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PROLOGUE

The Great Secret




KING PLUTO TREMBLED in the shadows. His master had summoned him with a wolflike howl that left him shaking. Something was terribly wrong, he could tell. The howl was tinged with too much excitement. Maybe anger. Did his master think he had turned against him? Told somebody their plans? He would never dream of that.

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

Another howl from his master ripped through his soul, silent to all but him. Pluto winced from its pain. He tried, as usual, to choke it back, but his body responded with a howl of his own. A couple nearby turned to stare at him. He wiped his nose with his sleeve, hoping to play it off as an overblown sneeze.

King Pluto, pulling down his black knit cap, crossed the street into the open arms of La Place des Yeux du Monde. Bright lights glared inside, but a blind man in a dark smock ushered him into a small drawing room lit only by a hearth fire.

The blind servant felt for a chair and pulled it toward the fire. “For your warmth, your highness.” He then rushed out of the room, scurrying like a mole through the depths of the complex.

King Pluto sank into the plush chair, his scepter in his hand. Who would think that a king would come to have a master? But Thanatos Argus Baskania offered him more than he could ever have alone. He was always there for Pluto, the father he never had. When Pluto’s own father was alive, he was busy with his kingdom in Cyprus. And when he visited he had eyes only for Pluto’s brother. It was always Piter this, Piter that…and Posey was his darling girl. But the most Pluto would get was a wink. “You don’t mind, do you, Pluto? We’ll just be gone a bit. Piter promised to show me how he could speak to plants.” Speaking to plants! Please! What fascinating thing is a plant going to say? It made him want to throw up.

Pluto rubbed his head. His father never cared about what he could do. When he finally learned to create a force field around himself, Pluto had been so excited to show him. At last his father would be proud. Pluto was up all night before that visit—he still remembered it like yesterday, and it was over four hundred years ago—but his father barely noticed him when he arrived.

Pluto had stood there, blue flares of electricity swarming around him like a giant bubble on the grass. His father waved it off and said, “Your brother Piter made a force field around the whole castle. That must’ve been ten years ago. Try that next time, son. Get Piter to show you how.” Then he walked away. Pluto had stood there, frozen in his force field, afraid to let it down because someone might see the tears streaming down his face. He felt like an idiot.

But his master understood. Thanatos Baskania showed up in his room that very morning. Pluto wondered how Baskania knew his feelings. But he helped Pluto realize how his anger could make him stronger. Thanatos believed in Pluto. He showed him a world of magic that Piter could never do, would never try to do. Black magic. Power over power.

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

“Rise, son.” The Shadow Prince was tall and broad, with silver-gray hair, a crooked nose, and thin lips that pointed down in a permanent sneer. Today, six eyes peered from his wide, pale face. Just enough to keep surveillance. One of them, a steely blue eye, swept over Pluto’s face. “You are worried, Pluto,” he said. “But your fears are unfounded. I have called you here to share good news—and prepare you for what you must do.” Baskania pulled a silver eye with a coal pupil out of his pocket and absentmindedly stroked it.

King Pluto felt his body relax. The warmth of the fire soaked through the layers of his fur.

Baskania’s voice lowered to a purr. “A way has presented itself. For six hundred years I’ve tried to attain the Final Magic, but it has evaded me. The closer I get, the more difficult it has been to learn. I have gained more power and mastered more knowledge than anyone on earth, but I cannot rest until the last powers are known to me. Complete control over life and death, the earth, and everyone on it.” His six eyes all flashed at the glorious thought.

“There was a secret that for years I could not bear to hear discussed. My dear grandmother Cassandra heard its prophecy right before her death. She had pried it, in a sense, from the hands of the Fates. And then she was murdered. I remember her simple note said the secret was hidden in a miniature—maybe it was a charm or a little statue…I never understood.”

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

“Of course you will play a role. It is time to deal with the monsters. That will help me exert my new influence.” He smiled. “As will, of course, the dragon eyes.”

“And Erec Rex…” Pluto threw a glance at the third person in the room, who had yet to say a word.

The Shadow Prince’s eyes twinkled. “Ah, yes. I have plans for him. After I pluck his eye out, I will dispose of him quickly.”

“But…the Great Secret? Is it possible?”

Several of Baskania’s eyes curved with silent laughter. “Soon the world will kneel to us. Let’s say I will have the help of someone who’s passed this way long ago, someone whose very life has been passed into me.”

“Your grandmother, Cassandra? But how?”

