, and a pack with food and a blanket in it. I suppose we can all use to go back to the mainland, but after that, I must leave you.”


She was about to say more, but then the soldier chasing them whipped down his arm, sending his sword spinning through the air. The blade struck Vivien in the back! She howled in agony and collapsed!


“Vivien!” shouted Xavier. “No!”

“Leave me here!” she commanded. “Save yourselves!”


Reluctantly, Xavier continued running, followed by Lily. The soldier was about fifteen feet from Vivien and twenty feet from Lily and Xavier. Vivien knew that he could catch up, and yet she couldn’t raise her hands to kill him. She then knew what had to be done. With a yell, she released the strongest torrent of flame she had even released in her life—from her mouth—toward the ceiling! The stones cracked, shuddered, and fell, blocking the soldier’s path—and crushing Vivien.


“How do we get out of the castle?” asked Lily. “Did you even think this through?”


“Be thankful we’ve even come, Lily,” barked Merenor. “We’re making this up as we go along!”


“We need to find our way to the surface,” said Xavier.


“I thank thee, Lord Obvious,” said Merenor. “We can’t go back the way we came. I have a feeling that that wouldn’t be a good idea.”


“Then how do we get back up?”


“There must be another way. This castle was built most intelligently. There has to be another way out, in case of a cave-in. We have to look around.”


So for the next hour, Xavier, Lily, and Merenor prowled around the corridors, searching for another way up, though without success. The dungeon was much bigger than they had expected.


Lily tapped Xavier on the shoulder. “How did you find me here? I thought I was dead for sure until you and that other girl broke down the door of the chamber.”


“Okay, I’ll tell you.”


So as they continued searching, Xavier told Lily of all that had happened since they had parted. Merenor made a few comments here and there, but otherwise stayed silent. When he came to the part where he had killed the two guards at the gate of Dracien, Lily put a hand on his shoulder. 


“Thanks,” Xavier whispered, and then finished his tale.


“That’s amazing,” said Lily.


“We’re not out of the woods yet,” grunted Merenor. “So you two lovebirds had better put your emotions aside and think of a way to get out of this hole.”


Xavier flicked Merenor’s head with the tip of his finger. “Be quiet!”


“Fine, I shall remain silent,” Merenor said smugly, “but I know, and you know.”


Xavier rolled his eyes, and then remembered that Merenor’s words mirrored those of his friend back in his own world, Phillip. Perhaps there was a grain of truth in them.


“Look!” exclaimed Lily. “A staircase!”


Xavier turned in the direction she was pointing, and yes—there was an alcove in the wall with a spiral staircase leading upwards, though at about a forty-five degree angle. The walls were lined with glowing red gemstones. She dashed up several steps, and then beckoned for Xavier and Merenor to follow.


After twenty minutes of climbing the stairs, Lily and Xavier’s legs were about to buckle. 


“I feel like my legs are on fire,” panted Xavier.


“Me too,” agreed Lily. “And who knows how far we still have to go. Let’s rest here for a moment.”


So Lily and Xavier sat down on one of the carved stone steps, and Merenor hopped off Xavier’s shoulder to land on the step above them.


“I think you need a shower,” chuckled Lily.


Xavier rolled his eyes. “You don’t exactly smell that good either.”


“I think humans smell bad regardless of the date of their most recent bath,” said Merenor.


Lily turned toward him. “Who are you, Merenor?”


“I only reveal my secrets to friends. Xavier hasn’t even earned that one yet.”


“Try all you like,” said Xavier. “He doesn’t reveal much about himself.”


Merenor stamped his tiny foot to get their attention. “I shall tell the two of you this, however. That man back there, Tylandi, is my greatest foe. Before King Dracerler came to power, he was my student. He showed great promise—having amazing control over his powers. However, in the war that erupted following Cuoden’s death—the former king of Avilandra, Lily—he turned against me. With magic I’d never even seen, he robbed me of my powers. Once, I could move a mountain, transform into anything I wanted, and decimate entire armies with a wave of my tail. But now, I can only use magic when the gift touches me, which doesn’t happen often. I have spent the last fifteen years attempting to find a way to restore my powers. If I ever get them back, I shall personally rip that snake-tongued traitor to bloody shreds.”


Xavier’s eyes widened, as did Lily’s. “Do you have any idea about how to restore your powers?” Xavier asked.


“No, not a one, though I have searched throughout this world, and others.” His eyes grew somber. “I still search however, for there must be a way.”


In an attempt to change the subject, Xavier asked, “Are you hungry, Lily? I have some food in my rucksack.”


Lily smiled. “Of course! I haven’t eaten anything of note since that dinner we had before—you know—”


Xavier took off his pack and opened it, taking out several of the nuts, seeds, and leaves he had found in the forest by Lake Dracer. Lily ate eagerly, and Xavier made no attempt to stop her. 


After ten minutes of silence, Lily said, “Let’s go on.”


With that, she rose to her feet and started up the stairs again. Xavier and Merenor followed a few seconds later.


It took them a full half hour to reach the top, which was a small room lit by ten of the glowing red stones. A wooden ladder leaned against one corner, right below a stone hatch in the ceiling resembling a manhole. A thin key of green light shone through a small hole in it.


Tapping Merenor on the back, Xavier asked, “Can you look through that hole to see if the coast is clear?”


“With pleasure,” Merenor replied, “as long as you lift me up to it.”


Xavier obliged and lifted Merenor up to the hole, providing a platform for him to stand on. Merenor stuck his tiny head through, glanced around, and pulled it back out.


“We’re right below an alleyway,” he said. There are people milling about on the street, but no one should be able to see us. Let’s go.”


Xavier climbed the ladder, and with a heave, pushed the stone slab up and away, and climbed back out. Ibunir’s Comet still hung in the air, casting its eerie green light across the land. Many people were looking up at it, since they had either not seen it in fifty-four years, or hadn’t seen it at all. As Lily stepped off the last rung of the ladder and onto the street, bathed in the green glow of the comet, she winced.


“I know where it is,” she said. “It’s in—”


Merenor slashed at her cheek with a needle-filled foot. “Don’t say it! The Staff of Worlds is better left hidden for all of eternity. You’ll forget it after the comet goes away, but we won’t if you tell one of us.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, rubbing her cheek.


“It’s fine, Lily. Now, we have to get out of the city without being seen. Xavier has a giant bounty on his head, so he needs a disguise. You still have your helmet, but it looks like you lost that hood you made in the fight. I didn’t even notice until now. There’s nothing here we can use, so you’ll just have to hope no one will notice you. Come on.”


Xavier and Lily walked out of the alley and onto the packed streets of the city, weaving through the crowds. Fortunately, everyone was so entranced by the comet that they paid Lily and Xavier little attention. They themselves occasionally glanced up at the green streak of flame slowly moving across the sky.


Spying a house with a tall brick chimney, Merenor said, “Xavier, get me close to that house. I want to look around and see where we are.”


Though it took several minutes to get there through the sea of people, they soon reached the stone house. Merenor clambered up the rough stones of the wall to the roof, and from there, to the chimney. After five minutes of looking around, Merenor climbed back down, and whispered to Lily and Xavier, “We’re on the north side of the city, away from the main gate. I spotted some scaffolding along the wall, about a mile away. We could use that to escape.”


“Good find Merenor,” said Lily. “Lead the way.”


“If I lead the way myself,” said Merenor. “I would likely be crushed. I can however, guide you two.” Pointing with his tail, he said, “The scaffolding is that way.”


For two hours, Lily and Xavier weaved through the crowd of people who had gathered to watch the comet. Several times, Lily and Xavier spotted a man and a woman getting married, usually under the boughs of a tree or on top of a roof. If Merenor saw what they were looking at, he would always chuckle softly to himself.


Finally, they reached the complex network of wood and metal that lay along the stone wall of the city. Xavier noticed that a huge piece of stone near the top had fallen and lay in pieces on the cobblestone streets of the city. Cracks and small holes covered the wall as far down as twenty feet! Glancing around to make sure no one would notice, they started climbing, using the beams like rungs on a giant ladder. Once they reached the first of the major holes in the wall, they noticed that planks had been laid across the holes, providing makeshift platforms linked to the ones above and below them by ladders. Several workers holding hammers, chisels, or carrying blocks of stone glanced upwards on occasion to look at Ibunir’s Comet. 


Ten minutes later, they reached the intact portion of the parapet at the top of the wall. To Lily and Xavier’s relief, there was more scaffolding on the other side of the wall. They were about to descend, when ten heavily armored soldiers wielding axes, pikes, and swords ran out of a guard tower and toward them! Lily and Xavier ran across the planks laid across the beams of the scaffolding toward the other side, but Lily tripped on a fragment of stone, and fell off the scaffolding! She managed to grab a wooden beam about fifteen feet down, but with only one hand, and it looked dangerously thin. Xavier clambered down a ladder and onto the platform below, but was still too high. The beam in Lily’s grasp started to groan and crack! 
Desperately, Xavier scanned the area for another ladder leading downward. He spotted one and ran toward it, climbing down it two rungs at a time! This time, he was only a foot above where Lily hung. He rushed over to her, even as the soldiers slid down the first ladder one by one. He knelt and reached down toward her. 


“Take my hand!” he shouted. She tried to swing her free hand up to grasp his, but she couldn’t reach. 


“I can’t reach it!”


Xavier lay down on his stomach, his head and shoulders over the edge. “Try it now!” With horror, he noticed that Merenor hadn’t expected that, his attention being focused on the ladder to watch for the soldiers. When Xavier’s chest hit the boards of the platform, the impact sent Merenor tumbling off his shoulder and toward the ground below! He attempted to clutch at Lily’s shoe as it flashed by, but was too slow!


With an effort, Lily shot her arm upwards, just as the beam she was holding snapped in two! For a terrifying second, it seemed like she was going to fall, but then she grasped Xavier’s hand! Now she was safe, but as Xavier noted grimly—all she had done was delay her death by a few seconds—because the soldiers were right behind them. The lead soldier—a large man with straight red hair and a pointed chin—raised his sword, preparing to chop Xavier to pieces.


Xavier winced. “It looks like this is the end!” Lily looked up at him, her eyes brimming with tears. “I never thought I’d die in an alternate world!”


Twenty feet from the ground, Merenor suddenly felt strange, as if a river of power now flowed through his body. He knew what it meant. Less than five feet from the hard rocks of the ground below, he shot upward, propelled by a stream of green flames. Just as the red-haired man brought down his sword, Merenor collided with him, knocking him into the hard stone wall! Before the other soldiers could react, he killed him all with a blast of flame, much like Vivien had done! Turning toward Lily and Xavier, Merenor said in a deep, rich voice, “Don’t panic.”


With that Lily and Xavier suddenly flew into the air, and hung in place about five feet in front of Merenor. As Merenor flew at a maddening speed for the shore of the lake, Lily and Xavier flew with him.


Two minutes later, Merenor began to slow down. Five feet above the rocks of the plateau, Merenor dropped them, and landed on the ground himself as his spell ended.


Xavier rose, a broad grin on his face. “We did it! All those soldiers, Tylandi, and a bounty on my head couldn’t stop us!”


Lily rose to her feet as well, and rubbed her arm. Then without warning, she threw her arms around Xavier and kissed him on the cheek, saying, “Thank you.”


Xavier tried to respond, but could only make a few unintelligible sputtering sounds. He noticed, however, that Merenor appeared to be choking. Or, as Xavier thought with a groan, trying his best not to laugh out loud.


“I may not have the ability to use magic at will,” said Merenor, “but my gift of prophecy remains strong as ever.” He laughed.


“Now, what next?” asked Xavier.

`
Merenor stopped laughing. “You two wanted to go to Ciar Nelova, did you not? To get home?”


“Aye,” said Xavier. “That’s where we’d like to go.”


“Then I shall guide the both of you to Ciar Nelova. It shall be hard. The Wolftooth Mountains are not a fit place for humans.”


Xavier looked at Lily. She looked back at him.


“Would you like to go?” asked Xavier.


“Yes,” said Lily. “I want out of this crazy place.”


Merenor stood up on his hind legs, and bowed slightly. “So you have wished it, and so it shall be.”


As one, Lily, Xavier, and Merenor turned from the clear blue expanse of Lake Dracer, and toward the towering peaks of the Wolftooth Mountains.

Chapter 13

The Wolftooth Mountains


With a grunt, Xavier hoisted himself up the last few feet of the sheer rock face that split the side of the mountain like a giant belt. Lily was already on top, and looking ahead at the thick forest of gnarled pine, cedar, and spruce trees. They had been walking for four hours, and yet they had only reached the first of the many mountains that separated them from their destination. As Merenor had said, this was Ulkarv the Mighty, the fifth-highest peak of the Wolftooth Mountains. The weather was still fairly warm, though it slowly dropped as they climbed higher.


“Phew,” Lily panted. “This is hard! I’ve climbed mountains in New England, Arizona, and even Switzerland, but this is excruciating! Merenor, how many more of these do we have to climb?”


Merenor, who was sitting at his customary place on Xavier’s shoulder, turned toward her. “I don’t want to dishearten you, but there are three more mountains we have to go over. Three Spears Peak, Turtleback Mountain, and Mt. Fang, which is the highest mountain in all of Avilandra.”


“Why do we have to go over them anyway?” asked Xavier. “Can’t we just go around them?”


“We could,” admitted Merenor. “But the thick forests of the valleys hide the fiercest creatures in all Avilandra. The lions, cougars, and polar bears of your world are little puppies compared to some of the horrible beasts that lurk down there.”


“If you don’t want to go down there,” said Xavier, “you could just say so instead of trying to make us as scared as you are.”


Lily laughed. “Maybe we could threaten to chuck him off one of these cliffs if he bothers us!”


“I heard that!” he growled.


“Merenor,” said Xavier, “what are we going to get for food here? We don’t have much left in my rucksack, and pine forests don’t usually have anything good to eat, at least not in our world.”


“Remember, my claws are as good as any knife for killing and skinning an animal. There are rabbits, squirrels, and other rodents in these mountains. We’ll get by.”


As the sun began its descent toward evening, Lily, Xavier, and Merenor continued to climb the peak, clambering over cliffs and tramping through forests.


That night, they camped on a jutting spur of flat gray rock that protruded like a shelf. Xavier had finally gotten the hang of his flint and steel, and managed to start a fire in less than five minutes using wood they had gathered from the forest around them. They drank from a fresh mountain stream Merenor had found, though not before boiling the water to kill any germs. As he had done several days earlier when he and Xavier were traveling to Dracien, Merenor left camp and came back dragging a medium sized rodent in his teeth. It looked like a combination of a mouse and a hamster with long whiskers and small black eyes.


“Do we have to eat that?” asked Lily, distressed. 


Merenor sliced open its belly with a quick slash. “Yes.”


Lily gagged at the sight of the animal’s guts spilling out. “But,” she protested, “it’s cute!”


“It’s this or starve to death. Besides, when I’m done with it, it won’t be cute at all.”


“Just don’t show me any more guts,” said Lily.


Xavier and Merenor laughed. The meat cooked quickly on a spit made of a seared dogwood branch, and they soon were lying on the ground. 


Xavier drew his sword from its sheath, and assumed a fighting stance—at least what he thought was a fighting stance. He slashed left and right, hacking at an imaginary foe. This continued for several minutes, until he put it back and lay on the ledge. Though they both ached badly, they were tired and fell asleep quickly.

¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤


Xavier knelt on a patch of hot, dry sand. His entire body felt as if it were roasting under the heat of the blazing sun high above his head. He wore a tan robe made of light cloth. He felt strange. The ground was farther away than it should have been. As far as the eye could see in every direction, lay rolling dunes of sand.


Suddenly, he heard a slight rumble, that slowly grew louder and louder. The air seemed to thrum with the noise. Then, he noticed something odd happening in the distance. It looked as if the dunes at the horizon were—splitting apart. A huge fissure shot across the sand at an incredible speed—toward him. To his horror, he realized that the sand was parting to reveal a deep, black pit. The dune he was standing on began to split, sending him pitching forward into the abyss!

¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤¤


He awoke. He was lying on the rock ledge. Merenor was watching him. Lily was asleep.


“Are you well?” Merenor asked.


“Fine,” said Xavier. “I’m just a bit shaken. I had a bad dream.”


“Then go back to sleep.”


“Merenor, I’m worried. I don’t think we’ll be able to get across these mountains. I’m aching all over, and I imagine it will be much colder when we get higher up.”


“We’ll be fine. We don’t have a time limit or anything. That can solve our aches and pains. And as for the cold, we don’t have to go much higher than this. We just have to get high enough so that the mountain creatures won’t bother us.”


“Did you have other students besides Tylandi?” Xavier asked.


“Why the sudden curiosity?” asked Merenor. “Nevertheless, I did. I taught many young magic users. Of those, only three are still alive. There are Kyra and Naidynel. They were both very powerful, though not as strong as Tylandi. Both of them serve Dracerler.” Merenor sighed. “You must understand how I feel, Xavier. Three of the most powerful sorcerers in the world were once my students, and they have defiled the verdant fields of this land with mountains of carnage.” He gritted his teeth. “It pains me to no end. However, the other—Ysur—helps Lord Latrapi, which heartens me.”


“I have another question for you,” said Xavier, running his fingers along a series of small grooves in the rock.


“As long as it does not involve me giving up any more of my secrets, I shall answer it as best I can.”


“I don’t think it’d involve that,” said Xavier. “How does magic—how to say it—work?”


“A good question indeed.” Merenor took a deep breath of the cold night air. “When a child is born, they may or may not have the gift of magic. If they do, it is likely that they will only have control of certain aspects of it. For example, it seemed like Vivien only had control over the element of fire. There are some who can become invisible, or communicate with animals, or transform, or—blast it! There are too many to list. And then, some have control over almost every—or every, but that is rare—aspect of magic. As far as I know, there have only been twelve spellcasters in all of Avilandra’s history like that. Tylandi and I are among them.”


