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			Chapter 1

			The Fight Over an Empty Chair

			Fire burned in Marco’s heart. It had been pulsing through his veins ever since that night one year ago, just before his eleventh birthday. Since the storm. It kept him awake and focused on the present. His dad was gone now, and there was no going back. 

			It’s my fault, Marco thought, even though he couldn’t exactly say why that might have been true. 

			He remembered his dad getting thinner and weaker. The first time they went to the hospital, it didn’t seem like a big deal. The doctors even said he would get better in a few days. They lied. Marco remembered a lot about his father’s time in that white bed. The harsh lights in the room. The pungent smells of medicines and disinfectants. His dad’s skin turning yellow and his eyes growing darker each day. But he couldn’t remember the night his dad died. It was like a void in his mind he could no longer access.

			He shook his head.

			I can’t go back and change anything. Just think about something else. 

			Marco breathed in the aroma of sea salt permeating the humid air. Waves splashed outside against the side of the boat, and the engine thrummed somewhere in the bowels of the ship. Vibrant lights on his game tablet flashed as he sat alone amidst dozens of empty seats.

			The passenger ferry, Luca, sailed through the choppy waters of the Mediterranean just before sunset. Marco’s mom had said this final leg in their long journey to Sicily would be quick, but this boat was moving like a slug. A bobbing slug without internet. 

			Marco’s wooden chair creaked as the ship tilted. He grabbed his seat with one hand, held onto his table with the other and directed his game character by the tip of his right thumb. The boat settled down.

			Marco’s fingers ran across the glowing game screen as his warrior climbed the last tower. It had taken days of playing to reach this level, but he had plenty of time. The flight from their old home city of Chicago had been delayed for hours, and then they had stopped in Germany to visit an uncle who didn’t speak any English. They took the train from Germany to the heel of Italy, boarded this ferry and set sail for Palermo. It was annoyingly slow, but his mom couldn’t handle fast right now. Taking things easy was supposed to be good for her condition. Whatever that meant. 

			A vineyard in Sicily, Marco thought. That’s just a fancy name for a farm with a bunch of vines. We’re moving to the middle of nowhere. He grimaced. Worse than that. An island in the middle of nowhere. 

			Marco sighed as he skillfully guided his game character around bolts of lightning and bursts of fire. The game was almost over, and that meant he would have to think about real life again, like leaving his home in America forever.

			A new life in a new part of the world. It was like moving to another planet. He didn’t even speak Italian. How was he supposed to talk to anyone? And living on a vineyard in the country? What do you do with a bunch of grass and trees anyway? Marco huffed in annoyance, his fingers shifting across the screen with a skilled determination. He didn’t care how long it took to get to the farm or vineyard, or whatever it was they were going to. He just hoped they’d have Wi-Fi.

			The ferry lurched to one side, and, for a moment, Marco became weightless. He fell off his chair, hit the wooden floorboards and slid across the deck while clutching his tablet. A horn bellowed overhead as several other passengers gave sudden cries and yelps. The intercom crackled, and a man said something in Italian—at least it sounded like Italian. 

			“Per favore, tieniti qualcosa. Potremmo sperimentare mari piu agitati quando arriviamo in porto.”

			“How am I supposed to know what that means?” Marco muttered.

			“Welcome to the Isle of Souls,” a woman’s voice echoed, as Marco slid to a stop on his back. 

			“English, that’s better,” Marco said, then frowned. “Wait, the Isle of Souls? I thought we were going to Sicily?” 

			He looked around for the source of the strange voice. He didn’t see anyone, besides three older boys who were snickering at him. The game screen on his table began to blink. His character was getting pummeled. 

			“Crud!” Marco said, jumping back into his game. 

			The boat rocked back the other way, sending him into a couple of chairs. He was on the lowest deck of the ship in a large room with green pillars and several rows of red chairs. Yellow bulbs buzzed overhead as the only source of light in this cavernous space. This was the overflow deck, and, since it was a sunny day, everyone else was on the upper decks enjoying the breeze and view.

			The shifting of the boat settled down. Marco grabbed a chair, his eyes glued to the screen, and pulled himself up. He plopped down in the empty seat and continued his game.

			“Hey,” a round-faced boy with an old Yankees cap said in English. “Kid!” 

			His high-pitched and nasally voice made him sound younger, but when Marco looked up, he saw an older boy whose bright face was blossoming into puberty. He stood a foot or so taller than Marco, but Marco was smaller than the average eleven-year-old. He had jet black hair, just like Marco’s, and a few zits around his freckles. 

			“Hey, American!” the boy said, raising his voice. “I’m talking to you.”

			Marco’s eyes flickered up, not fully registering the much bigger boy standing in front of him with his arms crossed. Two other boys stood on either side of him, brows furrowed.

			“I said, I’m talking to you.” the round-faced boy said, yanking Marco’s tablet from his grasp. Marco stared with wide eyes, stunned as his hands closed around the air. What just happened? 

			“Get out of my seat!” the boy continued as he held Marco’s one escape from reality. 

			Marco reached for his tablet, but the boy smirked and pulled it back. His heart drummed in his chest, while white-hot fire inside him screamed to be let out. He looked around and noticed no one else was here—they were alone. 

			“I don’t see your name on it,” Marco said, meeting the eyes of the boy who was dangling his tablet a few inches above his face. “And my name’s Marco, not Kid.”

			The boy’s lips curled into a smile. “You see that?” he said, pointing to letters painted in white on the wall: LUCA. “That’s my name, and this is my father’s boat.”

			Marco stared at the lettering and turned back to the self-important grin on the big round face of Luca.

			“Your dad named you after a boat?”

			The two boys beside Luca held back a laugh, while Luca’s face turned red.

			“No!” Luca sputtered. “He named the boat after me. This is my boat! Now get out of my seat!”

			“Give my tablet back, and you can have your seat.” Marco held his hand out for his tablet. He wasn’t going to be bullied by this kid. Even though he was kinda burly, Marco had faced much worse back home.

			Luca snorted a laugh, holding out the tablet to Marco. There were big red numbers on the screen, counting down with a button that read CONTINUE. 

			“Does baby want to play his little game?” Luca mocked. “Naw, why should I give it back? It’s on my ship.” Luca wagged his finger in Marco’s face. “Finders’ keepers.”

			Marco rolled his eyes. “So, you’re a spoiled brat and a thief. No wonder your parents named you after this floating dumpster.”

			“Hey!” Luca shouted, raising his fist. His two friends burst out laughing but quickly stopped when Luca scowled at them. Apparently, they were afraid of him, but he didn’t seem like much.

			“Just give it back,” Marco said. “You can have your chair or whatever.”

			Luca answered by grabbing Marco’s blue t-shirt right under his chin and pulling him close. “How about I smash your game and your face?”

			“You can try,” Marco replied. The fire inside him leaped at the challenge. His skin became warm, and his muscles tense. He stared into Luca’s eyes, holding back his burning rage.

			“Look, I think he’s gonna cry,” said the boy on the right.

			“That’s because he’s a baby,” Luca spat, inches from Marco’s face. “Only little babies cry when their toy is taken away.” Luca let out a laugh. His breath smelled like rotting garbage.

			“Last warning,” Marco said flatly.

			Luca stopped laughing and tightened his grip on Marco’s shirt, ripping the collar. “I don’t like babies from America. I think I will break you and your toy.” Luca pulled back his fist and tightened his knuckles.

			Marco breathed in and leaped forward. His forehead rammed into Luca’s nose with a crack! It hurt, but not as much as it hurt the Italian boy. Marco had headed enough soccer balls to know precisely where to strike.

			Luca staggered back with a cry of pain, his Yankee’s cap flying off. The tablet dropped from his hands as his fingers found fresh blood coming from his nose. Marco breathed out, his forehead numb, his heart racing.

			“Get him!” Luca shouted, grabbing his cap. 

			Marco reached for his tablet, but the shorter boy who had been on Luca’s right crashed into him. Pain ripped through his ribs as he slammed into the ground, but he sprang back up, twisting away from the blond kid, growling like a beast as he swung his fist. Marco wasn’t gonna lay down during a fight—besides, the pain was nothing compared to the burning fire in his veins.

			A dark shape flickered at the edge of Marco’s vision. He raised his arms just in time as the third boy—a short but stocky kid with reddish hair—punched him. The boy’s fist hit Marco’s arm, but in one fluid motion Marco twisted and slung the boy sideways, using his momentum to send him crashing into a row of chairs. Marco smiled; all those years of fighting off bullies were finally paying off. He never started a fight. In fact, no one had ever picked a fight with him, but when Marco saw someone getting crammed into their locker or smashed into a trash can, he had to do something. 

			Marco turned back toward Luca. The bigger boy stood up as little ribbons of blood drizzled down his chin. He ignored his minions, who squirmed in pain on the ground. 

			“You’re a Yankees fan?” Marco asked, pointing at his cap.

			“Huh?” Luca said with a look of surprise. He wiped the blood off his chin. “What about it?”

			Marco shrugged. “Makes sense, that’s all. Look, just give me my tablet back, and I’ll leave, okay? I didn’t want to do this.”

			“What’s your team then?” Luca said, stepping up to Marco with a sneer.

			“The Cubs.”

			“Who?”

			“Only the greatest team ever!”

			“How many world series have they won?”

			“That’s not the point.”

			Luca grinned. “So, you like losers.”