Baskania pulled a clump of frilly leaves with tiny blue flowers from his pocket. “With these…”









CHAPTER ONE

Seeing Green





DEAR EREC,

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


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

XXXXOOOO,
 An Admirer



Erec reread the pink frilly letter for the tenth time. It had appeared yesterday in the grass in a shiny hard shell when he was throwing a ball outside with his brother Trevor. One moment he was rolling in the dirt, and the next it was just there, gleaming white in the sun, the words “Erec Rex” printed neatly on the side. He picked it up, curious. Trails of slime oozed from the shell, but the pink letter poking out was dry. He almost had it memorized, especially the part about the girl thinking about him, and of course all those Xs and Os.

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

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

But what he found out recently—that his mother knew magic, that he had been born in Alypium, and that he was destined to be king there—took away any feeling of normalcy he’d ever had. Alypium was one of the three Kingdoms of the Keepers, where magic was still known, along with the underground Aorth, and Ashona, which was under the seas. Not that Erec planned to actually perform the twelve dangerous quests to become king. In fact, there was a big problem he could not ignore. He now knew that becoming king would destroy him completely.

Erec rolled over and read the letter again. For the first time in a long time, his alarm clock had not woken him early. What a relief. Maybe the thing finally realized it was summer…now that summer was at an end. The clock usually woke him by throwing things at him. It was one of the strange, lifelike objects that Erec had grown up with, like his juggling coat rack. His mother had gotten them from the Kingdoms of the Keepers.

He glanced at the clock and then sat up, not believing his eyes. It stood in a small pool of water, beeping softly. His mother’s magical Seeing Eyeglasses were perched on its round face. Small tearlike droplets dripped down its numbers as it peered through the glasses. The clock was like an annoying pet, always waking him up too early, but now it looked pathetic. When he picked the glasses up, the clock came with them, blinking sadly. Erec pulled, but the glasses stuck firmly to its face.

“Oh, no.” Erec smacked his forehead. He had left the glasses out last night, thinking about using them to check on his best friend, Bethany. He had not done it, and now he regretted taking them out at all. They were impossible to take off anybody, maybe even an alarm clock.

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

But the problem was the scepter. It still haunted him day and night. His dreams were ravaged with thoughts of holding its slick gold, streams of its power flowing through his body. It kept calling for him. From the first moment he had held it, he’d wanted the scepter badly, would do anything to get it. But since he had come home to Upper Earth, his craving for it had grown, and he realized what it had done to him. His mind wandered to it all the time, and not with thoughts of helping people with it or learning about its magic. No. Erec wanted it in his bones. He wanted its power. He wanted to join it…lose himself in it…use it to complete his will.

His desire for it completely overwhelmed him.

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

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

 

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

Danny and Sammy, his thirteen-year-old twin brother and sister, stood across the room staring at him and whispering. They looked alike, tall and thin with soft blue eyes. Danny’s sandy brown hair stood on end, and Sammy’s was smoothed into a ponytail. Ever since he returned from Alypium four weeks ago, they had been acting strangely—following him around, eyes glued on him like they’d never seen him before. It was almost like they were spying on him. His adoptive mother, June, had said they just wanted to keep an eye out for him since he had been missing for so long. But they certainly did not seem like their old selves. Danny had not cracked a single joke, and Sammy was not acting motherly at all. In fact, they seemed serious all the time.

“Excuse me, guys.” Erec squeezed between the twins’ shoulders into the bathroom. His toothbrush, another lifelike object his mother had bought from the Vulcan store in the Kingdoms of the Keepers, sprang into action. It grabbed an open tube of toothpaste with its arms and legs, rested its bristle head over the opening, and squeezed until a big glob of white popped onto its face. Like a monkey, it swung hand over foot up to Erec’s face where, grabbing his mouth, it shook its head dizzyingly across Erec’s teeth.

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

Then he sighed. It was just Danny and Sammy. “You guys scared me. Are you under orders to follow me or something?”

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

And then the image faded.

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

June, his adoptive mother, had come down the hallway. “Are you okay?” Erec shrugged, not sure if he was all right or not.

“Your eye turned around and the dragon-eye side was showing,” she said in awe. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It glowed like a green light, with a long black slit in the middle. Then it turned back so fast I couldn’t believe it.” Concerned, she brushed hair from his face. “Did you see something through it?”

Erec rubbed his shoulders, feeling unsettled. “You don’t want to know.”

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind.” Erec did not want to admit he’d had such a horrible thought. He walked back to his cot. What was that all about? This was the first time he had seen through the dragon’s eye since he got it…and he didn’t like what he saw. What made it happen now? And why did the vision have to be so terrible?

He had been glad to have the dragon eye. It was so much better than the glass one he’d had before. Now he could see through both eyes. But what if the dragon eye wasn’t so great? What if it was evil? A chill crept through him. What if the dragon eye was going to make him do things like his cloudy thoughts did—only bad things? Was it going to make him really hurt Danny? No. He wouldn’t let it.

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

June went into the kitchen and came back with a letter. “This came yesterday. I forgot to give it to you.”

He opened it.