“Do you think that I could use magic?”


“No. I can sense whether someone has the gift. You do not.”


“Does magic have any limitations?” asked Xavier. “It has to, right? Otherwise you could obliterate an army with a wave of your hand!”


“It does have its limitations, Xavier. For one thing, if you do not have proper control over your magic, you could easily kill yourself. Those who are learning magic must spend years just learning how to control their powers. Secondly, all spells require a certain amount of energy. If you use a spell that requires too much, you die. To combat this, most spellcasters embed pieces of emerelmite into their robes, belts, and other items, because emerelmite can be used to store energy, which can be drawn upon if you get tired. I happen to have a piece of pure emerelmite—which does a much better job of storing energy—in my body right now. Every chance I get, I store some of my energy in it. Even though I cannot use magic, I can still draw upon the energy inside of it.”


“Where is it?” asked Xavier.


“You haven’t earned that one yet. Now to go to sleep. Dawn is fast approaching.”


The next morning, they all awoke to a clear sky, though it was still dark, as a large mountain about twenty miles east of their current position obscured the sun. After eating some berries Merenor had found in the forest, they set off again. Merenor instructed them to climb up and around the mountain so that they would reach a pass between Ulkarv the Mighty and Three Spears Peak.


After about two more hours, they reached a strange, jutting ledge. It looked like part of the mountain had been carved off, revealing a flat space. And on that space—was a house. The house was small, and made of blocks of gray stone with a roof of wooden beams. A man stood outside tending a small garden. He was short and stocky, with powerful arms and a head of red hair, though his long beard was immense by comparison.


“Should we approach?” asked Lily.


“No reason not to,” replied Merenor.

 
Then the man noticed them. He rose from the garden, saying, “Do th’ two o’ you want ta help me with these ‘ere vegetables? There be a nice hot lunch for you if you do!”


Xavier looked at Lily. “Should we?”


Lily shrugged. “I suppose. Tending a garden beats climbing a rugged mountain any day. Besides, I miss ‘em so much I’d kill someone for a hot meal.” She chuckled.


For the next hour, they helped the man tend to his garden, mainly pulling up weeds. Merenor scampered around hunting for insects and worms. Finally, the man clapped his hands. “We’ve done enough fer now. Now I ‘ave ta make good on my part o’ da bargain. Come on inside!”


The three of them followed the man into his house. Inside, they found a small wooden table, a chair carved from a tree stump, a small stone fireplace, a shelf full of pots, pans, dishes, and food, and a large bookshelf. A bow with a quiver of arrows hung on the wall. After starting a fire in the fireplace, the man grabbed a medium-sized cauldron, ran out the door, and returned several minutes later, although this time it was filled with water. As the cauldron hung over the flames, the man scrambled around grabbing meat, vegetables, and herbs, which he chopped up and left in a neat pile on the edge of the table. 


“Now just ta wait ‘til the water boils,” he said. Xavier, who was standing next to Lily on the other side of the table, said, “You have an interesting house.”


“Thank ye,” he muttered. Looking down at the sole chair in the room, he added, “Sorry I’ve only got one chair. I’m not used to visitors. When I saw the two of you, I nearly jumped up as if I’d have been bitten by an arzhrgnrask.”


Merenor leaped from Xavier’s shoulder to the table. “If you’d been bitten by one of those monsters, you’d be dead!”


The man suddenly stiffened. The color drained from his face. “I know that voice. What is your name, lizard?”


“It—it is Merenor.”


Suddenly, the man broke out into a broad grin! “Merenor!” he exclaimed. “It’s me, Urzhak!”


“Urzhak!” Merenor exclaimed. “It’s good to see you again! I haven’t seen you in forty years! And wouldn’t you know it, you’re sane as—well—” He trailed off. “I honestly can’t think of a simile for that. But who cares?”


Xavier tapped Merenor on the back. “How do you know this man?”


“He used to live in Ciar Nelova, and also was a great friend of mine. He was a scholar, and most adept at finding answers in books and scrolls. He eventually grew tired of people asking him for help and advice, so he pretended to go mad, and fled into the mountains!”


“A better description I’ve never ‘erd,” said Urzhak. “I’m still hunting for answers, though haven’t had much luck. I could only take a few of my books with me when I left.” Looking up towards Lily and Xavier, Urzhak asked, “And what be your names?”


Xavier was about to answer, but Merenor cut him off. “These two lovebirds here are Lily and Xavier.” He pointed to each one in turn, and before either of them could say anything else, he added, “They’ve been traveling with me.”


“Interesting,” said Urzhak. “Tell me Lily and Xavier, how did you come to meet Merenor?” 


“Well,” said Xavier, “it’s a long story, but here it is.” He then began to tell Urzhak of their adventures, starting with the fact that he and Lily were not from Avilandra, but a different world entirely. Lily made occasional comments from time to time. As Xavier spoke of the soldier’s attack, and Lily’s capture, Urzhak glanced down at the cauldron, and saw that the water was boiling. Still listening intently to Xavier’s tale, he grabbed ingredients from the pile on the table and began to drop them into the water. Cube-shaped pieces of meat, bits of leaves and roots—most of which were unknown to Lily and Xavier—and vegetables form the garden all found their way into the cauldron. Urzhak pulled the chair over to the fireplace and began stirring the stew.


As Xavier finished his narrative, Urzhak said, “That’s an extraordinary tale. I love a good story of adventure an’ battle.”


“Don’t forget love,” said Merenor. He and Urzhak laughed. Xavier growled at Merenor. The lizard simply stared at him with laughing eyes. Xavier groaned, but Lily grinned mischievously, and gave Merenor a sly wink.


“All o’ that aside,” said Urzhak, grinning, “it seems that our stew ‘ere is done. Come, let’s eat.”


With that, Urzhak grabbed polished wooden bowls and spoons from the shelf, a large metal ladle, and a pair of thick leather gloves, which he put on. With a grunt, he lifted the cauldron of water, and placed it on the table. A few drops of boiling water flew out and landed on Urzhak’s forearm, which wasn’t covered by the glove.


“Gah!” he shouted. “By Feron Kyr’s black beard!” Glancing at Lily, Xavier, and Merenor, he said, “Sorry.” He then proceeded to pour stew into each of the bowls.


“Go outside,” said Urshak, handing each of them a bowl. “You’ll find some reddish stones that are large enough to sit on. We’ll eat out there.”


Lily and Xavier left the house and returned to the bright sunshine outside. Sure enough, they saw several reddish-colored stones next to a small pool of clear water. They walked over to them and sat down. A few seconds later, Urzhak joined them, as did Merenor. 


“Well no need to wait on my account,” said Urzhak. “Eat!”


They did. The stew was delicious! The meat was juicy and tender, and the herbs and vegetables burst with good flavor.


“This is really good!” exclaimed Xavier.


Urzhak shrugged. “I’ve always been a fair cook.”


“That he is,” said Merenor. “Or so I’ve heard. I prefer my insects and worms raw and untouched by humans.” He chuckled.


“And you’ve always been a funny one, Merenor,” said Urzhak.


“I agree,” laughed Lily.


“So then,” said Urzhak, after consuming several mouthfuls of stew. “The three of you are heading to Ciar Nelova?”


“Yes,” said Lily.


“We want to get home,” said Xavier.


“As I’d expect,” said Urzhak. Then, brightening, he added, “Would you like to have some supplies? You shouldn’t travel light in the Wolftooth Mountains.”


“Yes,” said Xavier. “Thank you!”


Urzhak quickly ate a few more mouthfuls of stew. “You’re welcome,” he said. “Come, let’s get you some supplies, so you don’t die of starvation, cold, or from plunging off a cliff on the slopes of Mt. Fang.”


“Hey, don’t scare ‘em,” said Merenor.


Urzhak laughed. “Well, you can’t be too careful in these mountains. Come on in you two.”


Ten minutes later, Lily, Xavier, and Merenor said their goodbyes to Urzhak, and left his home. He had given them a length of sturdy rope, two belts with a metal loop attached—intending for securing the rope, two blankets, a pack for Lily since Xavier had left her pack behind after she was captured, two polished wooden drinking flasks—much lighter and less disturbing than the animal skin flasks they’d been using before, some strips of meat similar to beef jerky, and some vegetables from his garden. The sun was slowly beginning its descent toward evening. The air was cool, especially for midday. 


“It’ll be cold tonight,” observed Xavier. 


“At least we got these nice warm blankets,” said Lily.


“But they’re infested with fleas!”


“I’ll take care of the fleas,” said Merenor. “Besides, we don’t have to go any higher than this to reach the pass. If we’re lucky, we should reach it by early tomorrow.”


The sun was just about to set and cast long shadows across the land when Lily, Xavier, and Merenor stopped for the night. They had chosen a rock ledge devoid of trees—similar to what they had chosen last night—as their campsite. Xavier had practiced a lot with his flint and steel, and after gathering firewood dry sticks and branches, he was able to start the fire in less than a minute. They decided not to cook anything, and instead ate some of the vegetables Urzhak had given them. Merenor lay next to the fire, soaking in the warmth and making a sound akin to a cat’s purr.


After several hours of warm—though slightly itchy—sleep, thanks to the blankets, they awoke. Merenor was the first to rise, then Lily, and then Xavier. They ate more of the vegetables and some of the meat for breakfast. After stretching their legs, they once again set off. The first leg of their journey sent them through a forest humming with the cries of small animals and birds. The air was once again cool, and smelled of pine needles, resins—and had hints of animal dung. A small squirrel ran across a branch in front of them, dragging its huge bushy tail behind it. It was followed by a larger creature, which pounced on the squirrel and shook it until it hung limp in its grip. Xavier chuckled.


A few minutes later, the forest began to thin, until finally it stopped. The three of them gazed over a steep drop, which leveled out into a depression that curved back up as another mountain.


“The pass,” said Merenor. “Let’s go.”


Descending the rocky slope was tricky. The loose stones gave under their feet, sending them slipping and sliding. When they reached the bottom, all except Merenor had several small cuts and scrapes.


“Finally some flat ground,” laughed Lily. 


“Until we reach the next mountain,” said Merenor mischievously.


“Don’t remind us,” grumbled Xavier.


It took several hours to get across the ridge of land that lay between the two mountains. Many other mountains could be seen, shrouded in clouds and painted by the setting sun.


“It’s beautiful,” said Lily in wonder. “I’ve never seen anything like it in our world.”


“That proves it,” said Merenor. “My world is better than your world.” He chuckled.


The ground soon grew steeper as the towering slopes of Three Spears Peak replaced the relatively gentle area of the pass. As they had done with Ulkarv the Mighty, they did not climb straight up, but rather curved up and around, though at a gentler angle than before. As a result, the going was slightly easier.


“Merenor,” Xavier said, after they had walked for several minutes, “Why is this mountain called Three Spears Peak?”


“Ah, a good question indeed,” said Merenor. “Long ago, there was a heroine named Kelsa, and she was—”


“She?” asked Xavier.


“Yes, she,” said Merenor. “Not all primary protagonists are male. Anyway, she was one of the greatest warriors in the land.”


“I’m liking this story more and more,” said Lily, grinning.


“Stop interrupting, you two!” Merenor roared. “Anyway, she was one of the greatest warriors in the land. She roamed Avilandra, slaying all sorts of monsters. One day, she heard about a horrible beast which was blocking an important trade route and eating travelers. So she traveled to these very mountains, and tracked it down to Three Spears Peak, though it was not called that at the time. She was carrying three spears and a sword. She soon lost her sword as the monster knocked it from her grip and it fell off the mountain. She hefted one of the spears, and threw at the monster, impaling it in the shoulder. Her second spear found its way into the monster’s belly, and her third and final spear got it right in the heart, killing it! And that’s why it is called Three Spears Peak.”


“That’s a cool story,” said Xavier.


“Story?” he barked. “That’s no story, you idiot! If it’s a story than I’m an arzhrgnrask’s uncle!”


“Sorry,” said Xavier.

Merenor groaned. “Foolish child,” he muttered.


At about noon, they decided to rest on a large slab of stone, resting among thousands of smaller ones. Lily removed her shoes—which were horribly worn and beat up—and examined a cut on the inside of her left shin. Xavier drummed his fingers against the gray stone. Merenor sat on a darker section, basking in the sun—even though it was partial at best.


Suddenly, they heard a rumble from somewhere up the slope. A sudden tremor shook the mountainside! To their horror, the rocks on the slope began to shake, then shift, and then to roll down the slope at an ever-increasing pace! The slab that they were sitting on began to slide down in a cascade of tumbling stones! Since it was much larger than the others, it didn’t roll and bounce like they did, but merely slid down, remaining in its former position, although it did tilt and rock from side to side. Still, they were being cast down the slope at a prodigious speed, and the trees of the valley below got closer by the second! Also, Merenor had warned them that the lower reaches of the valleys were filled with dangerous creatures. None of them had any wish to cast down into the valley’s depths, and yet all they could do is stay on their rock, or they would surely be crushed to death in the pounding sea of tumbling stones.


“Look out!” shouted Xavier. “We’re at the forest!”


And so it was. Their stone crashed through the trees, sending shards of splintered wood to mix in with the crashing rocks. 


Finally, they came to a stop. They were shaken and bruised.


“Get behind the stone!” shouted Merenor. “More rocks are coming!”


They were just in time. Other stones tumbled past, and one small stone slammed into Xavier’s thigh, but none did any major damage.


A full fifteen minutes elapsed before the rockslide finally stopped. They looked up. A wide swath of forest was reduced to shards and splinters. 


“Looks like we’ve been driven into the valley,” said Merenor with a shudder. “It also looks like we won’t last another week.


“Merenor,” said Lily. “We need to know; what are the creatures down here really like?”


Merenor sighed. “The creatures themselves aren’t dangerous. These valleys are populated with vengeful mountain spirits, only identifiable by a dark shimmer in the air. They can possess any creature, and change their form to better accomplish their malevolent ambitions. When they possess a brown bear, it grows to twice its size and sprouts pointed quills. Possessing a squirrel results in a ravening little imp with poisonous fangs and a ridge of fur on its back.”


“Can they possess a human?” asked Xavier, fearful.


“Yes, although it doesn’t happen often. For some reason, they don’t seem to like to possess humans.”


Suddenly, a massive thud shook the forest. It sounded as if a giant had struck the ground with a hammer.


Merenor shuddered. “I suppose that—”


Thud!


“it would be wise for—”


Thud!


“me to tell you what—”


Thud!


“happens when a spirit—”


Thud!


“possesses a simple and small—”


Thud!


“stag beetle.”


“What happens then?” asked Lily, a touch of fear in her eyes.


Thud!


“That gives you—”


Thud!


“an arzhrgnrask!”

Chapter 14

Unfriendly Eyes


With another massive thud and the sound of splintering wood, the trees that had escaped the rockslide—only a few dozen yards to the south—broke apart. In their place, stood an immense creature. It was no different than a regular stag beetle, except that it was over fifteen feet tall. Its jaws alone were twenty feet long. The carapace was black, and gleamed like polished steel. Its eyes were yellow and rimmed with scarlet.


“What do we do?” demanded Xavier, frantically.


“Isn’t it obvious? Run! Fast! Now!” shouted Lily.


And so they ran, as fast as they could without tripping across the mass of jumbled rocks. 


“If we could just reach the forest, the arzhrgnrask might be slowed down some and we could escape!” said Merenor.


However, to their despair, it didn’t look like they would be able to reach it in time. The arzhrgnrask was very fast, sending dozens of rocks into the air with each step. Already it was halfway between the edge of the forest and rock where they had been riding out the rockslide, and they had only gone thirty feet! The distance between them narrowed, steadily and quickly. The beast’s jaw snapped shut only twenty feet behind them, and they still had over fifty feet to go before they reached the standing forest!


Suddenly, Xavier slipped on a loose rock and fell forward, gouging his elbow and shin on rocks! Merenor leaped off of his shoulder and landed on another rock. The arzhrgnrask stopped, sending up a shower of smaller rocks. Lily ran back toward Xavier, and tried to help him up. Xavier rose shakily. However, the arzhrgnrask was right in front of them. Up close, it was even bigger, and even more terrifying. It looked to be over forty feet in length. Its shining eyes gleamed with a terrible glee.


Lily quickly bent and grabbed a fist sized rock, and then hurled it at the arzhrgnrask’s eye! With incredible speed, the creature twitched and dodged the missile, and lunged toward them! Xavier, Lily, and Merenor each leaped out of the way. The jaws slammed into the rocks! Seizing the opportunity, they resumed their headlong rush toward the forest! Forty feet to go! Thirty! The arzhrgnrask freed its jaws form the rocks, shook its head, and ran forward, reducing the distance between it and Lily, Xavier, and Merenor from thirty feet to twenty within two seconds! Twenty feet to the forest! Ten! They dove into the forest, even as the arzhrgnrask’s jaws snapped shut just inches behind them!


“We’re not out of the woods yet,” said Merenor. “Well, technically we just went into the woods, but we still need to run! An arzhrgnrask can flatten trees if it wants to. We can easily outrun it now, but we’ll be lunch if we stay here. We should find some sheltered place to talk about what we want to do.”


So they began to make their way through the forest, at a brisk jog, even as the arzhrgnrask reduced the trees behind them to splinters. The forest was dark and foreboding, with tall, gnarled pines and oaks predominating. Pairs of small yellow and orange lights peered at them from among the boughs.


“Unfriendly eyes,” said Merenor.


Xavier shivered. “This place sends shudders down my spine.”


“I agree,” said Lily.


“I don’t blame you two.” Merenor opened his mouth and snapped up a small moth fluttering around. “Few places are more intimidating than the forest of the Wolftooth Mountains.”


The sound of flattening trees soon faded away as they sped away from the arzhrgnrask.