			The red-haired goon behind Marco smacked the back of his head and laughed. “Probably because he is one!”

			Luca shoved Marco into one of his friends. “Lucky maggot, that’s all. You ain’t tough.”

			The big kid slapped Marco and shoved him away with a laugh.

			“Stop it!” Marco shouted. 

			Luca replied with a punch to his ribs. 

			Marco roared and sprang at Luca with white-knuckled fists. The bigger boy caught him and wrestled him to the ground. Marco fought back as they rolled all over the deck, running into chairs and beams between grunts and yelps. The two goons cheered Luca on but kept their distance. 

			With a quick jab, Marco broke free of Luca’s grip, but immediately fell backward and hit his head on a raised floorboard. The world blurred and began to rock back and forth. 

			The next thing Marco knew, Luca was standing over him, yelling, “Grab him! Get him up!” 

			Marco felt himself being lifted. He found the enraged face of Luca staring at him with a bloody nose, and now a cut on his right cheek. Marco knew what would come next, but he didn’t care.

			“Does that hurt?” Marco said, pointing at Luca’s smashed nose. “It looks like it hurts.”

			Luca smiled, showing blood between his teeth. “Not as much as this.” 

			Luca’s fist slammed into Marco’s gut. Marco gasped. The other two boys held his arms as another blow landed, crunching his ribs. This was bad. Standing up to bullies never felt good in the moment, but he wouldn’t back down. 

			Marco closed his eyes, expecting the jarring smash of another blow, but it never came.

			“Hey! Get off me!” Luca yelled.

			Marco opened his eyes as a tall man with a bushy beard and round hat yanked Luca away. The man wore a work shirt and suspenders, and his skin was like dark leather. He unleashed an angry flurry of Italian toward Luca, then eyed Marco.

			“American?” the bearded man said in English. Marco nodded. The man sighed, shaking his head. “What did you do to set him off?”

			“I sat down,” Marco said flatly.

			The tall man huffed in disbelief.

			“Let me go, Joey!” Luca ordered, trying to jerk his arm free.

			“That is Mr. Cirincioni to you!” Mr. Cirincioni said, turning to Luca. “And I think your father should hear about this. Attacking passengers like you are some kind of animal. It is disgraceful. And you two!” Mr. Cirincioni turned to Luca’s friends, who were trying not to be noticed. “We will see both of your parents when we come to port. Don’t think I will forget to tell them what you were doing or maybe I should alert the authorities?” 

			The two boys shook their heads vigorously.

			Luca glared at Mr. Cirincioni. “Go ahead! Tell my dad! Like he cares anyway!”

			Marco felt his ribs as he slowly pulled himself into a chair. The molten lava in his heart calmed down, and the world grew colder and darker. Marco found himself staring at wooden floorboards, wondering why he had been fighting again.

			“Off you go,” Mr. Cirincioni said to Marco. “I don’t want to see you fighting anyone else, either.” He crossed his arms with a suspicious look. “You shouldn’t go around picking fights you can’t win. That kind of thing only brings pain.”

			Marco stared at Mr. Cirincioni before turning to face Luca. Luca stared back at him like a wild beast still eager for the fight. There was a tangible disgust Marco had for people like Luca, who thought they could do whatever they wanted and get away with it. Marco wiped a bit of blood from his forehead as he stood up. All in all, Marco was surprisingly not in bad shape. A few bruises and scratches. Luca, on the other hand, had a bloody face and a busted hand.

			“Don’t go wandering my ship,” Mr. Cirincioni said. “Find your parents and stay with them.”

			“Parent,” Marco spat at the tall man. “Just one.” Marco turned to Luca, who was smiling in satisfaction. “Now give me back my tablet,” he said, holding out his hand.

			The tablet was on the ground behind Luca but looked remarkably undamaged. Luca jerked his wrist away from Mr. Cirincioni and snagged the tablet.

			“Here you go.” Luca held it out. Marco reached for it, but before he could grab it, Luca dropped it. “Whoops.” The tablet hit the ground, followed by Luca’s foot smashing the screen into a thousand tiny pieces.

			“No!” Marco yelled, reaching down for his tablet. He picked it up, but it was only a piece of broken glass now. “You’ll pay for that!”

			“Not likely, kid,” Luca replied.

			“Luca!” Mr. Cirincioni said. “Now your father will have to pay for that! Apologize.”

			“Sorry,” Luca said, holding back a laugh. 

			Mr. Cirincioni nodded and looked at Marco like he was expecting him to say something. 

			“What?” Marco snapped. “I’m not apologizing!”

			“No,” Mr. Cirincioni said, pointing at Marco. “You forgive.”

			“No way!”

			“Forgiveness is not for the sake of others but for ourselves.” 

			Marco crossed his arms in defiance. 

			“Okay,” Mr. Circincioni said. “It is your choice. Give me your ticket and I will reimburse you. That should pay for the tablet.” 

			Marco handed the stub of his ticket to the tall man. 

			The tall man grabbed Luca by the arm and pulled him away as Luca howled in delight. The other two boys snickered, bumping into Marco on their way out.

			Marco watched them go, then began searching for something in his pockets. He breathed out, relieved.

			Still there. 

			Marco pulled out an old brass pocket watch with a neck chain. He clicked the little button on the end and flipped it open. The hands of the clock were frozen at eight-thirty-seven, and the small compass at the top spun lazily, even though Marco wasn’t moving. On the back were the initials D.S. for Dante Swift, his father. This watch was the last thing his dad had given to him before he died, but what good was a broken pocket watch and compass?

			The doctors had never figured out what killed his father. He didn’t have any disease they could name. He just started to fade one night and never stopped. 

			Dad…what happened to you?

			Marco stared at the broken watch, then dropped it in his pocket and went to find his mom and little sister.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Francisco, the Vineyard, and the Mysterious Castle

			Seagulls cawed overhead and dove into the waters of the Mediterranean, looking for dinner as the lumbering ship Luca docked at the port. Passengers formed into neat lines as they shuffled their way to the exit ramps, while a group of kids passed time playing tag on the top deck. Other passengers, waiting their turn, gazed toward the red and orange sun casting long shadows down from the mountain peaks above Palermo. But behind the ship, out at sea, a storm was brewing. 

			Marco scowled at this happy scene, but he wasn’t angry at the other kids or the people enjoying the view. He was mad because he didn’t know how to feel the way they felt anymore. Happiness was like a foreign language to him.

			Marco winced in pain as he pushed past two men with long gray beards. His ribs ached, his head throbbed, but he kept his chin up and forced his scowl away. Ms. Florence shuffled in line just ahead, but didn’t notice Marco. She didn’t seem to care about him, but why would she? Ms. Florence was only here to make sure Marco’s mother made it to Palermo safely. The woman’s black curly hair bobbed as she kept her eyes on his mother and little sister. They were following the crowd toward one of the narrow white bridges that ran from the boat to the docks.

			Mom? Were you just gonna leave without me? 

			His mom had been distant ever since that night his dad died at the hospital, but things really took a turn for the worse when she disappeared. The police found her after a couple of weeks in a casino. Her eyes were bloodshot, her hair a tangled mess, but she was smiling. 

			In fact, at first, she couldn’t stop smiling. She was going to win all the money they would ever need but ended up losing everything, including the house. When she saw Marco and his sister after that, her smile disappeared for good. Something broke in her that day, and Marco knew she wouldn’t be the same again. Bipolar disorder is all about extremes of being really happy or really sad. For the past few months, all Marco ever saw was the sad version.

			Thunder cracked in the dark clouds above, sending a chill down Marco’s spine. He hated storms. Sophie held their mother’s hand, walking closely beside her. She had just turned seven and was trying to act more grown up now, but to Marco she would always be his baby sister. 

			He sidled up next to his mother, trying to act casual, but she didn’t even notice him. Ms. Florence, on the other hand, eyed him with her usual suspicion. She didn’t approve of him disappearing, but he wasn’t her primary concern. Finally, his mother turned and looked at him with wet eyes. 

			It’s getting worse, Marco thought, biting his lip. 

			His mother forced a smile, but it quickly turned into a frown. “Where have you been? You just disappeared for the past hour. You can’t do that, you know.” She inspected Marco’s face and found his ripped collar and red cheeks. “Have you been fighting again?”

			Marco turned toward the exit and didn’t answer. 

			Sophie hugged him. “Was it another big bully?”

			Marco shrugged. “He wasn’t that big.” 

			“You never used to be like this,” his mom said, leading them toward the bridge. The line of passengers moved slowly. “When we get to our new home, I need you to be strong for us, okay? There will be a lot of new people and probably some kids your age. Please don’t fight with them. Your grandma is very generous to take us in. I don’t want to upset her.” The familiar blank stare returned to her face. They were in Sicily, heading to his grandparents’ vineyard, partially because of what she had done.

			A mixture of anger, guilt, and despair flooded Marco’s mind whenever he thought about what they lost. He couldn’t be angry at his mom though; this wasn’t really her fault. 

			Sophie lit up at the mention of their family in Sicily. “I can’t wait to meet Uncle Francisco and Auntie Elda!” Sophie let go of her mother’s hand and bounced on her toes, her wavy brown hair bobbing. “Well, Grandma will be great to meet, too, I guess.” 

			Sophie took her mother’s hand again. “They always look so serious in their pictures, but I think they’re just playing. Marco, it will be great! Papa always talks about his adventures on the...” 