Dear Erec,

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

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

Your friend,
 Bethany



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









CHAPTER TWO

Police Officerssss




EREC WAS NOT sure what to pack for his trip to Alypium. The last time he had brought nothing at all. He couldn’t help feeling like he was making a big mistake. A dream he’d had last night about the scepter was his most vivid one yet. It started the same as usual. He made a command. The scepter’s energy started at his fingertips and streamed through his body, building into a roar. Usually he did not remember the command, but this time he was ashamed to remember it only too well. He had told it that he wanted to rule the world. And as the scepter did his bidding—making everybody drop to their knees and bow down to him—he’d heard his enemy, Baskania, laughing wildly.

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

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

 

When Erec appeared, Zoey was eating Flying Count cereal in the kitchen. She ran to his side. “Tell me about the destroyers in the dungeon again. Did you almost die?” Erec laughed. Since he had been back, his younger siblings, Trevor, Nell, and Zoey, couldn’t get enough of his stories.

Trevor downed a mouthful of Magnon Fiber and leaned forward eagerly.

Erec sat down and Zoey climbed into his lap. “It was nothing. I just threw paper on all their noses with a wooden arm, and they dropped like flies.”

Zoey’s eyes were big, but June rolled hers. “All right, hero. Eat some breakfast, we’ll hop a train to Grand Central in New York, and I’ll walk you to FES Station.”

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

“In an unprecedented move, Eye of the World has just purchased the famous Chunnel connecting Great Britain to the European continent. The Channel Tunnel, previously not for sale, was won after billions of dollars filtered to the controlling governments. Many are expressing fears about Eye of the World having too much control. Its leader, the elusive Crown Prince of Peace, already owns Sky Limit, the megacorp controlling most of the world’s air traffic. He explains, ‘Eye of the World is taking the mission of peace into its own hands. Governments have abused the trust of their people long enough, using their power over transportation to wage wars as they please. We are simply creating a network of safety and peace that is unbreakable for the good of all.’”

June switched off the television, a sour look on her face. Danny and Sammy huddled, whispering, then insisted on walking with Erec and June to FES Station that led to the Kingdoms of the Keepers and Alypium. Eleven-year-old Nell pushed aside her walker to hug Erec good-bye, then came skinny red-haired Trevor, and finally Zoey squeezed him too, flinging her long blond curls in his face.

June slipped thirty dollars to the short, pudgy hot dog vendor at Grand Central Station. “I’ll check in with you as soon as I can get those glasses off your alarm clock,” she told Erec. “And e-mail me. If you need anything, just come home through a Port-O-Door.”

“All right, Mom.”

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

“Oh, no you don’t,” June said. “You’re starting school soon, and you need to stay with the family.” She snatched the money from the vendor’s fist. “Where did you get this?”


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

June’s eyes narrowed at the now confused Gerard, who dropped the money back into her hand. “Hey, this isn’t family therapy,” he said. “I’m running a business here.” He looked over Sammy’s shoulder at the next customer in a growing line. “Yeah, whadda ya want?”

June’s face was red with embarrassment. “We’ll talk about this when we get home.” She threw withering glances at Danny and Sammy. “We discussed this, and I said no. You start school soon and we don’t have a tutor lined up for you in Alypium. There is no reason for you to go there.”

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

“Sammy!” June spun her around. “We will discuss this later. It’s time you two pulled yourselves together. Everyone’s home now. We’re all okay. Let’s have a fresh start.” She held her hand out to Gerard for the money.

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

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

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

Danny sneered. “Shut up, Erec. It’s none of your business.” He turned to Gerard. “Keep the money. We’re going with him.”

Gerard looked back and forth confused. Finally he shrugged his shoulders. “Password?”

June stepped forward. “No!”


Suddenly, the world around Erec vanished. Instead, he found himself standing in the middle of a green cyclone, rooted to the earth by his feet. His hands stretched into the swirling vortex around him. Everything glowed an unreal shade of green, like he had stepped into a comic book. Thin cobwebs filled the air. He was dizzy and sick, and his stomach rose into his throat.

It was almost as if…

It was.

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

Fire felt like it was shooting from his fingertips. He was strong, energized. He could do anything. It was like the power of the trident was inside him.

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

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

What kind of craziness was this? Hurt his brother? Just because he wanted to come to Alypium? No. He wouldn’t do it.

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

And then he saw it. There was a glint in Danny’s hand. Something sharp flew from his fingers as Erec tackled him. He shoved Danny onto the sidewalk, held him down, heart pounding. What was that thing he had been holding? Danny stared at him wildly, a thin trickle of blood running from his lip.

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

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

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

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

Danny glared at him. “A mirror. I had something stuck in my teeth.”

