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To Jennifer, the best sister in the world
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BOOK ONE

Alecto the Angry

LET US GET one thing straight. I don’t care how nice you act. I don’t care how many wonderful things you think you have done in your life. I don’t even want to hear about how much you admire me, or watch you kiss the ground that I have walked on. No matter how much you try to appeal to me, I will always, completely and irrevocably, hate your very existence.

I want to make that fact very clear. I cannot stand you. I despise you. And I cannot wait until the day when I can sink my sharp claws into your flesh and rip all of you to shreds.

I won’t ask you to understand me. Nobody does. The burdens I bear are far beyond your simple human comprehension. But let it suffice to say that I am miserable, and that is making me furious. Which makes me even more upset. Because I’ve been so head-splittingly angry for so long that the mere thought of my anger just enrages me even more.

I have been locked away here for an eternity. I have been mistreated. My very own sisters have made my life more of a misery than you could ever imagine. So, if you have any sense at all, when I finally do get out of here and come after you, don’t try to run, or think you’ll get away. Oh, and don’t try to feel good about it, like your death is helping things somehow. Beyond that first moment of satisfaction for me, it will just be a meaningless waste.

That’s the way life is. Get used to it.

Now, pardon me while I go and scream.



PROLOGUE
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FOR JUST A fraction of a second, Bethany Cleary’s head bobbed from exhaustion. But before sleep could sneak one pajamaed toe into the bedsheets of her consciousness, an electric shock jolted her painfully into alertness. If she had a voice, she would have screamed. But that had been stolen—along with her freedom.

So, instead, she settled on watching the screen. Before her, her entire life was being played like a movie in fast motion. Little things that she had long forgotten—stubbed toes, birthday parties—were dredged out for all to see.

Every part of her body ached from sitting still at this desk for so long. She couldn’t move, though, because her hands were chained tightly to the chair arms. Her head throbbed from exhaustion, and from the strange metal clamps that dug into her scalp. How long had she been a prisoner here? Weeks? Months? With her mind controlled by someone else, her thoughts projected on a screen, it was impossible to say.

Her captor wanted her uncomfortable. She was freezing, starving, and the little sleep she was allowed was spent chained to this desk. That gave more incentive for her to talk if she was holding anything back—as if she wouldn’t have told him whatever he wanted just to get out of here.

Well, almost anything. There was one person whom she would die to protect.

How old was she on the screen now? About eight years? That left only six more years of her life for her captor to sift through and then he’d be done. But that was the worst part of all. Because if he didn’t find what he was looking for by then, she would not be set free.

No, unfortunately, it was quite the opposite.



CHAPTER ONE

Letters in Pie
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THERE ARE TERRIFYING monsters in our world, like the Grumbleswitch of Alexia and the frightful Minotaur. There are beautiful places, too, like Smoolie in Otherness, which is so delightful you can feel the butterflies of disbelief fluttering in your stomach when you first arrive. There are sweet things, like the Valkyries in Lerna who spend their lives happily serving the families who grew them from seeds.

But there is nothing in the universe that is more annoying than being teased again and again by a sibling. And again. And again. And again.

Except maybe being teased by two siblings.

Erec Ulysses Rex should have been having a wonderful time at home in New Jersey. It was like having a vacation in his own house. He had been away for months doing quests to become the next king of Alypium. That was the hidden land where he had been born, where magic was still known and practiced. Now he was enjoying a well-earned break. His adoptive mother, June, had been cooking his favorite meals since he came home last month. And he didn’t even have to go to school, like his five siblings did. When he returned to Alypium he would meet with a tutor instead—a tutor who taught magic. Really, he should have been enjoying himself now, in every way.

But Erec had no such luck. When his five siblings were in school he was bored beyond belief. With his mother working, there was nobody for him to talk to. And when his brothers and sisters did come home, things only seemed to get worse. Danny and Sammy, his twin brother and sister who were adopted like the rest of the kids, seemed to know exactly the wrong things to say. Or, more like, the right things to make him furious. And when Erec’s face turned red it was just an invitation for Danny to dish out some more.

They teased him about being “special,” becoming a king, and getting spoiled at home. But those things weren’t a big deal to Erec. It was the other thing that they kept bringing up that tormented him—a thing that was already torturing him inside. It was the very reason he was staying in New Jersey, bored and teased, instead of returning to Alypium to finish more of his quests.

That thing was Bethany, his best friend in the world. She had traveled with him from New York into wild unknown places that they had never thought existed. She was smart and funny and a lot of fun. Beyond that, she really understood him. She knew what it was like to be different. In fact, she was the only other person Erec knew who had grown up in Upper Earth but later learned that she had been born in Alypium.

The problem was, right before he came home, he had done something to completely ruin their friendship. Well, maybe he had ruined it. Erec still wasn’t sure from all the snail mail letters she was sending to him.

He had kissed her.

Really, it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. He had to kiss her to save her from a deathly enchantment that Baskania, the evil Sorcerer Prince, had put on her. But he had liked kissing her. A lot. So much that it was really starting to bother him. Kissing was not what he had in mind, not as far as his best friend was concerned.

Bethany seemed to be handling their kiss better than he was. At first her letters seemed totally normal, just chatting about Erec’s dog, Wolfboy, that she was watching in Alypium for him. Then she started asking when Erec was coming back, then why he wasn’t returning her letters. Erec wanted to write back. He was just confused about what to say. And the longer he had waited, the harder it seemed to pick up a pen. How would he explain why he had been ignoring her?

Part of Erec wanted things to be just like they were, when they were only good friends. And another part was terribly afraid that things really were the same, and they were still only friends, and nothing more. If he could just sort out his own head about things, and if the twins would leave him alone about it, maybe he could find a way to write her back and explain.

It had not seemed this bad right after, when Bethany and he were together, in person. Just a little embarrassing, but no big deal. But being away from her and dealing with his crazy, mixed-up thoughts was making it worse.

Erec shrank back into the overstuffed chair in the living room of their small apartment and dug his chin into his fist. He’d have to write her back soon. He didn’t want her to think that he was mad at her. If he only knew what she thought about the whole kiss thing, it would help. . . .

The family’s coat rack had been watching him and decided it was time to try cheering him up. The coat rack was, in nearly every sense, alive—as were the alarm clock, toaster, and toothbrush that Erec’s mother had bought from a magical store called Vulcan. The coat rack skipped on its short legs into the middle of the room juggling four winter hats and a mitten. The act was surprisingly good, but Erec just crossed his arms. He had seen this performance so many times this winter that even the coat rack’s best efforts couldn’t make him smile anymore. The thing tried to toss the hats farther and skip higher, until it finally tripped, crashing into the couch and throwing hats all over the room.

From the hallway came the sounds of feet running and the apartment door slamming. Erec quickly grabbed a book that he had already finished and pretended that he was reading.

Danny burst into the room first, running a hand through his sandy brown hair. He was getting taller by the day, and he towered over Erec even though they were both almost fourteen.

“Woo-hoo!” Danny shouted, and plopped himself on the arm of Erec’s chair. He tossed a frightened-looking snail into Erec’s lap. “You got another snail mail thing. It was sitting outside near the front step. Looks like it’s from lover girl again. Let’s see it, dude.”

Sammy came in after him, a slender girl-version of her twin, with long hair pulled into a bow in back.

Erec stuffed the snail into his pocket. “As if. The last time I was stupid enough to open one of these in front of you, I heard about it for weeks.” He was relieved that the snails gave their letters only to the people they were sent to. The only problem was that Danny and Sammy seemed to be experts at finding his letters no matter where he put them.

Danny winked at him. “I understand. It’s obviously true love, or you wouldn’t need to hide anything.” He grinned. “Ah, the secrets you two must have. . . .”

Erec bit his lip, trying to keep himself from whipping the letter out of the snail just to prove Danny wrong—which, of course, was exactly what Danny wanted. Danny would find something in the letter to make fun of. Something small that Erec wouldn’t have even noticed. And then Erec would start to wonder what that little thing meant. Which Danny probably knew would happen. Which was making everything going on in Erec’s head worse and worse.

Sammy walked over, swinging her backpack around before dropping it on a chair. She bowed low to Erec, nearly touching her head to her knees. “King Erec,” she said when she stood. “I understand your queen has sent you another love letter.”

Erec scowled at her. “Give it a rest, Sammy. Just because you don’t have a boyfriend, you don’t need to be all over my case.”

Sammy’s face lit up. “Did you hear that, Danny? He admitted it! That’s the first time he admitted he was Bethany’s boyfriend.” She smiled at him. “We’re making progress.”

“Ugh!” Erec dropped his head into his hands. “I didn’t say that at all.”

There was only one thing he could do to get rid of them. It was a cheap trick, but it worked every time. He looked up at the twins with a grin, and played with his eyes.

Erec had once had a dragon friend named Aoquesth. The dragon had given him both of his eyes before he died saving Erec in a battle. They had been attached to the back of Erec’s own eyes by a magician-surgeon. In the beginning it had been hard for Erec to swivel his eyes in their sockets so that his dragon eyes faced out, but after practicing at home, rotating his eyes had now become second nature.

Sammy backed away, knowing what was coming. She hid her face with her hand. “Oh, no . . .”