			Sophie froze, then closed her eyes and smiled like she was disappearing into a lost dream. Marco tried not to react, but his cheeks flushed and his hand quivered at the mention of their father. 

			In the distance, shadowed mountains towered over Palermo. Bright yellow, red, and green buildings were packed close together on the steep slope, unlike anything Marco had seen in person before. It reminded him of a painting he had once seen on a field trip of a bunch of people in old funny clothes having a picnic. 

			“Isn’t it pretty!” Sophie exclaimed, as they crossed the gangway to the dock.

			“Magnificent as always,” Ms. Florence said with a sigh. 

			Marco frowned at the colorful city. Everyone spoke with a strange accent or in a different language here. It was August, and school would be starting soon, but did they even have regular schools here? Marco looked suspiciously at the beautiful island like it was some kind of trick. 

			It always seems nice at first…this place is gonna stink.

			They exited the bridge and found a dark-haired man with a bushy beard and bright eyes staring at them. He wore a funny round hat and suspenders over a red shirt, and he seemed oddly familiar. Their luggage was sitting around his feet.

			“Benvenuto!” he declared, as he raised his arms into the air with a wide smile. Marco and his mother stopped walking and stared at the man for a moment, but Sophie ran right into the man’s arms as he scooped her up with a laugh. 

			“Sophie!” Ms. Florence said. “Wait!”	

			“It’s okay,” Marco’s mom said. “That’s just her uncle.”

			Ms. Florence sighed. 

			“Ha!” the man said, as he tossed Sophie into the air and swung her around. She giggled as he put her down and patted her head. “You have grown so much since the last time your mother sent pictures of you!”

			“You haven’t grown at all from the picture we have.” Sophie smiled. “Except your face is more wrinkly.”

			The man let out a laugh and shook his head. “Yes, I suppose it is. But that is what time will do to you, even me!” He spoke with a thick Italian accent, and a smile that seemed glued to his face.

			Sophie yelped, then turned to her mother. “He does look like Papa!”

			“Well, I ought to, you know,” the man said. “Very often, younger brothers look like their older brothers.” He looked at Marco’s mother with concern. “Naomi? Are you alright?”

			“Francisco,” Naomi said, seeming to come out of her daze.

			“At your service,” Francisco said, removing his hat from his curly hair and giving a little bow. “And you must be Marco. I will do my best to help you feel at home.” He shook his head, turning to Naomi. “It has been, what? Thirteen years since the wedding? Far too long. We were a little worried when your flight was delayed, and that was a long train ride, too.”

			“Yes…well, we’re here now,” Naomi said. 

			“Naomi,” Ms. Florence said. “I suppose it’s time for me to leave. I can see that you’re in good hands as expected.”

			“Yes,” mom replied. “Thank you for coming all this way with us.”

			“It was a good excuse to visit my own family. I’ll come by the vineyard in a few days and check in on you.”

			Ms. Florence gave a nod to Francisco and disappeared into the crowd. 

			Naomi turned to Francisco. “And thank you for coming all this way to pick us up.”

			“This is a small thing,” Francisco said with a wink. “You are family, and what would anyone not do for their family?” 

			He grabbed two bags and pressed them into Marco’s chest with a smile and a nod. Marco rolled his eyes and took them; it was hard to say no to someone so nice. Uncle Francisco picked up their remaining bags, carrying one in each hand. 
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			That’s it, Marco thought. That’s all that’s left. When they took the house, they took most of the stuff in it. Besides a few books and clothes, Marco didn’t really have much to take with him. None of them did. 

			“This way!” Francisco said, walking toward an old red truck. “We have a long road ahead of us.”

			“Thank you,” mom said as they all followed him down the dock.

			“You have a truck!” Sophie said, skipping ahead.

			“I can see you will be easy to please,” Francisco said.

			Sophie continued skipping and jabbering about how pretty the sunset was, or how wild the sea looked or how scary the mountains were in the distance. Marco carried the two bags, mostly trying to ignore everything around him. They reached the truck, then Francisco placed all the bags in the bed and hopped in the driver’s seat.

			Marco followed Sophie into the back, while their mother got in the front passenger seat. The old truck rumbled and began to putter down a cobblestone street through the old city.

			Marco stared out the side window as they bumped along the road. The buildings seemed to roll by in a blur of bright colors. The truck climbed high above the city, then back down into a wide valley dotted with trees and green fields. A lonely mountain surrounded by puffy blood-orange clouds began rising in the distance straight ahead of them.

			They passed through several small towns, with Francisco telling them stories about each one. The trip was uncomfortable and long, but Marco found himself staring at the rolling countryside in wonder. Houses, barns, and other small buildings were sparse among the fields and trees. There was a strange sense of emptiness to it all, unlike the city which was always packed and bustling.

			“Can I watch you play?” Sophie asked, pointing to Marco’s tablet.

			“No,” Marco said with a sigh, “it’s broken.”

			“Maybe we can fix it.”

			“Some things can’t be fixed.”

			“Anything can be fixed,” Sophie said with a nod. “You just need the right tools.”

			Marco tried to smile, but he couldn’t do it. Light flickered through the back window, causing Marco to turn. The storm out at sea now billowed behind them with cracks of lightning and dark clouds.

			About an hour later, the truck slowed and turned onto a narrow dirt road. Hundreds of rows of thick green vines covered the land on the right side of the road. On the left side, the ground sloped up into a high mountain with trees dotting the tall grass. Black and white cows lay scattered on the ground, already asleep for the night. A tower stood tall at the very top of the mountain, and a red light flickered in its window. 

			“A castle?” Marco whispered to himself. His eyes widened in surprise. He squinted, trying to get a better look at the tower on top of the castle, but thick trees quickly blocked his view.

			“Did you see that?” Marco said, turning around. 

			“See what?” Sophie asked, looking out her open window. 

			“Here, we are!” Francisco said as the truck came to a stop in front of a large house.

			Francisco jumped out and popped open the door, but Marco, Naomi, and Sophie all ignored him as they looked on in silence at their new home, under the shadow of the mountain.

			The farmhouse was three stories with a slanted roof made of small curved tiles. Warm firelight came through the windows on the right, while a pair of candles flickered on either side of the front door. The walls were a light yellow, and Marco noticed a few cracks and peeling paint. Even though it was an old house, it felt warm and friendly.

			Short green trees surrounding the house swayed in the wind. Old cobblestones lined the driveway, and the large front door had a little window near the top. The air was thick, but refreshingly clean, unlike the musty smell of the city.

			“Come on, come on!” Francisco said with excitement. “I can smell my sister’s cooking, and it is not something to be missed. Out of the truck! All of you!” Francisco began whistling a little tune as he waddled toward the front door, his arms barely able to carry their bags.

			The door opened. A short woman wearing a white apron, with a bun of black hair and tan skin, came out. She crossed her arms with a frown and snapped at Francisco in Italian.

			“Yes, yes, they are coming,” Francisco said, nearly to the door. “But in English, remember.”

			The little woman sneered at Francisco, clearly annoyed. Naomi finally opened her door and got out of the truck, with Sophie following her. Marco stayed behind. 

			“Thank you for having us, Elda,” Naomi said, with a little hesitation in her voice. “What should Marco and Sophie call you?”

			“Aunt Elda, of course,” she replied with her nose in the air. Naomi nodded. Elda turned to Sophie. “You must be Sophie. I heard you like horses. We have several here, but they are asleep for the night. Tomorrow I can take you to them.”

			“Yes! Oh, thank you! Thank you!” Sophie said excitedly. “But I love unicorns more. Do you have any unicorns?” 

			Aunt Elda raised an eyebrow at Sophie. 

			Marco sat in the truck, staring at the storm clouds rolling in overhead. Meanwhile, Sophie went back and forth, talking to Aunt Elda and Uncle Francisco about the house and the castle on the mountain. Marco wasn’t really paying attention to them. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Marco remembered his dad’s words. 

			“Sometimes, the clouds would just spin over us, like it would never end,” his father had said. “But every storm eventually passes. Even the darkest.”

			Marco frowned, looking back at the yellow house. He never imagined he would be here without his dad. It didn’t seem right to be at this place without him. Everything was different without his father. Even their house back in Chicago had felt cold and empty. 

			It’s not our house anymore.

			“Hey, Marco!” Sophie said, popping up outside his window. Marco jumped in his seat. “What are you doing in there? It smells delicious inside!”

			“I’m not hungry,” Marco said, but his stomach growled anyway. 

			Sophie hopped into the back next to him. “Uncle Francisco called it Crispo. That old castle up there on the mountain. You saw it, too; I know you did. He said it was magia, and there’s a path leading all the way to the top! But then Aunt Elda hit him with a rag and said something in their funny talk. I think she’s angry about something. Her face is all scrunched up like this.” Sophie squeezed her cheeks together. “I like it here.”

			“Well, I don’t like it here!” Marco said, looking away from his sister.

			“That’s okay. I didn’t like school at first,” Sophie said, “but then we had recess, so it got better. I think this is the same.”

			Marco looked at his little sister, who somehow seemed untouched by the past year. She walked around like there was an invisible shield guarding her.

			“What are you two still doing out here?” shrieked a high-pitched voice. 

			Marco and Sophie jumped in their seats. 

			“Get up! Up!” Aunt Elda said. She reached in and grabbed Marco by his arm.

			Marco grunted as he was pulled out of the truck. Sophie jumped out behind Marco and ran to Aunt Elda, pointing at her with one hand on her hip like their mom would.