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

June laid her hand on his arm. “Are you going to be okay?” Erec nodded. “Maybe Danny and Sammy should keep an eye on you, after all. Come home, you two, and we’ll talk about it. Erec.” Her hand tightened its grip on him. “Be careful. After that stunt I have half a mind to keep you home. But you have a big job to do. I’ll check on you soon with the glasses.” She sighed. “Good luck with your first quest to be king.”

Little did Erec know how much he would need it.

 

The swarm of activity in FES Station came as a jolt after the four weeks Erec had spent in quiet, predictable Upper Earth. A thick, lifeless feeling penetrated the air. It was from the Substance, the invisible network that held all magic. Substance ran through Aitherplanes throughout the world, but more of it was in the Kingdoms of the Keepers, which made it easier to do magic there. For some reason, in the Kingdoms it gave off a sad ache that surrounded everyone, weighing on hearts and minds like an unsolvable problem. Erec knew from before that he would adjust to it in a day or two. After that, he would only notice it on occasion, with melancholy twinges.

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

Even with the heavy feeling from the Substance, Erec still grinned at the people flying under the sixty-foot-high ceilings. Women and men raised their arms and sailed up into the wind tunnel of the Skyway, the passageway for people who could fly. Erec had flown before with the help of dragon-scale dust, and Bethany had too, by using heli powder. Everyone in the Kingdoms of the Keepers was born with a magical gift. Erec wished his was flying; he would love to do it all the time. But then again, his gift of cloudy thoughts had helped him quite a bit.

Thin wooden doors appeared and vanished all around the walls of the station. Erec immediately recognized them as Port-O-Doors, magical doorways that took people where they wanted to go, and vanished when they returned. Some of the doors shrunk to fit under food counters. Erec saw a woman stumble out of a shrunken door straight into a luggage rack, spilling coffee on herself and muttering.

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

A tall man with hair greased over a large bald spot appeared in front of him, clearing his throat and squinting through his monocle. “And what do you think you are doing? Stealing my luggage, I presume?” He crossed his arms. “You look familiar. I better call the police.”

“No, please.” Erec looked at the suitcase more closely. It was dark blue like his own, but taller and without wheels. The thing happily trotted to the man’s side. “I’m sorry. I thought it was mine.”

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

The man glared at Erec. “Just you wait. President Inkle has gotten a lot tougher on criminals. You’ll sit in a dungeon, or at least get a nasty memory implant for this.”

Erec remembered how King Piter, the king of Alypium, had punished Earl Evirly with a memory implant. He did not want to spend the rest of his life with terrible memories of rotting away in a cell, sure that it really happened even though it had not. “But I wasn’t trying to—”

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

All of the officers eyed Erec harshly, swaying back and forth like snakes. “Ssssso, thissssss is the thief?” the cop in the conquistador helmet asked. “Tsssssk, tsssssk, young man. You will learn sssssoon, crime does not pay.”

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

A sudden flash of light surprised Erec. The tall man who’d called the police had just snapped his picture. The police officers slid closer on their tails, hissing. Erec wondered how they could catch him without arms. Then the one in the Dutch farm girl’s hat tilted back his head and opened his mouth wider than seemed possible. Two long fangs jutted from under his top lip, and a terrible sizzling sound came from his throat. His head wagged in excitement, tilting sideways as he approached Erec.

That’s when he realized how they were going to catch him. By biting him.

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

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

A scream gargled in the back of Erec’s throat as he pushed his way past people, leaping on his toes across the room. The snake men slid behind him, knocking people out of their way. Erec ran faster, flinging himself behind the counter of a coffee shop.

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

The officer hissed loudly and looked back at her, furious. Erec leapt over the counter and ran toward an UnderWear shop. He wished he could fly to escape the snakelike officers. But what he saw next changed his mind. Two of them were soaring toward him, wiggling through the air like worms in dirt. Their fangs glistened in the light.

As he was looking over his shoulder, Erec tripped over a walking duffle bag and crashed to the floor. The snakes slid closer, mouths open. He scrambled to get away, but they were faster, closing in on him. One of them opened wide, fangs poised above Erec’s leg.

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

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

A chuckle burst out over his head. “It’s a good thing I was here, Erec. Wouldn’t want to lose you now. You have too many things to do.”

The man who approached him made the snakelike officers look normal. His piercing green eyes were surrounded by thick olive-colored scales, scattered over blotches of pink skin. The scales covered most of his head, making him bald. His wide nose protruded forward along with his jaw, causing him to look like a reptile, and his mouth was long and wide.

The man cleared his throat. “I suppose you’re gawking because of my looks?”

Erec shook his head, stunned.

