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For my uncle Alan, keyboard player extraordinaire, who gave me a true appreciation of music in general and the Beatles in particular. I hope you are jamming with John Lennon somewhere right now.














‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all
 Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’


—Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn”













I am a stag of seven tines.


I am a wide flood on a plain.


I am a wind on the deep waters.


I am a shining tear of the sun.


I am a hawk on a cliff.


I am fair amongst flowers.


I am a god who sets the head afire with smoke.


I am a battle-waging spear.


I am a salmon in a pool.


I am a hill of poetry.


I am a ruthless boar.


I am a threatening noise from the sea.


Who but I knows the secret of the unhewn tomb?


—“The Song of Amergin,” A.D. 400
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CHAPTER ONE


The Substance Channel


[image: image]






IT MUST HAVE been a dream. That was the only explanation Erec Rex could think of for what had just happened. Yes, a nightmare. That’s what it was.


Thirteen-year-old Erec blinked a few times, waiting for his bedroom to appear. It did not. In fact, his skin still looked disturbingly green. And his fingernails—were they shrinking before his eyes? They hadn’t really been long claws a moment ago, had they?


After waiting another minute, Erec squeezed his eyes shut, wishing he was anywhere else. The sad fact had sunk in—he was not in bed after all. He was lying on his back in Fork-Out Grocery. Heaps of sparkling pink notebooks and toppled stacks of diaper boxes were scattered all around him in a big mess on the floor.


At first he thought he was covered in snow. Then he saw the slashed boxes. Torn white fluff from shredded Lil’ Dumpling diapers covered everything around him like a Christmas display. But who would have shredded the diapers all over like that? He ran his hand through his dark hair, which was straight in front and wildly curly in the back, shaking diaper fuzz from his head.


Then Erec noticed gray dust sprinkling down from a black, charred hole in the side of a nearby case of spaghetti boxes. It looked like someone had blasted it with a flamethrower. Who could have come in here and done this? Someone really ransacked this place.


Erec gulped as a realization dawned on him. If he truly was here, in the grocery store, and he had not been dreaming, then maybe…


Could he have done all this?


This was not good.


A little girl stood staring at him, her lip trembling. She tugged on her mother’s skirt and pointed at Erec. The mother glanced at him with disgust, as if he was a delinquent who made a mess of store displays for fun.


Erec wished that were true. Because what really happened was far worse than a bout of bad behavior. What had just happened, in fact, should never have occurred here, in New Jersey, in plain sight of normal people.


Erec hid his eyes with a diaper fluff–covered hand. He had to face the facts. He had begun to turn into a dragon.


 


His adopted siblings had seen it too. All five of them had been swarming around the grocery store, dumping unhealthy sugared products into their adoptive mother June’s cart faster than she could take them out. Danny and Sammy, thirteen-year-old twins with sandy brown hair, and Nell, eleven, had watched Erec grab hold of a shelf when his head began to spin. Nine-year-old, redheaded Trevor had popped around the corner just as Erec’s vision faded out. And Zoey, just five, with wild blond curls and hazel eyes, was staring at him when he woke up on the ruined store display.


But it was what happened in between his vision fading and waking up among diapers that made Erec’s heart race. He’d had a cloudy thought.


Cloudy thoughts were what Erec called the strange commands that took him over at times, forcing him to do whatever they said. His whole life he’d had to deal with being overcome, when he least expected it, with orders appearing in his head. Cloudy thoughts made him do things like run to the bottom of a staircase and hold his arms out. He would feel like an idiot crouching there, but then a little girl would tumble down the stairs into his arms. He would have saved her without even knowing she was coming. Cloudy thoughts had also saved his own life many times, giving him extra strength and telling him what he needed to know to survive.


But things changed. Erec inherited first one and then the other eye of his dragon friend, Aoquesth, who died saving Erec’s life in a battle. The dragon eyes were now attached to the back of his own eyes, and carried special powers that he looked forward to discovering. The first one made his cloudy thoughts more intense, with visions like premonitions. But this was his first cloudy thought since he had gotten two dragon eyes, and it was different, more powerful than any he’d had before.


Erec took a breath. What had just happened to him in the grocery store? Right when he picked up a carton of his favorite cookies, Chocolate Springballs with cherry centers, everything had turned green. His eyes had swiveled around so that his dragon eyes were facing forward. His mind seemed to race through time so fast he couldn’t make out what was happening. He remembered grabbing the metal shelf for support.




Then the vision in his head slowed down and showed him something terrible. His best friend, Bethany Cleary, was in danger.


 


Thick white ropes and webs hung in the air. Bethany was panting, long dark curls plastered against her sweaty face. She was backed against a wall, trapped. She had been running away from three boys, one with white, fuzzy hair covering his head and neck, another with an odd gray cap that stuck high over his head, and the third with black hair and an evil glint in his steely blue eyes. Now she was cornered.


 


Erec gasped. It was Dollick, Damon, and Balor Stain. They were the triplets working with evil Prince Baskania to overthrow the Kingdoms of the Keepers, the unseen magical realms connected to ours. Erec had been amazed when he found the strange place, and more shocked to learn he had been born there, in Alypium.


 


Balor Stain pointed what looked like a normal television remote control at Bethany. Her body stiffened as she was magically lifted from the ground.


A shadow appeared, morphing into a tall man with silver gray hair that grew into a sharp widow’s peak. A cold blue eye peered from his face with a dark gap marking where his other eye should have been. Today his forehead was wider than the rest of his face. Across it gleamed seven more eyes, each from a different former owner.


It was Thanatos Argus Baskania. The Shadow Prince, as his followers called him. A smirk snaked across Baskania’s face. “Ah, Bethany Cleary. Daughter of the great seer, Ruth Cleary. Too bad she had to go so young, too, eh?” His voice sounded like nails on a chalkboard, making Erec’s bones shiver.


Bethany glared at him, unable to speak or move.




“But Ruth was in my way. Just like your friend Erec.” Baskania cackled “Soon he will join your mother and you, along with everyone else who is an obstacle to me.”


 


Erec filled with rage as he watched the horrifying vision unfold. He clawed the air around him, vaguely aware that his skin was turning scaly and green, and claws were sprouting from his fingers.


 


Bethany looked furious. She struggled with her invisible bonds.


Baskania sucked in his breath. “Well. The Fates have smiled upon me at last. I was fascinated to hear the secret you just told your friend. So you hold the key I have been searching for.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “Somehow, you will teach me how to use the Final Magic. Control over everything I desire, life and death. Amazing He smiled, the corners of his mouth twitching. “If I can’t find the answers I need from torturing you alive, I’m sure I will discover them when I remove your brain.”


 


Erec roared in fury at the image in his head. He lost control, thrashing and clawing. Something hot came out of his mouth. It made him feel better for a moment, but not for long.


 


A rope spun out of Baskania’s palm and wrapped tightly around Bethany. “Say good-bye to the world, Bethany Cleary. You’ll be safe in my fortress for the remainder of your short life.” He snapped his fingers. Baskania, Bethany, and the Stain triplets disappeared.


 


That’s when Erec opened his eyes into the white diaper fluff, the would-be snow of Fork-Out Grocery.


 




Nell appeared at Erec’s side with the help of her walker. “Erec, you…you…” She pointed at the charred hole. Black strands of spaghetti poked from the boxes around it. “Fire came out of your mouth.”


Erec stared at the boxes. He had breathed fire?


But how? Erec shook his head. So this was what his dragon eyes were doing to him? Turning him into a dragon? He shouldn’t be here, in Upper Earth. If people saw him shooting fire here, they’d lock him up.


He gulped, thinking about what he had just seen happen to Bethany. Had she already been captured? Did Baskania really find out her secret—that somehow she carried the key that he could use to learn the Final Magic?


Baskania not only wanted to rule the Kingdoms of the Keepers, but he also owned huge megacorporations all over the nonmagical world, and led a political movement trying to take over the United Nations. If Erec had not stopped him, Baskania would have taken over the Kingdoms already and destroyed them. That was reason enough for Baskania to want to kill Erec—but he also craved Erec’s dragon eyes for himself.