“We may have escaped the arzhrgnrask,” said Lily grimly, “but what if there are other possessed creatures around here? Or even other arzhrgnrasks?”


“Which is why we need to get out of here,” said Merenor. “I have a vested interest in keeping you two alive, and I’ll fail my self-imposed mission if we stay down here for long.”


“What would be the best way to get out of here?” asked Xavier.


“I’m not sure. Going straight up Three Spears Peak wouldn’t be a good idea; it’s very steep near the bottom and would be very hard to climb. Turtleback Mountain isn’t nearly as steep. I suggest we actually go through the valley until we reach it. Then we’ll have to climb Turtleback Mountain as fast as we can to get to Mt. Fang. Turtleback Mountain is about fifteen miles away. Let’s go.”


“What if we go the wrong way?” asked Lily.


“My sense of direction is much better than that of a human, Lily,” said Merenor. “It won’t fail us.”


Lily rolled her eyes. “Is there anything you can’t do, Merenor?”


“I don’t have opposable thumbs.”


“Sometimes I feel like strangling you.”


Merenor raised one of his front feet, armed with four sharp claws with gleamed dully in the dappled light of the forest floor. “Don’t even think about it. I breathe through my tail.”

“You do not!” she shouted.

They made slow progress that day, on account of the uneven ground and large amounts of fallen logs that littered the forest floor. Fortunately, they encountered no dangerous animals. Even though there was an abundance of wood in the area, they didn’t light a fire that night. Merenor had warned them that it would attract the mountain spirits. They ate several sweet mushrooms that Merenor had found in the forest.


“We should take turns at watch,” suggested Merenor. “We don’t want anything sneaking up on us in the dark.”


“I’ll go first,” said Xavier. “I’m not tired.”


“Wake me when you want to rest,” said Lily.


With that, she pulled her blanket over herself and quickly fell asleep. Merenor followed, but Xavier remained awake, scanning the area around their campsite for any hint of movement, and listening intently. Once, he heard the sound a branch cracking less than ten feet from him, but it was only a small rabbit-like creature. It fixed him with a blue-rimmed eye, and hopped away.


Soon he began to feel tired. He decided to wake Lily. He crawled over to her and shook her shoulder. She stirred. “My turn?” she asked groggily.


“Yeah, I’m tired,” said Xavier.


She yawned. “All right then.” She sat up, as Xavier lay down, resting his head on a root. Xavier fell asleep.


An hour later, Lily saw something move. She jumped up, and saw a small bat flapping around a few feet above her head. It looped and spun through the air like a plane at an air show. 


Suddenly, the temperature of the air abruptly dropped. A soft, eerie wailing filled the clearing. Then, she saw something. A patch of air several feet in front of her looked—strange. It gleamed as if someone had ground up a crystal, polished each tiny grain of dust until it was smooth and shiny, and threw them into the air. A cold pit of fear formed in her stomach as she realized what it was. A mountain spirit.


Then, in the blink of an eye, the patch of air solidified into a bottomless black void, darker even than the night. With a loud, screeching wail that shook the forest—and woke Xavier and Merenor—the spirit launched itself at the bat, completely covering it with a stifling black blanket. The bat squealed in pain and horror, and fell down to the ground, completely still except for occasional tremors that ran its surface, along with a dark purple pulse. A few minutes later, the tremors stopped. All three of them watched, transfixed, held still by fear and wonder. 


Coming to his senses, Merenor shouted, frantically waving his front legs. “Run! Get away from it!”


With great effort, Lily and Xavier turned away from the possessed bat, quickly scooped up their belongings from the ground, and ran through the dark forest! A horrible shriek split the night, and the bat rose on huge bony wings and gave chase! Maneuvering at night was much harder than doing so by day, and they often tripped on roots and rocks. The bat-creature flew after them at a furious pace! 


They reached a small clearing, just as the bat-creature caught up with them. The waning moon illuminated its features. The bat had grown to over one foot tall, with a wingspan of over three feet. It shrieked, showing its jagged teeth, and then dove at Lily’s head! She screamed in terror! Xavier drew his sword as fast as he could, and slashed at the bat-creature! He missed by a finger’s breadth! The creature slashed at Lily’s cheek, drawing blood! Merenor bravely leaped from Xavier’s shoulder and stabbed one of its red eyes with the tip of his tail. The creature shrieked in pain, weakly trying to stay aloft. Seizing the moment, Xavier brought his sword down on the creature’s head!


Instead of falling dead, the creature began to—much to Lily and Xavier’s astonishment—blow up like a balloon! Within seconds, the creature’s skin burst! A dark cloud remained in its place, which flew up into the night, and vanished. 


“What happened?” asked Lily. 


“That’s what happens if a possessed creature is killed,” said Merenor. “The spirit is expelled from the body, and the original creature is also killed.”


“Should we try to get some sleep?” asked Xavier.


“Nah,” said Lily. “I’m still shaking and tense. There’s no way I could fall asleep. We might as well get some distance covered.”


Xavier shrugged. “I suppose. What do you say, Merenor?”


From the ground below where the bat-creature had been, Merenor jumped up to Xavier’s shoulder. “I don’t care. I can just sleep on your shoulder. Continue on if you wish.”


“Let’s go,” said Lily.


It took a long time for them to calm down enough to sleep, and the dark and foreboding forest didn’t help matters at all. However, they did manage to find a sheltered hollow formed by a fallen tree and fall asleep.


The next morning was dim and gloomy. Mist lay over the valley like a blanket. They ate some more of Urzhak’s vegetables, noting with dismay that their food was almost gone. After breakfast, they set off into the forest. Water dripped occasionally from the trees. Several small creatures could be seen on the ground or in the branches.

Soon they came upon a small stream, which Merenor said started very close to the top of Three Spears Peak. Since the water was full of pine needles, leaves, and bits of moss, they didn’t drink or take any water, even though they were thirsty and didn’t have much water left in their wooden flasks.


“I’m not picky,” said Lily, “but that water looks like it belongs in a drainage ditch. Yuck.” She shuddered.


They kept an eye out for edible plants, and they did find a few mushrooms and a large blue tuber, but nothing else. They knew that their food was almost gone, and that they’d have to ration it in miserly portions.


They reached Turtleback Mountain late in the evening, tired and sore. They climbed up as much as they could, but they soon stopped for the night. They were too tired to find a decent campsite, and simply collapsed on a large patch of moss inside a band of forest. It took all their remaining strength to pull out food and blankets. They both fell asleep within five minutes.


The next morning, they felt better, though not by much. They decided to walk for a couple hours, but spent most of the day resting. Turtleback Mountain was aptly named. It was a short, slightly rounded hump, much different than the jagged peaks that were the other mountains.


“Turtleback Mountain is the oldest of the Wolftooth Mountains and the wind and rain has eroded it much more than the others,” said Merenor when Xavier asked why.


They were feeling much better the next day, though hungry. They weren’t thirsty, since Merenor had located a small, clear spring on a brief foray from their camp the previous night.


“Are you two feeling up to some hard walking?” asked Merenor. 


“I am,” said Xavier. “And you, Lily?”


“Not really, but we’ve wasted enough time as it is.”


With that, she shakily rose to her feet, and followed by Xavier and Merenor, set off. It was easier going than before, since they had found a flat path-like ledge that snaked across the mountain. Following the ledge, they made it all the way to the other side Turtleback Mountain that day. However, there was no pass connecting Turtleback Mountain to Mt. Fang. Instead, there was a deep gorge that split the earth as if someone had slammed a giant axe into the ground. It extended as far as the eye could see in both directions. The bottom was so far away, that it was impossible to see. 


“That canyon looks like an open mouth,” said Xavier. “How do we get across?”


Merenor laughed. “Walk across!”


“How?” demanded Lily. “We don’t have wings, and neither do you!”


“You don’t need wings to cross this canyon,” said Merenor. With that, he leaped from Xavier’s shoulder and straight into the canyon! Xavier tried to grab him, but was too slow! Then he noticed that Merenor wasn’t falling. He was simply standing on thin air! Nothing was holding him up, and yet he was standing as calm as if were on solid ground!


“As I was saying,” said Merenor as he slowly began walking across, “you don’t need wings to cross this gorge.”


“What—is this?” asked Lily in wonder.


“It’s a defense system,” said Merenor. “It completely encircles the area around Lake Luna for fifteen miles in every direction. It’s an illusion. It’s actually solid ground, but a spell, cast by Ysur—one of Lord Latrapi’s spellcasters—makes it look like a deep pit. Come on now, don’t be afraid.”


Still not quite believe Merenor, Lily and Xavier put one foot over the edge and planted it squarely in thin air! Their feet struck the air with the sound of shoes striking rock. Xavier knelt and tried to grab a small pebble on a ledge a few inches down the canyon wall. His fingers rammed against something hard, and yet nothing was visible of what his hand was touching. He shrugged, and walked across, followed by Lily. 


“This place,” said Lily, “is weird.”


“You’ve only just figured that out?” asked Xavier, chuckling.


“It’s all perception,” said Merenor. “I find the video games in your world very weird indeed. How do children derive such joy out of tapping specifically marked pieces of plastic that affect globs of pixels on a screen?”


“They’re fun,” said Xavier.


“Stickturn is more fun,” muttered Merenor.


“Stickturn?” asked Xavier, raising an eyebrow.


“It’s a game,” said Merenor. “Hard to explain. If you’re interested, we could probably find a Stickturn board in Ciar Nelova.”


After crossing the insubstantial canyon, they left the slopes of Turtleback Mountain—and turned toward the towering peak of Mt. Fang.

Chapter 15
Mountains and Maizion


Mt. Fang loomed before them, towering over the other peaks like a mountain lion among a field of tiny kittens. The top of the mountain was obscured by clouds, though the majority of what was visible was a foreboding crag of bare rock, dotted with sparse and tough shrubs.


“We have to cross that?” asked Lily.


“Indeed,” said Merenor. “We don’t have to go all the way to the top and back down, but it will still be a challenge. The mountain is steep and treacherous. Xavier, I suggest you take out the rope that Urzhak gave us. We’ll need it.”


That night, they managed to find a ledge large enough to lie down on without rolling and falling off. Lily and Xavier had gathered some wood from the forest below in case the shrubs weren’t good for a fire, but as Merenor had told them, it would be far too hard carrying enough wood for more than one or two fires. As a result, the fire was small and did little to ward off the cold. But it was well that they brought firewood up, because the shrubs were hard, thorny, and the wood did nothing but release a stream of foul-smelling smoke. The blankets helped too, but they were still cold.


“I’m f—freezing!” said Xavier.


“Stop whining,” said Merenor. “I’m cold-blooded, so my entire body is this cold. At least you have warm innards.” “Although,” he added with a mischievous edge to his voice, “perhaps you two could huddle together and stay warm.”


“No!” Xavier shouted, color blooming in his cheeks. The moon provided more than enough light to see it.


Lily giggled. “I think it’s a wonderful idea.” With that, she crawled over to where Xavier—propped up by the face of the cliff behind them—lay—or rather sat—and sat next to him.


“You smell terrible, Xavier,” she said. “But I feel warmer already. I suppose that I must stink as well. We haven’t washed in days.”


“Let’s hope the people in Ciar Nelova have invented the bath,” said Xavier.


Merenor stared at them with laughing eyes, and then lay down on a flat stone, curling up like a dog. 


“Xavier,” whispered Lily.


He turned toward her. “Yeah?”


She placed her hand next to his on the hard stones of the ledge. “Thanks.”


“For what?” he asked.


She moved her hand a bit closer. “For everything. For rescuing me from Dracien, and for simply being my companion. I doubt many other boys that school would have done half the things you did.”


He blushed. “You’re very welcome.”


She giggled, and blushed as well. Xavier moved his hand closer to hers, and grasped it. Lily leaned her head against Xavier’s shoulder. He smiled, enjoying their close proximity to one another, as the two of them fell asleep.


When they awoke, a chill wind was gusting, bringing with it the smell of smoke. Xavier started and cast about, fearing that there was a forest fire. But there was no fire. Then he realized where it was from. Chimneys! 


“Don’t get too excited,” said Merenor. “We’re still at least two days from Ciar Nelova, and the trekking only gets harder from here.”


After a small breakfast, they set off. As Merenor had said, the mountainsides began to get steeper and more treacherous. They donned the belts Urzhak had given them and strung the rope through the metal loops—so that if one of them fell, the other could break their fall. 


“Perhaps,” said Merenor, “in a few more years you’ll be tying the knot in a different fashion.” He laughed for several minutes. Xavier flicked him on the head with his finger, but Merenor still continued to chuckle softly.


That afternoon, they consumed the last of their food. They were still hungry. Luckily, the sides of the mountain were covered in clear springs and streams, so at least they never ran out of water.


The rope they had tied to each other’s belts soon came in handy, when Lily stepped on a loose rock, pitching sideways toward a deep crevasse. Only the fact that Xavier managed to grab a tough shrub sprouting from a crack in the rock prevented both of them from falling to their deaths.


The going only got harder from there. Cliffs and crevasses dominated the mountainside, and often there was more scree than solid ground. 


The next morning, they shakily rose from their uncomfortable campsite—a small patch of rock near a bubbling spring—and without breakfast, set off once again. The trek became a torture. There weren’t any edible plants on the slopes, nor was there wood to cook meat.


“Lily,” said Xavier. “Will you understand if I turn cannibal on you?”


“No eating each other,” said Merenor from the ground in front of them. “It ill-becomes you.” Then, realizing that both Lily and Xavier were staring at him, he added, “Don’t even think about it. I taste terrible.”


The next day at around mid-morning—bedraggled, hungry, and sore—the three of them stepped out from around a large rock outcropping and onto a small ledge, and beheld the stunning beauty of Lake Luna. 

When Lily and Xavier had stopped in Alavari, Kelton—the shopkeeper who had sold them supplies—had also given them a map of Avilandra. Xavier dropped his pack from his shoulders and pulled it out. The map showed Lake Luna as a perfect crescent. The real Lake Luna wasn’t far off. They were several hundred feet above and perhaps a mile away from the western end of the lake, which was also the outside curve of the crescent. The west end of the lake looked odd to Xavier. 



Sensing his puzzlement, Merenor said, “There is a high cliff surrounding the lake. It is highest on the west end, and gets progressively shorter until it disappears at the points of the crescent. We must beware, for many of met their deaths by falling off. The waters of Lake Luna are not friendly to humans, nor are the jagged rocks that line its shores.” 


“We’re here!” exclaimed Lily. “We’re finally here!” Her face transformed from haggard and tired to a mask of pure joy! Xavier smiled. At last, their quest was coming to an end! With almost no regard for their own safety, they dashed down the precipitous slope that separated them from the grassy meadow that encircled Lake Luna. Bushes and trees dotted the plain. Streams of smoke could be seen, though the city itself could not.


Within ten minutes, their worn-out shoes found their way onto the grass. It was short, tan, and tough, but compared to the hard gray rocks of Mt. Fang, it felt like velvet. 

“Well well well,” said a familiar voice. “Look who we have here.” From behind a spur of rock near the cliff strode a man with pure white hair. He wore a green and white tunic, green leggings, and a black headband. Maizion.

“I shall not be so easy to defeat this time!” he roared, drawing his sword and racing toward them. “Even with your other friend along to help you.”


Xavier drew his sword as the distance between them and Maizion lessened, though he was still conscious of his considerable disadvantage. Still, whatever he was, he was far weaker than a man, and if Lily, Xavier, and Merenor could prevent him from using his sword, they would be able to overpower him. Although, as Maizion had said, it wouldn’t be as easy this time. Maizion wore a thick leather gauntlet on his sword hand, so slashing at it was out of the question.

Then, putting on a new burst of speed, Maizion reached them, and stabbed his blade toward Merenor, who jumped out of the way and onto the grass. Ignoring Lily and Xavier, Maizion continued to chase Merenor. Merenor displayed surprising speed for one so small.

“Enough!” shouted Xavier, running toward Maizion and leaping into the air, slamming his shoulder into Maizion’s back. He lost his balance and fell forward, gasping for air. Xavier grabbed Maizion and flipped him over, placing his sword on Maizion’s neck.


“Who are you?” demanded Xavier. “And what do you want? Why do you keep attacking us?”


Maizion’s crimson eyes burned with rage.  “I want justice.”


“Justice—for what?” asked Lily.


“I want to avenge a noble cause which was so brutally snuffed out, long ago. By that—”

Merenor shot down towards him like an arrow, and slashed twice at his face. “Say no more of this to them.”


“Why?” he demanded. “They should know. They should know the truth. And know the truth they shall!”

With incredible dexterity, Maizion rolled once, knocked Xavier’s sword out of his hand, sending it spinning through the air, and stood. His left hand shot out and grabbed Lily. He pulled her toward him and held his own sword to her throat.

“Now, listen to me, you miserable hatchlings, and listen well, for I shall tell you of the horrible evil wrought upon this land, many years ago.”

Suddenly, there came the sound of pounding feet. Maizion turned, still keeping his sword in place.

Running at them, brown hair streaming behind him, was a young man of about sixteen years of age. He wore a simple green and orange tunic and gray leggings. He held two battle-axes in each of his hands. Still keeping his sword at Lily’s neck, Maizion turned to face the newcomer. His eyes locked with the man’s, as gray as an overcast sky.

Several feet from Maizion, the man stopped running. He breathed slowly, as if he hadn’t been running at all. That was when he noticed the tattoo on the back of Lily’s left hand. He took a step backward.

“Don’t move,” said Maizion, turning so that he could see both Xavier and the other man, “or your friend here dies.”

Xavier dropped his sword to the ground. The other man began to lower his two axes, and then, fast as a bolt of lightning, threw one of his axes straight at Maizion’s face. He had no time to do anything but raise his sword from Lily’s neck to block the oncoming missile. The axe struck his sword with an ear-shattering peal that shook the entire lakeshore and sent Maizion back a step or two. Seizing the moment, Lily twisted away and kicked Maizion in the stomach sending him back even farther.

