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EREC REX ACHIEVED THE SEEMINGLY IMPOSSIBLE: HE DIED AND CAME BACK TO LIFE.


But now that everything has calmed down and he is back with his family, Erec realizes he didn’t come out of the experience unscathed—in fact, he is missing his soul. Not only does this leave him open to attack from the evil Tarvos, but with the Stain triplets about to be crowned kings, he needs to finish his next quest right away, with or without his soul. But when that quest again calls for his life—this time with no promise of return—will he risk everything to chase his fate?









[image: image]


KAZA KINGSLEY is a writer, artist, and singer who loves travel and adventure, especially in dangerous and mystical realms. Kaza reads constantly and is also a movie buff. When she is not off exploring, she can be found in Cincinnati with her loving family . . . although she may be dreaming of the stars.


Jacket design by Lucy Ruth Cummins
Jacket illustration copyright © 2012 by James Ng
Background texture copyright © 2012 by iStockphoto/Thinkstock


SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS
SIMON & SCHUSTER • NEW YORK




Meet the author,
watch videos, and get extras at







KIDS.SimonandSchuster.com










[image: image]




ALSO BY KAZA KINGSLEY


Check out all the books
in the Erec Rex series


Book 1: The Dragon’s Eye


Book 2: The Monsters of Otherness


Book 3: The Search for Truth


Book 4: The Three Furies




[image: image]




[image: image]


SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS
An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com
This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Text copyright © 2012 by Kaza Kingsley Illustrations copyright © 2012 by James Ng The EREC REX® logo is a registered trademark of Firelight Press, Inc.


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


SIMON & SCHUSTER BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS
is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Book design by Lucy Ruth Cummins
The text for this book is set in Adobe Caslon Pro.
The illustrations for this book are rendered digitally.


0112 FFG
2  4  6  8  10  9  7  5  3  1
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Kingsley, Kaza.


The secret of Ashona / Kaza Kingsley. — 1st ed.
p. cm. — (Erec Rex; bk. 5)


Summary: With a romance brewing between him and Bethany, the discovery that his brother and sister are secretly king and queen of the Fairy world, plus the Stain brothers growing more and more underhanded, fourteen-year-old


Erec is not in the right state of mind for his next two tasks.
ISBN 978-1-4169-7992-0 (hardcover)


[1. Fantasy.] I. Title.
PZ7.K6153Sf 2012


[Fic]—dc23
2011021081
ISBN 978-1-4169-8560-0 (eBook)
erecrex.com


[image: image]




For Sarah, my muse and inspiration.
May I someday grow up to be as wise and wonderful as you.




CHAPTER ONE
Tarvos the Great
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TWO SNAILS SAT ON THE KITCHEN TABLE. Their eyes drifted back and forth on their long stalks, tracking a teenage boy as he paced the room. From the snails’ perspective, the tall fourteen-year-old looked quite normal—although his dark hair was straight in front and wildly curly in the back.


But normal was the last thing Erec Rex felt like.


Normal kids would not have dragon eyes that let them see into the future.


Normal kids would not be forced to become king of a magical land.


Normal kids would not have to do twelve ridiculously dangerous quests to become king.


Erec sighed. Weird or not, it was his life. He could live with that. But what was hard to live with right now was doing absolutely nothing. Normal kids would be having fun in the summertime. Erec had been sitting around for over a month reading books and staring at the walls. He didn’t want to go on a quest again—there was no mistaking that. But he had to do something. Instead, he was pacing this dingy apartment kitchen, stretching out the time before he opened the letters that the two snails had brought him. Once he finished reading them, it would be back to complete boredom again.


Normal kids, Erec thought, would at least be able to hang out with their friends. But all of his friends were far away in another world, and he was stuck here alone.


Well, he wasn’t exactly alone, and he wasn’t exactly doing nothing. He was babysitting, as usual, for his younger siblings—red-haired Trevor and little Zoey. It basically amounted to reading to Zoey and watching her play house. His sister Nell had found a friend in a nearby apartment and she hung out there all the time, and their adoptive mother, June, was working. Erec didn’t know anybody around here, but at first that hadn’t bothered him at all. The idea of a little rest time with the family sounded great. Peace and quiet. But he soon realized that doing nothing but babysitting for weeks felt like being chained to a couch watching maternity channel reruns.


He paced some more, watching the two message-carrying snails watch him back. They eyed him impatiently until, finally, Erec grabbed the one on the left and pulled a letter out of its thin shell.


 


Dear Erec,


Ashona is amazing! Every day that I’m here I keep finding secret passages, ancient spell books, and other incredible surprises. Queen Posey gave me a master key, and yesterday I discovered a huge room filled with buried sea treasure that had been dug up and brought from all over the world’s oceans! I can’t wait until you see this place.


What are your plans? I still haven’t gotten a letter from you—write me back!


Love, Bethany


 


Without thinking, Erec crushed the letter into a tight ball. It wasn’t fair! He understood why June wanted them to stay in New Jersey, hoping to give Trevor, Nell, and Zoey something close to a normal life. But how could New Jersey hold a candle to the undersea world of Ashona? Bethany was Erec’s best friend in the world, and she was there with his father, the King of Alypium. King Piter’s powers were gone, and for safety he had to stay close to his sister, Queen Posey, who ruled Ashona. Alypium, the land where magic was still real, was where Erec was destined to become king, and it was out there waiting for him. Bethany was probably having the time of her life in Ashona, and Erec was here . . . stuck.


He stared a while at the Love in “Love, Bethany,” trying not to think about exactly what that meant. Bethany had become close to a girlfriend . . . more than just a friend, but it was hard to know exactly where they stood. He should be glad she was having fun . . . but he couldn’t help being jealous. He also knew that he should write her back. But what could he say? Hey, that’s cool about the buried treasure. I’ve been reading How Are You, Mr. Schmoo? to Zoey twenty times in a row. Sounds like we’re both having a blast!


He would have to wait on that letter back to Bethany.


Plus, he already knew what she would say. She would tell him to get on with his next quest—the seventh out of twelve that he had to finish to become the next King of Alypium. Once he was ready, his mother would find a way to let him go. Nell would have to babysit, and Erec could leave here and start his next adventure.


The only problem was, he didn’t want to do any more quests at all. He had almost lost his life in the last one. Actually, he had lost his life to the three Furies—huge, all-powerful creatures that had taken his soul to escape their prison. But through some ancient magic, dragon’s blood, and a grateful cat, he was brought back to life again. After that, who could blame him for his lack of desire to do any more quests again—ever?


He wondered if his mother would let him go to Ashona just to have fun instead of doing his next quest. But he could imagine the look on her face and the firm no.


Something moved in the family room, jolting Erec out of his thoughts. He walked in and peered around with interest even though he had barely seen the thing. It was gone, but Erec was suddenly alert. It almost felt like nothing else mattered. But then the feeling passed as quickly as it had come on.


He tried to shake off his strange reaction. Maybe his mind was playing tricks on him after all these weeks of boredom. He picked up the other snail and took the letter out. Just then Trevor bounded into the kitchen. “Snail mail?”


Erec smiled. Even though Trevor did not talk a lot, he was a brilliant kid. But before Erec could answer, he was distracted again by something moving in the family room. Curiosity overwhelmed him this time, and he took off running into the room, nearly tripping over a kitchen chair. What could it be in there? He searched, grabbing cushions and looking under the couch. All through him there was a sharp need to find . . . what was it that he was looking for?


The feeling wore off, but left him confused. What was wrong with him? Was he paranoid?


Trevor stared at him and Erec felt his face turn red. He picked up the other snail mail, pretending nothing had happened.


 


To: Erec Rex


This letter is to inform you that the three new kings, Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain, have completed their twelve quests. They will be crowned on June 25. At that time we will need all three of the royal scepters for their use. King Pluto’s scepter is in our possession and Queen Posey’s will be soon. We request that you immediately return King Piter’s scepter to President Inkle at the Green House. If you do not do this in the next three days, we will be forced to send the armies of Alypium and Aorth to track you down.


Rest assured, when you return the scepter to us, you will leave here unharmed. The Shadow Prince no longer has a need for you, and he wishes you all the best. Thank you, and have a great summer!


Signed [image: image]


Scruffymat, the Secretary of Preplanning of Protocol Development The snail cocked one of its elongated eyes at Erec, watching his stunned reaction.


 


The Stain triplets were going to be crowned kings? If Balor, Damon, and Dollick became the next rulers of the Kingdoms of the Keepers, they would hand their scepters to Baskania, the evil Shadow Prince, who would destroy the world with them. Well, Erec had one of the three scepters, anyway, and there was no way he was giving it up even if Baskania did send the armies of Alypium and Aorth after him.


His heart sank. If he wasn’t going to do the quests to become the next king, then what did he think was going to happen? He was the one who was supposed to rule. But how could he risk losing his life again doing another quest? The next time he might not get it back. He just wished there was another way to stop the Stain triplets from becoming king. Maybe if he used his scepter somehow . . .