“I understand,” the man said. He paced, his hands fluttering in constant motion like birds. “It’s the first time you’ve seen me like this. Nasty, isn’t it? A wicked boy did this to me a long time ago. This is a great improvement over the crocodile head he gave me, though. Did you know that if your looks are changed, you can never go back to what you were before?” He grimaced. “I’m sorry. Let me introduce myself. My name is Rosco Kroc. I’m your friend Oscar’s tutor.”

Erec dumbly shook his hand.

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

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

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

He wasn’t sticking around to find out.









CHAPTER THREE

The Real Erec Rex Is Dead




GROUPS OF TEN people entered the pellet-shaped compartments that shot forward in bursts into a dark tunnel. Erec was soon ushered into a large capsule with a clear window in front. He sat in the second row next to a round woman with a blond mustache. His head lurched back as the capsule shot into the tunnel. A small headlight showed whirlwinds of liquid dirt whizzing by.

Erec turned to the woman next to him. “What’s in this tunnel, mud?”


She raised her eyebrows. “You’ve never traveled before, boy? This is a subterranean river. Some of it is mud, and some is the plasma they pump through here to keep it clean.”

Erec winced at the sight. It looked anything but clean. They hit a rocky spot, and the capsule bounced roughly against stones jutting from the wall. The woman tutted, shaking her head. “That’s plaque building up on the walls. They’ll have to fix this artery soon or abandon it. Every now and then a pod gets stuck in a tight artery. It can be hours or days before it works itself free,” she complained. “Last time that happened, there was a huge earthquake in Japan.”

Within minutes the little ship shot into the daylight and slammed to a stop. Erec staggered, feeling seasick, into Alypium Station. He found the luggage counter and pointed to his suitcase. The luggage clerk poked it and looked at him sadly. “Sorry, mate. It’s not moving. I think it’s sick.”

Erec held back a laugh, and lifted his suitcase off the rack. He dragged it behind him amid the other frolicking and leaping bags. He exchanged his money for three silver shires and seven paper Bils, then found the bus in the outskirts of Alypium.

 

The cloudy citadel, that huge wall of clouds that surrounded and protected Alypium, shot into the skies ahead of them. Erec’s bus waited for a green light before it drove through a long tunnel in the clouds.

When it burst through into Alypium, the sun shone hot. The picturesque town gleamed brighter than he remembered. The grass looked impossibly green, and the sky glowed like a cornflower in bloom.

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


Maybe he should write her back. The worst that could happen was she wouldn’t answer. He wondered if he might be encouraging somebody completely unappealing to fall for him. But no. Who was he kidding? Nobody would fall for him from a letter. Plus, his admirer seemed appealing enough, judging from her flowery handwriting and scented stationery.

He took out the pen and paper from his pocket and wrote:


Dear admirer,

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

Erec



He folded the paper fast and stuck it into the shell envelope which instantly sealed itself shut. The directions about throwing it into the dirt seemed odd, but Erec had become used to odd things this summer. He opened the bus window and tossed it onto the grass. The envelope glommed into a thick white blob and disappeared.

There was no taking it back now. Oh well, he hadn’t said much to worry about. Might as well forget about it.

Two signs twinkled with lights on the lawn of the Green House, where President Inkle lived. One read FREEDOM, LIBERTY, AND JUSTICE: IT’S THE ALYPIAN WAY. The other sign glittered PROTECT YOUR RIGHTS. THEY ARE ALL YOU HAVE. Farther on, swarms of people marched with signs in the yard of a golden turreted building.


He turned to a man with a high, wrinkled forehead who sat next to him. “What’s going on there?”

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

Erec nodded and said, “Balor Stain.” Balor was one person Erec dreaded seeing again. He had competed against Erec in contests to become king and cheated every step of the way. Erec had won the contests, and the scepter and a stone called the Lia Fail had identified him as the next true king. He alone should be allowed to do the twelve quests that were the path to becoming king. It was ridiculous that Balor and his friends would be allowed to do the quests with him—or against him.

The man next to him murmured something about Balor Stain being all right, but Erec’s eyes were drawn to some of the banners as the bus sped by the picketers. Their signs were confusing, and he only caught a few words:…DOZED FOR TEN YEARS, AND NOW HE WANTS TO BULLDOZE YOUR RIGHTS…Who could that be about? Not King Piter?

Erec’s breath caught as he saw Castle Alypium towering over the city, glowing and sparkling like he had never seen it. It looked impressive and royal now that it was upright. King Piter had set the castle on its side right before he was hypnotized, which had made it look like a huge comb dropped from outer space. After Erec rescued him, the king had set it upright again.

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

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

“So glad to finally meet you. So, so glad.” The man sounded like a congested saxophone. “I’ve waited here since I got the word. It’s been weeks now. My name is Pimster Peebles, call me, um, Mr. Peebles.” He smiled and cocked his head, mussing Erec’s hair like a long lost relative.