What Baskania wanted most of all was to learn the Final Magic, magic so powerful that nobody could ever stop him. King Piter, ruler of Alypium, had told Erec that the Final Magic would make Baskania lose control and destroy the world.


Erec froze. His cloudy thought wasn’t over yet. A message filtered into his mind that told him the rest of what he needed to know.


Bethany was not captured yet. Baskania had not found out her secret. But he would. Erec’s vision would come true, and Bethany would die—if he didn’t get to Alypium immediately and stop his friend Oscar Felix from ruining everything.


 


Panic seized him. How would he ever get there in time? He knew that in just three hours Bethany would tell Oscar the secret, one that nobody should ever know about her. And somehow because of this, only three minutes later, she would be captured by Baskania and would die.


“Mom,” Erec snarled between gritted teeth, “we have to go now. Buy the food later.” He took a breath. Maybe she didn’t understand. “I’m telling you, Bethany is in danger. I have to get there fast. I don’t think I’m going to make it in time.”


June nodded, but kept putting groceries onto the conveyor. She glanced around to see if anyone was listening, then said, “Relax, Erec. I’ll get you there as soon as we get home.”


“But, Mom…” He wanted to yank her out the door. “It takes time to catch a train to New York. And to get to FES Station. Then I still have to take the artery there, and then find Bethany, wherever she is. We have to go now.”


June tossed a box of Flying Count cereal onto the counter, her brown hair pulled into a ponytail. The cashier lazily scanned cracker boxes and put them in a bag. She seemed to be moving in slow motion. June said, “I understand, Erec. That’s why I’m going to get you there immediately. As soon as we get home. Let me just pay for this. You’ll have plenty of time.”


“How can I get there immediately? It will take hours.” Frustration filled him. She just didn’t get it.


June looked around and then whispered, “I have a way to get you to Alypium straight from our house.”


“But—” Erec’s breath caught. He knew his mother was not supposed to perform magic in Upper Earth. If she did, the wrong people might find her again. Normally he would never want her to do that. But Bethany would die if he didn’t get there right away.


She noticed the look on his face. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy that you don’t have to go through FES Station.”


Erec shrugged. “There’s no choice. You’re right. You’ll have to send me there by magic. I just worry about you getting caught.”


June smiled. “But I won’t be doing magic. I got a new Vulcan product that will take you. They’re not trackable.”


Erec’s mother had bought things before from a store called Vulcan, in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. Strange things, like an alarm clock and toothbrush that acted like they were alive. Well, Erec thought, whatever this new thing was that June had bought, it had better work, and fast.


After paying the cashier, they walked through the parking lot, zipping up jackets against the chilly January air. A heavyset woman with dark hair, a very white face, and too much makeup bumped into Danny right as they were leaving. She turned her head away quickly before Erec could get a good look at her. Danny looked up and said, “Oh, excuse me,” but she was gone.


In the car, Danny and Trevor played keep-away with an apple. Danny made Trevor list statistics of his favorite sport, springball, each time he caught it. That was easy for Trevor, until Zoey intercepted the apple and ate it.


Erec barely noticed what was going on around him. All he could see was a scene from the future where Baskania captured the best friend he ever had.


 


June pulled a small silver ring out of a box. “Amazing,” she said. “Hard to believe this could actually work.”


Erec raised an eyebrow. “It better.” The little shining band did not inspire confidence.


“Don’t worry,” June said. “Vulcan products always do what they’re supposed to. It’ll be interesting to see what happens. This”—she held out the ring—“makes a Substance Channel. The ring carves a wormhole into the Substance around us, and it can take you anywhere. You direct it as you go.” She turned the ring over and frowned. “Well, you should be able to understand this better than anyone else. You can see the Substance when your dragon eyes are out.”


Erec nodded. His dragon eyes let him see the nets and webs that carried channels of magic all over and through the earth.


June rubbed the ring in her hands until it began to glow. Then she pulled, stretching it until it was bright and thin, like a glittering hoop for a circus animal to jump through.


“Ouch!” June jerked her hands away from the ring. It hung in the air, glimmering. She rubbed her hands together. “That felt like an electric shock.”


Erec pointed into it. “Am I supposed to climb through there?”


Suddenly, the ring began to spin. Soon it was whirling so fast that there was no way Erec could go near it. He was afraid it would slice into him if he touched it.


The faster the loop swirled in the air, the wavier it looked. Instead of a circle, it became ripply, glowing as it grew until it was Erec’s size. Then it stopped suddenly and hung still. It was round again, but now it pulsed with greenish light. Erec carefully put a hand through the ring. An invisible force pulled his fingers, as if to guide him in.


“You’re supposed to think of the place you want to go while you’re in the Substance Channel,” June said. “Focus on it. And let me know you got there okay.”


“Sure,” Erec said. “After I find Bethany, I’ll e-mail you on the MagicNet.”


“Okay. I can always check on you with my Seeing Eyeglasses.” June had a pair of glasses that let her see whoever she missed the most, anywhere they were. For a while the glasses had been stuck on their alarm clock. June had to send the clock to a Vulcan store to get them removed.


Erec put his arms through the ring, then he slid his head through. Instead of coming out the other side into the room, he was surrounded by darkness. Before he knew it, he was sucked into space.


 


It was a strange feeling, floating on nothing in the blackness. He was hanging in stillness. And he didn’t seem to be going anywhere. How much longer before he would arrive?


Then Erec realized he had not given the Substance Channel any directions. Alypium. He focused his mind on it. He had to get to Alypium, fast.


Suddenly he felt himself whizzing through space. It was as if a tunnel were being carved around him as he went. Relief surged through him. Good. He would get there soon and find Bethany. But where in Alypium was she? And how would he find her?


Then a thought occurred to him. Maybe the Substance channel would take him straight to Bethany if he concentrated on her instead of a specific place.


He thought about Bethany, saying her name in his head. Take me to Bethany Cleary. He thought about her tanned face, her dark, wavy hair. Then his head filled with the image he had seen of her in the future. Frozen against a wall. Ropes around her. Scared, helpless. About to die.


Please, he begged the Substance, get me there fast.


The memory of his cloudy thought haunted him. The man he hated more than anyone in the world was going to hurt Bethany. The one who had killed his dragon friend, Aoquesth. Erec pictured Baskania, seven eyes across his forehead, standing before Bethany, ready to torture and kill her because he thought she had the secret of the Final Magic.


Erec felt a jerk, as if he suddenly had shifted direction. He was yanked sideways, then thrown into the light on a hard floor. When he looked up, the ring hanging in the air above him vanished.




He dusted himself off, relieved. He was indoors. But this place did not look like the Castle Alypium. It wasn’t a shop, either. The room he was in was large. The air was thick and hard to breathe, but then again he always felt this way when he first arrived in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. He had to get used to it.


A group of people stood nearby. They were all looking at him.


But only one of them stepped forward and smiled—the one with seven eyes across his forehead.














CHAPTER TWO


The Ghost Surgeon
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THICK CURTAINS HUNG around the stately atrium that was scattered with plush furniture. An ornate reception desk sat at the back of the room. People walking by stopped and stared at Erec, then noticed Baskania and rushed away.


“Well,” Baskania said to Erec, “what a nice little present.” He laughed. “Two little presents, actually.” He tapped the empty space on his face where his own eye once had been. “Looks like I’ll get to fill this gap with your dragon eye sooner than I expected. And now I’ll have your other one to match it too.”


Baskania pointed a finger at Erec. “Say good-bye to the world, boy. There’s no dragon to save you now.”


Erec squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for a shock of pain, blackness, or something that told him his life was over.


He cursed himself. Why did he mess up in the Substance Channel like that? His mother had told him to concentrate. All he had to do was think about Bethany or a place in Alypium. And instead he had let his mind wander to Baskania, of all people, which brought him here.


He could not believe how badly he had messed up. Soon Bethany would tell Oscar her secret. And somehow, just three minutes later, Baskania would know, and Bethany would die.


There was another problem too. Even bigger, if that was possible. Erec had been the only one competing with the nasty Stain triplets to become a new ruler of the Kingdoms of the Keepers. Three kids were to be crowned soon. For some reason Erec had been the only one chosen by King Piter’s scepter during the ceremony. That didn’t seem to matter to Baskania, though, nor to the Stain triplets who were competing with Erec for the throne. If Erec died now, they would take over, Baskania would become the emperor, and his madness and power would drive him to destroy the world.