The thought of his scepter brought back memories so intense that Erec had to close his eyes. Visions of the golden staff filled his mind. He could feel its electricity surging through him as if it were in his hands right now. He fought against his cravings for the thing by putting things in perspective. He really wasn’t ready for it—it was far too powerful. Only after he completed all of his quests would he have the strength to use it without falling under its influence. That was why he had sent it away—


Something moved again in the family room. What was running around in there? He had to get it this time, whatever it was. He darted forward as if he were hypnotized, stalking back and forth like a panther searching for its prey. There was a flash of white—he dove and grabbed it . . . but it was just a blanket.


Erec hugged it to his chest, annoyed. Where did the thing go? What was it? And why was it driving him so crazy? Frustrated, he threw the blanket onto the couch.


Trevor stared at him in shock. “What’s wrong with you?”


“I don’t know. Didn’t you see that thing . . . ?” Erec gestured around the room, but Trevor shook his head. “I guess I need more sleep—”


But just then, the thing moved again, right behind Trevor. Erec dove, compelled to grab it—


And tackled his younger brother. Whatever it was was gone again.


“Man, I’m so sorry, Trev. You okay?” Erec dusted himself off and pulled his brother up.


Trevor stared at him with wide eyes and nodded.


“Something weird is in here,” Erec said. “You better stand back while I look for it.” He searched under the coffee table and by the front door. Nothing was there. . . .


Suddenly, the entire world froze. A tiny man in white raced from under the couch, toward the curtains. He was moving too fast to see clearly, but Erec was captivated. The little guy stopped, spun around, and gazed at Erec with painted, wide-set eyes. That was when Erec realized that it was a toy—a little wind-up bullfighter. But it was the most fascinating thing Erec had ever seen. He could not pull his eyes away from its face. The harder he looked, the more it drew him in.


“What are you staring at?” Trevor followed his gaze with a confused look on his face.


Erec barely heard Trevor. It sounded like his voice was far away. The painted eyes of the little toy sparkled and filled Erec with curiosity. Their gaze looked right through him, as if it were reading his mind. Erec could feel himself tremble from fear, excitement, or maybe both.


Trevor shook Erec’s shoulder. “Why are you looking like that? What’s wrong?”


Trevor’s words were meaningless background noise. Erec pushed him away and headed toward the little bullfighter. Its eyes were glowing. Erec had to follow wherever it went.


The bullfighter pulled out a small swatch of red cloth, and swished beneath its arm. Seeing the flash of red made Erec lose his last bit of control. He dove toward the thing—nothing was more important than grabbing that patch of red and having it for his own. The toy darted away. Erec charged, tripping over Zoey’s doll. The thing spun out of reach.


“Erec! What are you doing?” Trevor clutched Erec’s elbow, but Erec shook him off.


The toy buzzed back into view and then disappeared behind the couch. Erec pounced, scraping his face on the wall. “Get back here!” His voice sounded strangled, but he could not think clearly enough to question why. He scrambled behind the couch after the shining toy.


“Stop!” Trevor grabbed Erec’s ankle, pulling him back.


The little bullfighter spun around again to look at Erec. Its painted eyes taunted him. Behind it, Erec noticed a small black spot in the wall. As Erec watched, the spot grew larger until it became a hole that was the size of his fist. The bullfighter disappeared inside its darkness.


How could that thing leave without him? Erec was filled with rage. He reached a hand into the hole, which was still growing in the plaster. The bullfighter was out of his reach, but the gap kept growing wider. Soon it got big enough to climb through. Without a thought, Erec plunged in headfirst. He was in a tunnel that led out of his apartment. It was warm inside, although pitch-black. As Erec surged forward, he felt that his right leg was being yanked back. He shook it, but he couldn’t get it free.


It was too dark to see what was wrong with his leg, so instead he kept pulling himself forward. The tunnel was soft, like it was made of felt, but it was strong enough to support him. The little bullfighter was somewhere ahead of him, Erec could feel it. In the back of his mind, he realized that he had never been this determined to have something in his whole life. For a second he wondered why, but then all thoughts beyond the little bullfighter toy left his head.


A dim light appeared ahead. Erec crawled toward it, dragging his right leg behind him. The light grew into an exit from the tunnel that emptied into a giant cavern. Erec had to grab the walls of the cave and pull his body from the tunnel against whatever was tugging on his ankle. As he slid out, the tunnel tightened around him, closing as he was leaving it. A sharp scream issued from the tunnel as the gap narrowed snugly around his legs. The sound jolted Erec out of his obsession with the bullfighter, and for a moment he looked around and wondered where he was.


He was almost out now . . . if only his right leg would come. Why was this so difficult?


Erec yanked and pulled, and then with a pop his leg shot out of the closing tunnel . . . with Trevor attached to it.


Trevor looked terrified. “What’s going on?” he gasped. “How did we get here?”


With his brother’s words, the spell on Erec seemed to lift completely. The bullfighter was gone. He couldn’t see it anywhere. But now they were stuck in a cave with no way to get back.


For a moment, neither he nor Trevor moved. Erec tried to collect his thoughts. Someone had obviously used magic to lead him here. Could it have blinded him that much? And where was he now? The rocky cave was enormous and empty, no sign of the little bullfighter anywhere. In fact, there was nothing at all except for a corridor at the other end of the cavern. It seemed silly to just stand there, so Erec walked toward it. Trevor followed him, grasping the back of his red T-shirt. When they reached the hall-like tunnel, Erec was afraid that there would be nothing but more empty cave and no way home again . . . but something around the corner made him stop in his tracks.


A gigantic bull sat on an ornate golden throne that filled the far end of the hall. The bull must have been fifty feet tall. Fluffy dark brown hair stuck out from its face and body in all directions. A thick gold ring dangled from its nose, and another from its right ear. They both waved in the air when the bull snorted.


The beast reared back and majestically pointed a hoof at Erec. Erec shrank back, half expecting lightning rays to shoot down at him, but nothing happened. The beast shook its hoof and frowned. “Something is wrong with you.” Its deep voice echoed through the room. It raised its hoof toward Erec again, but then dropped it, growling. “You’re not normal. It’s like you’re indestructible. But don’t worry. I’ll figure out how to get rid of you soon enough.”


Three giant snow-white cranes with spindly long black legs were perched on the bull’s shoulders. Red circles surrounded their beady black eyes. They eagerly turned their long necks toward Erec, chomping their long, sharp black beaks


Erec shook from head to toe. What was going on? Why was this strange giant bull trying to get rid of him? Then a thought occurred to him—maybe this was all a dream. It was certainly strange enough.


Trevor yanked his arm hard enough to hurt. This was no dream. “Erec?” His voice sounded weak. “Let’s go. Quick.”


Erec nodded, but his feet were stuck as if they were glued to the floor. “I . . . I can’t move.” He pulled harder but could not budge, as the bull watched in amusement. “Just go on without me.”


Trevor twisted, but his feet were also fixed to the ground. He stared at the bull in terror.


It dawned on Erec that the bullfighter toy’s spell had brought him here, but Trevor hadn’t even been able to see the thing. He probably wasn’t supposed to have come. Someone was trying to kill Erec, and now Trevor was in just as much danger. He had to get Trevor to safety, if not himself.


This had to be a trick of Baskania, the Shadow Prince. He must be trying to capture him. But that didn’t make sense—the snail mail from the Green House in Alypium said he had three days to give them his scepter. Why would they trap him here now if they wanted him to bring it?


The bull roared with anger. “What have you done to yourself, you pathetic boy? I can’t take you like this.”


“Who . . . who are you? Where am I?”


The three white cranes looked at Erec like he was crazy. “’Ee’s actually talking to the master! Ee’s asking ’im questions!” one said.


“No doubt that’ll end badly.”


A third scratched its feathers with its pointy beak. “Not that it won’t end badly for ’im either way, now, will it?”


The bull gnashed its teeth. “Don’t bother me with your stupid questions. You belong to me, and I am going to put you in my army. Something is wrong, though. I can’t seem to change you into one of my slaves. . . .”


“Let my brother go!” Trevor tugged against his stuck feet.


The bull nodded toward Trevor, frustrated. “Where did this other boy come from? Did you bring him here? Nobody does this.”


“He’s my brother. He followed me.” Erec squeezed his eyes shut. Why hadn’t Trevor stayed home where it was safe? “Please let him go. You don’t want him, right? Just keep me.”


“I don’t send people back. Ever.”


Erec was overwhelmed with panic. It was bad enough that he was trapped in this awful place, but how could he have let Trevor follow him? Why had he been so obsessed with that dumb little toy that he didn’t stop to look at what was tugging on his leg?


He tried to calm down and talk his way out of this. “Why do you want me? Maybe we could make a deal. Send my brother home and you can keep me as long as you want.”


“Tarvos does not make deals,” the bull roared. “I’ll keep you forever, and I’ll dispose of that boy as soon as I turn you into a Golem. But you have ruined yourself, so I can’t do it. I have to figure this out fast, so I can move on to the next person on my list.”


Erec and Trevor exchanged looks. Erec had no idea what the bull was talking about, but it didn’t sound good. What was a Golem?