			“Hey! Let go of my brother!” Sophie scolded. 

			Aunt Elda sighed. “You are hungry and tired. I will forget your disrespect this time.” Aunt Elda grabbed Sophie too and dragged both of them inside the big yellow house. The door closed behind them, and Aunt Elda let go of their arms.

			“Now, go wash up in the kitchen”—Aunt Elda pointed to a hallway on the right— “and then come to the dining room.” The little woman pointed down the hall on the left, where sounds of talking and laughter could be heard. “Move quickly before your food gets cold.” With that, Aunt Elda turned and marched off toward the dining room.

			Marco rubbed his arm, watching his aunt leave. That same feeling from his fight with Luca boiled to the surface. His cheeks turned red, and he tightened his fists.

			“Marco?” Sophie said.

			“I hate this place,” Marco said.

			“Well, Aunt Elda isn’t all that nice, but Uncle Francisco is, and I bet Grandma is, too. Come on, let’s go find Mamma.” 

			“You don’t get it.”

			“You always say that,” Sophie said, taking Marco’s hand. “Come on!” 

			“Dad was supposed to be here!” Marco yanked his hand free. “He said he would bring us here one day, but he didn’t.” Sophie’s eyes turned down and her bottom lip quivered. Light flashed through the window, followed by rolling thunder. “I just don’t want to be here. Not without him.”

			“I don’t want to be anywhere without him,” Sophie said softly.

			Marco fought back the tears. Here he was, messing up things again. Everyone would be better off without him. A sudden urge to run overwhelmed him. He flung open the door, letting in a burst of wind and water. 

			“I’m sorry,” Marco said. “I shouldn’t have yelled. I’m always messing things up.” He dashed out of the house and into the storm. 

			“Marco!” Sophie called after him. 

			He didn’t know where he was going, and the rain was pelting his face, making it hard to see, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting away from here.

			A bolt of lightning exploded in front of Marco with a violent boom. Marco stopped running, struck by memories of the last time he had run out into the rain. It was about a year ago, and he’d regretted it ever since. He screamed at the sky, fire raging through his veins. His fists tightened, and his heart raced. The storm had finally caught him.

			Thunder boomed across the sky, with one word forming in the chaos: “Run.” 

			The voice sounded like it was coming from right behind Marco. The hairs rose on the back of his neck. He spun around to see who it was, but no one was there. Rain continued to smack him. Lightning cracked, illuminating the mountain and the castle above. Marco stared at the old fortress as a faint red glow shimmered from the highest tower. The light moved abruptly, and Marco’s eyes widened. 

			Someone or something was up there.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Legend of Crispo

			“Sophie!” Marco said, running back into the house. “There’s something up there!” The door creaked shut behind him, drowning out the torrential rain. Marco looked around the foyer, shivering. “Sophie?” 

			But no one was there. 

			Gotta get to that castle—another shiver ran down his spine—tomorrow.

			Muffled laughter echoed down the hallway. Marco didn’t want to laugh. This wasn’t his home. Pictures of people he didn’t recognize lined the wood walls. There was a distinct smell of fresh bread, which made Marco’s stomach grumble. He hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast, and that was only some fruit. The door to his left opened. Marco jumped, but it was only Uncle Francisco.

			“Marco?” Francisco said. “Did you forget something in the truck?”

			“I, uh, just needed to...” Marco shifted back and forth. His feet made squishing sounds from the water in his shoes. He looked down and saw a puddle underneath him. Francisco raised an eyebrow. “I can clean this up.”

			 “Don’t worry about the floor,” Francisco said, waving his hand. “A little water won’t hurt. I heard what you said about our castle, and you are right.”

			“I am?”

			“Yes,” Francisco replied with a wink. “There is something up there. Crispo was originally built by the Medici family, your ancestors, hundreds of years ago. It is our most precious heirloom. Everyone in town believes it’s haunted, but I know the truth.”

			“What truth?”

			“That it is magia.”

			“What?” 

			“Magic,” Francisco said. Marco’s eyes widened. “Oh, they say it’s all a fairytale, but how else can you explain a castle on top of a mountain all the way out here? There’s nothing but grass and rocks. No minerals or ports or resources, so why build it up there? And why keep it all secret? No one was allowed to talk about what happened inside its walls.” 

			Marco looked through a little rain-battered window, but it was too dark to see anything. “I think they found something in that mountain, something not of this world, and they built that castle to hide it.”

			“What did they find?”

			Francisco shrugged. “Who knows for sure. It’s all myths and legends now. Some say it was a vast treasure, gold or rubies, but no one has ever found any. Others say it was a strategic position for trade, but there are no ports. Most say they just liked the view from up there. But me, I think they found something of great power that keeps the land growing, and our family strong.”

			“It doesn’t seem to be working,” Marco said. 

			Francisco sighed. “No, it’s like a shadow has fallen over our family. Bad dreams.” He shook his head. “Here.” He handed Marco a dry rag. “Take this and clean up the water before your aunt sees. Then head down there if you’re hungry.” Marco’s uncle motioned down the hallway to his right, which was full of the sounds of people. “There is a fireplace and lots of good company, your family, and your new neighbors. Plenty of tasty food, too.” 

			He winked, turned around, and headed down the long hall.

			“Wait!” Marco said. Francisco looked back. 

			“Yes?”

			“That castle up there. Crispo. Is there a way to the top? Like a path or something?”

			“Not a good idea. The castle is old, and the mountain is collapsing. One day the whole thing will just fall into the sea, but…I can tell my words won’t stop you. I will take you up as far as it is safe once this storm has passed. Okay?” 

			Marco nodded.

			 “Good.” Francisco smiled, then disappeared into the adjoining room full of people. 

			Marco sighed, bent down and quickly wiped up the puddle he had made. He opened the door his uncle had come through and found a large kitchen. Dirty pots and pans were stacked in a large metal sink. A long prep table in the middle of the room was covered in flour, along with a few pieces of uncooked pasta. Marco tossed his rag on a mop bucket in the corner, grabbed a hanging towel and dried off as best he could. Then he headed out of the kitchen and down the hallway toward the gathering.

			His fingers rang across the bumpy walls of the hallway. The house was much larger than it appeared on the outside. Wooden floorboards creaked, and the sound of people talking grew louder up ahead. He stopped at the door leading to the party. Light bled through the crack at the bottom. Sweet and savory smells of fresh food filled the air. 

			Lasagna. Marco breathed it in and opened the door.

			About a dozen people were scattered around a large room, with a big table in the middle covered in breads, pasta, lasagna, red and yellow wines, olives, salads and tomatoes. Fire flickered from a stone hearth on the right, and on the left an open door led out to another dark hallway. Most were not speaking English, but Marco caught a word or two here and there. A few kids about Sophie’s age came running through. They laughed as they darted around grown-ups, chairs, and tables.

			Uncle Francisco raised his hand, waving at Marco. He weaved through unfamiliar faces toward his uncle, catching glances from dark and discerning eyes. His uncle was talking to three men with matching mustaches. The men grew quiet, eyeing Marco curiously.

			“This is Marco Swift!” Francisco said with his usual excitement. “And he will do great things, my friends, mark my words. Great things, indeed!” The three men with mustaches nodded solemnly. Francisco rolled his eyes. “And these, Marco, are your chatty new neighbors, Mr. Castiglioni and Mr. —”

			Someone bumped into Marco, nearly knocking him over. A group of kids ran by him in a flurry, not noticing Marco at all.

			“Hey! Be careful, or Auntie Elda might catch you!” Francisco shouted. Marco turned back to Francisco and saw his mom sitting across the room in a tan chair. Several women sat around her, but one old woman with white curly hair caught his eye. She had a piercing gaze like she already knew exactly who he was. Marco stared at the old woman for a moment but turned away from her when she smiled.

			“Your grandmother,” Francisco said. “You have never met her, no? Don’t worry, we will remedy that tonight!” Marco looked back at his grandma, who held his mother’s hands as they spoke quietly. “Well, after you eat. She is busy right now.”

			Marco followed Francisco to a mostly empty table where a few people were sitting and talking. His uncle pulled out a chair in front of a plate of steaming lasagna.

			“Her signature dish!” Francisco exclaimed. “And that is no small thing.”

			Marco was about to sit down, but froze when he heard a familiar voice behind him.

			“American.”

			Marco turned around to find a dark-haired boy with an old Yankees cap smirking at him. He had a bruised nose and a dried cut on his cheek. 

			Luca.

			“Oh, I almost forgot!” Francisco said. “This is your cousin, Luca. He is about your age—well, maybe a year or two older.” Marco stared at Luca in disbelief. “His parents are traveling, so he will be here all summer, just like you.” 

			Francisco patted Marco on the back.

			“So, this is my American cousin?” Luca said. “I should have known.”

			“Francisco!” Aunt Elda bellowed from the hallway.

			Francisco winced as the little woman unleashed a tirade of words in Italian. “Here you go, Marco, enjoy!” 

			Then Marco’s uncle left him and Luca at the end of the long table alone.

			“What are you doing here?” Marco said, tightening his fist. He looked around for Luca’s two goons but didn’t see them.

			“The real question is, what are you doing here?” Luca said, poking Marco’s chest. “This is my family’s house. I belong here.”