And it was all Erec’s fault.


Surprised that he was still alive, Erec cracked his eyes open. Baskania frowned at his finger. “No,” Baskania murmured. “The dragon eyes. How careless of me.” He saw Erec staring with shock and confusion, and smiled. “I must be careful with your eyes so there will be no mistakes. I had two dragon babies before, but by the time I took their eyes out they were worthless. They had been dead too long. No, I’m not going to kill you yet. We’ll have the surgeon take your eyes out first, correctly, and then I will have the pleasure.”


Baskania closed his eyes in thought, then a glowing silver man appeared at his side wearing a silver laboratory jacket. A stethoscope hung from his neck. It was hard to see him in detail. When Erec looked straight at him, he became blurry. An intense radiance glimmered around him.


Erec recognized him as a silver ghost, like the first bus driver that had taken him to Alypium. So this would be who would cut his eyes out right before he died, he thought.


He tried to remember anything he could about silver ghosts. They were vain, didn’t like people, and would do almost anything for payment. But there was one other thing Erec remembered about silver ghosts that flooded him with hope.


They could not touch him.


 


June had told him that he was charmed, and he knew from experience that ghosts could not hurt him. But that didn’t stop his heart from racing when Baskania zapped him and the ghost into a room with a dentist’s chair. Erec shuddered thinking about what might happen next. If the ghost took a swing at him, he would probably be safe. But if the ghost touched him with something else, like a surgical tool, would he still be protected?


The ghost slid around the room gathering small drills and saws, and filled a jar with a clear liquid. Suddenly, Erec found himself floating through the air toward the dentist chair, which rose up and lay flat. Thick chains pinned his body to the chair.


Erec jerked back and forth to break free. He had to get out of here. He looked around the room. There was one door and one window. He could see a treetop through the window, so they were probably up high.


“Where are we?” he asked the ghost.




“In one of the surgical suites in the Green House.” The silver ghost sounded bored. “Won’t be here for more than a few minutes, though. Of course, you won’t actually see where you are going after that, so it won’t matter, will it?”


Erec’s heart pounded, thumping in his chest. Was this really happening? His eyes were going to be taken out and handed to Baskania? He struggled against his chains, but they were too tight.


The ghost picked up a sharp silver instrument and long, skinny scissors, then sat near Erec’s face. He sighed, seemingly annoyed to be wasting his time, and jabbed the knife at Erec’s right eye.


Erec squeezed his eyes shut. His body clenched in anticipation of the pain. He was afraid to open his eyes in case the ghost was waiting for him to do so. But finally he peeked, out of curiosity.


The silver surgeon was frowning in frustration. He kept poking again and again with the knife, the scissors, and the other tools around him. He could not get any of them within inches of Erec’s face. They stopped in midair, as if they were hitting a force field.


Erec just about melted with relief. Not that he was even close to being safe. But at least he had a few more moments to figure out what to do.


But what could he do, chained flat on a dentist’s chair, with Thanatos Baskania down below?


The ghost sneered. “You’re making this difficult, aren’t you? Well, no worries. We’ll figure out a way to take those eyes out. I’m not going to tell the Shadow Prince he can’t have what he wants.” He disappeared out the door into a hallway.


The oppressive air of Alypium was suffocating him. Why hadn’t he remembered to take a bottle of Upper Earth air with him for little breaths, until he got used to it? The Substance, the network that carried all the magic of the world, had been messed up somehow in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. It made the air feel thick and nasty, tinged with sadness. He couldn’t wait until he grew accustomed to it so it wouldn’t bother him anymore.


If he lived long enough for that to happen.


Erec felt sick. Everything he had done had been for nothing. He had finished two of the twelve quests that would let him become king. Around his neck hung the Amulet of Virtues which had appeared after his first quest, marking the number of quests he had done. Two of its twelve segments glowed with color. He had finished these quests even though he’d had serious doubts about being a king at all. But he knew what would happen otherwise. The Stain triplets, Baskania’s helpers, would become kings and would destroy Alypium. And Baskania would be in charge. He couldn’t let that happen.


Unfortunately, Erec had more than doubts about becoming king. He was terrified of it. Because he knew that if that happened, he would be given a scepter. As much as he wanted one, as much as he craved a scepter after using King Piter’s, he knew it would corrupt him completely, turn him as evil as the Stains, and Baskania himself. What would be worse, letting his enemies crush the world or doing it himself? He still was not sure.


Erec pushed with all of his might against his chains, but he could not budge them. He dug his heels into the chair. Maybe he could slide his way out. Sure enough, after shimmying against the vinyl seat, he managed to inch just high enough to free one of his hands.


At that moment the ghost surgeon appeared with three others just like him. Erec froze. They did not seem to notice that he had slid upward in the chair.


Each of the ghost surgeons tried various ways to remove Erec’s eyes. None was able to touch him, though, with anything they picked up. A short, paunchy one ran a hand up and down over Erec’s arm. “Look at this,” he said to the others. “I can’t even come close to this pathetic boy at all.”




They launched into a discussion, referring to Erec as a “rotten human” and “waste of space.”


“We must figure out how to fix this ourselves,” one said. “If Baskania finds out there is a problem, we’ll all pay the price.”


“Wait,” another said, pointing at Erec. “We cannot touch him. But is he really protected from everything? Or just from us silver ghosts? Let’s try calling in a human doctor to take his eye out.”


Erec’s heart sank. They had figured it out. How would he get out of here now? Even if he worked his way through the chains, he would never escape all of the people in the Green House—especially Baskania—once they knew he was free.


The ghosts went out into the hallway to find a human doctor. Why had he been so stupid? If he had just controlled his thoughts in the Substance Channel he’d be safely with Bethany now, warning her not to make her deadly mistake.


There were still things he wanted to learn about himself, but now it was too late. He would never meet his father, whoever he was. And his birth mother. Where was she? And why did she leave him? Now he’d never know why he had been chosen to be king and do the quests. He would die knowing nothing about himself.


Erec tried to push farther through the chains, but he could barely move. He wished he had a cloudy thought now to save him. Why wasn’t he getting one? Maybe there was no way to save himself. If only he could escape, fly out the window or something.


Erec bit his lip. Fly out the window…Maybe there was something he could do. Something that had saved him once before. At least he could try.


But first he needed to bring his dragon eyes forward. He took a deep breath and focused as hard as he could on one thing. Love. The love that was deep inside him. He thought of Aoquesth and all that the dragon had done for him. His family, his friends. But mostly just love for the world. Because that was what he had to protect now.


Soon he felt his eyes turn in his head. Everything became a vivid green. Thick white ropes hung throughout the room. It was the Substance. Now that his dragon eyes were out, he could see it again.


Not much time was left before the human surgeon would come to take his eyes. This was his last chance.


He concentrated deeply on the love he felt inside. Then Erec looked out the window and focused all of his feelings into the sky, into the great networks of Substance that filled the air.


Aoquesth had taught him how to call dragons with his eyes. Using all of his strength and love, he called to them for help. Dragons! he pleaded. Save me! If Baskania takes my eyes, and I can’t find Bethany soon, our world will end.


The door opened. Erec’s dragon eyes swiveled back into his head. The room was no longer green. A tall, thin man walked in, followed by the silver ghosts. A few dark hairs were slicked over his bald head, and others stuck straight in the air. He wore a monocle over his pinched nose.


“Hmm.” The man stared at him and frowned. “I’ve seen you before. Don’t know where, but I’m pretty sure you were up to no good.”


Erec shoved his heels against the chair and inched farther up through his chains. The ghosts tried to grab him, but could not touch him. They did not have to worry, though. He was far from being able to run away.


He wondered if any dragons had heard his call. If only they would come. Where were they? He tried to stall a minute longer. “I have met you,” he said, trying to think of what to say. “Wasn’t it…at the coronation ceremony?”


The man frowned. “I wasn’t there. Now hold still.” He grabbed a scalpel and put a hand on Erec’s eyebrow.




Erec jerked his head away. He wiggled up more in the chair, but his free hand became caught again in the next chain. Come on, dragons, he thought. If they did not hear him he was lost.