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

Peebles’s high voice shot up and down like a wobbly roller coaster. “Oh, no, no. But you will. I’m to be your sowcery tutor.” He stuck his thumbs in his armpits and puffed his chest, face glowing with pride.

“My sorcery tutor?”

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

Erec felt even more uncomfortable as the man’s chin jutted high into the air. He cleared his throat. “Nice to meet you. I better find my room now, and my friends. Maybe I’ll see you later.”

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

Peebles gave Erec a key to a room that was a far cry from his old dorm. Three thick mattresses were piled high on the bed, and a step stool to climb up on top of them stood nearby. Plush plum-colored carpets covered the floor, and the windows overlooked the castle gardens. A table was set with sandwiches, lemonade, fruit, and a tray of desserts on white cloth. The only thing missing that Balor’s room had had was a large screen and video game chairs. Erec played with the dimmer on the chandelier until Mr. Peebles cleared his throat.

His nose twitched like a rabbit. “Ahem. Once you are settled may we begin your formal tutowing? I am eager to start, but you may want a day to adjust. You are a complete beginner, wight?”

Erec nodded. His mother had told him she had arranged a tutor, but he had assumed it was just for regular subjects like math, not magic. He smiled. This would be great. “How often do we meet?”

A broad grin spread over Mr. Peebles’s face. “That, of course, vawies widely from tutor to tutor, but I like to take up a lot of my appwentices’ time. You will meet with me evewy afternoon from one to four. In the mornings from nine until noon you will work with Miss Ennui, your academic tutor. Let’s meet tomowow at the fwont castle entwance at one. I will accompany you to buy your first wemote contwol.” Mr. Peebles beamed.

“My what?”

“Your wemote contwol. Don’t you know what that is?” He made flipping motions with his fingers in the air.

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

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

After Erec unpacked, he wandered through the castle. The dormitories were gone. At the entrance to the west wing, where the king lived, a whiskered man sat behind an ornate desk. He let Erec right in.

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

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

Erec’s nose twitched. Ugry smelled as rancid as usual. “I think I made things a little better around here,” Erec said. “I certainly helped King Piter snap back to normal.”

Ugry snarled. “You got lucky. Don’t count on it a second time. I might not be so ready to help you, especially seeing as how you’re so eager to lay your hands on the king’s scepter and throw him off of his throne.”

Ugry wasn’t going to scare him this time. “I don’t want to throw anybody off of anywhere. I just want to make sure the wrong people don’t end up in power.”

“And you’re the right person, of course.” He glared, eyes boring into Erec. “Be warned. I’ll be watching you.” In a swoosh of black, Ugry disappeared.

 

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

“Awesome.”

“We’ve been waiting for you.”

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

“In you go!” Amid grins and giggles, the three tossed Erec into the water. He stumbled to his feet and spit a small fountain into the pool. “What are you guys still doing here?”

Jack smiled, brushing his blond hair from his eyes. “I’m starting my apprenticeship in magic. The best tutors are in Alypium, and my dad says I should learn things right. We’re staying at an apprentice boarding house.”

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


Jack squinted. “I’m not sure hero is the right word.”

Oscar glared at him, then smirked. “Anyway, that means we’ll see you every day. All the magic tutors meet with their apprentices in Paisley Park right outside the castle grounds. I’ll look for you there.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Stay away from Oscar when he’s with his tutor,” he warned Erec. “He likes to practice on his friends.”

“I met Rosco,” Erec said. “He saved me from the…Well, I had a small problem with the police on the way here.”

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

“Cool!” Oscar said. “Rosco is the best.”

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

“You’re kidding.” Oscar scratched his head. “I’ve been hinting at this all month. My tutor, Rosco, keeps saying you’ll invite me, but I didn’t believe him. I thought you’d hog the king to yourself forever.”

Bethany blushed. “Erec’s back. It’s a special occasion.”

Oscar shook his head. “Funny how Rosco is always right.”

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

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

Bethany shrugged off his concern. “If you win we’ll bury the scepter somewhere. Or we’ll melt it down or get rid of it. Don’t worry. I’m just glad you are going to try.” She patted his shoulder. “Balor won’t stand a chance. You are the rightful ruler anyway, right?” She grinned and fell with her back stiff into the water, then swept an arm across it, spraying droplets into everyone’s faces. She seemed much happier than Erec remembered her.

He wished he felt that way. “I’ve got that heavy, awful feeling from the Substance, like when we first came here. I hope it goes away soon.” He splashed his feet in the water. “You happy here?”