This time the bull pointed both of its front hooves at him. Searing pain flashed through both of Erec’s eyes, like they were being torn from his head. He screamed, covering them with his hands. Soon his entire body burned inside. He dropped to his knees and wrapped his head in his arms, rocking. Tears streamed down his face.


Then the pain stopped.


“’Ee thinks that was bad,” one of the birds commented. “Just wait till ’ee gets the rest of ’is soul ripped out.”


Another bird tsked. “Yup. ’Ard to get used to watching it, but like I says, better ’im than us.”


Erec saw his brother frozen in terror, tears streaming down his face, so he tried to pull himself together. “I’m . . . fine. It’s all right, Trev. Pain’s all gone.” He tried to smile, to show his brother that he was okay, but it was a pathetic attempt. Whatever this bull-thing wanted to turn him into, Erec didn’t stand a chance.


The bull’s brow lowered in annoyance. “What did you do to yourself? I can’t pull those eyes out of you. I can’t burn off that blood.” He snorted. “Something is all wrong here. Those parts of yours are indestructible. I don’t understand. It’s like they’re not even human. Are they from another creature?”


Erec heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe he did stand a chance after all. The bull was referring to the fact that he had dragon eyes. They must have stopped the bull from doing whatever horrible thing he was trying to do. And his blood . . . did he have dragon blood? “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand—”


“I’ll ask the questions.” A waft of smoke drifted from the bull’s nostrils. “Tell me where you got those eyes. I need to figure out how to remove them.”


Did the bull think that Erec would really help him do that? “I—I didn’t get them anywhere. I don’t know what you mean.”


The cranes on the bull’s shoulders started pacing, agitated. “This ain’t good, I tell ya.”


“I know, chum. The boy’s odd, all right. Causing all kinds of problems, ain’t ’ee?”


Tarvos sneered. “You’re making me look stupid and I don’t like to look bad.” It roared in frustration. “You’re wasting my time. I have important work to do.” Then the bull sighed and shook its head. “I suppose I’ll just have to kill you, then. What a waste. You would have made a fine soldier.”


Erec threw his hands up. “D-don’t kill me! I . . . I can help you get my eyes out if you want me to.” Better blind than dead, Erec thought. He had to stall for time, figure out what to do. “Just . . . um . . . explain a few things to me first. Then I’ll tell you how to pull my eyes out, okay? I’ll even do it for you.”


The bull looked at him quizzically. “You can do that?” His eyes narrowed. “I don’t like having to ask for help.” He laughed. “Then again, once I turn you into a clay fighting machine, you won’t be able to tell anyone about it. All right, then. I’ll answer a few questions. But make it quick.”


“’Ear that?” one of the birds said. “’Ee’s going to talk to the boy. I can’t believe it!”


“No tellin’ what will happen. Kid is strange, all right.”


“Who are you?” Erec said. “And why am I here?”


The bull’s bloodshot eyes bored into Erec’s. “I am Tarvos the Great. Ruler over you and your kind. It is my right to collect all you living beings without souls and turn you into my army of clay Golems. The Fates have bequeathed you and your soulless brethren to me to use as I please.”


Erec was too stunned to speak. This didn’t make sense. Why did the bull think that he had no soul? This sounded more like a strange mistake than a plot of Baskania’s.


“Listen . . . Tarvos. There has been a big misunderstanding. First of all, I have a soul. And so does Trevor here. I just saw this strange little bullfighter toy and ended up crawling through a tunnel into this place—”


The cranes exploded in laughter. “Listen to ’im! ’Ee thinks it was all a big slipup!”


“Oh, don’t they all.”


“Cut it out!” Erec yelled at the birds. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Oh, now, that was a slipup, all right,” a bird said. “Insulting me like that.”


“Yeah, that there troublemaker deserves to become one of those icky Golems.”


“Look,” Erec said. “You’re all wrong. You have to let us go home. There are a few things that are . . . different about me. I’ve done six quests to become the king of Alypium . . . and I’ve used the king’s scepter. Maybe that did something to make you think I have no soul?”


The bull’s eyes remained hard. “Of course that’s not it! You think I’m stupid, don’t you?” His eyes drifted above Erec’s head. “Everyone thinks I’m stupid. But I’ll show them. Once my Golem army is ready I’ll wipe out everyone who has ever laughed at me.” He focused on Erec again. “Don’t think you can talk your way out of this. I know your soul is missing. Souls are more visible to me than the bodies that they rest in. You do have a tiny piece of one left, but it’s not much to speak of. Definitely not enough for me to spare you.” He grunted. “Your kind need to be removed from humanity and destroyed before you cause damage. That is why the Fates have given you to me to dispose of.”


This sounded crazy to Erec. “Why do you think my soul is gone? What if you are wrong—?”


“What?” the bull yelled, enraged. He dragged his claws on the ground, making a harsh scraping noise. “I’m never wrong! How dare you question Tarvos the Great? Of course I can’t tell why your soul is missing. You are the one that should know that.”


Erec searched for an answer. Could he have lost his soul? He had done nothing but sit at home for a month. Before that, his last quest was to give himself to the three Furies—terrible, powerful creatures who were about to be unleashed upon humanity. He had to let them out of their prison. Luckily he had managed to change things so that they were at peace when they escaped.


Not that he had gotten out easily himself. He had died and was brought back with the help of a bee locked inside amber and a healthy dose of dragon blood.


Erec’s jaw dropped open. Something else had happened when he died. . . . He had given something to the Furies. . . what they needed to escape Tartarus . . .


It all seemed so vague and long ago. . . . His dying had literally made it seem like it was another lifetime. But now everything made sense. He had given his soul to the three Furies. After being killed and brought back to life, he assumed that he had been brought back to his normal self, how he started off. But that was not the case at all.


He was alive . . . but the Furies still had his soul.




CHAPTER TWO
A Horrible Deal
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EREC’S MIND SPUN, trying to take in this new information. Tarvos had said that Erec had a little piece of his soul left. And that was all he had been living with this last month? It was strange that he could not even feel that his soul was missing. He felt exactly the same as he had before he had lost it. The whole thing seemed so strange. Did the Furies still have his soul with them? That thought lit a small spark of hope in Erec. Maybe they didn’t need it anymore, now that they were free. . . .


But before he could get too excited, another realization hit him. Tarvos had not made a mistake. That meant Erec would never get out of this cave alive.


“You said people like me have to be destroyed,” Erec said, “before we do damage? But I feel totally fine. I’m not going to hurt anybody. I didn’t even notice that my soul was missing.”


Tarvos growled. “You’re a hazard. It’s a matter of time before you’ll turn bad. You all do. You’re a danger to society.”


Erec couldn’t believe his ears. This couldn’t be right. “Can’t you just give me a chance? Let me try to stay under control . . . before you destroy me?” He gulped.


Trevor looked back and forth between his brother and the giant bull, then blurted out, “Let him go! I’ll make sure he’s okay.”


Tarvos’s glowing red gaze bored into Trevor’s. “That’s not so easy. These things”—he pointed at Erec—“lose track of right and wrong completely. They all turn evil. I do a great service by ridding the world of these terrible creatures.”


Erec felt sick. He was a terrible creature now? He would soon become evil? How much of what Tarvos was saying was true?


“What if . . . what if I could get my soul back again?”


The cranes burst into laughter. “’Ee thinks ’ee can just get it back again. Like ’ee could buy it at the local Burger Rama, or one of the Herman Howl’s UnderWear stores or some’pin.”


“If dat’s right, I want to buy a few extras me’self.”


Tarvos snorted. “Give it up, boy. That’s not going to happen. When some people die and come back to life, their soul moves on without them. They won’t come back by themselves . . . and there’s no way to contact them, so don’t think some psychic will find yours.”


“But—”


“Your time is up. Pop those eyes out now so I can move on to the next soulless one on my list. I have an army to put together.” He rubbed his hooves together, and then said thoughtfully, “I could just tear your head off. That would get rid of those eyes . . . but then you would be a Golem without a head, and what good would that be? No,” he grunted. “I’ll just have to kill you both.”


“Stop! Wait!” Erec took a breath. “I can find my soul again. I—I didn’t just die, I gave my soul to the three Furies to help them escape Tartarus. They probably still have it. Now that they’re free, they might give it back to me. Please, just give me a chance to ask them.”


Tarvos’s eyes lit up with wonder. “Did you say the Furies? Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera? You helped them escape Tartarus?” He stood and began to pace in the small space in front of his throne. “Well, this is interesting, indeed. The Furies have your soul. Good luck getting it back.” He stared at Erec for a moment. “Then again, if they really owe you, like you say, then maybe they would work something out.”


Erec could not believe his ears. Hope surged through him. “Do you know where the Furies are? Where my soul is?”


“No. They keep their captive souls near them in some prison. Pretty nasty, even for my taste—keeping souls locked up like that forever.”


Erec was confused. “Do the souls know they’re in a prison?”


“Of course. Wouldn’t you? They’re miserable. Yours will be the lucky one if you get it out of there.”