The man grabbed Erec’s head. “Here we go now. Won’t be a minute.”


Erec twisted and fought, but he was pinned down. The man brought the sharp point of the knife to Erec’s eye.


An ear-splitting crash made everyone jump. Glass and bricks flew through the room. A stream of fire tore through the air over Erec, blasting a wave of heat around him. A roar echoed through the noise of smashed plaster and wood clattering to the floor.


A dragon had broken through the wall around the window. The front half of its body twisted around the room, shooting blasts of fire. The surgeon backed away, yelping in fear. The ghosts watched, unafraid, yet unable to stop it.


The dragon reached a claw toward Erec. He jolted, suddenly realizing that even though he had called it, it might not recognize him. He held his breath.


The dragon slid a talon under his chains and yanked. In a moment he was free. It grabbed him with its claws and backed through the hole in the wall.


The dark-haired man watched, aghast. He looked back and forth as if he were trying to think how he could possibly stop a dragon. Then he grabbed a camera from his pocket and took a picture of Erec. “You’re not supposed to do this!” he shouted. “This picture is evidence—you’re a criminal. We’ll find you, boy.”


The dragon whisked Erec into the sunlight and blue sky. Erec trembled, seeing the ground so far below him as the dragon whizzed higher toward the clouds. The rhythmic beating of its wings soon calmed him, and he realized he would not fall. Feeling the wind on his face while the earth sailed below him was incredible.




This was not the same feeling he’d had when he was riding on Aoquesth’s back, holding one of his spines. Erec felt more like a mouse caught by a hawk. But the trees under him blended into a blur of yellow-green and lakes swirled into patterns with the shadows of mountains and valleys. Above him, the dragon’s jointed black wings shot back and forth across the blue sky. He felt himself relax completely, absorbed by the beauty all around him.


Soon they landed on a rocky outcrop. Erec sat up and looked around. He was sure they were in Otherness. The dragon’s purple-red scales and gleaming ruby red spines shone in the sunlight. But not until she spoke did he recognize her.


“Erec Rex,” she said. “We meet again.”


“Patchouli?” He looked at her reddish face, then he was sure it was her. He ran over and hugged her around the neck. “Thanks for rescuing me. You don’t know how close I came to—”


“It’s the least I could do. I still owe you for saving my babies and all the other missing hatchlings.” She snorted and a stream of smoke billowed from her nostrils.


Erec sat down and caught his breath. He was alive. Safe.


But he still had no idea where Bethany was. Now he was far away in Otherness. He knew he had to find her fast, before it was too late.














CHAPTER THREE


Mrs. Stain’s Rumors
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EREC SAT ON a rock and rested his head in his hands. He had to clear his mind and figure out what to do. His heart pounded, and his breath was still ragged, plus the tension racing through him made it hard to think. He wondered if he was more driven and stressed about finding Bethany from the command of his cloudy thought, or if it was because he knew she would die if he failed.


“Patchouli,” Erec said. “Could you fly me back to Alypium? I need to find Bethany right away. It’s urgent. Maybe you could scout around with me from the air and look for her?”


Patchouli sighed. The heat from her breath was so intense Erec had to step back. “I wish I could,” she said. “But it’s very dangerous for dragons to be there now. The Alypium army is under orders. They have detonation bombs poised at the sky, ready to kill us on sight.” The corners of her mouth curled down.


“But…why?” Erec didn’t understand. “I thought things would be better there now, after the battle in Otherness. Didn’t the Archives of Alithea show everyone the truth, that dragons were good?”


“I wish that were true,” Patchouli said. “But the only ones who saw the scroll were the soldiers. And what they learned was that the Hydras and Valkyries, who they were fighting, were really good people. I’m afraid it didn’t tell them a thing about dragons.”


“Baskania is behind this, isn’t he?” Erec said. “He’s scaring everyone about the dragons.” The thought of Baskania made him shiver. He had to hurry. “Look, Patchouli, Bethany’s life is on the line. The whole world is on the line.”


Patchouli lifted her head and gazed into the clouds. “If it’s that important, Erec, you should look into the future with your dragon eyes and decide what to do.”


Erec remembered how Aoquesth read into the future. Now Erec had both of his eyes, but he had no idea how to use them in that way. He shook his head. “I can’t.”


Patchouli tilted her face, curious. “Why not?”


“I don’t know how.” Erec wished Aoquesth was alive. He would tell Erec everything he needed to know.


“For us dragons it comes naturally,” Patchouli said. “We’re just guided a little by our parents when we’re young. Maybe I could work on it with you someday.”




Erec kicked a rock across the dirt. Then he looked at Patchouli. “Could you look into the future for me?”


“I’m not sure if Aoquesth told you,” she said. “But we dragons don’t use that power, except for emergencies. It is not easy, and it takes a lot out of us. Plus, sometimes seeing the future makes you want to change it. If you live your life seeing and changing the future it soon becomes no kind of life at all.”


That was what Aoquesth had said. Erec knew it was also just what Baskania would do if he had dragon eyes. He walked in front of Patchouli and put his hands on her snout. “Please, Patchouli. This is an emergency. For you as well as me. I mean it when I say our world will end if I don’t find Bethany, and soon.”


Patchouli closed her eyes, then opened them. “All right. I will trust you, Erec Rex. The great Aoquesth placed more than his trust in you. He placed his hope for the future in you when he gave you his eyes.”


She rested on the ground, her head on a tuft of grass. “I’ll need quiet.”


Patchouli closed her eyes. When she opened them at last, beams of green light shot from them, joining to form a spotlight. It shone on a bush in front of her, making it glow. She held so still that it looked like she was not breathing. Then, all of a sudden, she exhaled and shut her eyes. She sprang to her feet.


“Erec, I was right to believe you. You will always have my trust from now on,” she said. “What I have seen—” She stopped suddenly, and Erec knew why. He had seen it himself with his cloudy thought.


“Climb on my back,” Patchouli said. “I’ll take you to the fields behind the Castle Alypium. I know now where I can drop you off safely.”


Erec scaled up her tail to her back, hand over hand, then wedged himself between two bloodred spines. She arched her back and the earth soon sank below them. Massive black, jointed wings stretched far on each side of him, and below them he saw trees and ponds getting smaller until they were tiny. He grabbed the red spine, squeezing, as they dove into a blinding white cloud.


“Patchouli?” he whispered. “I hope you know the right way.” With the loud wind rushing into his face he was sure she could not hear him.


So he was surprised when she answered, “Of course I do, silly boy.”


“You can hear me?” The rush of wind was so loud in his ears he could barely hear himself.


But the dragon’s voice boomed loud. “Our hearing is a little better than yours.”


They burst from the cloud. Mountains shot by below them, covered with green pine forests. It was breathtakingly beautiful.


“Patchouli,” Erec asked, “when you looked into the future, did you see anything you would change?” Aoquesth had said that dragons could change the future that they saw, if they felt it was necessary. But Aoquesth had accepted his future willingly, even knowing he would give up his life for Erec.


“Yes, I did,” Patchouli answered. “I am changing it. I would have dropped you off too far away, and you would not have found Bethany in time.” He could feel her shudder through her scales. “I found a way to work it out.”


Erec was enjoying the ride when the spires of the castle finally rose below them. They started soaring downward, and the ground lifted fast to meet them. He felt dizzy and had to squeeze extra hard to be sure he didn’t fall off.


They made a soft landing on the ground. Patchouli’s voice was quiet. “Bethany is with your friend Oscar in the castle gardens, right near the flagpole garden, close to the castle maze. Now go. She will tell Oscar her secret in just two minutes.”


Erec slid from her back and stumbled, trying to regain his balance. He jogged away, then turned to Patchouli. “Thank—”


“Run!” she boomed. Then the dragon soared into the clouds.


 


Erec ran as fast as he could past the maze and into the gardens. Oscar was a good friend. He was one of the first people Erec had met in Alypium, and he had been at Erec’s side all along. It didn’t make sense that he would put Bethany in danger. But Erec knew that’s what would happen if he didn’t get there fast.


Right past the singing flagpoles, he saw two figures on a bench. Oscar and Bethany. Oscar’s head was on her shoulder, his red hair gleaming in the sun.