Roaring savagely, the man ran at Maizion, slashing and hacking wildly with his axes. Though Maizion managed to fend off the blows, every time their weapons collided, he was forced to take a step or two backward. Slowly, inexorably, he drove Maizion toward the high cliff that bordered Lake Luna.

With a final kick, the man sent Maizion flying backward, and off the edge. It was a long time before they heard the splash.

Slowly, the man’s gaze turned from the edge of the cliff and toward Lily and Xavier.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

Though his voice trembled more than he would have liked it to, Xavier answered his question.

“Why are you here?” he demanded. 

“We’re traveling to Ciar Nelova,” said Xavier. 

“Good, because that’s where I’m taking you.” 

“Come now,” said Merenor. “You don’t have to fight like children, even though you are.” 

“I didn’t know your lizard could talk.” 

“I can do more than talk,” he said. Then, with a gleam in his eyes, he added, “Much more, Wolf.” 

“How do you know my name?” he demanded. 

“That shall be told in time.”


Wolf glared at Merenor, and then shrugged. “Whatever. Come on.” He held his weapons at the ready. “I suggest you keep moving, do what I say, and don’t try anything if you want to see another day. Leave your sword where it is, Xavier. I don’t trust you with it.” 


“Not exactly a friendly reception,” muttered Xavier.


“Let’s hope he isn’t the representative of his city,” said Lily.


“Move into single file in front of me!” commanded Wolf. “Hurry up; I want to get to Ciar Nelova before the end of time!”


For three hours, they walked in silence behind Wolf, who never stopped shouting at them. 


“Move along, you rock snails!”


“I don’t have all day!”


“Go faster!”


“I could go to Lake Alina and back with one leg chopped off before you two got to Ciar Nelova!”


“Your legs both work, so act like it! Move!”


Xavier wondered how he managed to get enough air into his lungs to walk and shout at the same time.

“Can you please be quiet?” asked Lily.


“Maybe I’d be quieter if you two moved faster!” he barked.


The walls of Ciar Nelova were thirty feet high and made out of blocks of white stone. Four guards blocked the open gate.


“Who are these people, Wolf?” asked one the guards.


“They’re just a couple of vagabonds I found outside the city. Lord Latrapi can sort them out,” he replied. “Watch out for the lizard. He’s more than he appears.”


The guards stepped aside and allowed them to pass. With Wolf behind them, they entered Ciar Nelova, not knowing what awaited them within its walls.


The city was large and clean. The majority of the houses and other buildings were made of stone and wood, though some were made of just stone or just wood. The streets were made of interlocking white and gray bricks. In the center of the city stood a tall castle with three large turrets. People milled about on the streets and in the various houses and shops. Their garb mainly consisted of orange, white, and green tunics and dresses. A pile of garbage sat on a corner, being eaten by a group of pacnata, which Merenor had to explain to Lily. They stopped to take in the view, but only for a few seconds before Wolf started shouting at them again.


“Merenor,” whispered Xavier. “Can’t you get this ogre to stop shouting at us?”


“Sorry, but no. Wolf has always been stubborn and fairly rude. If you want him to stop, you should do what he says and hurry toward the castle.”


Even as Wolf continued shouting at them to go faster, they couldn’t help walking slowly to look around. People walked in and out of houses, shops, taverns, and other buildings. Compared to the relative silence of the mountains, Ciar Nelova was an inferno of sounds; barking dogs, chattering people, and a strange droning sound that neither Xavier nor Lily could identify. It sounded like the hum of a flying insect, though no insects could be seen. They soon forgot about it amid the bustling sea of people.


It took a while to get through the crowd, but Wolf helped by turning his shouts toward people who got in their way. Most people moved aside, although grudgingly.


When they reached the edge of the castle keep—which was surrounded by a high stone wall—on the other side of the city, Wolf placed his right hand on a smooth patch of blue stone, and whispered, “Open.” With the sound of stones scraping against one another, part of the wall—which seemed no different than any other part to Lily and Xavier—slowly began to sink into the ground. Xavier suddenly noticed something. On the back of Wolf’s right hand, there was a tattoo of the head of a howling wolf. He gasped. Lily hadn’t noticed.


“Come on,” said Wolf once it had completely vanished under the ground. “Quit gawking.”


As they passed through and it rose again behind them, Lily and Xavier saw that the inside was a wide, flat expanse of dark red stone, covered with smaller stone buildings. The sounds of the city had diminished, though could still be heard. Within minutes, the castle rose above them, tall and foreboding. As he had done at the wall, Wolf placed his hand on a patch of flat blue stone, whispered, and the wooden doors of the castle swung open. Lily and Xavier entered, and Wolf entered after them. The doors closed again with a loud boom.


Wolf led them through a large stone corridor, up a flight of stairs, and down another corridor. The walls were decorated with woven tapestries depicting scenes of battle and exploration. At regular intervals along the walls were glowing gemstones, like in the dungeon of Dracien. Some were red and some were yellow. Xavier whispered to Merenor, who had been sitting on his shoulder, “Why are they different colors?”


“The red ones give off heat,” said Merenor, “and the yellow ones give off light. Many places in Avilandra use stones like that, though the light can be different colors.”


They stopped at another large door, which Wolf opened and led them through. The room it opened into was about thirty feet wide and twice as long, and contained three large wooden tables of reddish-brown wood. The place was empty except for one man who sat at the far end of the central table, eating from a polished metal plate. 


Wolf called from across the room. The man stopped eating, got up, and walked over to them. His hair was brown, the same color as his tunic, the bottom of which was covered with a single line of gold runes. He had a face which—to Xavier—looked powerful but benevolent, the face of a man capable of unrestrained fury, and great gentleness.


“Lord Latrapi, what a pleasure to see you again,” said Merenor.


“Merenor?” he asked.


“Do you know any other talking lizards?”


“I suppose not,” he chuckled. Glancing at Lily and Xavier, he asked, “And who might you two be?”


Uncertainly, Lily and Xavier bowed. “My name is Xavier,” said Xavier.


“And I am Lily.”


Turning toward Wolf, he asked, “Tell me, son; how did you manage to find them?”


Wolf explained, and then turned toward Lily and Xavier’s shocked faces. He raised an eyebrow.


“Yes, I am the son of Lord Latrapi,” he said.


“And a better son I couldn’t have asked for, even though he can be as rude as a pig at times.”


“Father, not in front of these people!” Wolf exclaimed, blushing.


Lord Latrapi just smiled, and then turned again toward Lily and Xavier. “Are the two of you hungry?” he asked.


“I’m so hungry I could eat a herd of cows,” said Xavier.


“I am too,” muttered Lily.


Lord Latrapi clapped his hands. “Then I shall arrange a feast at once!”


“Thank you!” exclaimed Xavier. “You’re very generous!”


“Anyone who travels with Merenor is someone worth helping by the likes of me. In the meantime, Wolf will show you to a room where you may stay until it is ready. Wolf, show them to the second room on the third floor.”


“That I shall,” said Wolf. He beckoned toward Lily and Xavier. “Come on, rock snails.”


Finally sheathing his battle axes at his belt, Wolf led Lily and Xavier out of the dining hall, up another staircase, and toward another door—one that used a simple latch instead of a patch of blue stone to open it. The room had dark blue walls and a brown floor, which gave it a dark and foreboding appearance, though Merenor located several yellow stones sticking out from the wall and hopped from one to another until all were lit.


“I didn’t know you could turn them on and off,” said Xavier.


“Of course you can,” said Merenor. “They are common stones mined from places throughout Avilandra—but mostly in the Wolftooth Mountains—which are enchanted so that they can glow, give off heat, or both.”


“Florescent lightbulbs, eat your heart out,” muttered Lily.


“They do require a small amount of energy,” said Merenor. “The energy can be placed inside of it by a magic user, or someone with the right skills. There are several people with the job of relighting the glow-stones in this very castle if they go out. It’s a good paying one too, as it leaves you as tired as someone who has swum the full length of Lake Alina.”


After listening to Merenor’s explanation, Lily and Xavier turned toward the rest of the room. Their eyes—Lily’s gray and Xavier’s green—widened. The room had a table with three chairs, a wooden bench, and two beds. They ran toward them, jumped on the beds, and were asleep in moments.


Xavier awoke when someone shook his shoulder. He opened his eyes. It was Wolf. Lily was already awake.


“Get up, rock snail,” he said.


“Dinnertime already?” he asked.


“Time tends to speed up when you’re asleep.”


Groggily, he rose and stood up. Though he had only slept for a couple hours, he has slept much better than he had since—when? 


When I slept in my own bed, he thought, hoping that they could be sent home soon. 


They followed Wolf out of the room and to another door.


“Where are we now?” asked Lily.


“My father’s private dining hall,” said Wolf.


Wolf opened the door and entered. Lord Latrapi sat on the opposite end of a small rectangular table, his gray eyes fixed on them. On the table lay the largest meal Lily and Xavier had ever seen. The two of them and Wolf ran to the three available chairs, and surveyed the feast arrayed before them. And what a feast! The table wasn’t very large, but aside from the places where Lily, Xavier, and Wolf’s plates lay, the entire thing was covered with bowls and platters of food! There were bowls of fruits and vegetables the likes of which Lily and Xavier had never seen. A platter of filleted fish lay next to a plate of delicately sliced cheese and several large, red steaks on slabs of wood. There were many other dishes, including some that were unidentifiable to Lily and Xavier.


“Eat!” commanded Lord Latrapi with a broad smile. “Eat all you like!”


All three children immediately began eating with gusto. Xavier grabbed a large steak, several small cubes of spiced meat, many spoonfuls of large rice-like vegetables, and a slice of bread. Lily started off with a small blue mushroom, and immediately grabbed several more after tasting it. Merenor sat between them on the table next to a platter of eels wrapped in giant leaves—which Xavier thought were awesome and Lily thought were disgusting—often telling Lily or Xavier what a dish on the table was.

“Sorry I couldn’t provide anything for you, Merenor,” said Lord Latrapi. “I couldn’t catch any insects, no matter how hard I tried.”


Merenor laughed at the thought of Lord Latrapi running around after a flying insect, and then said, “Don’t be. I’m not hungry.”


After fifteen minutes had passed, Lord Latrapi took a sip from a polished wood cup, and then said to Lily and Xavier, “I am curious. How is it that you happened to find your way here? I would appreciate an explanation.”


“Well then,” said Xavier, and began to explain. Lily made occasional comments. When he reached the part where he met Merenor, the lizard stopped him by saying, “I’ll take over from here, Xavier. I can tell that you’d rather eat than talk.” He then finished for him. Lord Latrapi and Wolf listened with rapt attention.


When Merenor finished the tale, Lord Latrapi said, “That’s an extraordinary tale. I suppose that two of you would like to return to your own world.”


“Yes!” exclaimed Lily and Xavier, almost simultaneously. 


Lord Latrapi’s brow furrowed. “Well,” he said, “I’m sorry to say that that’s not possible at the present.”


“What?” demanded Xavier, leaping from his chair.


“I can’t send you back,” said Lord Latrapi, a pained look in his eyes. “It is possible, but King Dracerler is mobilizing his armies in preparation to invade us. Creating a portal to your world would take our most powerful spellcasters. We cannot afford to exhaust them. Even if he were to attack in a month, we couldn’t do it! And we know that his armies are on the move. I have no choice. We must wait until the situation is resolved!”


Seething with rage, Xavier slowly sat down. He knew Lord Latrapi was right, and hated the fact.


“I know you two are mad,” said Lord Latrapi, “but I have no choice. However, as recompense, the wonders of this city await you. You are lucky, for the Festival of Feron Kyr is set to be held the day after tomorrow. In the meantime, and until you can be sent home, you may do whatever you like here.”


Lily and Xavier were still mad, though Lord Latrapi’s promise heartened them. “Thank you,” said Lily.


“And now,” said Lord Latrapi, “there is something else that needs to be said to the two of you—or—to you, Lily.”


She stiffened. “What?” she asked.


“I’ll tell her,” said Merenor.


“Tell me what?” demanded Lily.


“I should tell her,” said Lord Latrapi.


“She might not believe you if you tell her,” said Merenor. “She only just met you, and I’ve saved her life”

Lily pounded her fist against the table. “Tell me what?” she roared.


Merenor turned toward her. “You see Lily, Wolf here—is your brother. Lord Latrapi—is your father.”

Chapter 16




The Wonders of Ciar Nelova


 “What?” demanded Lily. Xavier was just as shocked.


“How can that be?” asked Xavier. “She lives in a different world!”


“That is true,” said Lord Latrapi. “However, the world she was born in is this world.”


Lily glared at Merenor. “You knew?” she demanded. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”


Merenor remained silent.


“Please,” said Lord Latrapi. “Let me explain. When you were a baby, Merenor—in one of his bouts of magic—foretold that you would be the one to fulfill the prophecy, and learn the whereabouts of the Staff of Worlds. We didn’t want that to happen, so we sent you and two others through a portal to the Xavier’s world. Those two people took up the guise of your parents.”


Lily sat, not moving except for occasional tremors.


“How do you expect me to believe you?” asked Lily. Tears brimmed in her eyes.


“Your parents—or those whom you believed were your parents—were named Ida and Walter Adravinla, were they not?” asked Lord Latrapi.


Lily stiffened. “Yes.”


“Walter had a talent for carving wood, did he not?”


“Yes.”


“And for final confirmation of our truthfulness,” said Merenor, “would Lord Latrapi and Wolf please raise their right hands?”


They did, revealing a tattoo of a snarling lynx on the back of Lord Latrapi’s hand, a howling wolf on the back of Wolf’s.

“The symbol of a member of the Avilandran royal family,” said Merenor. “All children are named after an animal if they are a boy or a plant if they are a girl, and tattooed on the right or left hand, once again depending on the gender. Latrapi means lynx in an old language used by the people of this city. When he was eight, Lord Latrapi decided that he would rather be called Latrapi.”


“So,” said Lily, “if you are my father, who is my mother?”


“Your mother—Orchid—died three years after you left.”


“I see.”


“I miss her terribly,” said Lord Latrapi, “but that is in the past. Come now, you two must be tired. You may use the room that you were using before. Tomorrow, I will have new clothes found for you, and you may bathe in the castle’s bathhouse. I suggest you do so, for I can smell you from over here.”


“You two smell worse than real rock snails!” laughed Wolf.


“He’s right,” said Merenor, “and rock snails do smell bad.”


“All right,” said Xavier. “I’ll take a bath.”


“I’d just like a hot bath, never mind getting clean,” said Lily.


The two of them ate for several more minutes, and then Merenor led them to the bathhouse. There were two dozen stalls with a stone tub inside, big enough for several people. They both used separate stalls. Merenor showed them how to fill the tubs. There was an alcove in the wall with a metal cauldron above several heat-producing stones, and another simply sitting by itself. By pressing one’s hand against a blue patch of the metal, a small stream of water poured down a chute and into the tub. 


“Not as sophisticated as your faucets,” he said to Xavier, “but they should suffice.”


The next morning, after a long, comfortable sleep, Lily and Xavier awoke. In a neat pile on the floor were clothes; a dark green tunic and brown leggings for Xavier and an orange dress with green on the ends of the sleeves for Lily, along with another pair of leggings. Xavier left the room while Lily changed, as she did when he changed.


“What should we do now?” asked Xavier.


“Someone shall summon us when breakfast is ready,” said Merenor.


Sure enough, there soon came a knock at the door. It was Wolf. He wordlessly led them to the room where they had eaten at the previous night. Lord Latrapi was inside with two others; a man and a woman. Plates of bread, cheese, and fruits covered the table.


“Lily, Xavier, come sit,” he said, and turned toward the others. “I would like you to meet Ysur and Fliarus.”


Ysur was a tall man in late middle age. His head was bald, though he had a thick white beard. Fliarus was a thin, lanky woman with long red hair and leather pads on her forearms.


“These two are Lily and Xavier,” said Lord Latrapi to Ysur and Fliarus. Lily is my daughter.”


“The one you sent to the other world?” asked Ysur.


“Yes. And Xavier is her friend. They met in his world, and when she stumbled into Avilandra, he followed.”


Fliarus drummed her fingers against the table. “You both have my greetings. I am Fliarus, keeper of the royal pevollary.”


“Pevollary?” asked Xavier. “What’s that?”


“We choose not to use horses to carry our troops,” said Fliarus. “Instead, we use another creature. If you wish to know what it is, I may show you.” She winked at him.


“And I,” said Ysur, “am the leader of the army’s spellcasters, as I am the most powerful one here.”


“And a great student, even if some facets of the crystal that is magic escaped him,” said Merenor.


Ysur smiled. “And you were a good teacher, Merenor, if a bit gruff.”


“Look at you!” laughed Merenor. “Your face looks like a ploughed field with all those wrinkles!”


“And yours hasn’t changed a bit in the past fifteen years!”


“Don’t remind me.”


“You’re right. I’m sorry.”


“Come now,” said Lord Latrapi. “There is a bountiful meal arrayed before us, and we sit here yammering like angered rock snails! Eat!”


Though Lily and Xavier were still full from the feast the previous night, they still managed to consume multiple slices of bread and cheese, as well as several of the fruits. Ysur and Fliarus soon made their excuses and left the room.


“Now,” said Lord Latrapi, turning toward Xavier, “what would you like to do? There is much to see here.”


“What about me?” asked Lily.


“You shall remain here with Wolf and I. We have much to talk about.”


Xavier thought for a moment. “I’d like to see what kind of creature you use instead of horses.”


Lord Latrapi smiled. “An excellent choice. Merenor, would you guide him there?”


“Of course,” he said, lowering his head slightly.


Merenor led him out of the castle and toward a series of tall stone towers dotted with holes of varying sizes. Fliarus was there, her red hair obscuring her face as she bent to examine some odd spherical objects, each the size of his fist and colored bright blue.