The idea of three thousand souls locked in a prison, including his own, was horrifying. He had to try to get it out of there. But what about all the other ones? It didn’t seem right to leave them all there to rot. But before he could do anything at all about it, he had to get out of this place.


Tarvos smacked his lips, hungrily. “Actually, I need to talk to the Furies too. They have something I need. In fact, now that they’re free I might be able to get it.” He eyed Erec appraisingly. “And you say that they owe you a favor, that you released them?”


“I did. Maybe I could help you if you let me go.” Erec’s mind raced with excitement. Maybe he could fix everyone’s problem at once—get his soul back, get whatever Tarvos wanted from them, and go home.


A smile flickered on Tarvos’s lips. “Perfect . . . Ask them for a little thing called a ‘Master Shem.’ It would help me get control of things down here.”


“A Master Shem? What does that do?”


“Nothing that concerns you,” the bull snapped. “Just get it and I’ll overlook that you’re going around out there without a soul.”


“So, you’ll let us go, then?”


The bull shook its head. “Not both of you. I need a guarantee that you’ll return. Once you have your soul back there is no way for me to bring you here. This boy is your brother, right? I’m sure you’ll return for him.” A smile lit his wide face.


Erec broke into a sweat. “No—wait. That won’t work.” He could never leave Trevor here. “Keep me instead.”


“How is that possible? I need you to get the Master Shem from the Furies. If you bring it to me before one month passes, then I’ll let this boy go.”


Trevor looked so small and pale. How could Erec even think of leaving him with this monster?


As if Trevor was reading Erec’s mind, he said, “I’ll be fine.” His voice shook. “You can do it, Erec.”


“I can’t leave you here!”


Trevor shook his head firmly. “That’s the only way we’ll both be free.”


“Not quite.” Tarvos shook his head. “Only this boy will. That is our trade. You will still belong to me—that is, unless you get your soul back. Then you will be your own person again, of course.” He tapped a hoof on the ground. “You’ll need a way to get back here. I’ll leave a passage open for you, but it will work only one time. Find the giant Bubble Boulder of Racks Rocks in Quiet, a part of Otherness. There will be an entrance that only you will be able to see.”


“Racks Rocks? Bubble Boulder?” Erec was trying to keep the bull’s words straight, even as he was thinking of ways to get out of this craziness.


“Good luck, Erec.” Trevor closed his eyes. “I know you can do it.”


Fear raced through Erec. How could this be happening? He couldn’t leave his little brother alone with a beast that turned people to clay, and then hope to do the impossible in order to set him free. But then again, what other choice did he have?


The bull roared, “Is it a deal?”


Trevor shouted, “Deal!”


A moment later, Erec was back in his house. Surrounded by the world that he knew—his kitchen table, Zoey’s dolls in every single chair—he almost felt that the whole thing had been a terrible dream.


Except that Trevor was gone.


Erec felt shaky. What was he going to do? He looked around his apartment desperately, as if the answer might be right in front of him. Then, confused and feeling sick, he lay in his bed and stared at the ceiling. How was he going to get out of this mess? Poor Trevor . . .


Then he jumped up. Paper. Pen. He had to write down the way back to Tarvos before he forgot:


 


The passage to Tarvos is in the giant Bubble Boulder of Racks Rocks in Quiet, which is in Otherness.


 


He stared at the paper a while, committing it to memory, then shoved it into his pocket. Not knowing what to do next, he decided to make a list to put his mind in order and sort out the problems.


 


1. Trevor is being held hostage by a giant bull.


This he underlined three times and circled. Then he wrote:


2. My soul is missing. And I might turn evil at any minute.


3. I need to get the Furies to give me a Master Shem, whatever that is, so I can get Trevor back.


4. If I don’t get my soul back from the Furies, Tarvos will turn me into a clay Golem thing.


5. The Furies are keeping three thousand souls prisoners.


6. Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain are going to be crowned kings in a few weeks.


7. In three days, when I don’t give my scepter to the Green House, the armies of Alypium and Aorth are going to come after me.


Then he added, just in case his life wasn’t totally impossible already:


8. I have to do six more quests before I become King of Alypium. If I do them I can stop Baskania from destroying the world.


 


For a moment he felt better that he had gotten it all down on paper, like he was on the verge of a plan. But at second glance, everything seemed way out of control. Any one of these problems alone was more than he could face. He took a deep breath. The most important thing was to save Trevor as soon as possible . . . and also to find his lost soul. If he really did start to turn evil, then it would all be over.


That thought terrified him. Would he realize that he was going down the wrong path? What if he began doing bad things and he didn’t notice? Erec thought about his last month at home. Hadn’t he taken a big bite of Zoey’s Popsicle last week, before she was finished with it? He hadn’t thought twice about it at the time, but she had gotten upset. Later Zoey calmed down and didn’t care anymore—did that make it okay?


What else had he done? Yesterday—yes, that was right—he had snapped at Trevor for turning up the television again and again when Erec was reading a book. The thought made Erec sick. He had felt justified at the time, but now poor Trevor was trapped in a cave with a vicious beast, held hostage because of him. Why hadn’t Erec been more patient?


Was he turning evil now? Those things he did hadn’t seemed any different from normal. Nobody had said anything to him, anyway. Maybe, he thought, someone should keep an eye on him.


Bethany was the obvious choice. She knew him better than anyone. And she was honest enough to tell him if he was acting different. Maybe she could also help him find the Furies. But even that seemed impossible. How would he find the Furies? They were superhuman creatures with power beyond his imagination, just like their sisters, the three Fates. . . .


That was it! For the first time, Erec had a spark of hope. He would speak to the three Fates. There was a well in Delphi, Greece, called the Oracle, where he could talk directly to them. They knew everything. They would tell him how to find their sisters. Maybe, if he was lucky, they would even tell him how to get his soul back.


Zoey burst through the door. Cherry Popsicle juice dripped down her hand, leaving red smudges around her face. “Erec! Erec! Mommy got me Flying Count cereal and Tummy Smacker Jumping Jelly Beans! You can have some—I saved five for you, five for Nell, and five for Trevor. Where is Trevor?” She looked around, candy-stuffed fist waving in anticipation.


Erec bit his lip. “Trevor is . . . he’ll be back soon. Okay? I need to go . . . help him out.” He hesitated. In their apartment there was a Port-O-Door—a magical door that would take him anywhere he wanted to go. It was tempting to leave right now before he had to face his mother. His heart sank at the thought of telling her what happened to Trevor. And what if she tried to stop him from finding the three Furies? He had to save Trevor and get his soul back again. . . .


Erec fought his urge to run away. He made himself wait until June walked through the door, carrying overflowing bags of groceries. She took one look at him and stopped in her tracks. “What’s wrong, kiddo?” She set the bags down. “You look awful.”


Erec’s throat squeezed shut as he started to talk. He had to take a breath and start again. “I . . . Trevor . . .” What could he say? The truth was too horrible to spit out.


A look of alarm grew in June’s eyes. “Where is Trevor?” She headed down the hallway, looking behind doors. “What happened?”


Erec followed her until he found the courage to say, “He’s not here. Sit down, Mom.”


June dropped into a kitchen chair. “Did someone take him? Is he kidnapped?” Tears formed in her eyes. “I was afraid this might happen. Did you call the police yet?”


“Mom?” Erec was confused. “You thought Trevor might be kidnapped?”


“No—I mean, not now at least, or I wouldn’t have left him here. I was just worried about it. Of course. I mean . . .” She looked at Erec apprehensively.


“What? You mean what?”


June put her face in her hands. “We need to find him. And I don’t think the police will be of any help.” Her face crinkled and tears streamed down her cheeks. “I should have taken him with me. I should have been more careful. . . .”


“Mom—it’s okay. It’s not that bad. Trevor wasn’t kidnapped. Not exactly.”


Confusion wrinkled June’s brow. “What do you mean? Where is he?”


“Well . . . it’s not good.” He managed to calm his breathing so he could tell her about Tarvos, and that Trevor was still there.


June jumped up and immediately started pacing. Erec recognized that she was going into action mode. She raised a finger a few times before she spoke. “A bull? In a cave? I don’t understand. And you say you don’t know where you were? Show me where in the wall that hole opened up.”


Erec pointed to the spot and June felt for gaps, with no success. He hesitated a moment before dropping more terrible news, but he knew that he couldn’t keep it a secret for long. “Tarvos had brought me there because my soul is gone—at least most of it. The Furies still have it, so maybe I can get it back. That’s another reason I have to find them.”


June stared at him. “Your soul is gone? What are you talking about?” She rested her hand over her eyes for a minute, thinking. “Do you mean that when you gave your soul to the Furies so they could escape, you didn’t get it back again? I thought since the Hermit brought you back to life, you were back to normal. . . .” She eyed Erec critically from head to toe as if she might see his soul somewhere. “Could that be true? Do you feel different?”


“I feel the same—but Tarvos said that he could see that it was missing—and that I’ll turn evil if I don’t get it back. It’s one of the three thousand souls the Furies keep in some awful prison, feeling miserable.”