“Nooooooo!” Erec ran toward them, screaming.


Bethany and Oscar froze, staring at him in shock. Then a grin spread across Bethany’s face. “Erec! You’re back? That’s great! I was wondering when you’d get here.”


The smile left her face as she glanced at Oscar sitting on the bench. His eyes were red and his lip was trembling.


Erec’s insides froze. Why was Oscar so upset? Had he done something terrible? Like let Baskania know Bethany’s secret? Was he too late? “Wh-what’s wrong?” he stammered.


Oscar looked up at Erec, and hot tears began streaming down his face. “My…my…dad.” It was all he could say.


Bethany put an arm around him. “Oscar’s father died, Erec. It happened four weeks ago, but I just found out. Oscar came here today from Aorth.”


“Did you…” Erec pointed at Bethany. “Did…you tell him…” He grabbed her arm. “Come here. Quick. I need to talk to you.”


“Erec!” Bethany looked shocked. “Could you be a little more sensitive? Did you hear what I said? We should help Oscar feel better now.”


“I know…I will…Ugh!” Erec smacked his fist into his hand. “Listen! Both of you! This is urgent. I came here because I had a cloudy thought. Something terrible was about to happen. I have to make sure it won’t happen. So I have to talk to you privately, Bethany. Now! Then I want to catch up with you, Oscar.”


Bethany stood, sending Erec a disapproving glance. “I’m so sorry, Oscar. We’ll be right back.”


Oscar put his head in his hands. His voice sounded strangled. “Just go. Nobody cares, anyway.”


 


“But why would telling Oscar my secret have mattered?” Bethany asked. “It doesn’t make sense. Three minutes later Baskania would have appeared? Why?”


“I don’t know why,” Erec said. “I just know it would have happened. For sure.” He searched her eyes. “You promise you won’t tell him now? It’s important.”


“Yeah, sure,” she said. “It is funny. The thought had just occurred to me to mention it to him, right before you showed up. I thought I could trust him. He was confiding in me about how he felt. It seemed like telling him something that worried me might make him feel less alone.” She shook her head. “I just don’t get it.”


They walked back to the bench, but Oscar was gone.


“Oh, no!” Bethany cried. “We have to find him. What must he think? You show up and rush off with me, even after hearing that his dad died.” She looked around. “Oscar!” she called.


Erec sat on the bench. “I don’t know, Bethany. I thought we could trust him. But he must be helping Baskania. Can we be sure his father even died?”


Erec heard a bush rustling. He turned and saw a shadow move. “Oscar?” Erec cleared some leaves out of the way, and Oscar’s tearstained face appeared.


“Go away! I heard what you said. My father did die. Not that you care. You were never my friend, obviously.”


Erec crouched in front of the bush. “I’m sorry.” Looking at Oscar through the leaves, fierce and defiant, it seemed impossible that he was lying about his father. “Oscar, what happened to your dad? I feel awful.”


“He died.” Oscar sniffed. “Nobody knows why. But you don’t feel awful. You don’t even believe me. And you think I’m helping Baskania?” He sounded stunned by that idea. “How could you?”


“Oscar,” Erec said, “come on out, okay? I’ll tell you everything that I can, and maybe we can figure this out together.”


Oscar crawled out from under the bush, face puffy and eyes red, and took a seat on the bench, arms crossed. Bethany and Erec sat on either side of him.


Erec had to think fast. How much could he safely tell Oscar? Obviously not what Bethany’s secret was. But he couldn’t see why Oscar could not know the rest. “I had a cloudy thought,” he explained. “I had to find you and Bethany before she told you…something, and stop her.” He described what had happened in the Green House, and with Patchouli. “I don’t know why, but if Bethany told you that…that certain secret, then Baskania would know right away and capture her three minutes later.” He looked into Oscar’s eyes. “Have you talked to Baskania at all?”


“Never!” Oscar said, outraged. “I’ve never even seen him in person! He doesn’t know I exist. Your cloudy thought was wrong.”


“Maybe it’s because someone else you know is connected to Baskania. What about Rosco? He worked for Baskania.” Erec breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s it! You would have told Rosco, and he’d have let Baskania know right away.”




Oscar’s face wrinkled into a ball, lips sticking out. “No!” he growled. “I would not have told Rosco anything. I haven’t seen him in a month, ever since we found out he kidnapped your brother and sister. I’ll never speak to that jerk again. I hate him.” He glared at Erec. “I am not talking to Rosco, or Baskania, okay? I don’t even want to know that dumb secret anyway. So don’t even tell me. Just leave me alone.”


Oscar got up and stormed down the path. Bethany rushed after him and threw an arm around his shoulder, but Oscar brushed it off and ran away.


 


Erec and Bethany walked through the castle gardens past brightly colored daisies in blues, yellows, greens, and pinks. Their huge tops spun into the air like small helicopters, then landed on the stems of neighboring plants, like a giant game of musical chairs. Some of the daisy tops couldn’t find anywhere to land and had to spin back up again and again.


They brushed leaping lizards from their faces as they walked. Then Bethany held up a finger and her dark brown eyes shone. “I got a cell phone, Erec! Usually they put them in your finger, like a tiny cell, when you’re born. King Piter let me get one last week. It didn’t hurt at all, just a pinch. So now I can make calls here.” She tucked a curly strand of long, dark hair behind her ear. “I’m worried about Oscar. I think we should find him. Maybe I’ll call him on my cell. He’s a mess.”


Erec nodded. “I’m sure. He must feel awful. I know how I’d feel if—” But then he stopped. How would he feel? He had no idea what it was like to have a father. Of course he would be upset beyond thinking if June, his adoptive mother, died. But a father? Oscar was lucky at least to have had a dad as long as he had. Bethany took it for granted too. Not that she had a real one. Her parents had died when she was young. But King Piter had become just like a father to her. It was almost the same thing.


Erec shook those thoughts from his head. He was just jealous of Oscar and Bethany, which was ridiculous now, after what had happened to Oscar. He should figure out ways to help.


Bethany bit her nail. “You know what he was saying, Erec?” She hesitated a moment. “I guess it’s okay if I tell you. I mean, it wasn’t a secret, I think. You knew Oscar never got along too well with his dad, right?”


“Yeah.” Erec remembered Jack saying that Oscar’s father was pretty rough on him. He had sent Oscar away to boarding school when he was young. And whenever he did see him, he’d always seemed disappointed in him. “Oscar was afraid to tell his dad when he lost the third contest in Alypium last summer. His dad made him think he had to win all six of them.”


“That was a bit high of an expectation,” Bethany said. “Considering there were over six hundred kids competing and only three could win.” She shook her head. “Oscar tried so hard to impress him. He told me his father was finally coming around. After Rosco taught Oscar how to do magic without a remote control, his dad was actually impressed.


“But then when we all found out Rosco wasn’t such a great guy, I guess Oscar’s dad caught wind of that too. Oscar had to go home. His father told him his magic lessons were over. No more tutors. No living in Alypium. His dad had had enough of his bad luck. He said Oscar would have to stay at home and learn to do something he could handle, like bagging groceries.”


“Oh, that’s nice.” Erec couldn’t believe it.


“Well, it gets worse,” said Bethany. “They got into a huge fight about it one night. Oscar threatened to run away if his dad didn’t let him learn magic. And just then, after Oscar went to bed all angry and miserable, his father died. Nobody saw it happen. It was like a big mystery. On the table the next morning, they found an envelope with a ton of money in it. A note said that it was to pay for a new magic tutor for Oscar in Alypium. It was just signed ‘a relative.’”


“Weird.” Erec frowned. A huge blue daisy head whirled by his face. On it sat a small leaping lizard, riding it like a spinning spacecraft.


“Can you imagine how Oscar feels now?” Bethany asked. “I was glad he opened up to me about it. It’s a lot for him to deal with. He’s still angry at his dad, but so sad, too.


And worse, he feels guilty, like it was his fault. I told him that he had to forget that completely. But he can’t shake it.”


“Poor Oscar.” Erec felt terrible. The oppressive gloom in the air of Alypium, from its messed up Substance, made everything seem even worse. It would take him a few days to get used to it again. And then the feeling would still come back unbidden every now and then, stray cries of sadness from the air.