But Danny wasn’t expecting it. Erec rolled his eyes up and up until he saw all the way into the darkness of their sockets. Seconds later his dragon eyes emerged into view. The room looked bright green as he looked up through the slitlike pupils. He rolled them slowly to the left until he was looking into darkness again, and then from the right his normal eyes appeared.

Danny watched him a moment, trembling. Then he walked away with a queasy look on his face.

Erec smiled. It was a cool thing to be able to do. And a darn shame that he had to hide it from the other kids in New Jersey. Wouldn’t it be fun to get a reaction from someone that had never seen magic?

Heck, even people who knew all about magic would probably scream if they saw him do that. He was the only one ever to have a dragon eye, let alone two.

The only person who didn’t seem to mind watching him roll his eyes around was his adopted brother Trevor. Redheaded Trevor, nine years old, sat down by Erec’s feet on the floor and looked up, watching with a quiet reverence. Trevor had his own way of looking at the world. He didn’t speak much, and most people thought he didn’t understand what was going on. But every now and then he would pop up with some amazing statement that showed he not only got it, but he was quite brilliant.

Once Danny and Sammy went into the kitchen, Erec pulled the snail out of his pocket and slid out a long slip of white paper. Bethany’s handwriting was scrawled on it. It looked like she wrote it in a hurry.

Erec,

I hope you are okay. I’m really starting to get worried that something is wrong. Are you angry at me? I hope you don’t mind that I e-mailed your mother. I thought that maybe you were missing or that something horrible happened to you. But she said you were fine.

So why aren’t you writing me back? Did I do something wrong? If so, please tell me so we can get over this. I really don’t understand.

Like I said before, you should come back here soon. I’ve been getting these weird ideas in my head. Something is telling me that I need to leave this house and go find Baskania. I know it sounds crazy, but I’m having a harder time resisting it. Something is making me want to go, bad. I have a feeling that if I do go, I’ll find him easily, too.

But what will I do if I do find him? I mean, I’m supposed to be hiding from him. I know that. Maybe if I found him, I could talk to him and that would make everything better. Oh, I don’t know. None of it makes sense.

Anyway, I’m sure if you were here I would know the right thing to do. I miss you!

Your friend,

Bethany

Erec’s heart sank when he read the letter. He had not been a good friend at all. Now was the time to write her back. So what if he was confused about things and didn’t know what he wanted? He could just keep that all to himself.

He stuffed the paper back into his pocket when the twins walked back into the room. What was she talking about, though? Wanting to find Baskania? That was crazy. The evil Shadow Prince, Baskania, wanted to capture her. He was convinced, from a prophecy he had heard, that Bethany held the secret that would let him learn the Final Magic. With that power he would have ultimate control over life and death. Just what Baskania didn’t need.

Erec’s father, King Piter of Alypium, had assured him that Bethany would be safe in his house, as long as she didn’t leave. Her older brother, Pi Cleary, would be there too, to watch over her. But Bethany knew better than to leave. What was coming over her? She wasn’t making this up just to get him to come back, was she? She was probably beyond frustrated that Erec never answered her letters. But no . . . Bethany would never make things up like this.

Danny pulled a paper out of his pocket and read it, a funny look on his face. “Weird. Check this out, guys.”

Sammy looked at the letter, then sat down on the couch and stared at it harder. “I’ve never seen anything like this. It looks like it’s written in . . . pie.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Danny said. He sat next to her and stared at the paper. “Blueberry pie, actually.”

“Uh-huh.” Sammy nodded. “I thought it was boysenberry, but you’re right. It’s blueberry. How did it get in your pocket?”

“No clue. Someone must have slipped it in without me noticing.”

Erec’s curiosity got the better of him. “What are you guys talking about?” He sat on the other side of Sammy and looked. Symbols covered the page, and they seemed sloppily drawn in a purplish mess, as if someone actually had dipped a stick into a pie and wrote with it. “Maybe this was drawn with some kind of dye . . . or a falling-apart marker, maybe.”

Both Danny and Sammy looked at him like he was crazy. “It’s pie,” Danny said. “That’s pretty obvious. But what worries me is what it says.” He leaned the note toward Erec, a concerned look on his face.

Sammy nodded, but Erec only stared harder at the page. He had no idea why they thought it was obvious that this was written in pie—and no clue what it said. The symbols made no sense at all. “You guys understand this?”

“You don’t?” Sammy said. “It’s pretty clear. I’m hoping it’s a sick joke.”

Danny raised an eyebrow. “What’s not to understand here? Maybe true love has finally gotten to your brain.”

Erec grabbed the paper and studied it. The smudges looked like a thick, messy exclamation point, followed by a pattern of small smears and then an upside-down rainbow and a small handprint. After that was a box completely filled in with blueberry pie filling, or whatever the note was made with.

“Guys, I’m thinking this is just a bunch of stains. Someone probably used this paper instead of a napkin.”

Danny lowered his eyebrows at Erec. “Don’t be a dope. This is as simple as a message with an eye, a heart, and the letter U. I love you. You know, like your girlfriend writes you in her letters.”

Erec swallowed down the anger brought up by that comment. “All right, then. What does this thing say?”

Sammy looked at him strangely, as if he really should know already. She pointed at each blotch in order. “This footprint is smudged, showing that someone was running. It says we must run away. Then the splattered pie after it says ‘Be careful,’ like someone got a pie in their face.”

“What?” Erec was incredulous. “How can you tell that is pie in someone’s face? It looks like rain to me.”

“Rain?” Danny looked as amazed as Erec. “This is totally obvious. The frowns and the handprint say there are bad men coming to capture us. And the dark box says go hide, right away.”

“Eeew—kay.” Erec raised his eyebrows, but the twins were too caught up in the letter to notice.

“This isn’t funny,” Sammy said. “Is someone trying to scare us?”

“I don’t know.” Danny went to look out of a window. When he didn’t see anything unusual he sat back down. “There’s nothing we can do. Just keep an eye out for other strange things, I guess.”

Neither of them looked happy. In a moment the door opened and Nell came in with her walker. “Hey, Erec. I found a snail mail for you outside by the front step.”

Another one? Erec went and got it from her. Who could this be from? He was too curious to wait to open it this time. Could Bethany have written back so soon?

Erec,

Something is really wrong with me. It’s getting harder and harder for me to stay in the house. I’m really fighting it, but I have to go out and try to find Baskania. I don’t know what’s making me do it, but I don’t think I can control it anymore.

If I do go, I’m going to take a bunch of snails and paper with me so I can let you know where I am.

Don’t worry, I have a feeling everything will be okay.

Bethany

Erec gulped. Everything would not be okay. Had she gone crazy? He grabbed some paper and wrote her back.

Bethany,

Do not, I repeat, do not go out of the house. You would be in terrible danger. I don’t know why you want to go find Baskania. He’d capture you right away.

Just talk to King Piter about it. I’ll try to come soon.

And sorry for not writing back sooner. I was just being stupid.

Erec

If he only had his mother’s magical Seeing Eyeglasses. They let the wearer see and talk to the person they missed the most, so he could get in touch with Bethany right away.

He had no sooner given the letter to the snail when a crash resounded. Bits of sparkling glass shot through the room. A silver baton with glittering blue ends had been thrown through the window and hit the wall not far from where Erec stood.

“What’s this?” Danny picked up the baton. A paper was tied to it with string. He unfolded it and grew pale.

“What is it?” Sammy took it from his hand. Erec saw more smudges on the paper, like the one before, except this time they were brown. “It says, ‘Get away now. You are in danger.’ This one is written in chocolate cream pie.”

“Are you sure that’s what it says?” Erec asked.

Sammy shot him an annoyed glance. “Of course. I think we should call Mom. Someone threw this in here, and they must still be outside.”

Danny and Erec looked out the broken window, but they saw nobody on the lawn. Trevor appeared behind them and pointed. “Look.”

“What?” Erec didn’t see anything.

“It’s another snail. I bet it’s for you.”

Erec rushed out and scooped the small creature up. In a flash he pulled a crumpled paper from its thin, flat shell.

Erec,

I had to go out. I’m being careful, don’t worry. I just wanted to let you know.

I have more snails with me. If anything happens I’ll let you know.

Bethany

Erec smacked his head. No! He had to get to Alypium fast and find her. As he ran back inside, though, there was another crash.

A red ball shattered another window. Everyone looked afraid to pick it up. Finally, Danny went over to it and pulled a note off of the ball. “It says, ‘Get away from your apartment immediately, or you will be captured. Run.’” He closed his eyes a moment. “I’m not sure if we should believe this note. At least Zoey is safe at day care until Mom picks her up.”

Danny picked up the phone and called their adoptive mother, June, on her cell phone, and told her what happened. She told them to call the local police station, which was a few blocks away, and see if an officer would come pick them up. She would meet them at the station.

Trevor tapped Erec on the shoulder and pointed out the window. There, unmistakably, was another snail shell sitting on the grass.

Erec gasped. Whether or not crazy people were throwing things into their apartment, nothing was going to keep him away from this letter. Trembling, he ran outside to pick it up.

Erec,

Sorry. I must be worrying you. I know I’m being an idiot. I just have to let you know I decided to go to the Green House, where President Inkle lives. I don’t know why, but I’m sure Baskania is there, and he is waiting for me.

I wanted to let you know where I was in case anything happened.

If it does, I am forever sorry.