June winced, but then looked even more determined. “This is crazy. We have to find the Furies.” She took a breath. “And try to figure out where Tarvos’s cave might be. We need to go get Trevor out of there now.”


“I have no idea where we were. We just climbed there through the tunnel.”


June closed her eyes. “I’ll call King Piter and see if he knows anything about this.”


“Okay. And I’ll see if Bethany will come with me to find the Furies.”


June’s eyes narrowed. “You mean with us, right? Just because you’ve been off cavorting across the globe before doesn’t mean you can go on your own again. You understand?”


“Yeah. That’s fine.” Erec actually felt relieved that his mother was coming with him. It was too much to have the responsibility for rescuing Trevor all by himself. “We need to talk to the Fates at the Oracle and see where we can find the three Furies.”


“Good idea. I’ll call King Piter first.” She went down the hall to the computer that had the MagicNet loaded on it—their connection to the Kingdoms of the Keepers.


Erec sat on the couch and held up a pair of magical glasses that were on a chain around his neck. He carried them with him everywhere—they let him see the person that he was missing the most. And right now that was his friend Bethany.


He put the black plastic frames on his face. All of a sudden, everything glimmered brightly around him. It seemed like the room was moving, and it made him dizzy. He focused on the wall, and it was oddly rounded, shiny and clear. It took a moment before he realized that he was inside a giant bubble—or at least that’s where he was seeing that Bethany was. The shiny bubble wall was lined with a multitude of smaller bubbles, each shimmering with rainbow hues. Darker striped things on them were hard to make out, but on closer look they were books. Tons of books were everywhere, lining the bubble shelves.


It took a minute to find Bethany within all the wobbling, book-filled bubbles. She was sitting at a wooden desk that contrasted strangely with the bubble room, scribbling on a pad of paper and furiously paging through a thick math book.


“Bethany?”


She dropped her pencil. “Erec? Is that you?” She searched all around, unable to see him—Erec’s glasses only let her hear him, even though he could see her.


“I’m here—I mean, I have my Seeing Eyeglasses on. Are you okay?”


“Hey, Erec! Yeah, I’m great.” She settled back in her chair, a smile appearing on her face. “This place is so cool. Queen Posey gave me a huge suite to stay in with a bunch of rooms and servants. It’s kind of like when I lived at King Piter’s castle.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “It’s been great having time to read and work on my new math book. This one disproves my last book, which is pretty neat ’cause it totally changes the whole basis of math. The upper-level topology was all wrong, but there was no way to show it by proofs. So now the time-space continuum can be seen more realistically . . .” She laughed. “I’m sorry. I could talk about this for days. How are things going at your mom’s place?”


“Terrible.” Erec told her about everything from the bullfighter to losing his soul. “I have to fix all of this right away. But if Tarvos is right, then I might turn evil at any time. You know me better than anyone—would you hang out and keep an eye on me? If I start acting weird you can let me know when I still am able to do something about it.”


“Of course! Oh, poor Trevor. We have to find him, fast. Do you have any ideas? I can’t believe he’s still in that cave! And your soul . . . This is awful.” A hopeful look crossed her face. “I’m really glad to help, and of course I’ll keep an eye on you if you want. But . . . is that the only reason you wanted me to come with you?”


Erec wondered what she might be thinking about. Why else would he want to be with her? “No. I also need someone to hold in front of me in case the Furies attack.”


She laughed, and then blushed a little. “I thought so. Yeah, I’d love to go with you.” She crossed her arms and shivered. “I know you’re upset, but don’t worry. I’m sure this will all work out okay—it has to.” She laughed. “And I miss hanging out with you, too.”


Erec felt his own face turn red. He was glad that she couldn’t see him right then.


Jam Crinklecut, King Piter’s butler, followed Bethany through the Port-O-Door into Erec’s apartment. He bowed low when he saw Erec.


Bethany ran up and gave Erec a hug. “Jam said he’d come with us! This will be like old times, the three of us exploring the world together. . . .”


Jam blushed with pleasure, but June cleared her throat. “Not just the three of you. I’m here too, and the kids are out of school. So we’ll all be together this time.” She smiled at Jam. “It’s good to see you, Jam. Thanks for coming with us.”


Zoey ran up and hugged June’s leg. “Where do we get to go, Mommy?”


Erec frowned. “You’re bringing Zoey to find the Furies?”


June put her hands on her hips. “Of course not. For now we’re just going to talk to the Fates and find out what to do next, right? We’ll see what they say, and then I can decide what to do. King Piter didn’t have any idea where that cave might be.” She thought a moment. “Erec, do you think you can look through your Seeing Eyeglasses and talk to Trevor?”


“Great idea, Mom.” He sat on the couch and put the glasses on, concentrating on his brother. When he opened his eyes, he found the cave walls surrounding him. Before him, Tarvos sat on his giant throne. Trevor squatted in a corner, pale arms tight around his knees. In between the bull and the boy, a young blond woman looked around herself in wonder. She squirmed, trying to pull her feet from the ground where they were stuck.


When she realized that she was trapped, she bared her teeth, hissing in anger at Tarvos. “What’s going on? Where am I? And where’s that little . . . bullfighter I followed down here?”


Tarvos laughed and leaned forward hungrily. The cranes preened on his back. “You belong to me now. And you will make a fine fighter when I am ready for you.”


Tarvos pointed a hoof at the woman’s face. She raised her hands to her head with a look of shock, then screamed as hundreds of cracks split deep through her skin. She looked like she was breaking into tiny pieces. At the same time she grew taller and heavier, her screech lowering into a deep, heavy moan, lower than a grown man’s voice. She kept expanding until her clothing shredded, revealing a chunky gray bricklike body. Clumps slid off her, hitting the floor and bursting into sprays of sand. Blond hair streamed onto the floor like hay, and her features flattened until only slits remained for her eyes and mouth in her blocklike face.


What had once been a woman looked down at her arms and body, unable to speak. A door slid open in the cave wall, and Tarvos motioned for her to go through. She mutely lumbered past the doorway, leaving behind a trail of sand.




CHAPTER THREE
Terrible Visions
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SWEAT DRIPPED DOWN Erec’s face when he pulled off the glasses. That . . . thing was the Golem that Tarvos had tried to turn him into? A giant warrior made of sand?


“Is Trevor okay?” June was poised above him, a terrified look on her face.


“No . . . I mean . . . yes.” Erec tried to calm down, knowing he was frightening her. “He’s fine. I—I don’t think he’ll be hurt there.”


June didn’t look too sure. In a second she was already in the Port-O-Door, pulling Zoey in behind her. “Let’s go, quick. I want him out of there now.”


“Modom, would you like me to wait here with Zoey? Or would you like to stay here with her? I will watch over these two.”


June looked back and forth between her daughter and Jam.


“What if Nell comes back here when we’re gone?” Erec asked.


June’s shoulders dropped. “What am I thinking? I’m so upset, I forgot all about Nell coming home. I’ll just call her now. . . . No.” She sighed. “I’ll stay here. You two will be fine with Jam. Just hurry back and let me know what is going on.”


“Okay, Mom.” He gave her a hug, and Jam and Bethany followed him into the Port-O-Door. They closed the vestibule door behind them and a screen lit up with four colored quadrants and an orange bar at the bottom labeled UPPER EARTH. He pressed the orange bar, and a world atlas sprang into view.


“The Oracle’s in Greece.” Erec tapped a finger on the eastern Mediterranean Sea and that part enlarged to fill the screen.


“There it is.” Bethany touched the city of Delphi, and when it enlarged she found Mount Parnassus. “The Oracle is right here. Remember?”


Erec did not want to think about the last time he had spoken to the three Fates at the Oracle—back then he had thought that Bethany was dead. But now poor Trevor might be soon if he didn’t work fast. He placed the Port-O-Door into a tree trunk near the base of the mountainside and swung the door open into the sunshine.


The Castilian spring that trickled from Mount Parnassus sprung into view as soon as they stepped out of the Port-O-Door. Erec took off running for it, hope building, but then his mind filled with questions. What would he find out from the Fates? They knew the future. What if they said that he could never talk to the Furies again? Then he would not be able to save his brother or his soul.


Which brought another thought into his mind. What about his other lost brother? And his missing sister? Now was the time to ask the Fates about them, too. Erec was one of King Piter’s triplets. His other two birth siblings were supposed to join him on his quests so that they could become the next three rulers of the Kingdoms of the Keepers. He needed to find them—they would help with everything that he was doing. It would be great to find his missing mother, too. Queen Hesti had disappeared at the same time as his siblings did, and he was raised by June, who used to be one of the castle nursemaids when Erec was little. The Fates knew everything, so maybe they could help. They usually didn’t mind telling him things—at least when they were in the right mood.


Soon the Oracle, a plain-looking stone well, was in view. Nothing about it seemed unusual at first glance, other than that the water inside was extremely dark and deep. Erec swallowed his nervousness and thought about what he had to do.


“Oh, no.” Bethany backed away, her hand up blocking her vision. “I don’t want to watch this.”


“Sorry.” Erec flashed her a grin. “It’s probably going to look awful.”