They reached the house of Erec’s pet wenwolf dog, Wolfboy. The house had been padded for the dog’s safety during full moons. The big, mangy, dark gray mutt jumped all over him until he finally knocked Erec over. A big pink tongue covered Erec’s face in slippery kisses until he pushed him away. “Good dog.” Erec scratched behind Wolfboy’s pointy ears while he nuzzled up by Erec’s side.


“You know,” Erec said. “I know just what might cheer Oscar up.”


 


Even though it was January in Upper Earth, and the Asian mountains upon which Alypium was perched were covered in snow, the temperature was perfect. The golden dome covering the kingdom kept the sun’s rays filtered in the summer and held heat in during the winter.




But Erec still wore a sweatshirt jacket, with the hood as far over his head as he could pull it, when he walked into town with Bethany, Wolfboy, and Bethany’s fluffy pink kitten, Cutie Pie. He hoped that with his hood up, nobody would recognize him. The last time he had been spotted in Alypium, a huge mob had chased him back to the castle. That was thanks to Baskania spreading word around Alypium that the Stain brothers were the true rulers, and Erec was an imposter. Everyone seemed to believe that Erec was some power mad intruder trying to become king, and messing up everything for the poor Stain boys.


They strolled into the agora, where most of the shops were. In a pet shop, they found a furry yellow kitten for Oscar. Erec thought a puppy might be more fun, but once Bethany saw the kittens there was no changing her mind.


They got in line to pay, behind a tall, thin woman. Everything about her was pointed. Her chin, nose, and even her teeth looked sharp and nasty. Gray hair was shorn very short around her face, dangling longer from the middle. When she bent to look in her purse, the lock of hair hung down into a point, making her look like a curved fishhook.


She didn’t bother turning around when the kids walked behind her. Her thin lips pressed into a stern line as she talked to the cashier. “Thank you for ordering these, Mabel,” she said, inspecting the gleaming, deep silver horseshoes on the counter. “Have someone carry the feed bags through my Port-O-Door, please.”


Mabel, the cashier, looked just the opposite of the other woman, short and round in a bright red sweater. When the tall woman bent over her purse again, the two of them reminded Erec of a hook poised next to an apple. “Yes, Mrs. Stain,” Mabel said, nodding.


Bethany nudged him, eyebrows raised. Erec had not thought much of their conversation, but now he listened closer.




Mrs. Stain sighed. “Those boys and their dragon horses.” She shook her head. “We had to make their little friend, Rock, give his horse to Dollick. It really wasn’t fair that Dollick didn’t get one, you know. And we don’t like to upset Dollick much. He makes terrible noises and starts to butt his head into people.”


Erec’s eyes shot wide open as he looked at Bethany. Mrs. Stain! How had he not recognized that name? So this was the mother of the Stain triplets: Damon, with the strange bone that protruded from his head under his gray hat; Dollick, who baaed and looked quite a bit like a white, fluffy sheep; and Balor, their ringleader, who was just pure evil.


Mrs. Stain clicked her tongue. Erec noticed that no bone shot from her pointy head, nor did she have fuzzy, white sheep’s wool all over her face and neck. It made Erec wonder what her husband must look like.


“You know,” she said as she bent over the counter, hook coming closer to apple. “We’re trying to fix the disarray that Rex boy seems to have caused.”


Erec shrank farther into his hooded jacket. He was glad Mrs. Stain was oblivious to his presence right behind her.


She continued, “Spread the word, Mabel. The Rex boy is still up to no good. We think he’s going to keep butting into the quests that the Fates are sending up from Al’s Well. Which means he’s still trying to be king. Even though he knows the whole kingdom is against him. We want to let everyone know that they shouldn’t worry.”


“But…” Mabel leaned forward timidly, obviously itching to ask a question, yet nervous. “I heard you already tried to fix things. That your boys went to the Labor Society when Erec Rex was out of town, and they tried to get the next quest without him. Is that true? But the Fates weren’t ready to send the quest, so they had to leave without getting it.” She shrunk back, as if Mrs. Stain might bop her on the head.




Mrs. Stain’s thin lips disappeared into a tight line. “That was just a test run,” she said. “Nothing to be concerned about. It doesn’t mean we aren’t ready with other ideas.”


She looked at her watch, seeming to have lost interest in the conversation. “Get me help with the feed bags. Now, please. I’ve had enough here.” Erec turned his back quickly when she looked around, but she was too caught up in herself and the feed bags to notice who was around her.


A scrawny boy with snowy white hair and black eyes lugged the feed bags in and out of the wooden Port-O-Door that led into Mrs. Stain’s house. She watched with her arms crossed, tapping her foot. Erec recognized the boy from this summer’s contests in Alypium, where kids had competed to see who would be the next rulers.


“Just think,” Bethany whispered. “Balor, Damon, and Dollick are probably right through that door.”


Erec’s mind flashed to an image of Damon and Dollick fighting over who got to be the first to kill some dragon babies. He almost threw up.


 


They took turns carrying the new kitten to the apprentice boarding house where Oscar was staying. Cutie Pie rode on Wolfboy’s back, an arrangement that looked like it was to Cutie Pie’s liking much more than the dog’s. On a few occasions Wolfboy tried to shake her off, but her claws just gripped him tighter.


“I can’t believe they tried to get the next quest from Al’s Well without me.” Erec still felt stunned.


“How can you be surprised?” Bethany asked. “Think who we’re dealing with. The thing is, how are you going to know when the next quest is going to start? Do you think Erida will actually come tell you again?”


Erida was the Harpy who had invited Erec to draw his first two quests from Al’s Well. Erec had not thought about what she would do. “I don’t know. Maybe she has to.”


“I wouldn’t count on it,” Bethany said. “We’re going to have to figure out another way to find out when Al’s Well is ready for you.”


A strange feeling rose in Erec. It was one he was getting used to, but not one that he liked. This feeling was exactly why he had not been thinking of Erida or his next quest at all. In fact, he’d spent a whole month at home not thinking about it, just enjoying his time with his previously lost siblings—the twins, Danny and Sammy—and putting off coming back to Alypium. Every now and then he wondered if Erida might try to find him, if the next quest might start before he got back. But then this feeling would hit him, and he’d push the whole thing right out of his head.


The feeling. It was a strange mix of opposites. Insane craving and terrific fear. Wanting and dreading. Clinging and pushing away.


It was all about the scepters. Erec had such an intense experience in the past using King Pluto’s and then King Piter’s scepter. But those experiences were nothing compared to the lingering feelings they left behind in him. Still, months later, there was not a day that Erec did not imagine the scepter’s power coursing through him again. There was not a night that he did not dream of wielding one, controlling all he saw.


But with those cravings came a deep terror. He knew that if a scepter was offered to him he would not be able to refuse it. And he saw, from his own dreams of conquering the world, that it would bring out the worst in him. Like King Pluto, who had once been a good kid, he would turn self-serving and evil.


And doing more quests meant just one thing. Moving closer and closer to the day when a scepter was handed to him.


“You know,” Erec said, turning to Bethany. “I was thinking. It seems pretty safe for me to bow out now. I mean, I’ve got the Amulet of Virtues. That shows I’ve finished the first two quests.” He held the shiny gold disc on the chain around his neck in front of him, two of its twelve segments glowing red and purple-blue. “The Stain brothers, and Rock Rayson, if he’s still with them, don’t have these. I bet that means they can’t really win the scepters. So let them just do what they want without me.”


“What?” Bethany stopped walking and squeezed the cat carrier to her chest. “You have to be kidding! If you don’t compete, they’ll take that as a forfeit. The only reason the Stains haven’t officially become kings is that old law saying that twelve quests have to be done before the scepters are claimed. And if you aren’t doing them, they’ll be able to do the quests without you.”


“I don’t think they could,” Erec said. “Al’s Well has only let me draw the quests, not anyone else.”


“That’s because you haven’t quit,” she said. “If you quit, the Stains would probably be able to take over.” She started walking again, and Erec joined her. “Listen, is it worth taking the risk? Knowing what would happen if Balor, Damon, and Dollick get the scepters? They’d hand them over to Baskania. And you can imagine what life would be like then.”