			Fire erupted in Marco’s heart, but he held it in check. “My mom made me come here because...” Marco stopped as Luca’s smile abruptly widened. “I didn’t want to come here, okay, and I don’t want to fight again, either.” Marco ground his teeth, clenching his jaw. 

			“Because, why?” Luca asked, leaning in. “Why did you come here? Hmm? Oh, right, your papa died, didn’t he?”

			“Shut up,” Marco said, looking down. His fingernails bit into his palms.

			“That’s really why you’re here, isn’t it? You don’t have anywhere else to go!” Luca laughed.

			“I said, shut up!”

			Luca leaned in and whispered, “He was pathetic, you know. Running away from his family, his home. Changing his name. Swift? Ha! What a joke. Pathetic in every way. Just. Like. You.” 

			Luca punched two fingers into Marco’s chest, pushing him back. Marco’s eyes widened, and the sounds of the room dimmed.

			“What are you gonna do, kid?” Luca said with a stupid grin.

			Fire erupted in Marco’s veins urging him to act, to fight. 

			“I’m glad you’re here, Luca,” Marco said, relaxing his fists.

			“Oh? You like getting beat up?”

			“Well,” Marco said, stepping right up to Luca’s face. He was now nose to nose with his older cousin. “You might be bigger and stronger than me, but…” 

			Marco eyed the door leading to the hallway, and the chair just behind Luca’s knees.

			“But what?” Luca asked.

			“I’m smarter and faster.” 

			Marco snatched Luca’s cap, shoved him over the chair then dashed for the hallway. 

			Luca crashed into the table, clattering plates and silverware and smacked into the floor boards. Yelps and gasps rose from the crowded room at the commotion, but Marco didn’t notice. He was out the door before Luca hit the ground.

			“Hey!” Luca shouted, jumping to his feet. “Come back here!” 

			Marco smiled, racing down the hallway leading back to the kitchen. He flew through the door and headed for the exit on the opposite end. Luca burst in behind him, burning anger in his eyes. 

			“Come and get me!” Marco yelled back, opening the door to a dim hallway. To his left a candlelit room full of books gleamed with light. From the hall on his right came the sounds of the party. 

			The fireplace. Perfect. 

			Feet pounded the floor in the kitchen behind him. Marco ran back into the dining room, startling an old man with a round hat and a cup of steaming coffee.

			“Guardalo!” the old man shouted, spilling his drink. 

			“Sorry!” Marco shouted back, but kept running.

			Marco raced through the group of surprised neighbors and relatives, clutching Luca’s Yankee cap in his fist. He stopped in front of the blazing fireplace and spun around to face his pursuer.

			Luca pushed his way through the group of people, then froze as Marco lifted his Yankees cap over the flames. 

			“This is for breaking my tablet,” Marco said. 

			“No!” Luca shouted. 

			Marco was about to toss the old cap into the fire but stopped when he saw the look on Luca’s face. His older cousin was terrified. 

			“Please don’t,” Luca said, his lip quivering. 

			Marco pulled the old cap back from the fire and looked at it. There was nothing special about it. Just a baseball cap. Marco looked up and saw the whole room staring at him with shocked expressions. 

			The back door flew open and in walked Aunt Elda, her face lit with anger. 

			“What is going on in here?” Aunt Elda’s voice boomed. 

			“He was going to throw my hat into the fire!” Luca said, pointing at Marco. 

			Aunt Elda’s eyes widened at Marco. He shook his head. 

			“He’s crazy!” Luca yelled. “You brought a crazy person here!”

			“Enough, Luca!” Francisco said, walking up. Everyone else watched in hushed silence.

			“Is this true, Marco?” his mother said from behind.

			Marco winced. 

			“Here,” Marco said, tossing the cap on the ground in front of Luca. “It’s just a hat. Besides, he started it. He was the one who broke my tablet on the boat.” He glanced at his mother, who looked back at him with a pained expression.

			“What tablet?” Luca said, picking up his cap.

			Sophie came running around the corner behind Francisco. Her smile quickly faded when she saw Marco at the center of everyone’s attention. 

			“Who is going to tell me the truth?” Francisco said, crossing his arms.

			“He just started hitting me, Uncle Francisco!” Luca whined. “I don’t know what tablet he’s talking about. I was trying to be nice, welcoming him to our home, and then he just hit me, took my hat and ran off like a crazy person!”

			“Liar!” Marco shouted. His hands were shaking, and his heart raced. “I didn’t hit you! I took your stupid hat because—”

			“Marco, stop,” Francisco said, putting his hand up to Marco as Luca grinned. “Luca, this is Marco’s home as well, and you had better get used to that. I don’t think your cousin will put up with your bullying.”

			Luca rolled his eyes, like that was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard.

			“Naomi,” Aunt Elda said, putting her arm around Luca as he began to whimper. “Why is your boy attacking my nephew?”

			Naomi opened her mouth to answer but then looked down, and that same blank stare took over her face. She slumped in her chair and closed her eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks.

			“Leave my mom alone,” Marco growled.  

			“I’m sorry, Naomi,” Elda said. “I didn’t mean to…” She huffed, then narrowed her eyes at Marco and shouted, “This your fault! Your mother is in a fragile state, and you go and get in a fight!” Then she grabbed Marco by the arm and dragged him out of the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Things Can Always Get Worse

			“Elda!” Francisco called after her. “Sister! Wait!” 

			But Aunt Elda ignored him, hauling Marco up two flights of stairs and into a small hallway near the top of the old house.

			“Let go of me!” Marco demanded. “It was just a hat. I didn’t even throw it in the fire.” 

			Aunt Elda opened the door to a small room with a slanted ceiling and a big window on the left. It was dark, except for a small desk lamp near a little bed with a plump blanket.

			“Luca’s father gave him that hat three years ago when his mother was dying of cancer,” Aunt Elda said, letting go of his arm. “They went to New York for treatment. Bettina never came back. Luca’s father, my little brother, didn’t know what to do with him, so he sent him to boarding school and to us for the summer. He has lost just as much as you.” 

			The storm outside continued spattering sheets of rain against the window as lightning cracked, and thunder roared. Marco’s aunt closed the door and crossed her arms. She somehow managed to look down on him, even though they were almost the same height. 

			“He started it—”

			“I don’t care who started it,” Aunt Elda interrupted. “No more fighting.”

			Marco nodded but stared out the window, instead of his aunt. 

			“Good,” Aunt Elda said. “Get some rest. You will need your strength tomorrow.”

			“Why?”

			“This is a working vineyard. That means we work. Everyone.”

			“But it’s raining.”

			“Very perceptive. But, unless you are a witch, the rain won’t hurt you.” 

			Marco tightened his fists. 

			Aunt Elda raised an eyebrow and then stepped toward him. “I have a question for you, Marco. How are you going to help your mother?” Marco stared at Elda, his fists relaxing. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. “Are you so consumed with yourself that you can’t see what’s happening to her?”

			“I’m not dumb,” Marco said, “I know my mom’s...” He looked down, and his lip quivered. “I know she’s sad right now, but she’ll get better.” He looked back up, meeting her eyes. “And I wasn’t trying to fight Luca. He pushed me—”

			“I don’t want to hear it,” Aunt Elda said, raising her hand to Marco. “Your mother is more than sad, and you need to understand that for what’s next.”

			“What’s next?” 

			“The treatment center is in-patient only. That means your mother won’t be staying here with you and your sister. She is leaving both of you with me.” 

			“What?” Marco said, shaking his head. “She never said anything about this. She was just coming here to rest.”

			“She probably didn’t want to upset you, but now you know. In two days, your mother will leave, and it will be some time before you see her again.” 

			“This was the plan all along, wasn’t it? She’s leaving us.”

			“She is not leaving you. She just needs to get better, and she can’t do that while taking care of you and your sister.”

			“That’s what she said about my dad… ‘He’s just going away for a little bit to get better,’ but he...” Marco stopped and turned back to Aunt Elda, eyes hard. “Just leave me alone!”

			Aunt Elda nodded sharply, turned around, and headed toward the door. She stopped for a moment and glanced back at Marco. 

			“You’re just like him, you know. Full of passion and courage, but he was always thinking about others, not himself.” With that, Aunt Elda walked out of the room and closed the door.

			Marco stared at the floor, his heart racing. The house creaked and the window rattled under the howling winds and rain. Slowly Marco walked to the clattering window. Lighting flashed and burst in the chaos, but he didn’t flinch. This storm was terribly familiar. 

			It’s just like it was then, Marco thought looking out at the tempest. Are you gonna take her, too?

			Branches, leaves and debris flew across the green countryside in a never-ending sea of rage. His hands pressed against the glass as tears ran down his cheeks. He knew he should be sad about his mom, but instead he felt empty. 

			His mother was leaving him again. She had left the first time on the day of the funeral. Her once bright, warm eyes became cold and distant. It was like that special part inside of her that made her his mom had disappeared. She was sick and getting worse, but what could Marco do about that? 

			He breathed in his rage and shouted at the storm, “Leave me alone! Why are you doing this to me?”  

			The storm gave no answer. It simply continued its work of destruction outside.

			It’s not the storm, Marco thought. It’s me. This is my fault and it’s just going to get worse. 

			“It started like this before,” Marco said to himself. “Everyone said things would be fine. They told me he would get better, but then…” He trailed off as faded memories of his father lying in that white bed returned. Marco frowned, trying to remember his dad’s face, but it was blurry in his mind. Do I really want to remember?

