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, who 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 was only fifteen, but he was a capable enough swordsman. Even so, he would be killed in a moment if he attempted to fight the man who had killed his father. So 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.

Suddenly, 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 has other things to worry about. He didn’t have to worry about opening the door if the man killed him before he could get there. 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 with his sword 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 was sneaking through the halls of the castle. One that quietly scampered through the shadows of the castle corridor. 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 he 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 the shape of 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.


Dazedly, the 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!” he growled.


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!”


Instantly, 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 down 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. Then, 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 near and dear to 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!” exclaimed 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 dodgeball with some friends on the school football field, and dodgeball 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.

As 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. Medieval soldiers, by the look of them. 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 was furiously twisting and shaking 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, Kate,” 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.


So 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!”



Suddenly, 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 was working 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.

Phillip tapped him on the shoulder. “Go ahead and deny it, but I know and you know.”


Grumbling to himself, he 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. Whatever. 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 and out the bus, 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. For 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.


So this is an ocean. But where am I?


Then he remembered something. Where was Lily? He turned around and scanned the area. Nothing.


“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 it 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!” he exclaimed.


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 don’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 the creatures leaped towards them 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.


Hefting his rock, 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. Though he pushed with all his might, he could not compete with the powerful muscles of the beast he grappled with.


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. This one, however, was faster. 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 him and Lily 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.


About 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.


About 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.
the lack of names in this prologue is leading to pronoun issues: often I can't tell which he and him refers to whom. I don't feel strongly rooted in a character because of a lack of emotional content in this story (which is surprising because it's about the death of somebody's father).�


�passive sentence structure makes the dagger the focus of the sentence, whereas presumably the emphasis is that a guy just CUT HIS FATHER'S THROAT (capitals for emphasis). Instead the text is making me focus on a dagger doing acrobatics.


�Weird simultaneous actions. This sentence literally states that as the boy dashes out he slams the doors shut and kills the guard etc. That's one busy action.


�This is way too analytical and thoughtful for a chaotic fight scene.


�Huh. Cool.


�Infodump, more pronoun issues


�Really like the shapeshifting


this d�ialogue sounds cliched/melodramatic. I'm expecting to hear "Luke, I am your father!" and "Nooooo!" any moment.


�If he’s now just a non-magical lizard, how does he survive this so easily? There’s a huge fall but no sense of impact, no injuries, nothing


�this whole first scene feels unnecessary to me. It’s generic normal-kid stuff, with a side order of generic prophetic dreams that practically all YA fantasy protagonists have


�I want to be impressed with this, but everyone who reads a fantasy novel will know that the protagonist’s prophetic dreams will come true, so it feels predictable to me.


�This reaction doesn’t feel real to me. If someone tells you they’ve dreamed about you, it’s more natural to laugh (assuming it’s a joke) and be uncomfortable/ridicule the suggestion than to actually consider the underlying logic.


�Neither of them have seemed especially witty so far


you're very �exclamation-mark happy in this novel. exclamation marks should be used rarely


�Again, this feels like a totally unrealistic reaction. If this actually happened to you, why on earth would you think you were in another world? It’s far more plausible (since, you know, other worlds don’t exist) to assume that you fell and concussed yourself, you’re dreaming, you’re having some kind of weird seizure, etc.


�Heh. See, this was funny.


�Again, this reaction doesn’t ring true. Unless the other guy is used to 21st-century Earth people spontaneously appearing, he should be surprised that they don’t seem to know basic facts.


�Wait, his idea of how to treat a gash is to apply a tourniquet? Does he want X to get gangrene and die?





A tourniquet is the appropriate treatment for uncontrollable bleeding. It cuts off circulation before you bleed out and die. And when circulation is cut off, pretty soon you get gangrene, your leg rots and you go into septic shock and die.





Rough and ready medical treatment for a lightly bleeding gash on the leg:





* Make Xavier lie down and elevate his leg above the level of his heart to slow the bleeding.


* Apply pressure to the wound until the bleeding stops. Clean out dirt if possible, bearing in mind that germs are not known in this era.


* Bandage it, but use cloth or whatever instead of actual bandages.


* Try not to walk on it in case the bleeding restarts.


�infodump


�yes, it was good luck. More like a massive coincidence to ensure that the characters don’t actually have to use their ingenuity to surmount this problem.


�PoV violation


Needs a scene break


�kingdoms have kings, empires have emperors.


this sounds �a lot like Generic Fantasy Prophecy #407 - how is this prophecy different and unique to the ones everyone else is using?


�A bow is not a precision weapon at distance from horseback. The bow is a saturation weapon - you have a hundred archers and use them to pepper the place with arrows.


�What? How? Bows are pretty tough - they don’t just spontaneously snap. (The bowstring might snap under stress, I guess.) 


�Heh. I like him already.


�Why does lizard dude want to get involved? He’s going to get himself stamped on.


�Also funny.


�infodump


�wait. What? The lizard in the prologue had his magic removed, so it can’t be this lizard. There are TWO shapeshifted lizards running around?


�Who told Merenor about computers and video games? X didn’t mention it.


�How can a predator be confused as to whether X is a dead animal? X is giving off body heat, his heart is beating which should be audible to the wolf, he's breathing which should also be audible, he smells like human rather than like rotting flesh - I can’t understand how the wolf can possibly be confused here.


again, I'm finding this very generic and cliched�


�this doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. Beating someone to a pulp spills their blood whether you use an edged weapon or not, especially since Xavier is hitting him in the face. What made Merenor think Xavier wouldn’t break his nose and get covered in his blood anyway?





This whole Maizion scene seems desultory and out of place.


Written notices would be pointless in this time period because nobody can read. �Town criers are used to spread news. Posters weren’t widespread until the advent of the printing press.


�Merenor is a massive deus ex machina who solves all of X’s problems: the food, Maizion, this …


�Uh … no. X is a kid with a short sword with which he is totally untrained and more likely to hurt himself than anyone else. The other guy is a big, fully-grown, strong adult with a knife with which I assume he is trained. And X is able to kill him? What is the other guy doing, sleeping? 


�Derailing the action for another infodump


�where on earth did Merenor learn this word?  


�I wonder why this poor guy is deemed so completely evil and everyone hates him. I feel rather sorry for him.