Erec didn’t have to imagine. He’d had a glimpse with his dragon eyes in his last cloudy thought. It would be the same thing that would happen if Oscar found out Bethany’s secret. Baskania would get the scepters, throw the world into slavery, and soon end life as they knew it.


“There’s another problem,” Erec said. “Even if I do become king, there are two more thrones that need to be filled. The kingdoms need three new rulers. Who do you think will end up being the other two kings? Looks like Balor and one of his brothers have it pretty well wrapped up. I don’t see anyone else in the running.”


Bethany kicked a pebble and sent it flying into a small patch of shrinking violets. The purple flowers jolted away from the stone, quivering. “I’ll rule with you.”


“But you can’t. King Piter said the new rulers have to be chosen by the scepter and the Lia Fail stone. The scepter only went to me, nobody else.”


“Well, I wasn’t in the castle then,” Bethany pointed out. “Maybe one of the scepters would have come to me if I had been there. Anyway, the Stain brothers weren’t picked, and they were there then.”


“Yeah, but they have Baskania behind them, and he can make anything happen,” Erec said.


“Maybe.” Bethany bit her lip, concentrating. “But I wonder who the other two rulers are supposed to be. I guess they must be two people who weren’t in the room during the coronation.” She looked at Erec. “So it’s possible that I could be one, I guess.”


Erec shook his head. “King Piter made it sound like I’m the only one.” He wished Bethany was right, though. No doubt she would do a better job of ruling than he would, given the way the scepters affected him.


Bethany looked as disappointed as Erec felt. “Maybe the other two kids will turn up somewhere. All we can do is hope.”


So, what were Erec’s options? Letting Balor and friends ruin the world? Or getting the scepters, and ruining the world himself? Great choices. “I still think I should just give up,” he said.


Bethany studied his face. “I know what it is. You’re afraid of getting the scepter again, aren’t you?”


Erec nodded.


She sighed impatiently. “I thought we talked about that. You can just not accept it. When it’s all done we’ll bury it somewhere. Or I’ll hide it from you if you want.”


Yeah, sure, Erec thought. Right.














CHAPTER FOUR


A Smug Harpy and a Helpful Ghost

[image: image]






OSCAR HELD THE small yellow kitten to his cheek. His eyes were red and puffy. “Thanks, guys.”


Erec tried to cheer him up. “We saw Balor and Damon’s mom in the pet store. Looks like she made Rock Rayson give his dragon horse to their brother Dollick. She said it ‘wasn’t fair that Dollick didn’t have one.’ I guess it’s only fair for her sons to have things, not other kids.”




“What about their friend Ward Gamin?” Oscar asked. “He won a dragon horse too. You think they’ll take his away?”


“Who knows.” Bethany looked disgusted. “Those Stain triplets don’t care about anyone but themselves.” She glared at Erec, an unspoken reminder that he couldn’t drop the ball and let the Stain boys become kings.


The three of them were sitting by a brook in Paisley Park. All around them kids were paired with tutors, brandishing remote controls and making useless things happen in an attempt to harness their magic. Bethany had called her session off today, and Erec had no tutor arranged yet. His previous one, Pimster Peebles, had taught him nothing—had not even allowed him to try using his remote control. He said it was too dangerous.


Erec smiled at Oscar. “Well, one good thing about Rosco Kroc—at least he showed me how to use my remote control to move things. He’s the only one who taught me anything about doing magic. I bet he would have shown me more, too, if—”


“If what?” The smile dropped from Oscar’s face. “If he didn’t turn out to be an evil kidnapper? How could you even think anything nice about that guy? I hate him. Hate him.” He glared at Erec with defiance. “It was your brother and sister he kidnapped. Remember?”


Erec rolled his eyes. “Of course I remember. I don’t like him either, believe me. But we used to. Remember how you talked about how great he was? How much magic he taught you?”


Oscar’s face was bright red. Erec immediately felt bad for making a point of it.


Oscar growled, his eyes slits, “Don’t ever speak another word about Rosco Kroc to me. Ever. He ruined my life.”


Erec nodded, but Bethany tilted her head, puzzled. “We all can’t stand him, Oscar. We know what he did. But how did that ruin your life? Just forget about him.”




Erec knew why Oscar felt his life was ruined. He had looked up to Rosco, loved him like a father, probably. And Rosco had disappointed him. It must have humiliated Oscar to find out that the person he respected most was a kidnapper and a spy for Baskania, and had lied to him about it. And when he was sent home, he’d gotten in fights with his father about getting another tutor, right before his father died. Maybe Oscar thought that if it hadn’t been for Rosco, his father would have lived. He probably blamed Rosco for the whole thing.


Oscar wiped his eyes on the kitten’s yellow fur and squinted at Bethany. “Because of Rosco, I’ll never get to do any quests with Erec. That’s the only thing I really want to do. I could have learned all that magic from anyone.”


Erec had forgotten about that. One more reason for Oscar to hate Rosco.


Bethany held a finger up. “Why can’t you do a quest, Oscar? Just because Rosco said so? He’s wrong.”


“No,” Erec said. “He’s right. Ugry said that he’d make sure Oscar would never go on a quest with me, just because Oscar had been associated with Rosco.”


Oscar’s face was pinched. “If I ever see him again, anywhere, he better watch out.”


Erec figured it was time to change the conversation. “Well, I’m probably not going to go on another quest again, anyway. Looks like Balor and crew are working on ways to get the next one without me even knowing about it. We’ll just figure out our own fun things to do here instead.”


The edges of Oscar’s mouth twitched into a smile. Bethany glared at Erec, but didn’t bring the quests up again.


“How long have you been here?” Erec asked.


“Just got here yesterday,” Oscar said. “I have a bunch of money that I found at home. Some unknown relative left it for me to get a tutor. I still need to find one though. Are you getting a new tutor?”


“I better,” Erec said. “Peebles stunk.”


Oscar grinned and Bethany broke into a smile. She took Oscar’s kitten from him and rubbed noses with it. A second later Cutie Pie, pink fur on end, dove from a bush right at her hands. If Bethany hadn’t jerked away in time, the kitten would have flown to the ground. “Cutie Pie!” she exclaimed, jaw dropped. “I’m allowed to hold other kittens. Shame on you!”


She handed the yellow kitten back to Oscar. “I want you and Jack to have dinner with us at the castle tonight. King Piter will be there. He’ll be so glad to see Erec again. We should make it a party. Sound like fun?”


Oscar nodded. “I still have that autograph the king gave me, from the first time I met him.”


A loud, strangled screech made all three of them jump. In front of them appeared a creature with the body of a vulture and the head of a woman. Shiny black hair plastered on her head wound into a tight bun, and her nose shot out like a beak. Erec wasn’t sure if she wore black lipstick or if her lips were naturally that dark. But either way, he recognized her, and her ferocious expression, immediately.


It was Erida, the Harpy.


 


Erida, from the Committee for Committee Oversight, in the Bureau of Bureaucrats, was supposed to be in charge of the quests. She had invited Erec to draw his first two from Al’s Well. Erida thrust a claw toward him, holding a crisp parchment roll. He reached out toward her to take it.


As if he was not right in front of her, Erida shrieked, “Erec Rex! Erec Rex! Erec Rex!”


Erec jerked his arm back in shock. “Is that for me?”




“Erec Rex! Erec Rex! Erec Rex!” she squawked, a glint in her eye, as if she enjoyed making them recoil. Bethany covered her ears. With a flick of her claw, the parchment flew into Erec’s face. “Watch out, Erec Rex,” she said. “President Inkle made us the police here now. We’ve got our eyes on you. See you soon…sucker!” she cackled. Then she swooped through the air and flew away.


Erec shuddered. How could President Inkle have made those awful Harpies the police of Alypium? Then again, the president seemed to do whatever Baskania wanted. Maybe this was another way of scaring the people of Alypium into doing whatever they wanted.


He unrolled the thick crinkled paper. It read, “It is with the utmost pleasure that the Committee for Committee Oversight invites Erec Rex to the Labor Society this Friday at 7:00 p.m. to accept his third quest.” At the bottom, a smug-looking smiley face was engraved next to the words, “Our Mission—PIPS: Pleased, Inspired, Pleasantly-surprised Service.”