Your best friend,

Bethany

Erec ran back inside, torn between fear and anger. How could she do this? She knew better. It was like walking into sure death. How could he stop her?

Then, all of a sudden, he stumbled across the floor. The room was spinning. He grabbed onto a wall to steady himself.

A scene flashed through his mind like a short movie:

Bethany wandered in through the front doors of the Green House, a blank look on her face. Five paces into the building a tall man grabbed her by the arm and pulled her forward. She did not resist.

Thanatos Baskania stood at the other end of the room, laughing. Tall and imposing in his flowing black pin-striped cloak, he smirked at Bethany. Three eyes glared from his forehead and one from each cheek. “Let her go, Mauvis. She’ll come to me on her own—won’t you, my dear? I see you are right on time.”

Mauvis let go, and Bethany continued straight toward Baskania, looking confused.

Baskania pointed at her slowly, eyes narrowing. A puff of smoke shot from his finger, and . . .

The vision faded.

Erec looked down at his hands, where dragon scales had appeared. They were now fading away. It had happened to him again. He had just had another cloudy thought.



CHAPTER TWO

The Dumpling Invasion
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EVER SINCE HE could remember, strange commands, which Erec called cloudy thoughts, would come over him in times of crisis. They forced him to do what they said. Even if he tried to resist, he could not. Everybody from the Kingdoms of the Keepers had some type of unusual gift, and this was his.

After the eyes of Aoquesth the dragon had been attached to the back of his own, Erec’s cloudy thoughts had changed. They became more intense. He would get visions first, before the commands. They were like movies showing him what would happen next if he did not change things. This was because the dragon eyes could show him the future.

What also happened now when he got cloudy thoughts was even stranger. His whole body changed. Scales appeared on his skin, and he turned green. He had even breathed fire before and sprouted wings and flown into the sky. It was weird, and a little scary, like he was actually turning into a dragon. He hoped it would not keep getting worse.

But never, ever, had he experienced anything like the vision he had just seen. His chest tightened as he thought about it until it was hard to breathe. Bethany had been captured by Baskania! Before this time, his cloudy thoughts had always told him how to stop the bad things he saw from happening. But this time the vision ended abruptly. The image of Bethany had flashed into his head and then it was gone like a puff of smoke. There were no commands. How was he supposed to fix things?

Danny, Sammy, Trevor, and Nell were staring at him.

Danny was the first to come out of his shock. “Dude, that was really freaky. You know that?”

Erec nodded, unable to talk. All he could think of was Bethany. He slumped down against the wall and sat on the floor, then dropped his head into his hands.

“Are you okay?” Sammy sat next to him and put her arm around him.

Nell came closer with her walker and leaned over it toward him. “Did changing like that scare you?”

“No.” Erec’s voice sounded squeaky. “It’s Bethany. She . . .” He had to bite on his tongue to keep from losing it, but it didn’t work for long. Hot tears overflowed his lids and spilled down his cheeks. He couldn’t say it. Bethany was in terrible danger. Or maybe even dead.

Now everyone looked more worried. “What happened?” Sammy said. “Did you get a vision of Bethany? What did your cloudy thought tell you to do?”

Erec sniffed and wiped his face with his sleeve. “There is nothing I can do. It’s too late.” He put his head into his arm so that nobody could see him crying. How could he have let this happen? She was his best friend. He was such an idiot. He hadn’t even answered her letters. Why was he so completely stupid?

He could tell from the short vision he had that Baskania must have bewitched her to come to him. If he had just gone back earlier, like Bethany had wanted him to, he could have stopped this from happening somehow.

But he had been too worried about his idiotic feelings to be there protecting her.

Something crashed through the window and hit him on the head. It was gloppy and sticky, sliding down his check like a slug. He peeled it off and wiped his face on his sleeve. The thing in his hand looked and smelled like a big, oily dumpling. It had another note tied on to it.

Danny unwrapped the note and showed it to Sammy. “Look, it’s the same symbol language. This one is saying that our old babysitter will meet us and help us hide. We just have to go outside and she’ll take care of us.”

“Old babysitter? I wonder who that could be. But thank goodness someone is helping,” Sammy said. “Let’s go find her.”

Erec’s mind was spinning, but he could still process what Sammy just said. “Are you crazy? Has everyone gone completely nuts? First Bethany is walking into mortal danger on purpose, and now you!” He immediately felt bad that he had blamed Bethany for going to Baskania. She had obviously been put under a spell. But what was Sammy’s excuse? “Don’t you realize these people are trying to tempt us to go outside? They are probably the ones after us to begin with. Which old babysitter is it, anyway? If it was someone trustworthy, they would come knock like a normal person.”

Sammy looked at the paper, frowning. “It’s really strange, though. I can tell by this writing that this person is trustworthy. Don’t you think so, Danny? I think that it’s our old sitter, Mrs. Smith. Even though she was a bit odd, she must be trying to help us.”

Danny nodded. “I know. It’s weird to me, too. I remember her as being awful. But there’s something about these symbols. It seems like I can read more into them than just what they say. This person is telling us the truth.”

Erec almost screamed. “Has it ever occurred to you this is just a trap? A spell put on those notes to make you think that way? I can’t even read them. Maybe they’re just bewitching the two of you.” He grabbed the note from Sammy’s hand and handed it to Nell. “Do you understand this?”

Nell shook her head and giggled nervously. “Uh, it just looks like a bunch of scribbles written in . . . is this written in blood?”

“No,” Danny rolled his eyes. “It’s in strawberry rhubarb pie. Can’t you tell?”

“Um . . . no.” Nell handed the paper back to Erec with an eyebrow raised.

Erec held the paper before Trevor. “What about you? Any luck with this?”

Trevor studied it a minute. It looked like he was making calculations in his head. In fact, it seemed sure that he would soon come up with an interpretation, but then he shook his head. “It’s a language. See the patterns? But I don’t know what it says.”

“Okay, guys,” Erec said, “let’s call the police. It’s too dangerous to go outside. Someone is waiting for us out there.”

“Erec,” Sammy explained patiently. “Of course someone is waiting. It’s our old babysitter Mrs. Smith out there. Don’t you remember her? She was a little weird, but not a maniac or anything. She just wants to help us.”

Erec remembered Mrs. Smith very well. The only time he had seen her before was the morning after his mother had been kidnapped by Baskania’s servants. She was probably one of them.

He felt dazed. Part of him wanted to run as fast as he could to Alypium and try to find Bethany, but it had to be too late. He had to keep everyone safe here. Danny and Sammy were affected by those notes somehow. It was up to Erec to make sure they didn’t do anything crazy. If he could only ignore his heart tearing to pieces over Bethany . . .

“Look.” He got up and started to pace near the door. “Let’s just think things over logically. Okay? We can’t leave this place with crazy people outside that are throwing rocks through our windows. Mrs. Smith is the least trustworthy person I can think of. Okay?”

Danny and Sammy looked at one another, exasperated. “It’s not safe in here,” Sammy said. “Those letters were clear. We have help out there. We need to go now.” She linked her arm around Trevor’s and tried to wave Nell toward the door. Trevor and Nell didn’t look excited about leaving.

Erec blocked the doorway. “Nobody is going anywhere.” Reasoning with them wasn’t going to work. He would have to use force. But Danny might overpower him.

Everyone stood still, watching one another. Tension surged through the room. Nell slowly walked next to Erec, swinging her walker around to face the room. She might not have been strong, but it felt good to have something big and metal blocking the door.

Loud knocks pounded on the door at his back. The vibrations hammered through his spine. A familiar voice, like a rake scraping through gravel, called out, “Open up, Sorry. Danny and Sammy, are you okay in there?”

Erec remembered that Mrs. Smith had thought his name was Sorry. It was obviously her.

Sammy shouted, “We’re fine. We’ll come out in a second,” and hurried to the door.

Nell held up her walker, and Trevor stood at her side. The door started to shake behind them. Danny was trying to reach for the doorknob.

Erec shoved Trevor in front of the doorknob instead. “Hold on to it for dear life, Trev. I’ll be right back.”

Erec ran into his mother’s room and madly fished through her drawers. He found what he was looking for under a blanket. It looked like a small silver ring, but it was the Substance Channel, an item his mother had bought from that magical store called Vulcan. It could transport people anywhere. All they had to do was concentrate on where they wanted to go.

He took the Substance Channel out of its box and rubbed it in his hands like he had seen his mother do. Soon it glowed with a greenish light. More rattling and shouts came from the front door. He had to hurry.

How had his mother made this ring big enough to climb through? She had pulled it somehow. Erec latched his fingers around the ring and tugged—it grew wide. The metal was soft and sparkly now, and stretched easily in his hands. It opened into a huge hoop. Sparks of electricity shot from it, jolting him so that he had to pull his hands away. Still, it hung in the air on its own.

The commotion in the living room was growing louder. Stomping and urgent shouts carried down the hall. Mrs. Smith sounded like she was coming inside.

Erec took a breath. The Substance Channel started to spin so fast that the air whirling around it blew his hair back. He had to get everyone in here fast before it was too late.

He ran into the living room but stopped short. Mrs. Smith’s round frame filled the entryway. A sickly white powder made her look ghostly, and her generous cheeks were decorated with sharp circles of bright red makeup. Black hair was slicked tightly down each side of her face, meeting under her fourth chin and giving her face the shape of a wobbly heart. Thick layers of toothpaste-blue eye shadow encased her narrow eyes. She was eating a handful of what looked like the same greasy dumplings that had been thrown through their window.