“Loving it.” Bethany flung her hands to the sky, sending showers of drops raining down on them. “Look at me. I’m swimming. Playing in the water. Not slaving day and night for Earl Evirly at his dumb newsstand and waiting on him hand and foot.” She closed her eyes with a big smile. “I have everything I never had. Piter gave me a whole suite in the west wing, and he even built a mansion for me attached to the castle. Servants buy me dresses and books. They’ll make me hot chocolate in the middle of the night if I want. I have my own hot tub with different-smelling bubbles in it every day. And I got the fanciest remote control from Medea’s. There is even a slide in my room that takes me down to a special library filled with…the hardest math books I’ve ever seen!” She jumped up and down and squealed.

Oscar rolled his eyes and Jack laughed.

“No wonder you’re so happy,” Erec said. She was unbelievable at math. “You have everything.”

Bethany waved away all she had. “I’d be happy with nothing as long as I had Piter. I know he’s not really my father, but he’s as close as they come. Sure, the stuff I get is great, but it’s so much better to finally have someone want to give me something. He said he’s starting to think of me like his own daughter.” She beamed, then turned serious. “You know, Piter found out some things about me. I was born in Alypium, like you, Erec. My parents were Ruth and Tre Cleary. Ruth Cleary was King Piter’s old AdviSeer. My parents were both killed the night King Piter’s wife, Queen Hesti, and their triplets died. And I have an older brother named Pi. He’s on the Alypium Sky springball team.” Erec’s jaw dropped in amazement. Springball was his favorite sport. He remembered Pi Cleary, and he was great. “I haven’t met him yet, but I will when the team gets back in town.”

“Wow, I had no idea.” Erec paused, thinking about what she had said. “That’s awful about your parents. Are you okay?”

Bethany nodded. “I’ve known my parents were dead since I was little. At least now I know who they were. They sound like they were great. And now I know where I get my love of math. My mom was a whiz. I guess that’s what made her a good seer. King Piter says I’ll be just as good, so I have a special tutor.”

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

Oscar rolled his eyes. “Yeah, March thirteenth, 1510. We had to learn all about it in history.”

Jack grinned. “It’s not a common last name, and she was a great seer too. I bet she’s in your family! She gave the Lia Fail to Alypium—that stone that screamed to show Erec was the rightful ruler during the coronation. Plus she told everyone how the scepters fly to the future kings and queens too. And then when Piter, Posey, and Pluto showed up on April eleventh, 1510, as babies, it all happened just like she said. So everyone knew they were the true rulers.”

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

As if reading his thoughts, Jack said, “Did you ever find your father, Erec?”


Erec shook his head. He had spent most of his life hating his father and was not sure that he wanted to find him. “He’s probably somewhere in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. He can find me if he wants. My only memory of him is a recurrent nightmare from when he deserted me on the streets. His boss found me under a bush and called my father an idiot. His boss said, ‘The child is useful.’ Real heartwarming.”

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

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

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

Bethany frowned, then shrugged. “Okay, but he might not want to. All his things are in there.”

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

 

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


He found Bethany in the west wing dining hall. Light from the glittering crystal chandeliers glinted off the ornate glass goblets on the table.

Bethany giggled. “Maybe later we can explore the catacombs under the castle. They were covered up for ten years when it was on its side. I hear it’s spooky down there.” She sat down. “How is your mom? Will she be safe on Upper Earth now?”

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

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

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

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

“This is Jam,” Bethany said. “He calls me madam.”

The man stood up. His dark hair was slicked tightly against his head, parted way to the side, with little curls dancing around the bottom. Gray-green eyes sparkled in his otherwise composed face. He spoke with an English accent. “Young sir, my name is Jam Crinklecut. I am the majordomo, the butler in charge of the house staff of the west wing. It is my pleasure to serve young sir and modom. If you need anything at all, please ring me on the house phone in your chambers.” He bowed again.

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

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

Bethany shot Erec a strange look as they all sat down.

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

A deep chuckle erupted from the king. He tapped his finger twice on the table. At the first tap a pen appeared, followed by paper. King Piter signed and handed the paper to Oscar with a smile.

Oscar stared solemnly at the signature. “I’m keeping this forever.”

“Erec.” The king’s blue eyes blazed. “I’m glad you’re back. I’ll notify the Bureau of Bureaucrats.” His face turned sour and he cleared his throat. “I’m sure they’ll contact you soon with your first quest.”

Servants rushed in with platters of hamburgers, grilled cheese, pizza, and desserts, along with healthier but more austere Alypian specialties. The king’s plate was filled with unidentifiable green mush.

“I remember my first quest,” he chuckled. “Four hundred ninety-one years ago. We had to save a dragon gone mad from disease. Pluto, Posey, and I researched how to save him, with help from our tutors, of course. We made a healing formula and threw a huge net over him while he was asleep—not so easy, I can tell you. Of course he woke up. Pluto distracted him so I could rush from behind and inject the formula. Posey had a spray to knock him out if we needed it. We thought we had it covered. But he sent me flying with his tail, and Posey’s spray sailed into the bushes.” He shook his head. “We were nine years old. It’s a miracle we survived. Pluto ran away. Luckily he tripped over a huge snake, and he screamed and jumped so wildly that the dragon stopped to watch him. Then Pluto fell face-first in the mud. I think the noise he made when he got up scared even the dragon. Pluto saved us in his own funny way, although he never would see it like that. Aoquesth didn’t even notice when I injected the medicine.”