“Oh, yes.” Jam cleared his throat. “I forgot . . . I mean, you look perfectly respectable when your dragon eyes are out, young sir.”


Erec took a breath. In order to call the Fates to the Oracle, he had to act as a medium, using his dragon eyes to look into the future. With all of his excitement about talking to the Fates, and worries about Trevor and his soul, he had forgotten that he would have to glimpse into his own future. And it was the last thing he wanted to do right now.


Sometimes Erec could direct what he saw in his future. His magic tutor and guardian, the Hermit, had told him that deep inside his heart he already knew all of the answers. When he looked into the future with his dragon eyes, he was simply showing himself what he needed to see. Maybe he would just ask himself to show what would happen to Trevor, and find out if he would be okay.


Then again, he was terrified to learn the answer to that. What if Trevor would not be okay? Then Erec wouldn’t be able to keep on going.


He fought to overcome his fear, then he leaned over the well so the Fates would sense when he looked into the future. He closed his eyes.


Please, show me something that has nothing to do with Trevor. Or whether I’ll get my soul back.


Erec followed the steps that the Hermit had taught him. First, he imagined himself entering a small, dark room in his mind. The moment he did, a feeling of calmness spread through him. Things would be all right, he knew. It felt good being back in this place, and he rested there for a while before imagining a second, smaller room within this first one. He pictured himself going through another doorway. Inside, he felt wonderful. Pure peace filled his being. Before him a box sat on a table. This box held all of the knowledge of the universe locked inside. Erec was ready to see what it would show him.


But first his fingers were drawn toward the box. It was warm, as he remembered it, and it seemed to hum a happy sound. All of his fears were gone. Life was good, and he was ready to enjoy it.


Before him, two windows perched on a wall, their shades drawn shut. When he opened them, they would function like his eyes, showing him a vision from his future. He reached for the soft cord that hung between them and pulled.


 


Erec ran fast, holding on to an ax and swinging it wildly. He was sweaty and out of breath. Anger and hate surged through him. Before long he came to a small house made of logs. He had to break into it. Erec raised the ax above his head and brought it down onto the door, splitting the wood. He yanked it out, then did it again and again. Pieces clattered to the ground as he kept chopping.


In a rage, he reached inside and unlocked the knob, then flung the door open with a growl. Before him, a family trembled. The mother held a young child tight, his arms wrapped around her neck. An older girl clung to her knee, crying.


The father stepped in front of them, arms out in a gesture of protection, but his hands shook badly. “Leave us alone. You can take anything you want from here. I don’t care what happens to me, but stay away from my family.”


“Jewels. Necklaces. Watches.” Erec squinted around the room. “Where do you keep them?”


The man stuttered, upset. “D-don’t take those. Please. Anything in the whole house is yours—but don’t steal our jewels.”


Erec swung the ax back over his shoulder, aiming at the man’s neck.


“Sorry!” The man stepped back in shock. “I’m sorry. Go ahead. They’re upstairs in my wife’s dresser. But we don’t have much. T-take what you want.”


Erec shoved past them and went upstairs. He rooted through drawers, dumping out piles of clothing and old notebooks. . . .


 


Erec dropped the window shades and stepped back. His hands shook violently. He was robbing an innocent family of their valuables? That didn’t even make sense. Unless . . .


He gulped. Yes, it did make sense. He was going to turn evil.


Tarvos had warned him what he would become if he didn’t have a soul. Now he had seen it with his own eyes. He could not let that happen. If Erec could not find the Furies, he would give himself to Tarvos and get it over with. Thinking about the giant clay creature he would turn into made him sick, but that was better than being pure evil.


Then a horrible thought occurred to Erec. If what he saw in his future was right, and he ended up evil, then that meant he would not succeed in getting his soul back from the Furies. . . .


The warm box pulsed next to him, sending waves of calm into his mind. He put a hand on it until he started to feel better. Then he imagined himself leaving the dark rooms. He could feel his eyes turn in their sockets, bringing his normal blue eyes forward and rolling the dragon eyes back into the darkness. When he opened them, he squinted at the bright sunlight.


Below him the dark water in the well began to churn, racing in circles. The waters took on vivid colors, some of the shades strange like nothing he had seen anywhere else. All of a sudden, the well water frothed up. Bubbles raced toward him as if they would overflow the stone walls. Then they settled back into still blackness.


They would be there, listening now, he was sure. “Um . . . hello? Fates? Can you hear me?”


No one answered. Jam glanced at him, worried. Then three shrieks of pleasure echoed at once. “It’s him, girls! Like, no way! This is sooo, like, totally cool.”


“Oh, I love that boy! He is so to die for!”


“Eeek! That is so funny! Like, because someone is going to totally die for him!” The three exploded in laughter.


Erec didn’t like the way that sounded. “What does that mean? Who is going to die for me?”


“Oh, that is so cute,” one of the girl’s voices said. “He wants to know who is going to die for him this time.”


“This time?” Erec felt irritated and a little confused. “Someone died for me already?” But then his heart sank, and he knew what they were talking about. His dragon friend, Aoquesth, had died for him, and given him both of his dragon eyes. “Who else is going to die? When is that going to happen?”


“Now, if we told you that, it would take all the fun out of the surprise,” one of the Fates chirped cheerfully.


“Fun?” Erec felt himself get upset and tried to calm down. Anger wouldn’t get him anywhere with these powerful creatures. “Okay. Please would you tell me? I don’t want someone to die because of me.”


A fountain of laughter exploded from the depths of the well. “Oh, I love him. He is so cute!” They were beginning to fade away.


Erec realized that they were leaving already, and he had not gotten any information from them at all. Before it was too late, he shouted, “Wait! I need to know how to find your sisters—the three Furies! I have to try to get my soul back from them. I also have to get something to rescue Trevor . . . how can I do that? Where should I go?”


A few more giggles issued from the well, but Erec sensed a somber tone that had not been there before. “Of course we know that you want to find our sisters. We can tell you how to do that—but you have to trust us. Okay, lil’ tyke?”


“Sure.”


The voice that answered him back sounded deep and serious, not at all like the Fates he knew. Multiple tones spoke in unison, and their echo made the rocks around him vibrate. “You can find our sisters, Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera, in the Gray Mist Valley, in the land of Alsatia where they now live. They choose to remain there because it is blanketed by a special magic that keeps us from seeing what they are thinking and planning. This concerns us greatly.


“We once were forced to imprison our sisters in the caves of Tartarus to protect humanity from their wrath. For eons they had plotted revenge against us for shutting them in there. They had planned to wage war on us once they escaped, even though they knew it would cause the complete destruction of the world. Their anger was so great that they wanted everything to end.


“But when they met you, Erec, you were able to do something that nobody else could. You used the Awen charm that you carry around your neck to give them an inner peace that they had never felt before, and the Furies came away from that changed. We gave you the quest to go to them because we knew that you might be able to sway them this way. But we did not know if you would succeed.


“Now, it is impossible for us to tell what they will do next. We are sure that even they do not know. They might choose to make peace with us, or to create chaos. It could go either way. We have no power in Alsatia, so they have complete freedom to prepare to attack us if they wish.


“You can speak to the Furies about the questions that you have for them. They will talk to you. Our sisters hold you in the highest regard. You gave yourself to them to help them escape, and you asked for nothing in return. But be cautious. You will have to make important decisions, and your choices will affect the outcome of everything. Do what is right, don’t forget that. The Furies may give you what you need to free your brother. But that will come at a price too.


“You will not succeed in speaking to our sisters if you go now. First you must draw your next quest from Al’s Well. That quest will give you something you will need in order to approach them. When it is time to speak to them, you can find Alsatia by falling into Mercy’s Spike in Pinefort Jungle in Otherness. Good luck.”


A deep silence followed, rather than the usual giggles coming from the well. Erec was glad that Jam was furiously taking notes. There was no way he would remember all of the places he had to go. And what was Mercy’s Spike? What kind of a place does one have to fall to get into? The whole plan sounded strange. The Fates had said to trust them—and how could he not? They had only been right before, always helped him. His mind whirled—what was he forgetting? He needed to ask them something else. . . .


“I need to find my birth siblings—the two missing triplets. Can you tell me where to look for them?”


The voice that bubbled back sounded amused. “He wants to know where they are, girls! Should we help our little prince? I don’t want to give away all the fun!”


“Here’s a hint, hero. Your brother is near, and your sister is far. Your sister is close, and your brother is distant. Your sister needs help, and your brother needs more. But you need the most help of all, so you better find them!”


Another voice chimed, “That was so good, Nona! I love your riddles!”


That answer didn’t help him at all. What she said was more confusing than anything else. But right now he was elated that he would actually be able to find the Furies. It sounded like he would even get that Master Shem thing to help Trevor escape. Which reminded him . . .


“What about my soul? Do the Furies still have it?”


“Like, of course they have your soul! Unh! How do you think they escaped that Tartarus place? I mean, like, you don’t think they want to go back to that gnarly prison, do you, hero? For real! They want to keep their sweet hind claws out of that place, so they’re going to hold tight on to every one of those little souls. Like, wow.”