After polishing off the last dumpling, she wiped her slick hands on her bright yellow overcoat, stepped forward, and grabbed Sammy’s and Danny’s wrists in her thick paws. Erec was amazed to see that neither of them struggled. Trevor, however, began to kick at one of her staunch legs. Mrs. Smith did not seem to notice.

Also in the room were two other very unusual-looking people. A skinny man who looked about seven feet tall was juggling some small balls—at least they looked small compared to his hands. Half of his shocking red hair was slicked down onto his head with thick grease. The other half had escaped its oiled jail, standing a foot above his head and sprouting wild curls in all directions.

The other man was short and normal-looking—except for the tall top hat on his head and the huge wooden barrel that he wore, hanging with thick straps over his shoulders so only his head, arms, and feet were poking out.

Erec had to get his siblings away from them. He hooked Nell’s arm over his shoulder and grabbed her waist, picking up her and her walker. “C’mon, Trevor. And Danny? Sammy? Could you come here a minute?”

“Not now, Erec.” Danny sounded annoyed. “It’s dangerous here. Okay?”

“That’s right, Sorry,” Mrs. Smith snapped. “It’s time you got the message, and scrambled like an egg.”

The man in the barrel nodded. “Tha’s right, kid. You best listen to Dumpling here, if you knows what’s best for ya.”

Dumpling? Mrs. Smith’s name was Dumpling? Well, it did seem to fit. “You guys,” Erec said, smiling like their best brother, “this will just take one minute. Please, come into Mom’s room. We need to take some things with us before we go.”

Danny and Sammy didn’t answer, but just stood there as if they were unsure what to do. Nell and Trevor, however, jumped toward him, wanting to get away from the visitors. He helped Nell down the hall into his mother’s room, and Trevor followed. The Substance Channel had stopped spinning. Now it hung still, suspended in the air. A green light pulsed from it. Nell and Trevor looked into the blackness inside, eyes wide.

But he had to get Danny and Sammy. Erec could hear them explaining to Dumpling Smith that they couldn’t leave without Erec, Trevor, and Nell. She was arguing with them. So Dumpling only wanted the twins? Erec panicked. He had to get them away from her. Trevor helped steady Nell in front of the Substance Channel, and Erec sped back into the room, just as Mrs. Dumpling Smith was trying to drag the twins out the door.

This time they were struggling, trying to make her understand. Sammy pulled back against the door frame. “We can’t leave our brothers and sister here. We have to protect them, too!”

“There is no time for them,” Mrs. Smith said. “We must get you to safety quickly.”

The huge woman and her two friends could easily overpower Erec. He glanced at the coat rack for help, giving it a shrug. “C’mon, guys. Please. You left all your important stuff in Mom’s room. You can come right back, okay?”

“All right.” Danny yanked his arm out of Mrs. Smith’s grip. “We’ll be right back.”

Mrs. Smith looked suspicious as she watched the twins walk away. “What is that Sorry up to? We better check.” She got up to follow them and nodded to her friends to come along. Her girth filled the hallway in front of the tall man, and the man in the barrel closed in behind him, leaving little room for his wide strides.

“Hurry up, guys!” Erec tore ahead to his mother’s room, and Danny and Sammy followed him. He was amazed at how fast Mrs. Smith was. She would never let them climb into the Substance Channel.

Dumpling Smith was closing in on them. But right when it seemed hopeless, the coat rack threw itself down across the entrance to the hallway, right in front of the shorter man’s feet. The third man had too much momentum to stop himself, and he tripped over the coat rack and started rolling in his barrel down the hall. A bowling ball in motion, he knocked the tall man over like a pin, sending both of them flying into Mrs. Smith’s back end.

Shaped a bit like a ball herself, Mrs. Smith tumbled forward. The two men spilled over her, rolling and tangling more until they resembled a pile of spaghetti and meatballs.

Erec lifted Nell up to the Substance Channel. “Climb in and I’ll give you your walker. Here.” He grabbed Trevor. “Hold Trev’s hand. We should all hold hands in there so we don’t get separated.”

Erec helped them both in quickly. Sammy took Trevor’s hand and climbed in after, pulling Danny in after her. Erec grabbed Danny’s hand and Nell’s walker and dove into the ring after them.

An unseen force seemed to pull him through the hoop. He looked back and saw Mrs. Smith and her strange friends flopping over one another, trying to stand up. Then he sank into the blackness around him.

Danny’s hand and the walker were the only things he was sure were there. It felt like he was floating in space.

He heard Nell’s voice. “Erec? Where are you?”

“I got him,” Danny said. “What is this thing? Don’t you think we should have just listened to Mrs. Smith?”

“I don’t like this place,” Trevor said.

“Listen, guys, I’ve been here before,” Erec replied calmly. “I’m taking us somewhere safe. Just let your minds go blank and hold on tight.”

Erec shut his eyes and concentrated on the home of his father, King Piter. It was hard not to think about Bethany, but he closed her out of his mind. If he did concentrate on her, even by accident, the Substance Channel would take him to her and, at the same time, right to Baskania.

King Piter’s home. His castle no longer existed. It had been destroyed. But his father’s home would be safe. They could stay there until he figured out what to do next. Maybe his mother could even come stay with them.

Take me to my father’s home.

If only he knew what he would find waiting there.



CHAPTER THREE

King Piter in Chains
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THE SUBSTANCE CHANNEL worked. In moments, Erec and his siblings were whizzing through space. Erec could feel a tunnel forming around him, opening and shutting as he went through almost as if he was being swallowed. The warm material around them was the Substance itself: the network of magic that filled the world. Without it, life could not exist. But in our everyday world of Upper Earth it had thinned so much that magic was no longer possible.

He was having trouble holding onto Nell’s walker, which kept wanting to yank out of his grip, and keeping Danny’s hand in his. Then, with a sharp jerk to his left, Erec was spit out through the ring of light. His siblings toppled onto the floor after him. The ring glimmered a moment in the air and then disappeared.

Erec sat up and gasped. A shocked face stared straight back at him. After a moment he came to his senses and recognized that it was his old friend and butler, Jam Crinklecut. Gray-green eyes twinkling, Jam sported his usual black butler suit with tails, gray vest, and white gloves.

“Young sir? I was . . . not expecting you.” He looked around. “Danny and Sammy, I presume? And Trevor and Nell? I remember you from my wonderful visit at your home. What a pleasure. Welcome, sirs. Modoms.” He bowed low.

“Jam!” Erec sprang to his feet and threw an arm around the butler.

At first Jam looked surprised, but he quickly smiled. “And how is young sir doing?”

That question brought everything home for Erec. He had not had time to process what had happened to his best friend, and now he found himself choking on his words as he tried to speak them. “Is . . . Bethany . . .”

“Bethany?” Jam smiled. “She must be in her suites. Shall I ring her?”

A ray of hope lit within him, but he was afraid to believe it. Had his vision been wrong? Maybe nothing had happened yet . . . and he still had time to stop her.

But the phone rang and rang in Bethany’s suites. Jam frowned. “I don’t know where else she could be. I thought she had been working on her book. That’s mostly what she’s been doing since she’s been stuck inside here.”

Erec’s stomach turned over, and his last hopes blew out in a long sigh. It was no use. He knew exactly what had happened to her. How could he tell Jam? And worse, her brother Pi?

Even the air felt thick and heavy. It seemed to drip sadness. Then he remembered that there was another reason it was hard to breathe here. Each time he returned to the Kingdom of the Keepers after being away awhile, he would notice this feeling. The Substance here was thicker, and it gave off a depressing aura that he grew used to after a day or two.

Trying to ignore it, Erec glanced out the window, as if Bethany might be outside walking with her pink kitten, Cutie Pie. Of course she wasn’t there. What if he never saw her again? Why hadn’t he just come back a month earlier when she wanted him to?

Something caught his eye on the grass. It looked like a growing drop of blood. In a moment it started wiggling, and Erec recognized it as a snail. Bethany was writing! He ran outside and grabbed it off the ground.

But the snail letter was from a friend of Erec’s, Oscar. At first, his heart sank—but he had been worried about Oscar for a while now. What had happened to him was awful. Oscar’s old tutor, Rosco, had somehow learned how to read his mind. That might not have been so bad—except that Rosco was one of Baskania’s favorite assistants. So everything that Oscar knew was reported straight to their worst enemy. If Oscar saw Erec somewhere, Baskania would know where Erec was and try to capture him.

Dear Erec,

I’ve decided that things have to change for me, so I want to let you know what’s been going on. It feels like I’ve been alone forever now. I thought that if I just hid and spied on people I would learn how to get back at Rosco, and maybe also find a new magic tutor. But it was so hard being away from everyone that I care about, with no friends. That was driving me crazy.

Well, I just can’t do it anymore. I mean, I still am trying to stay hidden. I don’t want to run into you by accident—we both know how horrible it would be if Baskania found you. But a new idea finally hit me, and I have some big plans. Revenge. After everything that Rosco has put me through, it’s all I can think about. So don’t even think about trying to talk me out of it. If somebody was reading your mind and telling everything you thought to your worst enemy, and if that somebody had killed your father, you would feel the same way. This is all I’ve been thinking about for months.