“Hello!” he called. She rose and turned toward him.


“Hello Xavier,” she said with a bright smile. “Your curiosity got the best of you, eh?”


“Yes.”


“Tell me,” she said, “what is the largest insect in your world?”


“I don’t know,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve seen some pretty big beetles, but nothing over six or seven inches long.”


She pulled out a carved piece of wood from the pocket of her shirt. “Well then, you shall find this quite interesting.” She placed the instrument to her lips and blew. A high-pitched whirring sound split the air! Within seconds, small black specks flew out from the holes on the stone towers and sped toward them. Xavier gaped in astonishment as they came closer and settled on the ground. They were dragonflies! Most of them were over ten feet long, and some were twice that size! Others were smaller, though Xavier guessed that they were younger ones. Their size was not the only thing that set them apart from the dragonflies of Xavier’s world. Their wings were broader and had jagged spines on the posterior edge. Their tails were capable of free movement, and each ended with a powerful claw clearly made for crushing prey.


“These are incredible!” he exclaimed.


Fliarus grinned. “I’m glad you like them. From what I know of your world, I imagined that most would be terrified of these. We specially breed them for different traits. Each type can be identified by their coloring.” 


She pointed at one with a scarlet body and yellow-streaked wings. “These ones are bred for power and toughness. One of them could rip you apart if it wanted to. The green ones with the iridescent wings are bred for speed and endurance. And the ones with the blue and black body and black wings are bred for stealth and intelligence.”


“How smart are they?” he asked.


She laughed. Pointing at one small dragonfly, she commanded, “Up, around once, back down!”


The dragonfly flew into the air, its translucent wings a blur! It flew in a circle and gently landed on the ground once again, staring at Fliarus as if eagerly awaiting more commands. Fliarus shouted, “All right! Back to your caves!”


As the dragonflies lifted off, painting a living mosaic in the sky, Xavier asked, “Where do these live?”


“In the wild, they live in the swamplands south of Lake Alina.” She pulled a silk map from a pouch at her belt and pointed. Lake Alina was a long, thin lake some miles south of the city of Alavari.


That night, Lord Latrapi took Xavier and Lily up a winding staircase with snaked up the central turret of the castle, and let them pick from the extravagant rooms on the top three floors. Xavier chose one on the very top with an entrance to a large balcony. Lily chose one on the other side of the hall, which entered onto a different part of the same balcony. For his part, Merenor scuttled off through Xavier’s room to sit on the stone railing of the balcony.


“Wake up,” came a voice in Xavier’s ear. He didn’t hear. He was asleep.


“Wake up.” This time it was louder.


“Wake up you mud-brained dolt!” shouted Merenor.


Xavier started. “What’s wrong?” he yawned.


“Follow me,” he whispered.


Sleepily, Xavier got up and followed Merenor out onto the balcony.


“Why’d you bring me out here?”


“Because there is something out here that you may never see again,” said Merenor, and pointed into the darkness with the tip of his tail. “Look.”


Since the part of the balcony Xavier was on overlooked the city, he could see that something was going on. Small dark dots milled about on the street hundreds of feet below.


“What’s going on?” he asked.


“They are preparing for the Festival of Feron Kyr, which will start at midday.”


“Who is Feron Kyr?”


“Feron Kyr is the king of the gods. I don’t believe in them myself, but I don’t want to cause offense.”


After a hearty breakfast, Lord Latrapi and Wolf led Lily and Xavier to a library filled with shelves of books. Merenor followed, and occupied himself with looking around for insects.


“I thought the two of you would enjoy learning the history of our fair land,” said Lord Latrapi. He gestured toward a small table in the center of the room. “Sit.”


As they sat, Lord Latrapi placed his hands flat on the table, and began to weave a tale of battles, treaties, exploration, and trade. Lily and Xavier listened with rapt attention. They were very interested to learn that Merenor himself had negotiated a compromise between the governor of Alavari and a group of bandits, over three hundred years ago. Wolf, for his part, look bored, and clearly would have fallen asleep if not for the uncomfortable chair he was sitting on. 


Soon after, Xavier, Lily, and Merenor accompanied Lord Latrapi and Wolf out of the castle and onto the main street of the city, which had been totally transformed. Colorful banners hung from the houses, and a lilting tune filled their ears. The streets were thronged with people.


“Wolf and I,” said Lord Latrapi, “have our own matters to attend to here. Lily and Xavier, you two may do as you wish.” He gave them each a small pouch of coins before setting off into the crowd with Wolf following close behind.


Xavier opened his pouch of coins and took some out. He was curious as to what they looked like, since he had never seen them before. The coins looked like squashed ovals, and were about three times thicker than most coins from Xavier’s world. Most of the coins in the pouch were made of a metal like copper or bronze, but a few looked like they were made of silver.


The rest of the day passed without Lily or Xavier noticing the changing time. With their supply of coins, they bought several sticks of a sweet, sticky candy, and ate greedily. They laughed with delight sitting with a crowd of other children watching a play depicting the story of Feron Kyr in a humorous fashion.


The next morning, Lord Latrapi stopped Xavier as they passed in the hallway, and asked, “I don’t suppose you have ever received any proper instruction with the sword, or am I mistaken?”


“No. I bought one in Alavari, but I’ve never been trained with it.”


“I thought so,” he said. “So then, would you like to be taught the ways of the sword?”


“That’d be fun,” said Xavier, “although I doubt one can become a master of the sword in the time we have.”


“You are right, though you may find it enjoyable.”


Lord Latrapi led Xavier into the castle courtyard and toward a large ring of buildings encircling a field of hard-packed dirt. Once there, Lord Latrapi gave Xavier some basic instructions, and had Xavier practice several maneuvers against a wood and leather dummy. He didn’t use his original sword—since no one had retrieved it from where it lay near Lake Luna—but rather a smaller, lighter blade from a storeroom.


The next two weeks passed quickly for Xavier. He had every luxury, and could do whatever he wished in the city. Lord Latrapi and Merenor would educate him and Lily about the secrets of Avilandra, from a detailed description of the geography of the land to an explanation of laws and customs. Xavier would spar with wooden swords against boys his own age, although he usually lost and ended up with several bruises. 

“You’re pretty good,” teased one boy. “Maybe you could kill King Dracerler if he were tied up and unconscious!”


Still, he longed to be back in his own world. He hoped that he would soon be able to return.


On the seventeenth morning since arriving in Ciar Nelova, Xavier saw a note pinned to the inside of the door to his room. It read, “Come to the war room. I have something important to tell you and Lily. Lord Latrapi.” On it was a rough sketch showing how to get to the room. He dressed and left his room. Merenor, who had been laying on a heat-stone, enjoying the warmth, leaped off it and followed him. They found Lily on the spiral staircase leading downward. She had gotten the same note. Together, they walked until they reached the entrance to the room their maps had directed them to.


“What could be in store for us?” asked Lily.


“Who knows?”


Lily and Xavier entered the room. It was bare except for a large round table surrounded by chairs. The table had a large map of Avilandra on it, staked to the table by four daggers. Lord Latrapi and Wolf were sitting across from them. Lily and Xavier sat down.


“I’ve been thinking,” said Lord Latrapi to Xavier. “We won’t be able to send you back to your own world if King Dracerler kills us all. It’s been keeping me awake at night. So I have an idea. There is a way for you to help us win. Don’t worry, you won’t have to fight. However, there is something else you can do.”


“What is it?” asked Xavier.


Lord Latrapi picked up a short wooden pole and tapped a point on the map. It was a large forest, many miles south of the Wolftooth Mountains.


“There,” he said, “is Arratha Duevra, It is an ancient forest, home to the blumiens. We want you to go there, inform them of our situation, and ask for their assistance.”


“What about me?” asked Lily.


“You and Wolf shall stay here. I am sending Wolf and thirty other men on a mission to raid Dracerler’s supply lines. As for you, you shall stay near the back of the army.


“How am I supposed to get to there?” asked Xavier. “It’s so far away!”


A strange gleam came into Lord Latrapi’s gray eyes. “A dragonfly can speed over the land like a bolt of lightning. One of them should suffice.”


“You mean I get to ride a dragonfly?” exclaimed Xavier, a broad grin forming on his face.


“You’ll enjoy it,” said Lord Latrapi. “Unless you’re faint-hearted, which I am certain you are not.”


Wolf smiled. “Believe me, it’s not like anything you’ve ever done in your world.”


“I suppose,” said Merenor, “that Xavier probably wouldn’t survive the blumiens if he went alone. I shall accompany him.”


From there, they walked to the towers of stone where the dragonflies lived. They explained their purpose to Fliarus, and she brought out one of the green dragonflies. After educating Xavier in the basic commands that the dragonflies could respond to, and giving him some proper dragonfly-riding gear, they set off heading due south.

Chapter 17

The Leafy Halls of the Blumiens



Xavier’s eyes scanned the endless plain which sped past below him. It had been three hours since he and Merenor left Ciar Nelova on the green back of their dragonfly. They had passed out of the Wolftooth Mountains and the plateau that separated them from the Sylvatola Plain, and were steadily heading south toward Arratha Duevra, the home of the blumiens. 


Along the way, Xavier had been shocked to see a gap in the mountains leading to Ciar Nelova. He asked why Merenor had not taken them through it. Merenor understood, and explained that the pass was guarded by certain enchantments that would not allow people to pass unless they had sworn certain oaths. However, Merenor had a sinking feeling that Tylandi or some of Dracerler’s other spellcasters would be able to destroy the magical shields. 


And all the while, they noticed camps of soldiers. Most had already reached the Actibas Plateau and were combining into one vast horde.


Merenor, who had dug his sharp claws into the shoulder of Xavier’s tunic, said into his ear, “I told you my world is better.”


“This is fun,” admitted Xavier, “but nothing beats video games.”


“You sadden me.”


The next several hours passed without much conversation, except for a few times when Merenor pointed things out with the tip of his tail and explained to Xavier what they were. Lake Aldurvara appeared as a shiny blue plate attached to the rolling greens, yellows, and tans of the plain.


Xavier tapped the front of the silver breastplate Lord Latrapi had given him before he departed, and asked, “What are the blumiens like, Merenor?”


“I think that I would rather not say,” said Merenor, “but you must be careful of them. They do not like humans. Humans, as they say, create fire. Fire—along with cold, drought, and poison—are the only things that can easily kill a blumien.”


“What do they look like?”


“Think of them as half plant and half animal, Xavier. And all terrifying.”


Xavier pestered him with more questions, but Merenor remained silent.


It took them about five more hours to reach the forest. A fierce southeast wind buffeted the dragonfly, making the ride extremely uncomfortable.


Suddenly, as they sped over the trees to their destination, a gust more powerful than ever struck the insect from the side. Xavier, who had momentarily relaxed his grip, was flung sideways and off the dragonfly’s back! If not for the stirrups, he would have surely fallen. The dragonfly quickly lost altitude at the sudden shift of weight. Xavier’s position made it hard for the dragonfly to flap its right wing. They fell downward toward the trees, the powerful insect struggling to fly up again. Xavier’s dangling arms brushed the canopy of branches and leaves. The forest floor below looked horribly far down.


As his head entered the canopy, leaves and twigs slapped his face. Desperately, he flung his hands in front of his eyes and nose. It felt like tiny hot threads were being whipped across his skin every time they struck his hands, cheeks, or other parts of him.


Finally, there came a resounding snap, as the leather straps connecting him to the dragonfly broke. The dragonfly flew out of control, now that Xavier’s weight no longer protected it from the full fury of the wind. Xavier fell downward toward the mat of fallen leaves and needles on the forest floor. His chest struck a large branch, breaking his fall—along with a rib or two he felt sure—and knocking the wind out of him. He fell the remaining twenty feet or so to the ground. The leaf litter was surprisingly thick. As he rose to his feet, he noticed the foot-deep impression his body had made.


He looked around, trying to get his bearings. He considered climbing a tree to get a better view of the area and to allow Merenor to spot him.


Choosing a powerful-looking oak, he was about to begin his ascent, when he noticed a large flower on the ground. Five large, silvery-blue petals surrounded a dappled green and brown center. Xavier walked closer. The flower’s aroma was intoxicatingly sweet. Though it was likely large enough for him to sleep in, he didn’t particularly like the look of the center. And he also didn’t like the idea of sleeping inside of a flower. Maybe a little girl, but not him.


Then, a rumble gathered, so soft that Xavier didn’t notice at first. But it soon swelled in volume, accompanied by a shaking of the ground. Slowly, the flower rose out of the ground, until the creature stood at least fifteen feet tall. He knew then what he faced.


The blumien stood before him in full splendor. It was tall, beautiful, and yet terrifying. Very terrifying. Its head—the center of the flower, now open—looked like the head of a venus fly-trap from Xavier’s own world, although he was sure that a man twice his size could probably fit in between them. The five petals flared outward from the head like a ruffled collar. Its torso looked like a thick green stem that split in two about eight feet down to form the legs. The arms looked like long blades of grass covered with woody thorns, especially near the tips.

“Who dares to trespass on our land?” it demanded. The voice was soft, and sounded like blades of grass running against one another, though it thrummed with raw, brutal power, but power tempered by tolerance and benevolence—although it didn’t seem very tolerant of Xavier. “We have allowed humans to live near Lake Aldor and on the edge of our forest, in their cities of Eluren and Grimstinor, but we kill humans who stray onto our part of the forest. I haven’t eaten a human in a long time, and I hear that children taste the best.” 

With that, the blumien opened its massive mouth and screeched—producing a sound much like that of a grasswhistle—and extended its neck down toward Xavier. Since the head of a venus fly-trap already scared him enough, he had no desire to look any closer at the blumien’s. He ran! The blumien gave chase at a speed that frightened him. 

Still running, Xavier shouted, “No! You don’t understand! I was sent by Lord Latrapi to ask you to aid the forces of Ciar Nelova against King Dracerler!” 

“Lies!” it shouted. “You are a liar! I shall enjoy eating you!” 
Suddenly, he heard a loud buzzing sound from above them, and then a huge shape dove through the trees and hovered in the air between Xavier and the blumien! The dragonfly! And on the dragonfly’s back—sat Merenor! 

“Come now,” Merenor said. “You were about to eat my friend there.” 

The blumien took a step backward. “Merenor?” it asked. 

“Yes, ‘tis I.” 

“My apologies, to you and your friend. You have my greetings as Lord Tiathor. Merenor, is what this boy says true?”


“Yes, said Merenor. “He speaks the truth. Will you help us?”


“I do not speak for the rest of the blumiens, but I think it sounds like a fine adventure.”


With that, the blumien planted its feet wide apart, and opening his mouth as wide as it could go, emitted a low thrumming sound, like two trees running against one another. Then, three small robins burst into song on a nearby branch. Other birds joined in, as did many other creatures of the forest. Wolves howled. Squirrels squeaked. Insects chattered and scraped. The entire forest seemed to be alive, carrying the message of the great lord of the blumiens.


Ten minutes elapsed before Lord Tiathor stopped, though the forest was still echoing with the cries of dozens of animals. He turned his head toward Xavier and Merenor.


“I have sent the call throughout the forest,” said Tiathor. “Whether other blumiens will come is unknown.”


“We should head back to Ciar Nelova,” said Merenor. “The blumiens know the way.”


So he and Merenor climbed back onto the dragonfly, which beat its wings hard and ascending into the sky once again.


When they reached the edge of the forest, Xavier was amazed to see dozens of blumiens already making their way into the plain.


“How are they moving so fast?” he asked.


Merenor answered. “Wherever there are plants, blumiens can call upon them for aid. Though the battle shall be fought on a barren, rocky plateau, the plants will still help them get there.”


And so, supported by the dragonfly, Xavier and Merenor flew north toward the Actibas Plateau and the battle, with the blumiens following close behind.

Chapter 18

Attack and Ambush


Wolf peered from around the outcropping of rock at the camp of soldiers, huddled against the wagons containing the supplies which fed Dracerler’s army. Fire was hard to come by on these rocky barrens, but a few campfires glowed here and there. Wolf shivered. The sky above was perfectly clear, and a chill wind gusted with a steady ferocity that made Wolf think that all of Avilandra was alive in anticipation—or dread—of the battle to come.


He and the thirty other men had embarked that evening, heading southwest on the backs of black dragonflies. He had never ridden that type before, and was delighted at how their wings made no noise at all. Although that wasn’t true. His father had told him that the sound that their wings made was simply too high-pitched for humans to hear. Still, he remembered a time when he was six years old. Fliarus—not even thirteen at the time—had shown him that a black dragonfly could hover mere inches over a person’s head without them being aware of it, unless they happened to see its shadow on the ground.


“Wait for my signal,” he whispered to the other men behind him. They waited for an hour, until many of the soldiers had fallen asleep, except for those who remained awake to keep watch.


“Now,” said Wolf, loud enough for all his men to hear, but quiet enough so as not to alert the watchmen.


Silently as they could, all thirty-one warriors climbed onto the backs of their dragonflies and rose into the air. None of them bothered to strap themselves in.


“Charge!” shouted Wolf. Roaring wildly, they all swooped downward, weapons in hand, toward the dazed and confused mass of Dracerler’s soldiers!


Though they were taken by surprise, the soldiers quickly marshaled themselves. There were over one hundred of them, compared to the scant thirty soldiers under Wolf’s command. Half of them drew swords, axes, or whatever weapons they wielded, while the other half grabbed bows and knocked arrows. Aiming with perfect composure, they took aim and fired into the mass of dragonflies. Four of the dragonflies and ten of the men dropped out of the sky, dead.


“Quick!” commanded Wolf. “Kill them all before they can fire again!” He urged his dragonfly upward. It obeyed, zipping and dodging through the sky. It flew over the group of soldiers with weapons, and he guided it into a dive straight down toward the archers. One of them tried to shoot, but was too late. One of Wolf’s axes slashed through the air, cutting his bow in half before it sliced off the man’s head. From there, Wolf and his dragonfly killed four more men in the span of ten seconds, before soaring back up into the night. Arrows whizzed up towards him, but he was already out of range.