“Well, how can I get mine back, then?”


The voice sang back, “Like, I don’t know. Maybe you’ll have to send our sisters back to Tartarus. You know, free all of those poor souls again.”


Another voice added, giggling, “Good luck!”


Back in the apartment, June leaned on Erec’s shoulder, face pale. “I didn’t want you doing any more of those quests. They have been ridiculously dangerous. And what have they gotten us? Things are worse than ever. King Piter’s castle is gone. He’s stuck living with Queen Posey now, in Ashona. He has to be near her scepter if he wants to stay alive, since he’s so old. Baskania is in a better position then ever, using those Stain triplets as the next kings. And he found out that Bethany’s brother is the one that holds the secret of the Final Magic that he has been looking for. The Furies are out of their prison and could end the world at any minute.” June looked from one person to the next, waiting for them to agree that Erec should just stay home.


Erec was surprised. “So . . . you don’t want me to try to save Trevor? And get my own soul back?”


June squeezed her eyes shut. “Of course I do. It’s just killing me to let you go do this again. I convinced myself we were through. You don’t know how hard it is to let you go off and do dangerous things. And sending you to meet the three Furies—those horrendous beings—in person . . .”


Jam put an arm around her. “Modom, I will accompany young sir the entire way and watch out for him. And during his quest, the Hermit will also be keeping an eye on the boy. I assure you that he will be well taken care of.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll watch out for him too.” Bethany grinned. Erec knew that she looked forward to having an adventure with him. He only wished he could be as excited about it. Bethany hadn’t seen the Furies in person or she might have a different attitude about going anywhere near them.


June shook her head. “What can I do? I guess we don’t have a choice. Thank you, Jam. It means more than I can say to have you with him.”


He blotted a few tears from her face with his handkerchief. “My pleasure, Modom.”


Erec tried to reassure himself as much as he did her. “It’s okay, Mom. We’ll just go do the quest quick—it’s probably no big deal. The Fates said that we’d be fine talking to the Furies after that. I’m sure they know what they are talking about.” He paused a moment. Had the Fates really said that they would be okay? Not exactly. They did say that he would be able to talk to the Furies only after he finished his next quest, not that he would survive meeting them again. It wasn’t worth bringing up and worrying his mother about—but he would have to make sure Bethany didn’t go anywhere near the Furies, just in case.


A wooden door appeared in the wall of Erec’s apartment, and somebody knocked on it. It was someone else’s Port-O-Door, but who could be knocking?


June and Jam both seemed as surprised as Erec was. Jam put his hand on the knob, but then thought better of opening it. “Who is there?”


“It’s me, Rosco Kroc. Are you busy?”


Jam glanced back at June. “Ma’am?”


“It’s okay,” Erec said. “Rosco has been helping us.”


The corners of June’s mouth turned up. “I know, Erec. I got to spend a little time with Rosco in Smoolie, remember? He’s been a good friend.”


Jam opened the door and waved Rosco inside. Erec cracked a smile when he saw Rosco’s green scaled face. Rosco grinned and waved for a moment before Bethany ran up and threw her arms around him. “It’s so great you’re here, Osc—I mean Rosco. We have a lot going on, and we could use a little help.”


June nodded to Rosco. “That would be great. Anything you could do . . .”


Rosco looked confused. “Are you having problems? I’d have come sooner. I was just stopping by with some news for Erec. What’s going on?”


Everyone took turns filling Rosco in on the horrible details of the day. Rosco sat on the couch, stunned. “I have heard of Tarvos. Baskania has mentioned him. I think he’s working with him on something, but I don’t know the details. I’ll find out, and I’m sure I can learn where his cave is.”


“You see that?” June pointed at Rosco, excited. “There is another way! Erec, you don’t have to do that next quest or see the Furies after all. We’ll just get the information from Rosco and go straight to Trevor.”


Although that sounded tempting, Erec knew that it wouldn’t work. “Mom, you know that when the Fates tell me what I have to do, it’s the only thing that will help. That’s proven itself every single time.”


Before June could protest, Rosco nodded. “Erec, you’re right. Do what you need to, but I’ll be looking into things from my end too. I’ll get back to you once I get any details. But I can tell you that Baskania wasn’t behind trapping Erec and Trevor in that cave. He’s still hoping you’re going to show up at the Green House in a day or two with your scepter.”


“That would never happen,” Bethany said. “So, what did you come here to tell us?”


Rosco looked around in thought. “Not to be rude, but maybe if Erec and I can just have a few minutes alone . . .”


June gave a nod, then Rosco motioned for Erec and Bethany to follow him down the hall. As soon as Bethany closed the door to Erec’s room, she spun around. “What’s going on, Oscar? I’ve been worried about you! Have you been okay?”


Rosco laughed. “Never worry about me, Bethany. I’m too powerful and connected now to be hurt. Remember, Baskania can’t read my mind, so I’m pretty safe. It’s you two that have to be careful, not me. That’s what I came to tell you about.”


“Is this about the letter I got from the Green House?” Erec asked. “The one saying that all of the armies of Alypium and Aorth are coming after me if I don’t give Baskania my scepter?”


Rosco shook his head. “There is even more bad news, unfortunately. I don’t want to upset the rest of your family, but you need to know this. The Shadow Prince has stepped up his game. He has tons of detectives and hunters out searching for Bethany’s lost brother—the one that knows the secret to the Final Magic he’s been searching for. And when he’s not obsessing about that, he’s plotting to find the scepters. The Stain triplets are going to become kings in a few weeks, and he’s going to get them one way or another. The Stain boys understand that they’re working for him—he’s the one in control.”


Bethany put her hand to her head. “My brother . . . we have to find him before Baskania does. What can we do?”


Erec could feel the stress inside himself rise thinking about what she was going through. Bethany had a missing brother, just like he did. But now hers was in mortal danger.


“I’ll let you know as soon as I find out more. Just try to think of any clues about where your brother might be. For now, be on the alert. I’m keeping an eye out at the Green House.” He tapped his eye, the one that he had once given to Baskania and Erec had returned to him. “Thanks again for this.”


“It’s okay, Oscar.” Bethany smiled. “We’re just glad that you stopped by.”


“If anything else comes up, let me know. Don’t trust snail mail, though. Nobody would spy on mine, but yours might be read. It’s best to be safe. When you want me, just drop me a snail with nothing written on it. I’ll figure out where you are—I’m good at that.”


“Thanks, Oscar. It’s great to see you.”


“You too, kid.” Rosco got up and headed out. “Don’t forget—if you ever need me, just let me know.”


Jam packed more things into backpacks for himself, Erec, and Bethany than they would ever need. Erec was glad to see that he was taking their favorite Serving Tray along—the silver tray that magically produced whatever foods they wanted to eat.


Jam’s brow wrinkled. “You have to get to Al’s Well to draw your next quest, but I don’t think going there is safe. The last time, soldiers and guards were surrounding the place and Harpies were flying overhead to keep watch. I’m sure that hasn’t changed. I wonder how we should proceed. Do you think we should fly in aboard a dragon again?”


Erec shook his head. “The last time I did that, I almost got shot out of the sky. Bethany and I found a way to get to Al’s Well through the waterways under the city. They lead right up to it. We can go in and out safely from there.”


Jam frowned. “That’s odd. I didn’t pack bathing suits. You know me—it’s my magical gift to always be prepared. I should have them somewhere.”


“Don’t worry,” Bethany said. “We usually go in our clothes. Last time we didn’t have time to change. It won’t matter, anyway. Once our Instagills start to work we feel perfect in the water, even with wet clothes on. We don’t get cold or hungry. . . .”


It occurred to all of them at once that Jam did not have Instagills to let him breathe underwater. Erec and Bethany had won theirs in a contest last year in Alypium. “I suppose . . .” Jam tapped his chin. “I might slow you down, paddling on top while you are swimming underwater.”


Bethany shook her head. “That wouldn’t be a problem. But I don’t know if there is any air at the top of the water tunnels. You might not be able to go at all.”


Jam cracked a grin. “Wait a minute. I suppose that I am prepared, after all.” He opened his backpack and pulled out a small tank. “Oxygen. I wasn’t sure why I brought one of these.” He laughed. “Now I see why I had the odd impulse.” He slung it over his shoulder and tucked it under his backpack. “Where do we find the underwater tunnels, young sir and modom?” He raised his eyebrows politely.


Bethany said, “They’re everywhere, but the closest place to Al’s Well is the swimming pool outside King Piter’s house in Alypium.”


Erec said, “One other place might work better—the Oracle, where we just were.”


Bethany smiled. “That’s right! That well led straight into the tunnels.”


In minutes, Erec, Bethany, and Jam were walking under the sparkling blue skies of Delphi, Greece. Bright sunshine warmed their backs, and rushing water bubbled near their feet. Soon Erec was gazing down into the Oracle’s blackness again.


“I should see if the Fates will help send us to Al’s Well like they did last time. That way we won’t get lost for sure.”