I spent time in Aorth tracking down where Rosco lives and spying on his house. He was never there. The guy travels all the time. So I snuck into his house and used his Port-O-Door once to see where he just went, and it was the Green House in Alypium. I need to go there, spend time there, and really see what’s going on.

You should know that I’ll be in Alypium. I’ll make sure to wear sunglasses and a big floppy hat to stop me from looking around at things. Also I’ve gotten really good at watching my feet when I walk, so hopefully I won’t see you. Hopefully with the hat and dark glasses Rosco and Baskania won’t recognize me, either.

I’ll stay in touch to let you know everything I see when I spy on them. It’s the least I can do for you. One thing I’ve found out is that Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain had crowns made for themselves, along with thrones. They have days set aside for people to come meet them and take their pictures with the three kings-to-be. It’s enough to make you throw up.

I hope you’re okay. Don’t feel like you have to write back. If you do, remember not to tell me anything important. I’m sure Rosco would appear and grab the snail letter right after I read it again.

Your friend forever,

Oscar

So the Stain triplets were posing as the next rulers of the three Kingdoms of the Keepers? Erec cringed. Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain, kids his age, had been cloned from Baskania himself. They were doing everything they could to really become the next three kings, but if they did they would rule with greed, malice, and violence. On top of that, they would hand over their royal scepters to Baskania. According to King Piter that would cause mass destruction.

If only Bethany were here, she could reason with Oscar, get him to move on and forget about revenge on Rosco. She was good at that kind of thing. Oscar had nobody to hang out with now and nothing else to think about except for what Rosco had done to him.

Erec found some paper and wrote back to him.

Dear Oscar,

Bethany has been captured, and I don’t even know if she’s alive. I don’t care if Rosco sees this letter and tells Baskania——he’s the one who took her, so it’s no news to him. I’m worried sick. If you’re . . . around anyone who might know, tell me if you overhear where they are keeping her, or anything at all that could help.

It sounds like Baskania is trying to make everyone excited about Balor, Damon, and Dollick becoming kings. How could people fall for that? Can’t they see that the Stain triplets are rotten to the core? It’s such a joke. If they really became the three new rulers of Alypium, Ashona, and Aorth, they would hand their scepters to Baskania, and he would go mad with power and destroy the world. Try to tell people that, though, and they think you’re crazy.

I’m glad you’re okay. I really miss hanging out with you and Jack. I haven’t seen him in a while. You should forget about revenge, though. It’s only going to make things worse for you, I think.

Your friend always,

Erec

Erec put the letter into the snail’s shell, then looked out the window. Rosco would take the letter from Oscar and trace it minutes after he got it. Unless he wanted Baskania paying him a visit, Erec thought he had better send it from somewhere else.

Cutie Pie, Bethany’s fluffy pink kitten, pounced onto the window sill and looked at him suspiciously.

“Have you seen Bethany, Cutie Pie? Do you know where she went?”

The cat put a paw on the window and looked outside.

“She was captured by Baskania, kitty. We have to save her.” Erec felt dumb talking to a cat, but Cutie Pie was pretty smart. Maybe she would help in some way.

Cutie Pie stared at Erec for a second and then darted through the open window. In a moment she was tearing toward Alypium. For a moment, Erec considered following her. But chasing a cat didn’t seem promising, so he wished her luck instead.

Erec found the Port-O-Door in his father’s house and randomly picked a city called Clalm, the first place he saw on the map of Otherness. He tossed the snail that held his letter to Oscar onto the red soil of Clalm and watched it disappear into the earth.

What would he do about Bethany? He could not face the reality that he was probably too late. Was he just going to sit here and accept that she was captured and dead? No. He had to do something. . . .

Maybe his father would know what to do. He found Jam and asked, “Is my dad here?” It still sounded strange referring to King Piter as his father. That truth had been hidden from him since he was too young to remember.

Jam cleared his throat and whispered, “It’s best you go alone, sir. He has been having a bit of a tough time. I’ll make some snacks for your brothers and sisters.”

The king sat on his throne in a smaller version of Castle Alypium’s throne room. A few tapestries hung on the walls, and ornate leaded windows made the room sparkle. The throne itself was immense. Solid gold, it must have been fifteen feet high, studded with gems. Pearl inlays and carvings decorated the sides and back in what looked like strange languages, and a huge diamond, the size of a bicycle wheel, was embedded in the center of its high back.

A big, rough stone, the Lia Fail, sat at the base of the throne. This magical chunk of rock was said to scream in the presence of the true king during a coronation. Erec, in fact, had seen it happen. During a coronation ceremony, the thing had once screamed for him.

Chains hung loosely around the king, holding him in his seat. His hair had grown a pale yellow, and his skin hung loose off of his frame. The king looked so sickly and frail that Erec almost didn’t recognize him. Distracted, he stared in wonder at something in the long arm of the chair. Erec saw the king’s scepter there, resting in a slot that had been created for it. The chains held King Piter’s arms back from the scepter, just allowing one of his fingers to graze against its edge.

For a moment, Erec forgot all about the king. His entire being was drawn to the scepter. Its ornate gems and patterned, carved gold called to him, waking all of his old desires for it. The scepter’s powerful magic had felt so amazing when he had used it before. It had sent jolts of electricity and power through him, leaving him with deep cravings for that feeling to happen again. His mouth watered, looking at the thing. It did not help that it was his now, officially.

Erec walked slowly toward the scepter, reaching out for it. His need for the thing seemed to grow the closer he got to it. He was silly to have left it here. King Piter had insisted that he guard the scepter for Erec, that Erec was not yet ready to use it. But that was just silly. He would be fine feeling its power again. It was the most wonderful thing he had ever experienced. It gave him the strength and purpose he needed.

Chains were around the king’s arms . . . maybe they would keep him from grabbing the scepter before Erec could. In a moment Erec trembled with excitement and hope. He could take the scepter now—just reach for it and snatch it—and the king wouldn’t be able to stop him!

He was breathing faster. But then he looked at his father’s glazed eyes and a chill raced through him. Was that what Erec looked like now? Haunted, possessed by this magic, ready to do anything for it?

Erec took a breath. A small voice in his mind reminded him that his father was right. He wasn’t ready. The scepter haunted him, filling his days with longing and his nights with vivid dreams. It didn’t matter if he told himself that he would use it only for good, to help right the wrongs of the world. Deep inside he knew what would happen if it was his. His own dreams had showed him. He would only crave more and more power. There was no way he would be able to resist its pull.

He forced himself to step back away from it. Why was he here? He was confused now . . . Bethany! How could he have been so distracted by the scepter that he could forget her? The idea made him sick, and he backed away from it more.

“Dad? How are you doing? Dad . . . ? Hey, it’s me, Erec.”

The king’s eyes were glazed. He ran his finger along the gold scepter as though he hadn’t heard a thing. Erec noticed how thin and sickly he looked.

Erec spoke louder. “Dad? King Piter?”

Erec touched his father’s shoulder. There was still no response, so he shook the king. “Are you okay? What’s going on with those chains?”

King Piter startled a bit, then turned toward Erec. Recognition lit his face and he sighed. “Erec. You’re back.” He shrugged in embarrassment. “It’s easier for me with these chains here. I can take them off if I need to. They’re just a . . . reminder to hold back.” He cleared his throat, looking awkward. “How was your trip home?”

“Fine. Dad, Bethany is—” Erec’s throat tightened and he could not speak. Those words could not be said, or they would make her danger more real somehow. Everything might shatter around those words.

The king’s forehead wrinkled with concern. “What’s wrong with Bethany? Can I help?” But then he looked back at his scepter and immediately was lost.

Erec could not imagine how hard this must be for his father. If Erec had been near the scepter for more than a month, like the king had, he would never have kept himself away from it. No, he would have become a power-mad psycho trying to rule the world with it.

For a moment everything seemed to glimmer. Erec felt his knees buckle. This was all his fault. The king used to be able to use his scepter with no problem at all. The power of his castle had given him that stregnth. Erec had ruined that. He had found out, against the king’s wishes, that King Piter was his father. Which led to the castle being destroyed. Worse yet, the king himself was destroyed.

He had wrecked his own father.

And now he had let his best friend die.

Erec felt like falling through the floor and never seeing anyone again, never doing more harm . . . but he couldn’t even do that. If only the scepter was gone . . . That horrid thing had brought out the worst in him, and now it was doing the same to his father. He grabbed it to fling it anywhere, through a window, wish it to explode and never come back.

But the second the warm gold was in his hand, everything changed. Calmness filled him, and control. It was all okay. He would help his father get better. He could make everything better. With this power there was nothing that would stop him.

In the distance he heard “Erec, no.” And a second later the scepter was knocked from his hands.

With tremendous effort, King Piter pushed the thing away from both of them.

“You aren’t ready.” He panted, hair drooping into his face. “Please, Erec. Please. Just leave it here with me. It’s all I can stand to be with it now, not using it. But I’ve gotten good at it. You see I just sit here and look . . .” His voice trailed away as he stooped down and gazed into the scepter on the ground. He sighed deeply. “Without my castle to protect me, I can actually see it more clearly now. It’s dizzying.” He looked at Erec pleadingly. “I don’t think either of us should touch it. It’s best we leave it where it is.”