“Come to me!” he bellowed to his soldiers. They obeyed, flying up to join him. He noticed that four more men and a dragonfly had been killed, and they had only killed a third of the archers.


“You have a plan, sir?” asked one of the men, a wiry fellow named Arwin.


“I think I do now,” said Wolf, noticing that some of the riderless dragonflies had joined them in the sky. Knowing that black dragonflies were more intelligent than any other type, he told them to dive downward toward the archers.


“What will we do?” asked Arwin.


“Follow me, and then wait for my signal,” he said, and then flew around behind the soldiers with their attention focused on the riderless dragonflies. The night made it hard to see the black carapaces of the dragonflies, so Wolf and his sixteen remaining men were completely unnoticed as they swooped down toward the oblivious soldiers.


The attack was wonderfully done. By the time any of the archers or weapon-wielders noticed Wolf and his men, they were upon them and had killed ten already. Eleven more men fell before Wolf was forced to bring his men upwards once more. Three of his men and two dragonflies had died.


Wolf could not help a smile of satisfaction. There were now twenty-four archers, sixty weapon-wielders—his men had been entirely focused on the archers—twenty-four dragonflies, and fourteen of his men, including himself. He was sure that the dragonflies could defeat the archers on their own!


“We could stay up here for hours, sir,” said Arwin. He had a gash on his cheek and another on his leg, but he was alive. “We don’t need to fly down anytime soon.”


“I’m not so sure,” said Wolf. “Dracerler would have outfitted his army with something that could easily attack a flying dragonfly. Arrows don’t work, and it doesn’t seem like these soldiers down here are planning a magical attack. They must have something.”


Then, he noticed that many of the soldiers were walking toward one of the wagons, and removing something. Something large. Using several straight, round logs, they rolled whatever it was out onto the blood-covered stones of the plateau. As they pulled off a brown canvas sheet which had been draped over it, Wolf blanched. It was a ballista.

•••


Xavier and Merenor were about to fly over the placid surface of Lake Aldurvara, the wind helping them along. The night air was cool and calm.


Suddenly, a loud roar split the sky! Xavier and Merenor turned. Bearing down on them from the northwest—was the unmistakable form—of a black dragon. Though it must have been the size of a house, it flew toward them with incredible speed! 


“Turn around! Go faster!” commanded Xavier to the dragonfly. The dragonfly heard, and beat its wings as hard as it could! But no matter how fast it flew, the dragon steadily got closer, and closer—until a heavy black tail slammed into the dragonfly, sending it spinning wildly through the air! Xavier tried to hold on, but could not! With a scream of terror, he fell towards the hard ground thousands of feet below!


He was less than a hundred feet from excavating a bloody crater in the ground when something halted his descent! The dragonfly? No. He wasn’t sitting on the broad back of the dragonfly. Instead, he was held in the scaly front paw—of the dragon.

•••


With mechanical precision, the soldiers loading the ballista aimed it upward, and fired. The dragonfly-riders nearest its path weren’t afraid in the least. They just urged their mounts forward, backward, left, or right a few feet. Wolf cocked his head in puzzlement.


Why would they use a ballista? It’s easy enough to dodge the bolts, he thought.


Then, a small, flaming line darted upwards from the apparatus on the ground, making straight for the bolt. As soon as the fiery missile came in contact with it, an explosion shattered the night! Thick smoke clogged the air. Wolf and his dragonfly were thrown several dozen feet away. When the smoke cleared, he saw that only twelve dragonflies and seven of his men remained. The soldiers on the ground were once again loading the ballista.


For the first time in his life—though not the last—he felt true fear. It pulled at his heart with thousands of tiny cold hands. The ballista fired once again. Fortunately, his men were more spread out, and only two men and four dragonflies fell.


“Attack the archers!” shouted Wolf to his remaining warriors.


“Are you insane?” demanded Arwin, who was miraculously still alive.


“Trust me!”


Once again, they flew down toward the archers, attacking savagely. Wolf leaped off the back of his dragonfly and tackled two men before beheading them and a third man. His dragonfly sank its jaws into the throat of one of the archers, killing him, before being killed with an arrow to the eye.


Enraged by the death of his dragonfly, Wolf pounced on the man who had shot the arrow, hacking off one of his arms before slashing at the side of his head.


Arwin, and the other men who had doubted Wolf’s sanity when he ordered them to attack the archers, soon understood. With all of Wolf’s men low to the ground fighting Dracerler’s soldiers, the ballista-operators couldn’t fire, for fear of killing their own comrades. Galvanized by this, they fought all the harder.


Finally, the last archer fell. Four men and five dragonflies remained facing the sixty soldiers. It wasn’t even a battle.


Though they had lost many men, Wolf still did not hesitate to have the wagons and all of their contents—except for some food which the survivors ate—burned to cinders. He made sure to destroy every ballista he found. He would have liked to bring the oxen that were pulling the wagon back to Ciar Nelova, but the animals were too slow. He knew the worth of denying them to King Dracerler, but he still felt sick after having them slaughtered.


Though he would have liked to sleep, it was too dangerous to sleep there. So he and his two remaining warriors, and their dragonflies, rose into the night, and flew back to the main body of the army.

Chapter 19

Battle for Avilandra


“So,” said Wolf, “once again, we stand before the field of battle.” He, Lord Latrapi, and all the other warriors of Ciar Nelova stood on the bare, rocky plateau. Behind them lay the mountain pass which led to Ciar Nelova. Ahead of them lay King Dracerler’s army, which dwarfed theirs by ten times or more! Though Wolf knew he could probably defeat ten soldiers, or even thirty, he was still worried.


Reading his thoughts, Lord Latrapi said, “We shall make up in skill and motivation for what we lack in numbers. They fight because they were forced to. We fight to defend our city, and free this fair land!”


Suddenly, a loud buzzing filled the air as a dragonfly landed next to them. From its back leapt a young man holding a long, thin sword. 


“Lord Latrapi,” he said, bowing. “A messenger approaches from Dracerler’s army!”


At this, Lord Latrapi’s eyes widened. He—along with Wolf—ran toward the front of the army. When they reached their destination, they saw a man garbed in a brown robe and carrying a barbed spear standing a couple hundred feet away from the army, out of range of any spears or arrows, though not an attack by magic.


“Surrender!” the man called. “Surrender now or you shall all die a thousand deaths! Your homes will be burned! Your wives and children will be slain! Nothing shall remain of that worm-eaten shantytown of Ciar Nelova!”


Several of the men at the front of the army growled in anger and shook their fists, but Lord Latrapi raised his hand, and they fell silent.


“We shall never surrender!” shouted Lord Latrapi, raising his sword. “Not when the stain of King Dracerler still poisons our fair land! Avilandra enjoyed the greatest peace and prosperity it ever had before he killed my father and took the throne himself!”


“You shall pay for your insolence!” the man shouted, before turning around and running back toward Dracerler’s army.


“They shall attack soon,” said Lord Latrapi, his face grave.


“We should let them come,” said Wolf. “It will be better for us if we do not have to run to them and tire ourselves out.”


“I agree. Is Lily safe?”


“Yes, she’s in the back of the army guarded by two spellcasters.”


“Good. Now, all we can do is watch, wait, and prepare.”

•••


Seconds before crashing into the ground, the dragonfly beat its wings as hard as it could, rose above the water, and flew north with all the speed it could muster, Merenor still on its back.

•••


The noise of thousands of warriors shouting their war cries was nothing compared to the cacophony of swords against shields, spears against helms, axes against breastplates, and the incessant calling of the hundreds of vultures, crows, and ravens circling in the sky above, eagerly awaiting the feast which would soon arrive. 


However, the birds were not the only thing in the sky. With her red hair streaming behind her, Fliarus dove out of the mountains upon her red dragonfly, followed by dozens of others. She held a scimitar in her hand, though she allowed her dragonfly to slash at the soldiers below with its legs and jaws, as well as to crush them with the claw at the end of its tail. The dragonfly’s hard exoskeleton and its fast, irregular movements made it hard for soldiers to harm it, but Fliarus was wary of soldiers with hammers, for they could easily kill or seriously wound it.


Whirling through the fray, Wolf and Lord Latrapi slashed and hacked with their weapons, dealing death blows left and right. As father and son, they worked well together, saving each other from injury countless times.


Flying on his own dragonfly, Ysur surveyed the battlefield, keeping in close contact with his spellcasters, and all the while attacking Dracerler’s soldiers from the air. He was careful not to tire himself casting spells, for he needed strength to fight other spellcasters, and he could tell Dracerler had many more than he did. All the while, he kept searching for two specific spellcasters. He could tell that Tylandi wasn’t participating in the battle for some reason. A being of extreme power such as him would be easily detectable by any spellcasters. No—the ones he was looking for were Kyra and Naidynel. Both had been trained by Merenor himself, and so were likely to be the most dangerous of Dracerler’s spellcasters. Yet they did not appear to be fighting. Perhaps they were—like him—surveying the battle from afar, or simply doing something else entirely. 

Hours passed, though none of the fighters noticed the passing time. Wolf parried a sword thrust and beheaded the man who had been wielding it. Fliarus leaped off her dragonfly and gutted two men at once with her scimitar. Ysur barely managed to deflect a crackling red firebolt speeding toward his face. Lord Latrapi’s sword danced through the air so fast that the eye could barely follow it, slashing one man across the chest and catching another in the stomach.


Despite their valiant efforts, there were just too many men in King Dracerler’s army. For every slain soldier, there was always another waiting to take his place.


Up in the sky, the members of Ciar Nelova’s pevollary were equally beleaguered. The ballista which Wolf had encountered during his raid on the supply lines had killed many of them. Fortunately, Wolf had warned them of their destructive power. Though it took much practice, they eventually learned how to sweep away the flaming missiles before they allowed the larger bolts to explode. Every time one of the dragonfly-riders swept them aside, he or she couldn’t help a flicker of satisfaction. The ballista-operators on the ground were increasingly frustrated, until they stopped firing into the sky altogether.


However, on the ground, the ballista could cause horrific damage when they exploded, and often they were fired high enough so that it was impossible to stop them from exploding. One bolt struck the ground not five feet from Wolf and Lord Latrapi. Seconds before the flaming bolt reached it; one of Dracerler’s soldiers stumbled and fell right into its path, howling in pain as the fiery missile embedded itself in his neck.


One soldier managed to gash Wolf’s forearm with the point of his halberd. Enraged, Wolf staved in the man’s ribs with both of his axes, and then kicked him away before leaning backward to dodge a spear flying toward his head. Lord Latrapi parried a sword thrust and was about to bring his own sword down on his opponent’s head when he slipped on a slick patch of rock and fell hard on his back. Wolf, who was busy fighting three soldiers at once, couldn’t help him. Lord Latrapi’s opponent raised his sword high! With a yell, he brought it down. Lord Latrapi tried to roll aside, but was too slow.


A fraction of an instant before the sword would have found him; Lord Latrapi kicked the man in the shins with all his strength. He staggered backward, giving Lord Latrapi time to find his footing. He quickly dispatched the soldier and went to join Wolf. Together, they easily defeated the three soldiers.


But they were tiring. With every blow they dealt, their weapons grew heavier. As their reflexes slowed, soldiers could more easily wound them. Wolf received a gash across his cheek, a broken finger, and a blow to the left shoulder which made it hard to lift his axe. For his part, Lord Latrapi was doing better, though not by much. His greater skill, and the longer reach of his sword, allowed him to escape many an injury. Still, he could not miss the cut on his forehead which constantly blinded him with rivulets of hot blood, or the heavy cut on his side, which he was sure had severed part of the muscle.


Then, Dracerler’s army brought out their great siege engines. The ballista which Wolf had seen the previous night were children’s toys compared to some of the raw destructive power he witnessed. There were catapults which fired balls of sharp pieces of metal surrounded by a thin ceramic shell, which shattered when it hit the ground, spraying the deadly missile in all directions, shredding any man who was close enough. There were great wooden towers pulled by teams of horses which could fire three enormous bolts at a time.


And, to Wolf’s horror, there was one other weapon. A ballista, exactly like the one he had seen before, only ten times larger. The explosions shook the entire plateau, killing hundreds of men each time. Wolf knew it would have to be destroyed if they were going to last must longer. Spotting a riderless dragonfly hovering in the air a few yards away, he rushed over to it, his father followed close behind. They both clambered onto its back and rose above the melee. They watched with growing horror as teams of men loaded the ballista, aimed its three turrets toward different parts of the battle, and fired.


Brandishing their weapons, Wolf and Lord Latrapi dove toward the great ballista, roaring savagely. They leaped off the dragonfly and landed next to one of the turrets, which was being loaded. They quickly killed the men operating it, and then Wolf hacked at the powerful ropes until they snapped, whipping through the air like decapitated snakes.


Still, there were two more turrets left, one to their left and one higher up, accessible via a wooden ladder.


“I’ll take the one on the left,” said Lord Latrapi. “You deal with the one above us!”


Wolf clambered up the ladder as fast as he could. All of the men on top were busy loading the two bolts. Wolf threw himself at them, dodging and parrying attacks for several minutes before he managed to kill all five and disable the turret.


For his part, Lord Latrapi was stunned at the skill and ferocity of the men guarding the one remaining turret. He had managed to kill one before they noticed him, but he was still fighting six men at once, and they were fit, strong, and most of all, well-rested, as they had not been fighting for hours. 


Laughing mirthlessly, one of the soldiers tossed his shield at Lord Latrapi. It missed his face—which was what the soldier had been aiming for—but knocked him off balance and sent him staggering backward toward the edge of the platform. His gaze turned from the soldiers watching him to the hard ground below.


Suddenly, he heard two distinct shouts of pain. Wolf had jumped down from the turret he had disabled and slashed three of the soldiers’ throats before they even knew what was happening! He rushed over to Lord Latrapi and pulled him away from the edge. Together, they easily killed the three remaining soldier and dismantled the final turret. Wolf found one of the large bolts and, curious, cut it in half. A shiny black powder spilled out.


“Explosives,” said Lord Latrapi. “The smaller flaming bolt catches up with this one and ignites the powder. An ingenious invention.” With a chuckle, he added, “I wish that whoever invented this was working for us!”


With that, he walked toward the edge, summoned the dragonfly, and climbed onto its back. Then, noticing that Wolf hadn’t moved, he called, “What’s the matter?”


“I want to destroy this cursed machine,” he said.


“Well be quick about it!” snapped Lord Latrapi.


Wolf thought for a moment, and then slid his axes together as if he were using flint and steel. Several sparks flew out and drifted downward.


“Run!” shouted Lord Latrapi. Wolf ran, leaped onto the dragonfly, and with Lord Latrapi, sped away as the entire structure exploded into a tower of flames.


As the sound of the explosion died away and they returned to the fighting, there suddenly came a high-pitched shriek that drowned out even the noise of the battle! None of the soldiers—except for the unfortunate ones near the southern edge of the fighting who were at that moment being torn apart—knew what had caused it. But Fliarus—astride her dragonfly—knew. 


Blumiens. Dozens—no, hundreds—of the walking plants had arrived. Though she knew her own duties, she could help watching as they lay waste Dracerler’s hated soldiers. With their enormous mouths, they could swallow three men at once, and their thorn-covered arms were as powerful as rocks hurled from a catapult.


But Dracerler’s army was equal to that. Spellcasters and archers alike managed to set any of the blumiens aflame, and though—knowing they were done for—the blumiens would topple over trying to crush as many of Dracerler’s soldiers as they could—Fliarus could see that the blumiens wouldn’t be able to help matters if they all were burned to cinders. With a wild cry, she flew downward, slashing with her scimitar at the archers below, though letting her dragonfly do most of the fighting.


Several other members of the pevollary saw what she was doing and flew down to join her. Even with the spellcasters aiding the archers, they appeared evenly matched, for the pevollary was far more skilled with fighting on dragonflyback than Wolf and his soldiers had been. The dragonflies whizzed and darted through the air, dodging the disparate missiles launched their way and allowing their riders to cut down any man who dared oppose them.


With the archers and spellcasters gone, the blumiens surged forward like a green and blue tide—killing Dracerler’s men all the while.


As Lord Latrapi whirled around, cutting down the man who was rushing toward Wolf and brandishing his blood-stained halberd, he noticed four of his own soldiers fighting a gray-haired man wearing a black helmet and a black and gold breastplate. Governor Lapni. Lord Latrapi remembered him well.

Fifteen years ago, he and his father had visited Iborcur for a private dinner with its governor, Dracerler. He had been only twenty years old at the time, and he could not forget the sight of King Dracerler throwing a dagger into his father’s throat, and then turning on him. It had taken all his fighting skill to escape, and fight past Governor Lapni, who had been assisting Dracerler. Now, seeing him cut down four of his own soldiers, rage boiled within Lord Latrapi.

“Your time has come!” Lord Latrapi roared, charging at Governor Lapni, Wolf running close behind.

Screeching with anger, Lord Tiathor raised his left arm high, and brought it down, impaling two soldiers with the jagged thorns set upon it. Two more soldiers were crushed by the blumien’s massive jaws before he had even taken another step.

“Forward!” he hissed to his brethren fighting alongside him. They all screeched in unison, and pushed ever deeper into the fray.

The sound of clashing weapons filled the air as Lord Latrapi blocked a powerful stab from Governor Lapni. Though the man must have been at least fifty years old, even with Wolf at his side, Lord Latrapi could make no headway against Governor Lapni. He ducked, blocked, parried, and leaped to the side to avoid any conceivable attack from Lord Latrapi or Wolf.

The fight raged on, but no combatant could even touch the other, until with a snarl of bloody glee, Governor Lapni swung his sword at Lord Latrapi, so hard, that when Lord Latrapi lifted his own sword to block the attack, the force of the blow knocked it out of Lord Latrapi’s hands. With a kick, he pushed Wolf away, and raised his sword high!