			Lightning flickered across the sky, illuminating a tower near the top of the mountain. The Castle of Crispo. The high tower scratched the clouds, like a finger parting the storm. Its broken walls loomed below like jagged teeth. Marco wondered what secrets it held. The glowing red light returned to the tower, and Marco heard a voice calling from far away.

			“Run,” the strange voice said.

			“Who are you?” Marco whispered, his heart beating faster. Great. Now I’m hearing voices coming through the window. Well, I hope that voice is coming through the window and not my head. At least she sounds kinda nice…Yeah, the freaky, mysterious voice coming from the tower of an ancient castle sounds nice. Right. He shook his head. 

			“Run, Marco...” The words echoed in his mind. The red light in the tower flickered and then winked out in an instant. 

			“Hello? Are you still there?” Marco waited, but no answer came. “Well, at least that voice is probably not coming from me.”

			He stared at the castle for some time, waiting for another sign or message. Eventually, his eyes became heavy, and he found his way to the bed. Thoughts of his family tried to invade, but he fought them off by dreaming about the old castle and what secrets it might hold.

			“Magia,” Marco whispered to himself, his eyes closing. 

			A knock came at the door. He sprang up, heart thumping in his chest. Elda, Marco thought glaring at the wooden door. What does she want now? He clenched his fists. “Just leave me alone!” 

			The door opened, but instead of Elda, Uncle Francisco walked in. He closed the door quietly, carrying a bundle wrapped with a napkin and sat down in a rickety chair beside Marco. He placed the cloth bundle on the table by the bed.

			“I apologize for my sister,” Francisco said. “She has not been herself since your father...” He frowned, then took a deep breath. “You see, your father was her little brother, and she was not there for him.” Marco didn’t respond, but stared at the floor. Francisco sighed, and then a smile grew on his face. “Did your dad ever tell you the river story?”

			Marco shook his head.

			“Well,” Francisco continued, “then it is my job as your uncle to do so now! Okay, so it had been raining for days, much like this. The streets were flowing with muddy water, and the fields had turned to bogs. So, of course, your father and I decided to go fishing. After all, what better time to fish than during a storm? We had an ongoing game that whoever caught the biggest fish that day would do the other person’s chores for the night.” 

			Francisco stood and began to act out his story. Marco sat up watching intently. “So, there we were standing on the riverbank with our fishing poles. I had about eight or nine good catches in my bucket. Your father was behind my count by one or two. The water was gushing at our feet, and the fish were jumping for the sky. We joked and laughed and fished, but the water kept moving faster and faster. It rose higher until the bank under my feet collapsed, and before I knew what had happened, crash!” 

			He clapped his hands together and Marco jumped. “I was swimming with the very fish I had been trying to catch! I tried getting to shore, but the water was so strong and cold that I could barely move. I tumbled down the river, going up and down. Water, air, water, air. But it’s hard to breathe like that, you know. And I wasn’t thinking straight. I choked, swallowed water, and realized I was trapped. I couldn’t save myself.” 

			Marco leaned forward. “What did you do?”

			Francisco smiled. “Nothing. Your father jumped in after me without a second thought. I still don’t know how he found me or how he could swim in that icy water, but he grabbed me and pulled me to shore. Until I felt his hand grab me, I thought for sure I was dead! Then, your father, he starts laughing. ‘Looks like I caught the biggest fish today.’ He grinned at me, and I began to laugh, too. He could do that, you know, laugh when it didn’t seem right.”

			“Yeah,” Marco said with a grin, “he came home singing and joking one time. I thought something great had happened, but he had just lost his job. I think he was smiling in the hospital, too…” Marco trailed off, memories of running away from the hospital sprang up in his mind. I abandoned him and worse…I hurt him. What did I do? 

			“He was happy, Marco.” Francisco wiped his eyes. “Eat up.” He pointed to the wrapped bundle of food lying by Marco’s bed. “I will tell you more stories about your father another time and the Castle of Crispo.” 

			Marco unfolded the napkin and found a bread roll cut in half, with cheese inside. He was about to eat it when Francisco continued.

			“I was about your sister’s age when our father died. You never met him, but he would have liked you. I had a lot of anger, too, and a lot of pain. But it was only when I forgave myself that I found peace. Guilt is a burden too heavy for anyone to bear.” 

			Marco stared at his food. “Just forgive myself? Is that all?” His hands shook. “Just say the magic words and everything will be okay? Is that it?” 

			“I didn’t mean it like that.” 

			Marco turned away from his uncle. Fire burned inside his heart, and he had no idea what to do about it. 

			Francisco walked to the door and sighed. “You’re not alone, Marco. Don’t forget that.”

			“What if my mom doesn’t get better?”

			Francisco glanced at the window. “Often, when we are in the middle of the storm, we cannot see the way out, but every storm comes to an end.” Francisco smiled and turned to look at Marco. “Have faith. In time, this storm, too, will pass.”

			Francisco began to close the door.

			“Leave it open,” Marco said.

			Francisco nodded. “Of course.” He winked and then made his way down the squeaky stairs. 

			Marco sat for a moment as the rain continued to beat against the window, then took out his father’s broken pocket watch. The compass spun back and forth, directionless. He picked up the bread Francisco had brought him, took one bite, then fell fast asleep from exhaustion.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			A Voice in the Darkness

			Marco ran through a world of darkness in his dream, but far in the distance, just over the horizon, a warm light rose in the sky. The light seemed so far away, but somehow Marco could feel its glow inside his heart. 

			He ran faster toward the light, but the more he ran, the farther the light seemed. Marco cried out, jumping, reaching, pleading for the light, and then it disappeared. He froze, surrounded by darkness and silence once again. 

			“Help!” Marco shouted in the void. “Anyone!” No one answered.

			The ground disappeared, and Marco fell. His heart beat in his chest, racing faster and faster. Aunt Elda appeared below him with huge teeth and a ravenous smile. Her lips opened, revealing wicked fangs dripping with saliva. Marco dropped into her mouth; massive jaws snapped shut, plunging him back into darkness. A suffocating presence crushed him from all sides. He could barely breathe, then red eyes sprang up in front of him. Elda vanished and the menacing eyes grew larger, surrounding him, encompassing him, burning him.

			Marco screamed in agony. “Help! Please!” Flames whipped at him, then he slammed into the ground. 

			Another voice echoed through the flames encircling him. 

			“Goodbye, Marco.” 

			Pain stabbed at Marco’s heart, worse than any fire ever could.

			Who is that? I should know that voice. What’s wrong with me?  

			For a moment, his heart stopped. 

			“Take care of them,” the voice said. 

			“Dad?” Marco whispered. The voice of his father was alien to him now. When had he forgotten how his dad sounded?

			The red flames winked out, revealing his mother and sister dressed in all black, but he couldn’t see their faces. A dark figure walked away from them. 

			That’s me, Marco realized. 

			He watched himself leave his mother and little sister behind. 

			“Go back!” Marco shouted at himself. “Don’t leave them!” But it was too late. They were gone and Marco was alone.

			Clanging bells rang out all around him. He turned and saw a church with a fluted steeple and pillars of stone. People dressed in black walked into the church with their heads bowed, but he did not. He could not. He knew that church and what was in there.

			Dad. 

			Marco turned away from the church, from his family, from himself, and ran.

			The red eyes of Aunt Elda appeared again in front of him. He stopped and turned, but she was always there no matter which way he went. 

			A wicked voice began to laugh. “You cannot escape! You cannot escape! You cannot escape!”

			“Please! Someone! Anyone! Help me!” Marco screamed, and the eyes shattered. They fell away into pieces, and a beautiful woman in flowing red robes and a crown of silver approached Marco.

			“Marco!” the woman said, holding her hand out to him. She smiled. “I am so glad I found you.” She was so real and vivid, not blurry and out of focus like a typical dream. Every strand of hair on her head flowed in the wind and her dress sparkled like diamonds. 

			That voice! It was the same voice he had heard in the storm and on the boat, but the woman was far more beautiful than he could have imagined. Marco took her hand and everything around them shifted. They were suddenly standing in a circular room with a large mirror. Somehow Marco knew this was in the Castle of Crispo on top of the mountain.

			“I can help you, Marco,” the woman said. “I can take you to a place where your nightmares will never touch you again. A place where the sick are cured. A place where you can be a hero.” Marco followed her gaze as she turned toward the mirror, feeling nervous and excited at the same time. 

			This is a dream, Marco thought. I’m sleeping right now. He looked down at his blurry hand which throbbed and buzzed, just like the castle around him. But the woman was solid and so clear, like she was outside this dream. Why is she different? This can’t be real…can it? 

			“Come find me, Marco,” the woman said, “and I will fix everything.” 

			“How?”

			She looked down at him and caressed his cheek. “Elune will show you the way.”

			“Elune?” Marco said.

			“You need only say her name, and she will come.”

			•••

			His heart racing, Marco woke, yearning to see the face of that beautiful woman again. He jumped out of bed, ran to the window, and flung it open. Rain and wind burst into the room, drenching him, but he didn’t care. Marco caught glimpses of the castle high on the mountain with each burst of lightning. Memories of the woman in red were still fresh in his mind. He opened his mouth to speak, but froze. The castle sat on the peak like a tired old man, hunched over from the rain and wind.

			“Just a dream,” Marco said to himself. He slowly shut the window and sat on the little chair next to his bed, dripping water onto the floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The Mysterious Book

			“Wake up, sleepyhead!” 