Erec looked at his hands in shock. The moment he touched the scepter it had changed his mind completely. He had been determined to get rid of it. But it felt so good in his hands. . . .

Erec grabbed the king’s shoulder and told him everything that had happened.

King Piter’s weak eyes widened and he looked like he might faint. “I . . . I didn’t even know she was gone. Erec, I should have been there with her. I don’t even know when I saw her last. I’ve been . . .”

Erec knew what the king had been doing. He’d been sitting here entranced by the scepter. Erec sat next to him on the ground. “It’s my fault, Dad. I wasn’t there for her.”

Of course. It was so obvious, and it was right there in front of them. He pointed at the scepter. “Could that bring Bethany back?”

The king sniffed, voice hoarse. “It’s possible. If she’s still . . .” He looked at Erec, wary, as if afraid of what might be said next.

On cue, Erec said, “Well, then, could you bring her body back, if she didn’t make it? We can bury her.” He felt sick thinking about it.

King Piter nodded. “Yes, but . . . I’m afraid. If I use it one more time, I’ll be gone, I think.”

“Have you been using it, then, since I left?” Erec was afraid to hear the answer.

The king nodded. “Just little bits. It’s so hard to resist.” He stared at it. “I suppose it is for the best, though, using it one more time. Right? It is for Bethany.” His eyes hardened as he reached for the scepter.

As the king closed his eyes, Erec could feel a surge in the room. The king’s lids flashed open, wide. “She’s alive. I’m bringing her back.”

Erec jumped to his feet. Alive? Baskania let her live this long? It seemed impossible.

King Piter’s hands shook on the scepter. They looked bonier than Erec remembered. Flashes appeared in the room in front of them, sparkling like a thousand tiny stars. Erec bit his lip. Please let Bethany be okay. Please let her come back.

Something glimmered in the room. It formed into a shape, and then an image of Bethany appeared before them. She didn’t look solid, though, more like a ghost. Erec could see a stained glass window right through her. Something odd and shiny was around her head, like small metal funnels coming from her scalp. She was sitting on a wooden chair, her arms chained down to it at her sides, and she was looking around in surprise.

Erec could see a glimpse of what looked like a desk in front of her and some books. Her feet were chained to something too, but he could not see what. When Bethany looked at him, her eyes bugged out as if she were seeing a ghost as well. She was talking. . . . It looked like she was calling to him, but he could not hear a word.

The king shook, straining from the effort of trying to save her. Then his breath caught, and her image vanished. The scepter fell from his hand. “I couldn’t do it. Baskania has a Draw on her. That’s how he must have captured her.” He hung his head. “I don’t know how he got such a thing. Something needs to be explained here.”

Erec was confused. “What’s a Draw?”

“Baskania fixed it so nobody can save Bethany. A Draw is an earth enchantment that cannot be removed by any magic. But the odd thing is that there are no Draws in our world. There is no way Baskania could have attained one, unless . . .” He rubbed his head, stunned. “I shudder to think how he got it.”

“Where do Draws come from?”

“Tartarus. The only living beings who possess Draws are the three Furies that live there. And they don’t just hand them out to people.”

“Wait a minute.” Erec wasn’t sure whether to be celebrating that Bethany was okay or losing all hope again. “What are the Furies? What is Tartarus?”

The king started to gaze at the scepter again, but Erec pulled him around to face the other way. “Ever since the dawn of time, six powerful sisters have helped weave the fabric of our universe. Two sets of triplets. Like all siblings, there were rivalries, jealousies. The older sisters, Decima, Nona, and Morta, became who you now know as the three Fates. As you are aware, they are kind, just, and very wise. But they are no-nonsense, too. They like things to follow rules, orders. Life goes according to plan under their watch. Everyone has a chance, gets a choice.

“Their younger sisters were a little different from them. If the cup was half full for the older triplets, it was half empty for Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera. Those three have been angry since birth. They wanted the same powers that their older sisters had. And when they realized that they could never be as strong, would never have the responsibilities, they instead set about destroying things. Their actions earned them the name the three Furies, for they were truly terrifying and ferocious.

“At first the Fates tried to put the Furies to work for them, harnessing their natural aggression for good. The Furies became the police of humanity, judging individuals and punishing those who were not pure of heart. But this quickly became a problem. The Furies were not fair in their judgments, and they were very harsh. They enjoyed causing trouble even more than scaring people with their violent ways.

“In the end, the only way to save humankind was for the Fates to lock their sisters into a prison land called Tartarus. It is deep within the earth, far below Aorth. There is only one way in and out, and that is at the base of the Nether Volcano, past the Waters of Oblivion. Some of the creatures that live in Tartarus can pass freely back and forth through its entrance. But the Furies are stuck there, and they cannot exert their powers on humanity from inside.

“They say that there is only one way that the Furies will ever escape. If each of the Furies is able to collect a thousand human souls in Tartarus, they may be able to split themselves into these souls, leave their prison in tiny fragments, and reassemble themselves outside again. Of course, if that ever did happen, eternal chaos would be the best we could hope for. With the eons of anger those three have built up, not even the Fates may be able to save themselves from their wrath.

“That is why the Furies use Draws. Only they know how to make them. Once a Draw is set on someone, they will come to you, no matter what. And once they come, they will stay with you. That is their only way to draw humans into Tartarus—their only hope for eventual escape.” He rubbed his head. “I don’t know what Thanatos Baskania is getting himself into here. If he’s dealing with the Furies now, we’re all done for.”

“And the scepter can’t overpower the Draws?”

“The scepter is powerless against the Furies, the Fates, and the deep magic of the universe. But Baskania is defenseless against these things as well. He must think he is far beyond human if he’s trying to deal with them. It’s ridiculous.”

They sat in silence awhile. Then Erec asked, “If the Furies can pull humans into Tartarus with their Draws, won’t they be able to get three thousand souls soon?”

“Luckily, no,” the king said. “In order to place a Draw on someone, they would have to see them directly. Any unfortunate person wandering within sight of the entrance to Tartarus would have a Draw placed on them right away. But this is the first time I have ever heard of a human owning or using one.”

Erec still could not believe their bad luck. “Are you sure that is what Baskania used on Bethany?”

The king nodded. “The scepter confirmed it.”

Reality started to sink in. “So nothing can get rid of a Draw?”

“Not when the Furies use one.” The king looked thoughtful. “But we should talk to the Fates and see what they say. Baskania’s Draw may not be as strong.”

Erec jumped up. “Let’s go to the Oracle now and ask them. We can’t afford to wait any longer. Something terrible could happen to Bethany.”

The king glanced back at the scepter, shaking. He didn’t say anything, but Erec could see the longing in his face. His father must not think he could walk away from it . . . or pick it up.

This was ridiculous. They couldn’t just sit around and wait. Erec would wish the scepter away, make it disappear. He dove upon it so quickly that the king could not grab it out of his way.

But the minute he touched it, he lost all his willpower to get rid of it. He could do anything with it. The scepter was the solution, not the problem.

Then a voice spoke to him, from the scepter itself. “I can help you, you know. That’s what I’m here for, mate. Just use me as you will. We’ll make it all better. What can I do for you, now?”

Erec relaxed. It was okay. The scepter could save Bethany—

Then he shrank back. What was he thinking? The scepter could not rescue Bethany. He had just seen that with his own eyes. He had to save Bethany. The thought of her was stronger than the power of the scepter. This thing was just in his way.

Against every fiber of his being, he made a decision. Scepter, I want you to get lost. Stay far away from human beings, and don’t come back to me until someone else tells me that I am ready for you.

Suddenly, in a golden flash, the scepter was gone. Emptiness seemed to resound in its place.



CHAPTER FOUR

A Surprise Visit
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EREC FELT LIKE he was going to be sick.

King Piter curled into a ball. “Is it gone forever?”

“No.” Erec was afraid to tell him the instructions that he had given to the scepter. In a moment of weakness, if the king wanted it badly enough he would know how to bring it back. “We’ll see it again someday.”

The king nodded. “Good.” He huddled awhile in silence, then with great effort said, “We should go talk to the Fates about Baskania’s Draw on Bethany.”

Erec agreed. But it was a long while before they made it out of the room.

*  *  *
 Jam and the remaining servants had made a multicourse meal for Danny, Sammy, Trevor, and Nell. They were all looking a little rocky, adjusting to the heavy feeling in the air from the Substance.

Erec could not eat at all. Bethany was in incredible danger, and he had to get her back. The Fates had to know a way to beat this Draw that Baskania put on her.

Erec got up and paced, watching his siblings eat. He had to leave now, find out what he could do about Bethany. He knew his father needed rest, but how could they wait when Bethany was in Baskania’s claws?

“Dad, should we go to the Oracle now? If you’re too tired, I can go by myself.”

The Oracle was in Delphi, Greece. It was the only place where Erec could speak directly to the three Fates. The waters in its deep well were one of the few connections to their home.

The king nodded. “You are right. I should go with you.” He looked down at his shaking hands. “I’ll . . . try. It would do me good to get away from here and clear my head. If I only hadn’t been so caught up with that scepter, this whole thing wouldn’t have happened.” His voice broke.

Erec shook his head. “No. It’s my fault, Dad. I should have come back sooner.”

Danny looked back and forth between them. “I can’t say you guys look a lot alike, but I can tell you’re related. You both have the guilt thing down really well.”

Erec shot him a fierce look.