About three dozen feet above Wolf, Lord Latrapi, and Governor Lapni, Hadrima, a young woman under Fliarus’ command, saw Governor Lapni raise his sword. She urged her great red dragonfly downward.

As Governor Lapni brought his sword down, an enormous clawed leg slashed at him. He dropped the sword, even as Lord Latrapi rolled to avoid it as it fell. The dragonfly slashed four more times before anyone could even blink, and then lunged at Governor Lapni’s throat with its iron-strong pincers open wide.

At the back of the army, Lily took a step out of the tent which he had been sitting in, and saw a green dragonfly flying toward her. It flew low to the ground, and weakly, as if it was wounded, and it didn’t seem to have a rider. It put on a burst of speed to reach her, and then plummeted to the ground at her feet, dead. On its back, hanging on with all the strength of his four little legs, was Merenor.


“What happened?” she asked. “Where’s Xavier?”


“Gone. Taken. Captured,” said Merenor. He then told her of the dragon’s attack. “I think it was Tylandi. When I saw him last, he was heading straight for Dracien!”


“No,” said Lily. “No! That can’t be!” Turning toward the two spellcasters, she commanded, “Alert my father and brother!” They obeyed, and within ten minutes, Lord Latrapi and Wolf flew down from the sky on the back of a dragonfly, which stayed nearby. Lily told them what Merenor had told her. Lord Latrapi’s eyes widened.


“They’ll kill him!” exclaimed Wolf.


“Quick,” said Lord Latrapi. “Onto the dragonfly!” He, Wolf, Lily, and Merenor leaped onto the dragonfly and took off.


“Alert Ysur,” shouted Lord Latrapi to the two spellcasters below. “We’ll need his magical skills if we’re going to save Xavier.”


Seconds after they rose into the air above the fighting, Ysur joined them on his dragonfly. “Xavier’s been captured!” shouted Wolf. “We need your help!”


Ysur’s eyes widened, and he nodded vigorously. “Let’s be off then,” he said. “First though, I think I should heal you and Wolf.”


“Good idea,” said Lord Latrapi. Then, noticing that their dragonfly seemed to be straining from the weight of three people, he jumped and landed on Ysur’s dragonfly. Ysur quickly healed his injuries, and Wolf’s. Then, faster than any of them had ever ridden any dragonfly, Ysur, Merenor, Lord Latrapi, Wolf, and Lily flew west toward the city of Dracien.

•••


The dragon flared its wings to catch the air with them and land. Xavier saw the wing membranes bulging. Even so, they still landed with a jarring crash inside the keep of Castle Dracer. The dragon set him down on the stone courtyard, though watched him with pure malice in its yellow eyes. Xavier quailed before it, and did not move,
Then, the dragon began to shudder and shake. He could hear the sound of something bending and cracking as it began to transform into the shape of a man wearing a black robe. Xavier gasped. He was more afraid of the man than he had been of the dragon. For standing before him—was the old pupil of Merenor who had sided with King Dracerler. His rust-colored eyes bored deep into Xavier, as if they were seeking out his very soul. Tylandi.

Chapter 20

King Dracerler


Xavier felt invisible hands grab his wrists and hold them behind his back. Xavier tried to break free, but struggle as he might, the bonds held him fast. 

“Do as I say peacefully and I shall not crush you like a rock snail under my boot,” Tylandi growled. “I would kill you right now for grabbing your little friend from my clutches, but King Dracerler has commanded me to keep you alive.” He paused, and then added, “So he can kill you himself. I don’t see that old fool Merenor around to help you,” said Tylandi. “Perhaps the fall from the dragonfly was enough to kill him. Now, follow me. Don’t try to run away.” It was obvious that if King Dracerler had not explicitly forbidden Tylandi from killing him, he would have done so instantly.

Knowing what Tylandi would do to him if he tried to run, Xavier obeyed and followed him. They walked through the heavy wooden doors at the front of the castle and down a hallway dotted with glowing gemstones and other doors. Tylandi ignored them all until they reached a large door of dark wood with an intricate design of a coiling snake inlaid upon it in gold. Two sword-wielding guards stood outside, and bowed as Tylandi approached. With a grunt, Tylandi shoved the doors open and led Xavier inside. 

The room was circular, about a hundred feet across, and very tall. The walls curved upwards until they met in a sharp point, hundreds of feet above. King Dracerler sat on a large black throne on the opposite side of the room. As they entered, he rose. He wore a black breastplate, a black helmet, greaves on his shins, and mail-backed gauntlets. He was very tall. From his great height, he scowled at Xavier, who could feel the man’s rage as if it were waves of heat. A long sword hung from his belt.


“So,” said King Dracerler, in a deep, powerful voice, “the mighty Xavier. You’ve caused me no end of trouble. Killing my soldiers, denying Tylandi the location of the Staff of Worlds—you’ve given me a very good reason to want you dead. And now, that shall happen very soon. No one can help you.”


“Let me go, usurper!” shouted Xavier with all the bravado he could muster, and drawing his sword. Even as he did so, he knew that he didn’t stand a chance against King Dracerler.


“Tut tut, Xavier,” he said. “Aren’t people in your world taught manners?”


“How do you know I’m from another world?”


“I found out,” said Tylandi. “I opened the portal that Lily stepped through into Avilandra. If you hadn’t followed, we would already have the staff, and our ultimate dream would be realized!”


“What’s that?” demanded Xavier.


“It does not deserve to be told to one as low as you,” growled King Dracerler. He walked toward Xavier, drawing his sword. “Now,” he said, “you shall die!”


An explosion shook the castle down to its foundation! All three of them—Xavier, Dracerler, and Tylandi looked up to see the ceiling of the chamber cracking, buckling, and giving way, sending huge chunks of stone falling to the floor below! Before they reached the ground, Tylandi raised his hand, and the stones came to a stop. He then gently lowered them to the floor, being careful to avoid crushing anyone.


“Stop!” shouted a voice from above. Again, they looked up, to see two dragonflies diving towards the floor, before leveling out and landing. Five figures jumped off the backs of the two dragonflies! Xavier gave a joyous cry! For standing next to the dragonflies among the piles of broken rocks, were Merenor, Lily, Wolf, Ysur, and Lord Latrapi!


With a yell from Lord Latrapi, a savage battle burst forth among the scattered rocks! He and Wolf rushed at King Dracerler, weapons at the ready! Ysur shot three bolts of blue lightning at Tylandi, who dodged them and retaliated! Lily and Merenor ran toward Xavier. When they reached him, Lily grasped his hand.


“We have to get back to the dragonflies!” she shouted. “They’ll hold them off while we escape!”


“It won’t be that easy!” hissed Tylandi. With that, a billowing stream of flame poured from his palm and toward the two dragonflies, incinerating them in an instant! Xavier felt Lily shudder. They were trapped.


With a full-throated yell, Wolf slashed at King Dracerler with his axes. King Dracerler parried, and stabbed at Wolf’s ribs! He leaped aside as the king’s black blade shot past, barely missing him! Lord Latrapi ran toward Lily, Xavier, and Merenor.


Skidding to a stop, he quickly said, “Hide somewhere until this is over! We shall have to slay these two snakes with sword, axe, and magic!”


Lily and Xavier rushed to follow his advice, and crouched inside a small hollow formed by three chunks of stone as Lord Latrapi rushed back to Wolf and King Dracerler and brought down his sword on his enemy’s shoulder.


“Two against one?” asked King Dracerler, mockingly. “Are you that unskilled?” He lashed out; grazing Lord Latrapi’s left shoulder.


“Stop your insults!” roared Wolf, swinging at Dracerler’s head.


He ducked, and stabbed at Wolf’s right thigh. “Whatever happened to courtesy?” Wolf knocked the sword aside.


“You deserve as much courtesy as a rabid animal! You killed my father!”


“Ah yes,” said King Dracerler, leaping backward onto a large piece of the fallen ceiling. “I killed him. And now I shall kill the son. And my troops shall kill the rest. Tylandi!” he barked. “Summon the Serpent Guards!”


Wolf and Lord Latrapi blanched. They knew that name. The Serpent Guards were King Dracerler’s personal bodyguards. They were said to be the best warriors in the land, and their ruthlessness and brutality was legendary.


Tylandi, who was grappling with Ysur, paused for a fraction of a second, before shooting a crackling beam of energy at Ysur. Ysur leaped aside, and redirected the stream with a wave of his hand. 


And so the two separate battles raged on. Wolf, Lord Latrapi, and King Dracerler all accumulated dozens of minor injuries. Ysur and Tylandi’s battle was not of arms, but of magic. Both of them were mighty spellcasters, but the dozens of spells they were casting drained their strength at an alarming rate. Though both of them had pieces of emerelmite woven into their robes, most of them were already drained. They both knew that the battle had to end one way or another, or both would die.


A few minutes later, the sound of pounding feet could be heard, and then the doors of the room swung open, and forty soldiers entered the room. All of them wore black helmets on their heads, greaves on their shins, bracers on their forearms, and padded gambesons under tunics of silver scale armor. Eight of the forty carried broadswords, eight carried mighty flamberges, eight carried long halberds, eight carried slim rapiers, and the other eight carried large war hammers.


“I’ll handle them,” said Wolf. “It’s the only way.” He brandished his axes, and ran toward the soldiers!


Lord Latrapi anxiously watched him go, and then turned back to King Dracerler, and raised his sword just in time to block a stab!


Wolf ran across the floor of broken stones as fast as he could without tripping. The forty members of the Serpent Guard marshaled themselves and faced Wolf, expressions of contempt on their stony faces.


One of them, a swordsman—took a few steps toward Wolf. “Ha!” he shouted. “You’re but a boy! I can handle you myself!” He readied his sword. Wolf grabbed a handful of small bits of grit from the floor, and quick as a bolt of lightning—tossed them into the man’s eyes. As he growled in pain, Wolf beheaded him with a single swipe of one of his axes.


As one, the other thirty-nine warriors charged him. Wolf exhaled, clearing his mind of all fear and trepidation, and then they fell upon him.


While Ysur, Wolf, and Lord Latrapi fought, Lily, Xavier, and Merenor were hatching a plan. Lily had noticed that King Dracerler was backed up against a tall fragment of the ceiling.


“If we could just get on top of that,” said Lily, “we could drop a rock right on King Dracerler’s head! It probably wouldn’t kill him but it would allow my father to do that!”


“Good idea,” said Xavier. 


“And what of the Serpent Guard?” asked Merenor. “Wolf is a fearsome warrior, but he won’t last much longer against them.”


Lily frowned. “I don’t know. We could throw rocks at them too, but I don’t think that would be a good idea. One of them could gut the both of us in an instant.”


“Than let’s stick to what we can do,” said Xavier.


Together, they all silently slunk from their hiding place to the tower of stone behind King Dracerler, being careful to avoid being seen by him, Tylandi, or any of the Serpent Guard. 


When they reached it, Lily began to ascend the tower, her leather shoes scuffing against the surface of the rock. When she reached the top, Xavier grabbed a fist-sized rock and climbed an adjacent pile, being careful to avoid cutting himself on the jagged fragments. When he reached the top of his, he tossed the rock to Lily. She raised it above her head, took careful aim, and was just about to throw it—when Tylandi noticed her. Jumping into the air to avoid a harsh tremor Ysur had created; he retaliated with a burst of flame and then shot a small, thin bolt of crackling silver energy toward Lily. She had no choice. She ducked to avoid it, slipped, and fell, barely managing to catch herself by grabbing onto the top of the tower with her left hand. The sharp facets of rock cut her fingers and palm.


“Help!” she shouted to Xavier. Xavier tried to climb up the tower Lily was hanging from to help her, but she had taken the only good route up. Then, the rock shattered, sending Lily flying against the floor.


“Lily!” exclaimed Xavier. He ran toward her. She lay on the floor, covered in scratches and blood. One of her arms looked like it was broken.


“Xavier,” she said weakly.


He grasped her left hand in his. “Are you all right? How bad does it hurt?”


She fixed her eyes on him. “Don’t worry yourself about me. Try to ensure our victory.”


“I’ll tend to her,” said Merenor. “You would probably give her an infection.”


Xavier remained where he was.


“Go!” commanded Merenor.


With many backward glances, Xavier walked off toward the fight, all the while thinking of ways he could improve the situation.


Lord Latrapi stirred and opened his eyes. The last thing he remembered was the stone tower behind King Dracerler exploding into dozens of smaller chunks, several of which had struck the two of them in the head, knocking them unconscious. Before Lord Latrapi could reach for his sword and kill King Dracerler, he stirred, grunted, and rose. Dracerler scowled at Lord Latrapi, and the battle resumed.


Meanwhile, pain, panic, fear, and exhaustion were Wolf’s ruling sensations. The warriors of the Serpent Guard were stronger than he had first thought. He had killed three of them so far, but it had taken every ounce of his skill with weapons, and he was sorely wounded. He was bleeding freely from a wound on his thigh, his shoulder, and his side. He thought that one of the hammer-wielding soldiers had broken a few of his fingers. 


Desperately, he swung his axes around wildly, fending off three attacks and catching one of the halberd-wielders in the side of the neck. Blood gushed from the wound, splattering another man’s face. As the man struggled to wipe the crimson liquid out of eyes, Wolf killed him with a powerful swipe to the chest, cracking his sternum.


Though galvanized from the momentary burst of success, he soon regained his former sense of fear and pain. He knew he would die, and yet he knew that he would continue fighting as hard as he could.


Merenor scampered away from Lily and climbed to a spot several feet above and to the right of King Dracerler’s head. He wasn’t strong enough to throw a rock, and he wasn’t a rock, but he still had a plan. With all his might, he leaped toward King Dracerler, claws outstretched!


Within the span of three seconds, several things happened. Merenor began slashing wildly at the air in preparation for impact with Dracerler’s face, the king himself noticed Merenor flying toward him, Lord Latrapi stood up on one leg and brought his sword back—and King Dracerler swatted Merenor out of the air, straight into Lord Latrapi’s face. With a yell of surprise, Lord Latrapi lost his balance and fell backward, gouging the back of his neck on a sharp stone.


King Dracerler placed one foot on Lord Latrapi’s stomach, and raised his sword high.


“No!” shouted Merenor. Rage, uncontrollable rage, boiled within him. He closed his eyes. When they opened again, they glowed pure green. He rose into the air, and dove at King Dracerler, striking him in the chest and sending him careening toward the wall. Then, he turned toward Tylandi and the remnants of the Serpent Guard. A look of pure horror crossed Tylandi’s face, and just before Merenor reached him, ready to tear him apart, the sorcerer vanished. The Serpent Guard however, had no defense against Merenor, who laid them waste within seconds.


As Merenor’s rage subsided, and he dropped to the ground, Lord Latrapi rose, readied his sword, and turned toward King Dracerler, who was still barely alive. But before he could reach him, another form joined him. Xavier.


Lord Latrapi remembered few things from that battle as clearly as that moment. For him, time seemed to slow. He viewed with perfect clarity; Xavier leaping from a fragment of stone, sword in hand, Dracerler weakly struggling to his feet, and Xavier bringing his sword down three times. The first strike hit King Dracerler in the shoulder, the other one just missed the top of his head, and the third caught him straight in the throat.

Chapter 21

The Balcony


A tortured gurgle came from King Dracerler. Blood gushed from his torn throat. Xavier stepped aside to avoid being splattered. The dark king’s sword fell to the ground with a resounding clang, followed by his decapitated body. His head had not been completely severed, and stuck out from the rest of his body at an odd angle.


Lord Latrapi stared at Xavier with an expression of shock, awe, incredulity, and a profound sense of relief.


“Y—you killed him,” he said, voice shaking. “Xavier, you did it! You killed King Dracerler!”


“What of Lily?” asked Xavier. “She’s hurt!”


“Where is she?” asked Ysur. “I can probably heal her.”


“There,” Xavier said, pointing to where she lay behind the shattered tower.


With all the speed his tired limbs could muster, Ysur ran over to Lily. Kneeling, he placed his first two fingers on her forehead.


“She’s alive,” he said.


“But can you heal her?” asked Wolf, rushing up to join them.


Ysur examined her broken right arm, as well as her other injuries. “Yes. I think I can.” Blowing upon his right index finger, he gently touched the site of the break in her arm. A faint blue spark jumped from his finger to her arm, followed by a dull groaning sound as the bones of Lily’s arm twisted and turned so they could move back to their original positions. Satisfied, Ysur began to heal the rest of her injuries, ending with a large scrape on the back of her neck.


“Healing was always your forte,” said Merenor. “Lily shall be fine.”


“Thank you, Ysur,” said Xavier, Wolf, and Lord Latrapi, almost simultaneously.


“Think nothing of it,” said Ysur with a grin.


“What—what happened?” asked Lily, opening her eyes.


“Ysur healed you,” said Wolf. “King Dracerler and the Serpent Guard are all dead, and Tylandi has left for parts unknown.”


Lily smiled, and said, “Who killed King Dracerler?”


Lord Latrapi, Wolf, and Ysur all looked at Xavier.


“I see,” she said.


“How are we supposed to get back to the battlefield?” asked Xavier.


“I’m one step ahead of you,” said Ysur. “I have sent a message to the leader of my spellcasters in the army. He will see to that word of Dracerler’s death is relayed throughout the army, and he will also send two dragonflies to take us back. They should be here in an hour.”


“What should we do until then?” asked Lily.


“Make sure we aren’t killed,” growled Wolf. “I’ll go outside and look around.”


He rose, walked to the half-open doors of the chamber, and slipped out into the corridor Tylandi had taken Xavier down. Weapons at the ready, he walked down it and out the doors of the castle. Hundreds of people stood outside, staring at the destroyed top of the castle. Only a handful of them noticed him.