Bethany frowned. “I don’t know. Aren’t you worried that you’re calling them back too soon? I wouldn’t want to bug them. Maybe we should jump in and see if they’ll help us on their own.”


“I doubt it,” Erec said. “They probably won’t know that we’re here unless I call for them again.” He thought a moment. “I don’t want to bother them either. But we could drift around in those tunnels forever and never find Al’s Well. I better just ask them.”


As soon as he said that, a bad realization hit him. He would have to look into the future again with his dragon eyes so he could call the Fates. The vision he had seen last time was too much—he was robbing a terrified family like a sick criminal. It was obviously the end result of being soulless and turning evil. What else would he see himself doing in the future?


He took a breath and leaned over the well, eyes closed. After a moment he visualized that familiar dark room deep inside of his mind. It felt warm and comforting to be there again. Erec found the second door within it, opened it, and went in.


The second room was even darker and more peaceful. The humming box on the table nearby radiated a calm wisdom. He was ready for whatever he needed to show himself. So Erec reached for the silken cord hanging between the two windows and pulled. . . .


 


Kids ran all around a playground, handing out candy. Anger seared through Erec, making him shake. Give that to me!” He dove at the kids with a snarl. A low growl escaped from his throat as he grabbed candy from their hands. People stared at him with wide eyes, as if he were a maniac. But there was no time to stop—so many kids, so much candy. And he had to take it all!


Mothers darted toward their children, trying to save them. But Erec could run faster than they could. One of the toddlers was surprisingly strong, and Erec struggled a while before yanking the sweets out of his hand. His mother looked equally confused and terrified. Right behind her was a kid about to put an opened lollipop right into her mouth. Not when Erec was there—he’d get it first! Shoving the mother out of his way, he snatched the sucker out of the little girl’s fist, leaving her crying and rubbing her hand.


A few kids got knocked into one another as lollipops in their hands sailed into the air—Erec grabbing each one. Some kids still sat on the swings. They looked small and defenseless—taking their candy would be easy. He scooped the lollipops straight from their little fists.


One of the mothers stepped forward, outraged. “What’s wrong with you? These are little kids. . . .” She tried to grab his arm, but he shoved her back. There was still a lollipop he had missed, and she wasn’t going to get in the way. “Ow! Somebody call the police. This guy’s crazy! Let’s get out of here, Dougie.”


The last kid was older, and he struggled with Erec before letting go of his lollipop. Erec hadn’t meant to trip him, but the kid ended up on his face, his cheek cut and bleeding.


That wasn’t important. Erec had all the candy now, so he patted his pockets and turned away. He had won—he had taken every child’s candy in the whole park. But it wasn’t enough. Now he had to steal something else. . . .


 


Erec dropped the window shades and stepped back. He could feel himself shaking. It did not seem right to touch the black box next to him and calm down after seeing this—he did not deserve to feel good. Instead he quickly left both of the dark rooms. After he felt his dragon eyes swivel into the back of his eye sockets and his regular eyes come out, he opened them in the bright sunlight. He was blinded after the darkness, but he was too angry at himself to care. Why should he be comfortable, knowing the awful things that he was going to do?


This was worse than the first vision he had today. Stealing candy from kids? And not just taking it but practically beating them up?


He could think of only one possible reason. By then he had lost his soul. He would not get it back. Instead, he would become evil and do horrible things to people.


Bethany was watching him, with a curious expression on her face. He thought about telling her what he saw . . . but the words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. How could he let her think of him that way?


No, he would keep this nasty secret to himself. He would try not to think about it until he started to see signs that he was deteriorating. Then he would have to find a foolproof plan to give himself to Tarvos before he hurt anyone else.




CHAPTER FOUR
The Erec Rex Fan Club
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“FATES?” Erec called into the blackness of the well. “Sorry to bother you again. Can you help me?”


Nothing but silence issued from the well. Bethany also peered into the black water, and Jam looked concerned.


Erec went on, “I won’t ask you any questions this time. I’m sure you don’t want to be bothered again. But we have to get to Al’s Well so I can draw my next quest. Could you send us there through the water tunnels?”


A faint giggle echoed from far away. Maybe they had heard him. Erec gave Bethany a half smile. “Ready to jump in? I guess they’re either going to help us or they aren’t.”


Jam fitted a tube into his mouth and attached it to his oxygen tank. The tank seemed awfully small. Erec sure hoped it was magical, so there might be more inside of it than it seemed. Likely, Jam was prepared with what he needed.


Erec climbed up the well and jumped into the clear water. It felt strange in a familiar way—boiling hot and freezing cold at the same time, yet not exactly painful. The sensation was intense, the same as it always felt in the Oracle, or near Al’s Well—waters that were touched by the Fates.


Bethany slid in next, followed by Jam. Both of their eyes flew open in shock from the feel of the water. The Instagills in Erec’s wrists opened and he relaxed, breathing through them. He felt warmer and more comfortable, floating with ease. Bethany looked relaxed as well, but Jam was fidgeting with his mouthpiece and shivering.


They floated for a minute, not going anywhere. Then a rush of warm water shoved them to the bottom of the cistern and around a bend into a rock-lined channel. Erec tumbled through the water, arms over his head so he didn’t hit himself on a wall. The current catapulted them past forks and passage openings, around sharp turns and down steep holes.


Bethany was the only one able to control herself in the water so that she could travel headfirst most of the way. Erec could not stop laughing when he saw Jam spinning wildly in the water. Jam squeezed his backpack and oxygen tank to his chest as he whizzed by. His hair waved around his face like a lion’s mane, and his eyes were bugged out in shock.


Erec recognized a few of the wider turns and passages, but most of the tunnels looked alike. It felt good soaring through the water, almost like he was flying. Before long they slowed down, and the water began to have that strange feel again. A hole in the roof of the tunnel let in a beam of bright sunlight, creating a lit circle in the water. When they swam into it, they found that they were looking up at the sky through an open toilet lid.


Jam popped his head into the air and took out his mouthpiece. When he realized he was inside a toilet, disgust crept over his face. He bit down on the mouthpiece again and sank next to Erec and Bethany.


A shadow fell on them as a large head leaned over the opening. Looking down through the toilet seat was a man in overalls. Tools hung from his belt, and a patch saying AL was sewn onto one of the blue straps. His mouth hung open in surprise, and then he burst out laughing. Erec and Bethany could hear him perfectly through the water, and they could speak as well—some of the perks of their Instagills. “Boy, do dose three girls have a sense of humor. Dey were complaining that deyr water was clogged with three pieces of . . . Well, never mind. I’m glad dey let me know you were coming. It’s about time you came back to pick your next quest, kid. Things in Alypium ain’t lookin’ so good, wit the Stain boys ’bout to become kings and all. You hear deyr coronation is on June twenty-fifth? Dat’s in just three weeks, enough time to prepare for whatever massive kind of celebration dey’re planning. Do ya think you can finish the rest of your quests before then so’s you can stop them?”


Erec had not even considered finishing all of his quests in the next few weeks. It actually wasn’t a bad idea—that is, if this and the other quests were a little safer. Once he had accomplished them all, he would be the true ruler of Alypium. The scepter would be his to command, and he would be able to build a huge new castle for himself with its magic. The Stain boys would be no match for him then. Even Baskania might not be able to hurt him with all the power he would wield.


Then a horrible thought occurred to him. What if he got the scepter and then he turned evil? He tried not to think about how horrible that would be.


“What’s wrong?” Bethany eyed him suspiciously. “You should see the look on your face.”


“Um . . . nothing.” Erec wasn’t ready to tell Bethany about his visions of his future. “I’m just thinking about those quests. You know how hard they’ve been.”


“Al has a point. You might as well try to do them as soon as you can. What’s the use in waiting when the Stains are about to take over?”


“Yeah . . . we’ll see. Right now I need to get this one done fast so I can get Trevor out of that cave.” He looked up at Al. “Is the quest paper floating around in here somewhere?” He waved his hand around in the water hoping to find it, but nothing appeared.


Al shook his head. “Nah. You need to sign Janus’s paper pad first. Da ya remember how ya got there last time?”


“Oh, yeah.” Janus was the guardian of the quests, and he was in the Labor Society building right next to them. “I’ll be right back.” Erec dove deeper and found the water tunnel that tracked under the foundation of the building. Multiple pipes tracked straight upward from the tunnel. Most of them were too small for him to enter, but a few were wide enough. He swam up into one that he was sure he had been in before. Around the corner was a row of openings with light shining through. He cringed as he swam past those, remembering that they were openings from toilets in a bathroom.


The pipe narrowed, but Erec was able to fit all the way to the end. A small hole opened up above him through a sink drain. Yes, this is definitely where he had found Janus before.

OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
FREC REX

THE SECRET OF HSHOHR

KAZA KINGSLEY

Mustrations by James Ng

Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers
NewYork London Toronto Sydney New Delhi









OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg








OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
EREC REX

THE SECRET OF ASAONA





OEBPS/images/f0047-01.jpg








OEBPS/images/f0005-02.jpg









OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00iv-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781416985600.jpg
RE O F ¥4
p SEC SHE
’(\? w /\/,q :