Danny leaned back and put his hands up. “Settle down, bro. The way I see it, it’s Baskania’s fault, not yours.”

Somehow that did make Erec feel a little better. Danny was right, in a way.

“Hey,” Sammy said, trying to change the conversation. “There’s a big metal plaque in the floor with an eye carved into it down the hall.”

“That sounds like the cover over Hecate Jekyll’s old storerooms.” Erec remembered some of the amazing things that she kept there. “I’ll show you sometime—”

A loud shriek boomed through the room, making everyone jump. “They’re here!” a gravelly voice boomed. “Where am I . . . ? I can see them. Look! The kids! Danny and Sammy! Come on, you two. We need to go—”

Then the voice was cut off abruptly. Erec looked around the room, but nobody else had come in.

“What was that?” Sammy looked confused.

A moment later the same voice returned, mid-sentence. “—when I took these off. But look! Now I can see them again! They’re in someone’s house. And . . . there’s King Piter! I knew it. These glasses are magical.”

In a flash Erec knew what was going on—someone had his mother’s Seeing Eyeglasses. When a person put them on, they felt like they were right in the very room with the person that they missed the most in the world. They could see and hear that person and any people around them. The one wearing the glasses could be heard, but not seen in return.

So who was wearing them? Someone who missed them—and who obviously had no clue how the Seeing Eyeglasses worked. The voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. “Someone’s looking through Mom’s glasses, guys. Who could it be? I know that voice. . . .” The person had mentioned Danny and Sammy first. Was she looking for them? Who would miss them more than anyone else? It didn’t make sense.

Danny and Sammy came to a realization at the same time. Sammy hugged herself tightly. “Mrs. Smith.”

Danny nodded. “Dumpling Smith. She got Mom’s glasses.”

A wild cackle echoed from the walls. “Very good. You recognized my voice, children. I’m so honored. What a lucky day this is for me! These two noble kids, this . . . Danny and Sammy, as they are called, know me that well.” She gave a deep, grating laugh. “Well, you might as well tell me where you are. I’ll figure it out soon enough myself. And then we’ll find you, don’t worry. It’s time for you two to come with us.”

Sammy’s voice shook. “You . . . you just want me and Danny, then? Not everyone else?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Dumpling’s gravelly voice answered. “Let’s drop the pretenses. I thought you two might come along easier if you thought we were saving all of you. But there’s no reason for that. If I take just the two of you, that will be perfect. I promise you, we will leave your siblings and mother alone if the two of you will meet me somewhere, right now.”

Their mother! Erec gasped. What had happened to her? Dumpling had her glasses—that must mean that his mother had come home to find Dumpling and her crew waiting in the house. Was she okay? Was Zoey safe?

Danny looked terrified. He murmured to Erec, “Can she grab us with those glasses on? Should we run?”

Erec shook his head and murmured back, “No, we’re safe for now. She’ll be able to see you wherever you are, though. If you go somewhere that she can recognize, she can use the glasses to find you. We’ll have to hide you guys somewhere safe, in a place she’s not familiar with. As long as she can’t figure out where you are you should be okay.”

“You were right,” Danny whispered. “She must be up to no good. There must have been a spell on those letters from her to make us think she was safe.” He scratched his head. “I still don’t get it, though. I was sure from that writing that she meant well. . . .”

“No secrets!” Dumpling’s gravelly voice thundered. “Let’s make this easy. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you two. You need our protection, you see. We’ll take care of you. And we’ll leave your mother alone.”

That sounded like a threat to their mother. “Is she okay?” Erec asked.

“She is fine.” Dumpling’s voice became sickeningly sweet. “I’m sure we’ll all keep it that way. Now, where are you?”

Sammy blurted, “Um . . . we can’t say right now. But please, don’t hurt our mom. We’ll come with you, okay?” She looked at Danny desperately. “Meet us in Alypium in one hour. In front of Medea’s magic shop. Okay?”

“Very good.” Dumpling sounded satisfied. “Kookles, stay here with June and Zoey until we get back.”

She must have taken the glasses off, because the room fell silent. Everybody sat, frozen, afraid to move.

“Hey, Sammy, not bad,” Danny said. “I know you’re not thinking we’re going to meet that maniac. But you bought us an hour. Now we better figure out what to do.”

“Will Mom be okay?” Trevor looked white as a ghost.

“Yes.” Erec was suddenly confident. “As soon as Dumpling and that guy in the barrel go to meet Danny and Sammy, Mom and Zoey will be alone in the apartment with just the tall guy. We can take him out and rescue them.”

“But how can we get back there fast enough?” Sammy looked confused. “We don’t have the Substance Channel here anymore.”

“I know. But we have something better.” Erec smiled. This world had all sorts of magical ways. “This house has a Port-O-Door.”

“What’s that?” Nell sat straighter in her chair, hopeful.

“It’s a door that you can tell to open anywhere. It lets you travel there immediately. Let’s go. Dumpling Smith has probably left by now. I’m sure she’ll hurry so she doesn’t miss you guys.” He led them to a thin wooden door in the hall by King Piter’s bedroom. The kids and Jam crowded into the small room inside. The king stayed at the kitchen table. He looked like he could barely hold his head up.

Once the door shut, a screen lit up. It was divided into four squares: a white one marked ALYPIUM, a blue one marked ASHONA, a red AORTH square, and a yellow OTHERNESS one. Underneath lay a thin orange stripe saying OTHER. When Erec poked it, a world map appeared. He touched North America, then New Jersey. Each map grew bigger as he zoomed in—right to the apartment where they lived.

“Wow,” Trevor said, impressed, when Erec touched the apartment in the building, and a room plan sprang onto the screen.

“The bathroom, guys?” he asked. “I think that’s the best place if we don’t want that Kookles guy to see us come in.” After they agreed, he opened the Port-O-Door right into their bathroom at home.

“Cool!” Trevor grinned.

“Shhh.” Sammy looked frantic. “You guys stay here. I’ll go try to find Mom and Zoey. If we all come out, it might take too long to get back in.”

“No, wait,” Erec said. “Let me go. I think it’s safer. It’s you they’re after, not me.”

Sammy nodded reluctantly.

Erec twisted the bathroom doorknob slowly, hoping it wouldn’t squeak. Nobody was in sight in the hallway, but he could hear Zoey crying in the kitchen. “I don’t like that funny guy, Mom. Make him go away. I want Trevor and Nell!”

He could barely hear his mother soothing her. Then he saw movement at the end of the hallway. He jumped, almost slamming the door shut, but luckily he stopped short before making a loud noise.

It was the coat rack. The thing was sad, pacing the floors, limbs drooping.

Erec waved toward it, staying silent. The coat rack stiffened, then waved a thin arm back at him. Erec held a finger up and motioned for it to come closer. It swung its top from side to side, as if making sure the coast was clear. Then it hopped down the hall.

Erec whispered to it, “Can you get Zoey and Mom to come here—to the bathroom? We’re going to save them.”

In a matter of minutes, Zoey was following the coat rack down the hall, laughing. They were playing a version of their favorite game, the hat toss. The coat rack was using the hats as lures, tossing them closer to the bathroom.

Zoey was distracted by the game, forgetting about her other problems. Erec wished his mother had come along too, but a minute later June popped a head around the corner. “Stay with me, Zoey,” she said.

Erec waved at her frantically. When their eyes caught, June’s jaw dropped. She clasped a hand over her heart and walked quickly down the hallway toward him.

Everything would have been perfect if Zoey had not shouted, “Erec! Yeah! You’re here!”

“Huh?” Erec heard a deep voice from the other room.

“Come on, quick!” He waved his mother and Zoey into the bathroom. Just before he locked the door behind them, he caught sight of the tall man, Kookles, peering around the corner. His long strides carried him down the hall. He pounded on the locked door. “Open up! I said, open up!”

Erec yanked his mother and Zoey into the Port-O-Door and slammed it shut just as the bathroom door burst open with a loud thud. He wondered if Kookles saw a flash of the Port-O-Door in the wall before it disappeared.

*  *  *
 After June had finished bowing to King Piter for what seemed like the hundredth time, Jam fixed her a pot of cocoa and a warm meal.

“I don’t understand,” Erec said to her. “Why do they just want Danny and Sammy, and not the rest of us? Who are those people?”

“I wish I knew.” June shrugged nervously. “They must know something about the twins.” She picked at her food, upset.

“Know something? What is there to know?”

June shrugged. It seemed strange to Erec. Usually he was the one that everyone was after. He was the known heir to the throne of Alypium. He was one of King Piter’s triplets—the other two were still missing. Even though most people thought they were dead, Erec knew that they were alive. One day the three of them would claim their thrones in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. So that made Erec an obvious target.

Of course, if the other two missing triplets were found, then they would be targets too. But they were safe somewhere, according to King Piter, unknown probably to even themselves.

An idea occurred to Erec. What if . . . No. It couldn’t be.

But the truth was plain as day. No matter how much he tried to deny it.

Danny and Sammy might be the other missing triplets.

That would explain why people were after them now. It all made perfect sense. They were Erec’s age—now that Erec had learned he was really thirteen, almost fourteen. He didn’t know his real birthday, but maybe it was their birthday, in March, and not April eighteenth, like he thought. That would explain why June was taking care of all of them. Erec had found out who he was. But they didn’t know yet, so they were still safe.