			Marco opened his eyes to find his little sister jumping on the end of his bed. She wore overalls and a wide-brimmed hat Marco had never seen before. 

			“Sophie?” Marco said, rubbing his eyes and yawning. “Get off my bed.” Sophie jumped off and ran to the window, which was still getting sprayed with rain and wind, though not as much as last night. “Where did you get that hat?” Marco asked, sitting up and stretching. 

			“Uncle Cisco gave it to me.” 

			“Uncle Cisco?”

			“Yeah, that’s what I call him now.” She looked out the window. “Wow! You can see the castle from here, and look, there’s all those silly cows in the vineyard! Your room is like a secret tower. This is so cool! My room doesn’t even have a window, but I’m next to Mamma, so that’s good.”

			Marco got out of bed and looked through the fog toward Crispo high on the mountain. Vivid memories of the woman in red flashed in his mind. 

			Elune, Marco thought. Are you really up there?

			“Uncle Cisco said a long time ago this used to be a big town, and our castle was in charge of everything!” She frowned, thinking. “Well, the castle wasn’t in charge, our family was, and we had a lot of money, too. Well, not us, our ancestors.” 

			Marco looked down and saw dozens of cows roaming through the vineyard, tramping through the mud. About half a dozen people in raincoats were waving their arms and shouting at the cows.

			“Why are there cows in the vineyard?” Marco asked.

			“Those are the neighbors’ cows. They broke through the fence last night. There are three hundred of them! But they didn’t all get out, just the naughty ones. We have thousands of grapevines and like a million grapes! Isn’t that cool?”

			“Yeah, I guess.”

			“Oh, I got you a hat, too. It’s downstairs. You’re gonna need it for the adventure Uncle Cisco is taking us on.”

			“What adventure?”

			•••

			A black and white cow with a large silver nose ring stared at Marco as rain dripped off the brim of his new hat. He didn’t really care that he was soaking wet, or that his hat was pretty much useless in the rain. He just didn’t want to die in the middle of a vineyard, covered in mud by a cow. Wind and rain blew in fits and bursts, while the storm overhead churned on. 

			Uncle Francisco and a few neighbors were scattered around the vineyard saying, “Whoa mucca!” and “Indietro!” very loudly. Supposedly, those phrases meant, “Whoa cow!” and “Back!” But Marco wasn’t about to start yelling at this cow. It looked angry.

			He took a step back, and the cow snorted. So, he took a step forward and the cow stomped its hooves. 

			“Hey!” Marco said, raising his hands. “Hey… Uh, indeto?” He couldn’t quite say that word the right way. 

			Marco stepped back again, and this time the cow stepped toward him and snorted loudly. Vines swayed in the wind, like stringy arms trying to grab him. He looked for help, but everyone was busy rounding up their own cows. Marco inched back again, and the cow shook its head and stomped. 

			“Uncle Francisco!” Marco shouted, slowly walking away from the giant cow stalking him. “I think you gave me the wrong cow!”

			Sophie jumped through the vines and stuck out her hand toward the cow. 

			“Whoa mucca!” Sophie said with a commanding voice.

			The cow huffed at her, but she stepped toward it with confidence. 

			“Sophie?” Marco said.

			“Indietro!” Sophie said again. She spoke with a surprisingly good accent and, shockingly, the cow backed away. “Indietro!” She walked the cow back, looked at Marco and giggled. “Isn’t this fun!”

			“How are you doing that?”

			Sophie cocked her head. “I’m just doing what Uncle Cisco told us to do. Did you forget what to say?” 

			“No, but, well, it wasn’t working for me.”

			“You just have to show them whose boss,” Sophie said with a nod. “Whoa mucca!” She stood straight and kept walking toward the cow, who didn’t look menacing at all anymore. 

			Marco watched in astonishment as his little sister walked the large cow out of the vineyard on her own. She came running back to him with the biggest smile. 

			“We’re like real cowboys! Well, I’m a cowgirl. You can be a cowboy, but you need to tell these cows who’s in charge.”

			“If you can do it, I can, too,” Marco said. Sophie nodded her approval as they walked through the vine rows. 

			“This summer is gonna be great!” Sophie said. “We get to prune the vines and plant new ones. Oh, then, super early in the morning, we go to the market! Uncle Cisco said he will teach us to ride horses, too! Isn’t that amazing!”

			“Did you know about Mom?” Marco asked. Sophie looked at him. “Did you know she was going away?”

			Sophie looked down and nodded. “She’ll get better and come back.”

			“Yeah,” Marco said, grimacing. “Sure.” 

			They both walked in silence for a couple of minutes, passing through rows of dripping wet vines. They could see Uncle Francisco coordinating the round-up effort among half a dozen people in long trench coats and hats. It appeared they got all the cows back to their neighbor’s farm.

			“Hey,” Marco said. “Did you learn anything else about the castle up there?”

			“Yes!” Sophie replied. “It was built by the Medicis hundreds of years ago and is very dangerous. It has lots of secrets and maybe is made of magic, but we can only go up to look at it with Uncle Cisco.”

			“I know all that,” Marco said. “What about a mirror? Did he say anything about a mirror in the castle?”

			“Like a magic mirror?” Sophie said, jumping. 

			“I guess.” 

			Sophie stopped walking a few yards from the yellow house and thought for a moment. She shook her head. “No, nothing about a mirror, but he did say there was an old book about the castle in the study.”

			•••

			Marco turned the pages of The Complete History of Crispo, a leather-bound book which seemed as old as the mountain itself. It oddly smelled sweet, almost like chocolate. The thick tan pages crinkled with each turn. Crude charcoal drawings and strange calligraphy adorned the musty book. 

			It was quiet in the small library, even with the howling rain and wind. Sophie looked over Marco’s arm with wide eyes as he flipped through the pages. Drawings of people in old farming clothes and illustrations of how the castle had been built adorned the ancient pages. Sketches of men and women wearing gem-studded crowns and long robes along with roman numerals underneath popped up multiple times throughout the book. These royal looking people held long swords with glowing gemstones in the hilt. Near the back, they found a detailed map of the castle showing how it descended several levels under the mountain. Marco stopped on one page near the back of the book, his eyes going wide. 

			“That’s it,” Marco whispered. He stared at a full-page drawing of an intricately designed mirror. It was so big and beautiful, with wavy lines running up and down the sides of the mirror, like twisting threads of lace. 

			“Whoa!” Sophie said. “It’s so pretty looking. I bet it’s the biggest mirror in the whole world. Do you think it’s still up there in that old castle?”

			Marco looked at Sophie. “I don’t know.”

			“I bet it is.”

			The door behind them opened. 

			“What are you doing in here?” Aunt Elda said. “You’re dripping onto my books!”

			Marco and Sophie looked at each other and then realized they were still dripping water even though they had attempted to dry off. Marco slammed the book shut and put it back on the shelf. 

			“Sorry!” Sophie said. “We didn’t mean to hurt your books.” 

			“Get out!” Aunt Elda cried.

			“Run!” Sophie said, then took off down the adjoining hallway. Marco ran past Aunt Elda, who was completely occupied with her wet books. 

			“Out! Out!” Aunt Elda said, picking up the wet book they were just looking at. 

			Marco ran down the long hallway after Sophie. He passed several empty rooms in the large house, but stopped when he saw his mother sitting alone in a dimly-lit corner. She sat by a small round window, staring out at the rain. Marco hesitated, but then slowly walked into the room with his mom. 

			Naomi sat up a little straighter when she saw Marco and tried to smile, but it still came out crooked. 

			“This probably isn’t how you imagined spending your summer,” his mom said. “Your father, he always wanted to bring you here. He said he would make a farmer out of you one day…” She trailed off, that blank expression returning. “I’m sorry, you know, for leaving you and your sister. You know that I’m sorry, don’t you?”

			“I know,” Marco said. 

			“I wasn’t thinking straight and, well, that’s why we’re here now, I suppose. I need to get better for you and Sophie. I don’t trust the doctors back home anymore. I don’t think they knew at all what they were doing.” She looked at him for a moment. “You still don’t remember what happened that night?”

			Marco shook his head. 

			“Maybe it’s better that you don’t. I wish I could forget… just forget everything. It would be better, I think.” Her voice drifted lower and lower to a whisper. “Just forget. Forget. Forget…”

			“Mom?” He stepped toward her, but that same blank expression was back. “Mom?” He clenched his fists. She was gone again. 

			This was happening more often, and somehow, he knew it was his fault. He didn’t know what happened the night his father died, but he could feel the guilt and shame covering him like a lead blanket. Marco stepped away from the door and walked down the long hallway toward his room. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			A Flying Cat?

			Marco ran through a dimly-lit park in his dream. Another nightmare, but he knew this one. He had been here before. Sheets of wind-blown rain battered him as he ran from the hospital. Billowing clouds above cracked and boomed, drowning out the city’s noises. His heart pounded in his chest, and his thoughts raced faster than his legs could carry him.

			What did I do? What did I do?! But he couldn’t answer that question. He could only run. He had to run. 

			Marco dashed past a line of tall trees swaying back and forth. He ran by a woman with a red umbrella who didn’t notice him at all, and a homeless man who looked scared under his cardboard roof. It was always the same. The same storm. The same people. The same night. Over and over in his dreams.