“Friday? That’s tomorrow. Well, this is a surprise,” Erec said, staring at the invitation in his hand. He fingered the gold amulet around his neck, not thrilled about drawing another quest. “I can’t believe that Alypium is going to be run by screaming Harpy police with their dumb committees and red tape.”


Bethany’s lips fluttered back and forth between a smile and a frown. “I don’t know, Erec. I don’t like it. You heard Mrs. Stain. What if they have some kind of plan to trick you? But, then again, you can’t quite turn it down, can you? Doing another quest is your only chance to be king and get rid of Baskania for good.”


“I can turn it down, Bethany. You saw Erida’s face. And the words, ‘Pleased,’ ‘Inspired,’ and ‘Pleasantly-surprised’? They want me to go. That’s not a good sign. I better stay away.”


“So you’ll quit and let Baskania get the scepters? Destroy the whole world?” Her eyelids narrowed and she put her hands on her hips.




Erec felt guilty. He was just thinking about himself. She was right. He had to put aside his fears of being given a scepter and actually do something to keep them away from Baskania. He shrugged sheepishly. “You’re right. We just have to think about a safe way to do this.”


“Don’t forget,” she said, “your Amulet of Virtues will protect you more with each quest you do. It kept King Piter, Queen Posey, and King Pluto safe from Baskania when they were young, after they did enough quests.”


Erec nodded. It also gave Baskania more reason to get rid of him now, before he got any stronger.


Oscar had been quietly watching them. His voice sounded distant as he said, “Just go without me. Nice to know you.”


Erec stared at him. “You know what, Oscar? Who cares what Ugry says? Who cares about these dumb rules? All the rules are being made against me now, anyway. I want you and Bethany to go with me on this quest. Let’s see someone just try to stop you.”


Oscar sat up straight. His kitten almost dropped from his lap, and had to cling on to his pants with her claws. “You…you mean it, Erec? I can do a quest with you?” He stood. The kitten tumbled to the ground but landed on her paws. “I can’t believe it!” A grin filled his entire face. “Maybe I’ll solve the quest myself! Maybe I’ll even end up being king with you!”


“I don’t think—” Erec stopped in midsentence when he saw Bethany shake her head at him. She was right. Oscar deserved to feel happy.


 


It had been a month since Erec had been in the Castle Alypium, and it felt strange being back. It was so big and imposing compared to the New Jersey apartment he shared with his five adopted siblings and their adoptive mother, June. On his way to the west wing, Erec caught a whiff of something foul. Around the corner stood a man with a vertical crease running up the center of his bulging forehead.


Balthazar Ulrich Theodore Ugry, King Piter’s AdviSeer, leaned on his dark carved walking stick. The scarab amulet on his black cape was glowing. “Ahh,” he said, eyelids narrowing. “I can see I’ll be busy again.”


Erec frowned at him. “Not on my account. Just do your own thing. I’m fine.”


As many times as Erec had been suspicious that Ugry was up to something nasty, though, he had been proved wrong. As unpleasant as he acted, and smelled, it seemed that Ugry meant no harm. In fact, he had saved Erec from a shadow demon. He could not let himself forget that.


“So are you saying you don’t need a babysitter anymore?” Ugry looked perpetually annoyed. “Because that’s not how it seems to me. Each time you’re here you get in trouble.”


“I’ll be fine. Just…” Erec waved as if to shoo him off.


Ugry smirked and drifted down the hall. Erec found Bethany in the west wing dining hall. Its soaring ceilings, stained glass windows, chandeliers, and fancy china on the long table made Bethany look tiny.


Jam Crinklecut, the butler in charge of the west wing house staff, walked in. He carried a silver tray stacked high with cheeseburgers, pizza, and stuffed potato skins. His gray vest, long black dinner jacket with tails, fancy white shirt, and even his white gloves looked perfectly pressed. Fortunately, his hair was no longer slicked to the side with thick grease as it had been when Erec first met him.


Jam was more than a butler to Erec, he was a friend. He had followed Erec into Otherness and fought by Erec’s side against the entire Alypian army. Not that Jam would ever brag, or even admit that he had been brave. He was too humble, and noble, for that.




Jam broke into a grin when he saw Erec. He put the platter down, rushed over, and put his hands on Erec’s shoulders as if he were about to give him a hug. Then he thought better of it and instead bowed again and again.


“Aw, cut it out.” Erec boxed Jam’s shoulder playfully, then gave him a quick hug. “How’ve you been, Jam?”


“Most pleasant, young sir,” Jam said in his crisp British accent. “And how may I best serve young sir today? Are there any special requests you might have?”


Erec thought a moment. “Yes, Jam, I do.”


Jam straightened, ready as usual to serve.


Erec smiled. “I request that you join us at the table for dinner.”


Jam’s eyes flew wide open. “But…young sir.” He looked around uncomfortably. “This is highly irregular.”


Before Erec could answer, King Piter came through the doorway. His long white hair was pulled back under his crown, and his eyes twinkled. The king’s magnetic presence made everyone turn to him like needles in a compass.


Or was it what he was carrying? In his hand glimmered a golden scepter. Erec’s breath caught when he saw it. For a moment he forgot that everyone else in the room existed. It was just him and the scepter.


“Well, Jam,” King Piter said, “I think it’s a wonderful idea. I’m sure Erec would enjoy a meal with you.”


Jam bowed to the king. “Yes, sire. If you say so, sire.” He looked around uneasily as if wondering what to do next, then stood a moment, staring at the plates. Finally, he sat next to Erec.


Bethany flew across the room and gave King Piter a hug. “Hey, Daddy!”


A smile played on the edge of Erec’s lips. Bethany used to catch herself when she called King Piter her father, but she must have given into it finally. Erec was happy for her. She had wanted parents so badly, and King Piter was pretty close, basically adopting her. Bethany had seemed over the moon when the king told her he thought of her like a daughter.


The king patted her head, the corners of his lips tipping into a wistful smile. Then he looked at Erec. “Come here, boy.”


Erec approached him, as he had when he’d first dined with the king, unsure what to do. The closer he came to the scepter, the more he began to squirm. He wanted to touch it badly but was also terrified of it.


Then something inside him relaxed. It was better this time. The urge was less. He was sure of it. No doubt his cravings for the scepter were still there, but its grip on him was loosening. Finally! He stayed on the other side of the king as he came close, feeling slightly more in control.


King Piter planted a thick palm on his head and mussed his hair, then walked to his seat at the head of the table. As Erec sat down, a woman’s voice sounded in the room. “Erec?” The voice sounded familiar. He looked all over, but no woman was there.


Then it was louder, making him jump. “Erec? Can you hear me?”


Erec stood up and looked around. “What was that?”


Bethany and King Piter watched him with quizzical looks. “What was what?” Bethany asked.


“That voice!” he said.


And then it sounded again. “Erec? It’s me. Your mom. Remember? The Seeing Eyeglasses?”


The Seeing Eyeglasses let their wearer see the person who they missed most, and talk to them. His mother had them on now and could see Erec clearly, even though he couldn’t see her. His jaw fell open. “So, this is what it’s like? You can spy on whatever I’m doing with those things?”




“It’s no different than when you used the glasses to talk to me. Look at the chair to your right,” his mother said. “That way you’ll be looking at me when you talk.”


Erec laughed. “All right.”


Bethany looked stunned. King Piter, on the other hand, munched some cloud rolls without taking any more notice.


“Is everything okay?” his mother asked. “Looks like you found Bethany all right.”


“Yeah. And I got an invite to do another quest. So I guess I’ll be here awhile.”


“I figured that would happen soon,” she said.


Bethany asked, “Erec, who are you talking to?”


“My mom. She has the Seeing Eyeglasses.”


“Ohhh.” Recognition showed in Bethany’s eyes.


“I’ll check in on you later, then, Erec,” June said.


“Okay, bye, Mom.”


The king cleared his throat. “Good to see you back, Erec. I’m glad to hear the Fates are ready to give you your next quest tomorrow.”


“I have a question,” Bethany said. “Why was there so much time between Erec’s last quest and this one? They’re so important, it seems like there shouldn’t have been any wait.”
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