That meant that Mrs. Dumpling Smith and her friends must be working for Baskania. He had found out who the other triplets were and wanted them killed. But why didn’t they want to take Erec, too?

Then Erec had a chilling thought. Maybe Baskania had other plans for him. He needed Erec for the twelve quests that were needed to become rulers of the Kingdoms of the Keepers. Only Erec could draw the next quest from Al’s Well. Baskania gave the quests to the Stain triplets. Even though they didn’t finish Erec’s quests, if everyone thought they did, those three could become the next kings.

So Baskania wasn’t done with him yet. But Erec was not about to let him get Danny and Sammy.

So they were his missing triplets? Erec stared at them for a long moment. The two of them looked so much alike. Hadn’t June changed their looks like she had changed his? Is that what he would have looked like now, if he grew up the way he was supposed to?

But he could not ask. Danny and Sammy were only safe because they did not know they were the heirs to the thrones of Ashona and Aorth, and he would not put them in danger by telling them.

“Hey, look.” Danny pointed out of the window. “There’s a red snail sitting out there. Looks like you got another letter.”

Erec went outside and picked it up off the ground.

Dear Erec,

I had no idea about Bethany. I can’t believe it. Baskania and Rosco will pay for this. You mark my words. It wasn’t enough to ruin my life. Now they’re destroying hers too. And yours.

I’ve been spying in the Green House as much as I can. It was hard to tell what was going on, though. So I got a job there. I gave them a fake name, and I’m working for the custodian now, doing things like cleaning up messes. I water all the plants, which lets me walk all over and listen in to conversations. I haven’t heard anyone talk about Bethany yet, but I found out where Baskania’s offices are. Rosco goes there a lot—I’ve seen him. I’m going to spend the most time there, spying on them.

Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain come around all the time. Those jerks are cheating even more, but I guess that’s no surprise. They wear phony amulets that make it look like they did the quests. And their friends, Rock Rayson and Ward Gamin, follow them around. They have eye patches now. You know what that means—Baskania took an eye from them. Yikes!

Your Friend,

Oscar

Erec dropped the empty snail into his pocket. He walked inside, clutching the letter in his hand so tightly it was nearly wrinkled into a ball. This was all too much. Baskania was after his sister and brother. Bethany was captured—alive at the moment, but probably not for long. Oscar was in hiding, seeking revenge on Rosco and spying on Baskania. And the Stain triplets were well on their way to taking over the Kingdoms of the Keepers . . . which would destroy the world.

A loud voice made everyone jump. June dropped her spoon into her soup with a big plop. “I see you’re all still there,” Dumpling Smith growled. She raised the pitch of her gravelly voice and tried to sound sweet. “Very clever. But you two have it all wrong, dearies. I only want to help you. There are bad people about, you know. You need to trust me, no?” Then she became angry. “Don’t think you can stay hidden away for long, you two. I’ll keep watch with these nice glasses here. The time has come.” Erec could hear her heavy breathing. “Interesting house. Is it King Piter’s? There he is. I believe this must be his house, now that his castle is gone.”

Everyone in the room looked at one another, afraid to talk.

“Okay, then. Excellent. We’ll be seeing you there very soon.” Dumpling’s laugh ended abruptly, midstream, as she must have pulled off the glasses.

June spoke in a hushed voice. “We need to get out of here, to somewhere she doesn’t recognize. This house should stay empty until they are sure that none of us are coming back to it.” She lowered her face. “I’m so sorry, dear King, to have brought intruders to your home. I’m sure you’ll be safe here—nobody would dare to bother you. But I should take my family away.”

The king’s voice sounded hollow. “I’m afraid I’m as vulnerable as anybody else right now. I don’t have my scepter. I should probably go with you.” His hair looked wispier than it did this morning, his face more sunken. Erec hoped that the scepter being gone would help the king regain his strength, but he guessed that might take a while.

Jam cleared his throat. “Modoms, sirs. If you don’t mind me making a suggestion, I have an aunt who lives in Americorth North. She has a simple house, nothing in it that stands out as unusual that I can think of. And I am sure she would be delighted for us to visit for as long as necessary.”

“I didn’t know you were from Aorth, Jam,” Erec said. “I thought you were from Alypium.”

A despondent look flashed across Jam’s face. “I am pretty sure that my parents were from Alypium, but they both died a long time ago, and I have no siblings. Once I tried to research my family history, and see if there was anyone else left. I did find some long-lost relatives in Aorth—at least I think they might be relatives. They weren’t exactly sure either. But they took me in immediately, accepting me as family.”

The king nodded silently, looking too weak to speak.

June said, “Thank you, Jam. We should go there. As long as Dumpling doesn’t put on my Seeing Eyeglasses right as we go through the Port-O-Door, she won’t know where we went.”

“How did she get your glasses?” Nell asked.

“It was terrible.” June shuddered. “They kept asking where you went. Not that I would have told them if I knew. The tall one—Kookles, I think his name was—grabbed Zoey. He started throwing her into the air, and then he was juggling her with a bunch of balls.”

“That was fun!” Zoey looked excited. “I went all the way to the ceiling.”

June looked sick. “I panicked. Kookles was walking closer and closer to the window. I was afraid he would throw her out.” She didn’t look sure. “I told them they could have anything they wanted—anything. Dumpling told me to give her my magical glasses. Next thing Dumpling put on my glasses, and you know the rest.”

Jam handed out shiny silver suits that they slipped over their clothing. “This is UnderWear,” he explained. “It will keep you cool when you’re deep under the Earth’s surface, in Aorth.” The fabric was slippery and stretched easily over everyone, expanding to their sizes.

Erec pulled his UnderWear on fast and scrawled a quick letter to Oscar while Jam helped the king into his silver pull-on outfit.

Dear Oscar,

Be careful working in the Green House, okay? I was thinking—if Rosco can read your mind, he must know that you’re there, right? He probably knows you are spying on him. Don’t do anything to make him angry. He’ll show up wherever you are, and he’s really powerful.

Thanks for trying to find out about Bethany.

Your Friend,

Erec

“Hurry, guys,” said Sammy. “I’ll feel better when we leave this place.”

“I’ll go there with you,” Erec said. “But I can’t stay. King Piter and I have to go to the Oracle and find out how to get Bethany back.”

The king breathed heavily. “Erec, I would like to go. But I’m afraid I’m just too weak. I’m sorry to let you down. Will you let me know what you find out there? I need to rest with your family, if that’s okay.”

Jam cleared his throat. “I would be more than happy to accompany young sir to the Oracle. Would you like some company?”

Erec grinned. “Sure, Jam. That would be great.”

Jam bowed his head. “At your disposal.”

June sighed. “Come right back, Erec. And let me know what you find out, okay?”

Erec nodded. The king was right about not being able to go along. Erec and Jam helped him walk down the hallway after the rest of his family.

Jam dismissed the remaining servants, then pressed a few spots on the Port-O-Door maps and opened the door into an unexplored spot in Otherness so that Erec could toss his snail letter through. “Now to Aunt Salsa’s. Hoods on, everyone.” He pushed the red AORTH square. “Eight Anodyne Road.”

A furnacelike blast of heat hit Erec in the face when Jam opened the door.

“Sorry, sire.” Jam bowed his head to King Piter. “Do you think you can handle the heat while I ring her doorbell? I would have ushered you straight into her home but I haven’t spoken to her yet.”

The king nodded, and they all dragged themselves outside. The heat was like nothing Erec had experienced. His hair felt like it was melting and might explode into flames. He tried to speak, but his breath would not carry into the ovenlike temperature. But then his silver UnderWear suit puffed with cool air, blowing a steady stream up onto his face. He still felt warm but was amazingly comfortable.

“How hot is it here?” he asked Jam.

Jam’s hair was blowing straight up from the cool breeze flowing from his UnderWear. “Probably a good hundred and seventy-five degrees, young sir. It can get up above two hundred in the summer.”

Erec looked around. “So, this is Aorth.” He had never seen anything like it. Tall spires of a city rose all around him. He had expected Jam’s aunt Salsa to live in a quiet village, but this place seemed packed with more skyscrapers than New York City. The buildings looked sharper, too. Most were pointed on top, with barbed spires projecting from their sides. When Erec looked closer, he could see that each building was one solid slab of stone stretching from the ground to what must have been a thousand feet in the air. Small gaps in the stones served as windows, which most of the rooms in the buildings did not have. The stone towers sloped just a little from the bottom to the tops, ending in long, narrow funnels. They looked like gigantic stalagmites in a cave.

All the giant rock formations along the busy, clustered streets would have given the city a Stone Age look, Erec thought, if not for the crowds of immense neon signs and glittering computerized advertisements hanging from all of the buildings. They made the billboards in New York’s Times Square look dull. Sophisticated computer graphics flashed movie ads onto stone walls, strobe light images of products sparkled in the air, and holographic visions of celebrities danced down the streets, selling products to pedestrians.

His siblings and mother were gazing around in wonder. The spectacle was almost too much to take in. Erec wondered why Alypium was so quaint compared to this. This must be King Pluto’s taste, he thought, in contrast to King Piter’s. In fact, this city did seem to fit King Pluto’s brash, fast-talking personality.

“Are all the parts of Aorth like this?” Erec asked Jam, remembering that there were cities under each of the continents of Earth.
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