Wolf thought for a moment, and then roared, “King Dracerler is dead!” Instantly, all those who heard him stopped and stood still. All conversation died. Wolf wondered at the wisdom of his statement.


Then, a single cheer broke out from a member of the crowd, followed by another, and another, until the whole crowd was crying out with joy! Wolf hadn’t expected such a response, although he had heard tales of Dracerler’s cruelty.


After delivering an impromptu speech to the assembled crowd, Wolf returned to the site of the battle and told the others of what had happened.

“No surprises there,” said Lord Latrapi. “King Dracerler wasn’t what one would call a good ruler.”

“Lord Latrapi,” said Xavier, “now that Dracerler’s dead, are you going to be king of Avilandra?”

“Aye,” said Lord Latrapi.

“As he should be,” said Merenor.

For the next hour, they sat in silence, waiting. When at last two dragonflies flew down from the sky—Fliarus on the back of one of them—they all rose and walked toward them. Xavier noticed that they were red dragonflies—which as Fliarus had told him were built for power.

I suppose that they have to be powerful to be able to hold three people each, he thought.

After a rather terrifying ascent out of the castle, the dragonflies began flying east toward the battlefield. The buzz of their wings was much louder than that of the green dragonflies Xavier had ridden before, and as a result, conversation was impossible.

When they reached the site of the battle, they saw that it was completely transformed. The many thousands of people who had been biting at each others’ throats were now sitting around fires made from the wood of the great siege engines that King Dracerler’s army has used. Spellcasters from both sides were healing the wounded, not caring whether they wore the black and yellow tunics of King Dracerler, or the green and orange favored by the forces of Ciar Nelova. Archers wandered the battle to retrieve their arrows. The blumiens had left. Dragonflies flew to and fro over the scene, carrying people to different parts of the battlefield and helping to remove the bodies of the dead, for there were thousands. The carrion eaters had been chased away, though several still lingered in the air, waiting for an opportunity to feast on an unguarded pile of bodies. As the dragonfly landed, Lily and Xavier could only look around with stunned silence. 


From there, they returned to Ciar Nelova. Xavier, Lily, Merenor, Wolf, and Lord Latrapi enjoyed a meal, and, tired from the day’s events, they all went off to sleep.


That night, the small figure of Merenor opened his eyes, jumped down from the end table in Xavier’s room where he had been sleeping, and scuttled out onto the balcony. From there, he climbed up the wall onto the roof of the central turret of the castle, and busied himself catching insects as they fluttered about.


After several minutes, he heard a noise from below. He clambered back down over the slate-gray shingles and to the edge of the roof.


Xavier strode out of his room and walked toward the stone railing of the balcony that encircled the entire top of the turret. Placing his hands on them, he looked around over the dark landscape.


Merenor watched him for a few seconds, and then returned to his ever-important business of hunting and eating. He stopped when he heard another noise, this one from another room. He made his way for its source. This time he saw Lily, who placed her hands on her hips and looked around. When she noticed Xavier, she walked toward him.


“A beautiful night, isn’t it?” asked Xavier.


“Aye,” he replied.


She raised an eyebrow. “Aye? You’re acting like you’re the long-lost member of the royal family, not me.”


Xavier chuckled. “Maybe so. I still haven’t entirely recovered from the shock.”


“Me neither. I would never have expected it.” After a pause, she added, “You’re going back to your own world tomorrow?”


It was a rhetorical question, but Xavier answered anyway.


“I’ll miss you.”


“So will I,” said Xavier.


Lily pointed toward the sky. “Has anyone ever showed you Avilandra’s constellations?” she asked.


“No,” said Xavier.


“My father showed me.” She pointed to various places in the sky, and told Xavier the name of each constellation. There was the great dragon Drakitus, the young hawk Skystar, and many others. Then, she grabbed Xavier’s hand and aimed it to the south.


“Look at that one,” she said. “Doesn’t it look like someone we know?”


He looked. About three dozen stars outlined the four legs, round head, and whip-like tail of someone they knew very well. Xavier grinned.


“Ask Merenor if you want to know more,” she said.


“I wouldn’t be surprised if he had put that there,” said Xavier, turning back towards Lily.


“I would,” said Lily. “He’s too humble to put up a constellation of himself.”


“I suppose you’re right. And we don’t even know if he really is a lizard. He might really be something else, but happened to be in the form of a lizard when Tylandi stole his powers.”


“Speaking of Tylandi, what do you think he’s up to?” wondered Lily. “He vanished after Merenor killed the Serpent Guard and allowed you to kill Dracerler.”


“I think he could be trouble.”


“I think we shouldn’t think about him now. Not—”


With that, she leaned toward Xavier and softly kissed him on the lips.


“—when there are other things to think about.”


Xavier tried to respond, but like before, all he could do was mutter something unintelligible.


“I guess Merenor was right,” laughed Lily.


“He’s probably watching us right now,” said Xavier.


“I wouldn’t be surprised,” said Lily, and then kissed him again. “But like I said, he was right.”


“Right I was,” said Merenor, who had indeed been watching the whole time. “I didn’t make that constellation by the way.”


“You little sneak!” exclaimed Xavier. He tried to look angry, but all he could do was laugh. Lily and Merenor joined in.


“I’ve never heard of a prophecy that was fulfilled so soon after being uttered,” laughed Merenor. “And to think it was mine!”


They all stood on the balcony in the cool night air, enjoying their friendship—and love. Amid the warm happiness in Xavier’s heart, there was still the cold pang of dread. For he belonged in his own world, and would have to return the following day.

After a last sleep in his room at the top of the castle, Xavier awoke and ate with Lily, Wolf, and Lord Latrapi. When everyone was ready, they flew toward the portal which Lily and Xavier had entered Avilandra from, so long ago it seemed. Ysur and twelve other magicians followed, rehearsing the chant they would need to create another portal that could take Xavier back to his own world.

When they reached the sandy beach—and carefully scanned the area for ahkthrans—Ysur and his twelve companions stood in a circle around a small oval drawn in the sand. Linking hands, they begin to chant in a slow monotone. Xavier could feel an electric tension in the air, as if something as thin as paper—yet strong as iron—were being pulled apart.

A flash of bright blue light illuminated the air above the oval, sending a shining pillar high into the sky. Within seconds, it faded, leaving only a vague shimmer in the air. That too soon vanished.

From a pouch at his belt, Lord Latrapi pulled a pendant with a fist-sized piece of the same green gemstone that Lily had found—although this one had been delicately carved into the shape of a sword and shield. And carved on the shield were the pictures of a snarling lynx, a howling wolf, and a lily blossom.


“That gem is imbued with the magic that will allow us to communicate with you and your parents when you reach them. When the time comes, place the thumb and first two fingers of your right hand on the carved symbols. We shall explain everything for you.”


“Thank you,” said Xavier. “Goodbye Lord Latrapi, Wolf, Ysur, Merenor.” A tear fell down his cheek. “Goodbye, Lily.”


She walked toward him, and embraced him, before giving him the last kiss they were sure she would ever give him.


With a sigh, Xavier stepped onto the oval in the sand, and vanished from the beautiful, yet perilous—land of Avilandra.


He found himself back on the road, facing the school. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed asphalt, concrete, cars, and the other things missing from Avilandra. Even school. Though that land held many wonders, there were still things he liked in his own world.


I don’t want to know how much schoolwork I have to make up, he thought.


The giant clock on the front of the school told him that it was almost was almost noon, and he recognized the cars of some teachers in the parking lot on the side of the school. Recess would be starting soon, and he wanted his parents to be the first one that knew of his return. So he quickly ran in the direction of his house. The many days walking through Avilandra had increased his speed and endurance, and he made the trip in less than three hours.


When he reached the front porch of his house, he took a deep breath, and knocked. 


“I’m coming,” called the voice of his father. He heard the sound of him walking toward the door. It opened. Xavier gazed with a blank expression into the stunned face of his father.


“Xavier? Xavier? Xavier!” his father shouted, hugging Xavier tight. His father was a stout, relatively short man with thinning brown hair. He was no Lord Latrapi in terms of appearance, though—in Xavier’s opinion—he possessed all the wisdom and gentleness.


“Not so hard,” said Xavier, grinning. By then, his mother had joined them. “Xavier—what happened?” she asked.

“Hang on,” he said. “I don’t want to tell—or rather show—you here. Come into the living room.”


They all walked into the living room and sat down on the couch. Xavier removed the pendant and placed his thumb and first two fingers on the carved symbols set upon it. Instantly, it flashed bright green. Xavier yelped and jumped back, though the pendant remained suspended a few feet above the floor. Slowly, it began to expand from its original size. Soon it was the size of a compact disc, and then a tire, and then a ceiling fan. Then, the surface changed. It turned from green to white, and then displayed an image of the sandy beach where Xavier and Lily and first entered Avilandra. And standing on it, were Ysur, Wolf, Lily, and Lord Latrapi. Merenor sat on Lily’s shoulder.


Lord Latrapi placed his hands together. “I am Lord Latrapi of Ciar Nelova, in the world of Avilandra,” he said. Then he pointed to the others, saying, “This is my daughter Lily, my son Wolf, Ysur, the leader of my army’s spellcasters, and my diminutive friend Merenor.”


“You wouldn’t be saying that if I still had my powers,” muttered Merenor.


“Avilandra?” asked Xavier’s mother. “Wha—where—how? Why?”


“All will be told,” said Merenor. “Xavier, if you will.”


Xavier understood, and began to tell the story of stumbling into Avilandra, Lily’s capture, rescuing her from Dracien, journeying through the Wolftooth Mountains, and everything after that. Xavier thought he would never see such incredulity on any human faces. By the end of his tale, he was wishing he had a camera.


“I hope,” said Lord Latrapi, “that you will not be angry at us, nor at your son.”


“How could we be angry at you?” asked Xavier’s mother. “We know this wasn’t your fault, and you did all you could to get our son back to us. If I may ask, how is it that you seem to know so much of our world, yet we know nothing of yours, or any other world for that matter?”


“Ah,” he said. “That is because the governments of your world keep it a deadly secret. I wouldn’t go blathering if I were you.”


Xavier’s parents asked a few more questions, and Wolf couldn’t help asking about some of the items he could see through the window created by the magical pendant.


Finally, Ysur said, “I don’t have the strength to keep sustain this spell much longer. If you wish to say anything, say it now.”


Lily took a step forward, a fresh sea breeze tousling her brown locks. “Xavier,” she said. “I love you.”


Before Xavier could respond, the image disappeared, and the pendant slowly lowered itself to the floor, still shining, though not with the light Xavier wanted. He placed his hand in the air where Lily had been.


“I do too.”

Pronunciation Guide:
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�I think you should add some more description here. How does the father react? Does he let out a gurgling scream? Give us more.


�I'd expect a little more reaction to a father's death than this.


�Detail this conflict. Emotional affects? Has he killed before? How does killing make him feel?


�Show don’t tell. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of swordfights for you to show his skill so there is no need to tell us.


�He’s smiling after seeing his father being killed? No way!


�Keep with the past tense.


�This doesn’t sound like how a 15 year old would think. He’d be shit scared in this situation. Show us some fear.


�This is an action scene, so try and keep thought-chains as short as possible to keep it fast paced.


�On what?


�I gathered so. No need to tell us this.


�“Snuck” is the active form of “was sneaking.” Try and stick to active voice as much as possible.


�This seems like it’s been tacked on. Try and integrate description into actions rather than adding a whole extra sentence just for the sake of description.


�Why? It seems strange that of all forms he could choose, his favorite is a lizard!


�Shouldn’t he be concentrating on the task at hand? This makes him seem incompetent if he’s off with the fairies when he’s meant to be doing an assassination mission.


�It also seems to be in here solely as an excuse to tell us more information. Believe me, information given like this (commonly known as an info dump) will be forgotten. You need to feed information slowly and integrate it better with the rest of the story.


�It feels as though these men appeared out of nowhere. There was no mention of them before even though he was right there next to them.


�“dazedly” sounds a little clumsy.


�You already started talking about the wolf, so using the word “his” would refer to the wolf, not the man.


�This seems tacked on. The dialogue stands better on its own in this instance.


�It didn’t seem to be very effective. You’re contradicting yourself.


�Try to avoid adverbs. They make sentences longer which slows pace, and don’t add much to the story.


�Cliché


�Who’s speaking here?


�Cliché. It also doesn’t seem serious enough.


�He didn’t seem to be in pain before, and the magician hasn’t done anything additional.


�You need to tell who is speaking. I know it’s meant to be the magician, but in a technical sense, since both characters are male, the word “he” references the most recent character to be mentioned – In this case, the lizard.


�The same thing goes for this.


�Try and avoid a co-incidence driven plot. What are the chances of a barrel of water just happening to be there.


�You may want to expand on this. However, since this is the prologue a little narrative summary is okay.


�Fancy alternatives to “said” detract from the writing. There are some tutorial about this in the YWS knowledge base section.


�I mentioned this earlier.


�Exotic punctuation marks such as dashes, semicolons, ellipses etc. should be used in moderation.  They emphasize, but if you emphasize too much the effect is reduced.


�I see what you’re getting at, but “recite the whole dictionary” doesn’t seem to work. It sounds as though she’s giving a lecture, rather than having a conversation as mums do at the shops (Mine sure does!)


�I think a semicolon helps show  that the second part of the sentence is an emphasis on the first.


�Two short sentences are easier to read than one long one.


�You’ve just shown us they’re medieval soldiers by what they’re wearing. No need to tell us as well.


�Active voice keeps the reader aware. Passive voice makes the reader skim through without taking as much in.


�Don’t say “drowsily.” Show that he was drowsy, e.g. dragging his feet, drooping eyelids, etc.


�It seems you’re using dialogue to explain something to the reader, at the expense of its realism. Since it’s obvious that both he and his mum know what the joke last night was, why would he repeat it to her? You’ll have to find another way of letting the reader in on the joke. Perhaps just a quick flashback or something. Or you could mention it earlier at the time he said it.


�You’re already showing this in the next few paragraphs. No need to tell us that they’re talking about what they had done.


�We don’t usually say the person’s name when we speak to them.


�There’s a bit of a jump here. The school’s coming into view, then suddenly they’re walking to class. When did they get off the bus?


�Since you’re telling the story from Xavier’s point of view, if he doesn’t notice then it shouldn’t be in there.


�In the previous sentence you said “he wasn’t interested one bit when he casually glanced upward.” Yet this clearly shows a great deal of interest, or at least reaction. You’re contradicting yourself.


�The italics signify thought, so there is no need for quotation marks as well.


�This seems like quite an important part – so expand on it. Describe it in details.


�Perhaps you could show his embarrassment.


�Didn’t he get hurt?


�Who’s Joseph. Your chucking in an extra character here. I can see where you’re going, but unless the reader already knows Joseph, all effect is lost.


�It strikes me as a little odd that he’s not at all hesitant to tell her about the dream.


�Suddenly is a very overused word. Try and avoid it as much as possible. It’s also an adverb, which shouldn’t be used too much.


�Try not to write long lists like this. Break it up into two sentences.


�It seems a little odd that he’s tapping Xavier on the shoulder to get his attention when they were only just talking to each other.


�Philip was the most recently referenced character, so “he” would refer to Philip.


�This just seems thrown in for no particular reason.


�Rather than put this in as a thought, I would prefer it to be as actual narration in the next paragraph. It’s up to you though. This review is coming from someone who’s not a fan of direct thought (Indirect thought is fine. Direct speech and indirect thought is my preference).


�And just in case you were wondering what indirect thought is – this is it.


�This is unnecessary, and reduces the impact of this sentence.


�There are lots of sentences beginning with “He” here. Try and vary sentence beginnings.


�This seems a very strange thing to do. Can’t he smell that it’s salty?


�No need to state the obvious.


�I’m sure there’s something there.


�Too many sentences starting with “He”


�Where did the driftwood come from. I think you should mention that there was driftwood earlier. Otherwise it seems as though it’s only there because it was convenient at the time.


�Try and express Xavier’s fear better.


�We already know who’s speaking, and the exclamation mark indicates that he exclaimed, so there is no need for this bit.


�Use a different phrase. Lilly just said “I have no idea” so it becomes repetitious.


�This doesn’t really work. I don’t know why exactly, but my suspicion is that it’s from using a metaphor and a simile at the same time.  “tore at their ears” is a metaphor, and “like claws” is a simile.


�I’d advise you to change this for a simpler word. Every time you send a reader to the dictionary you break them away from the story.


�This could be made a lot more dramatic if you didn’t simply state what each of them did. Try and keep in one point of view as well. You jumped from what Lily was doing to what Xavier was doing. If Xavier hadn’t recovered his senses how could he tell what Lily was doing.


�Unnecessary words weaken sentences. If you can cut it, cut it.


�Good – but how do they react emotionally. Surely this would make them cringe.


�Show, don’t tell. Detailing their struggle will show that the remaining four were stronger.


�Break this up into two or more sentences. Short sentences convey tension and quicken pace, which is what you want in this situation.


�You show this anyway when it manages to leap back in time. No need to tell it.


�This sentence is 34 words. Try and keep it below 20.  15 would be ideal. Break up long sentences into multiple sentences. Don’t overdo it though – it’s hard to read something where all sentences are the same length.


�You already mentioned that the subject of the sentence was Xavier and Lily.


�Unnecessary. Some writers don’t seem to like precise measurements. I don’t see why.


�This man doesn’t know they aren’t from his world so, he should seem surprised that they don’t know what the creature is. If it does all those things it’d be well known I assume. It’d be like someone asking you what a Lion was. You’d think they were mad or totally ignorant.


�Why is this what people always eat in all fantasy stories? Try something different. You could even have some exotic new food from this alternate world.


�Having seen the wound, I would have expected a much greater reaction earlier. A cut on the skin hurts enough, but severed muscle – His reaction didn’t match. All you said is that it sent him to one knee.