Erec’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you say Aoquesth?”

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

Bethany looked confused. “What Al’s Well?”

The king’s eyes crinkled. “Al’s Well and Ed’s Well are our only two taps into the waters of the Fates. Ed’s Well gives visions of the future, but it is highly guarded in a place called Earth’s Edge, where the Fates live. Al’s Well is where you’ll draw your quests to become king. I hear they have new fixtures there.” King Piter’s eyes sparkled. “You will find that the things you must do become entwined with you. They are a part of your fate.” He shook his head. “It’s a miracle, really.”

Oscar said, “My tutor Rosco can tell the future too, I think…at least my future.”

King Piter frowned. “There are only a few people who can truly tell the future, gifted people like Bethany who will someday be a great seer.” Bethany beamed at the praise. “Anybody else who says they can see the future is a little suspect. And speaking of suspect…Erec, the Bureau of Bureaucrats will oversee your twelve quests. The process used to be much simpler.” He leaned forward. “You may not be aware of their presence, but they are observing you. Do understand, they will not help you if you are in trouble.”

Erec was not looking forward to it. “What will I have to do?”

“Your quests may include anything at all. There is no way I can prepare you for them. They are not contests but are steps that will make you stronger on your path to becoming a king. The waters from Al’s Well will see into your past and future and direct you as necessary. Normally, the three future rulers do the quests together. Since you are the only one known to be the next true king, you may take two friends to help with each quest, but they will not join you as rulers.”

Oscar’s eyes widened. “What if I solve the quest myself? Could I be king?”

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

Erec frowned. “It seems silly that I’m supposed to be the true king just because I won those contests.”

The king chuckled. “Is that why you think you are meant to be king?” He set down a spoon on the table. “Well, I can understand that. It’s best that you don’t know the real reason now. But the contests were fake, staged as an excuse to make the Stain boys rulers. Being king is your destiny.”

The idea made Erec’s head begin to hurt. What was Piter talking about? He was just a normal kid. Well, maybe not. Normal kids didn’t get slammed with information like this every other minute. His stomach tightened. He was sick of people keeping things from him, and it was happening again. He said to King Piter, “Actually, I don’t care what is best for me. I’d like to know right now why I’m destined to be a king.” He slapped his hand on the table.

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

The king looked uncomfortable. “All will be revealed before too long, I promise. Let’s just say you come by it genetically.”

Erec could not believe it. “That’s all you’re telling me? What do I come by genetically? I don’t feel like waiting to find out who I really am.”

“The only problem,” said the king, “is that this knowledge is dangerous.”

Erec glared daggers at King Piter. The king cleared his throat and smiled apologetically. Oscar slurped his pizza and Jack munched on cloud loaf in silence.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, which flew open a moment later. Behind a befuddled Jam Crinklecut stood Danny and Sammy. Their eyes fixed on Erec with relief.

“These two insisted on finding you right away.” Jam nodded to Erec. “They said they are your brother and sister.”

Erec looked at them in wonder. “Does Mom know you’re here?”

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

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

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

Sammy blinked at the king. “Since we are Erec’s brother and sister, can we help him with the quests?”

That was odd. Erec wondered how she knew he could have helpers. Maybe they had overheard at the door before coming in.

“That is up to Erec,” the king said.

All eyes turned to Erec, who busied himself eating his third piece of cake.


King Piter twiddled his thumbs. “Your siblings may have a room near yours in the west wing near the royal chambers. Erec, like I told Bethany, if you need anything at all, let me know.”

“But I’m staying in the south wing,” Erec said.

Smiling, the king turned to Bethany and raised a fuzzy gray eyebrow. “You took care of Erec’s room?”

Bethany turned red. “His magic tutor thought he should stay in the south wing near him.” Her face fell. “I thought the west wing was only for family…”

King Piter smiled at Erec. “You may move into the west wing, and your brother and sister are welcome too.”

Bethany’s eyes widened. “My stomach hurts. Excuse me.” She ran from the room.

 

Erec could not find Bethany the next morning. He had a bad feeling she was upset. Danny and Sammy followed him like ducklings after their mother. Danny even walked with him into the bathroom, staring with empty eyes until Erec shooed him away. Their silence made the situation even stranger. Danny usually never stopped talking. Erec bit his tongue and tolerated them. Maybe Alypium was so foreign that it would take them a few days to get used to it.

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

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

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