			Marco splashed through puddles and over slick grass. He didn’t know where he was headed; he just needed to keep going. Finally, he climbed a small hill near the center of the park. He slipped and fell several times as he ascended the wet slope. Mud and rock crunched under his fingernails, but he kept going. The hill leveled off when he reached the top. He sighed, out of breath, then pain struck his heart. He fell face-first into a puddle. Dirt and water filled his mouth and clouded his vision. 

			He rolled over, wiped his eyes, and looked back at the hospital where he had left his dad. The neon sign buzzed through a veil of heavy rain. Dim yellow lights dotted the ominous building. He stared at the hospital while a burning emptiness filled his bones, and he knew it was over.

			His father was dead.

			The ground under his feet broke apart, and the world crumbled. 

			“Dad!” Marco shouted. “I’m sorry!” 

			His father was gone because of him, and now his mother was sick, too. This nightmare would never end. 

			Marco fell. He closed his eyes and held his breath, but then something different happened in this dream. Something that hadn’t happened before. Light blossomed in front of him. Marco blinked and discovered he wasn’t falling anymore. A woman in red stood in front of him. Light danced on her dress, and her skin was like perfectly smooth porcelain. 

			“Marco,” the woman said, “there is still time to save your mother, but you must come to me quickly.”

			“I can’t save her!” Marco shouted. “I can’t. I can’t.” He pounded his fist in the ground, as tears ran down his cheeks.  

			“Your heart betrays you, child. There is a warrior hidden inside you, capable of extraordinary things. He is waiting to come out. Find me, and together we can save your mother.”

			“Who are you?” Marco said, rubbing his eyes.

			“Illustra!” A great flash of light went out from her. “Queen of Souls!”

			“Queen of souls…” Marco said in wonder. 

			“Call Elune,” Illustra said, drifting away into the darkness. “Hurry, Marco. Hurry!”

			•••

			Marco’s eyes snapped open. He sprang up in bed, sucking in air. Lightning flashed outside his window, followed by a loud boom of thunder. The storm still raged outside. 

			“Illustra,” Marco whispered. 

			He threw his covers off and ran to the window. Rain pattered the glass in waves. Marco undid the latch, and the window creaked open. Wind and water smacked him in the face, soaking him almost immediately. He looked toward the Castle of Crispo through bleary eyes and shouted. 

			“Elune!”

			Nothing happened. 

			He shouted louder. “Elune!”

			Marco stared at the castle, waiting for something, anything. “Elune,” he said once more, then felt like an idiot for believing a stupid dream. 

			Marco began to close his window when the glowing red light he had seen before shot out of Crispo’s tower like a bolt of lightning. His eyes widened, and his breath caught. The red lightning flew into the sky and straight toward him.

			The light zipped down the mountain, twisting and darting at an incredible speed. It came closer and closer, growing brighter as it came. Marco backed away from the window, feeling uneasy. The red light flashed and burst through the window, sending Marco tumbling backward on the floor. Wind rushed into the small room, and the red light zipped all over, flickering like a sparkler.

			[image: ]

			Marco sat on the floor, gawking. The flickering red light shot from the bed to the desk to the door and all over the room again. Rain and wind poured through the open window, but Marco didn’t notice that anymore. The light froze for a moment. Marco thought he saw a small glowing creature about the size of a cat inspecting his bed, but it quickly flew away before he could get a good look at it.

			“Elune?” Marco said.

			The red light stopped near the corner of the room, swooped around and flew right up to Marco’s face. A creature with a bright red mane and a white furry body floated in front of Marco. Its head was like a lion’s, but its eyes were bigger than they should have been. It had four legs and a tail that bloomed into a wisp of red crackling lightning. The flying cat creature was continually moving in the air like a fish swimming underwater, but it had no wings.

			The creature cocked its head to the side in a humanlike manner, floating upright with its front legs crossed. “Are you always like this?” the creature said in a distinctly female voice.

			“Like what?” Marco said, still unsure of what this flying cat thing was.

			The little creature frowned. “Falling all over yourself and staring with your mouth open. It’s quite rude.” Marco closed his mouth. The little creature flicked her red tail, causing a burst of light to pop in the air. “So, you’re Marco Swift. I thought you would be taller from her description of you.”

			“You’re Elune?”

			“Not too quick, I see.” Marco frowned at the insult. Elune raised an eyebrow. “Easily angered, too. Hmm. But then, she said you were excitable.”

			“I’m not excitable,” Marco said, standing up.

			Elune zipped up to eye level with Marco and smiled. “It’s okay, little human. I can take you to a place where that will be a great advantage. The world of souls is ruled much more by emotion than reason.” 

			“The world of souls?” Marco said, remembering his dream. “Illustra said she was the queen of souls. She said she could save my mom.” Marco shook his head. “But that was just a dream. It wasn’t real. It can’t be. You’re not real, either! You’re just some weird glowy thing in my dream because I’m still dreaming.”

			Elune slapped his cheek with her paw. “Was that real enough for you?”

			Marco rubbed his face. 

			“Look kid, there isn’t much time. Once this storm is gone, the mirror won’t work.” Elune zipped to the window in a flurry of red light.

			Marco followed, placing his hands on the wet windowsill. Rain and wind lashed his face while forks of lightning illuminated the vineyard and mountain above.

			“What are you?” Marco asked.

			“Hmph!” Elune huffed. She zipped back to Marco. “Isn’t it obvious?” She flicked her tail and brought herself upright with a proud look.

			“Uh, a flying cat?”

			“A flying cat!” Elune jerked her head back and narrowed her eyes. “I am a dragon!”

			“Shouldn’t you be bigger and have scales and breathe fire?”

			Elune crossed her paws. “How many dragons have you seen, hmm?” Marco opened his mouth to answer, but Elune cut him off. “Exactly what I thought. You people down here have it all wrong, but then you get a lot of things wrong. I am a great dragon! Mighty and fair, but don’t think I’m soft. You humans did get one thing right about us—we are immensely powerful.”

			“Really? You don’t look very powerful.”

			Elune ground her teeth. “Follow me if you can, little human.” 

			“Wait!” Marco said. “I get it. Illustra is powerful. She invaded my dreams somehow and sent down a flying… dragon, but how is she going to help my mom, and why should I believe her, or you?” Marco crossed his arms. 

			Elune raised an eyebrow. “Well, honestly, you shouldn’t believe us if you know what’s good for you.”

			“What?”

			“If you come with me, it won’t be easy or safe. I’m not offering to take you on vacation, but a perilous quest.” 

			“Well, why would I come with you, then?”

			“Because it’s the only chance your mother has. Soon, she will begin to fade, just like your father.”

			“You’re wrong,” Marco said, raising his voice. “She’s just sad. My dad was different… Look they have better doctors here that will—”

			“The doctors can’t help her,” Elune said, interrupting. “You know this. Only Illustra can.”

			“Tell me how exactly. I’m tired of people telling me to trust them.”

			“Heal the soul, and you heal the body. It’s part of her job, you might say. Illustra can put your mother’s soul back together.” Marco noticed the rain was going right through Elune like she was a ghost. “You coming?”

			“Maybe,” Marco said, ignoring the rain hitting his face. “Why help me at all?”

			Elune considered Marco’s question for a moment, then answered slowly, “Illustra needs you just like you need her. I can’t explain more right now, it wouldn’t make sense.”

			Marco stared at Elune while his mind raced with questions. Is this flying cat lying? Is this all a trick? What does she really want from me? Am I still dreaming? No, that furry paw was real.  

			“You can stay here and watch your mom get worse,” Elune said. “Or you can come with me.”

			With a burst of red lightning from her tail, Elune flew back out into the night. Marco watched Elune zip down into the vineyard. She abruptly stopped and looked back at him.

			Marco breathed in the thick, humid air. His thoughts skipping all over the place.

			“This is crazy,” Marco said. He clenched the windowsill with both hands, but knew what he had to do. “I’m coming!” He climbed out on the windowsill as the wind and rain howled in the night. The water had an icy bite to it, but that just woke him up more, helping him focus.

			It was three stories to the ground, but directly below him was a ledge, and to his right, a metal drainpipe bolted to the side of the house. He could drop down to the next ledge and use the pipe to climb down the rest of the way.

			Marco shook as a bolt of lightning ripped above the castle, splitting the sky. He clenched his fists and turned toward Elune, who floated in between two rows of vines and dropped down to the ledge below.

			Marco hit the narrow shelf and slid forward, nearly bouncing off face-first, but he grabbed the drainpipe and slung himself back onto the ledge. He worked his way down the pipe skillfully, but his hands slipped and he fell upside down into some prickly bushes.

			Elune smirked, but gave Marco a nod of approval and flew out of sight toward the castle. Marco rolled over and pushed his way out of the bushes. He stood up, brushing off leaves and twigs when a familiar voice called out from above.

			“Marco!” Sophie shouted. 

			Marco turned around and saw his little sister leaning into the storm, her face wet with rain. Even from where he stood, he could see the worry in her eyes. 

			“Marco, please don’t go!” she shouted, reaching a hand out to him. His heart lurched in his chest. He wanted to climb back up. He wanted to explain things to her, but he couldn’t. 

			“I’m sorry!” Marco shouted. “I have to go!” 

			“No!” she shouted back, but it was too late. Marco was already running after Elune. 

			Shouts and cries from his little sister were quickly drowned out by the storm. Marco ran through the swaying vineyard. His feet splashed in deep puddles, and loose vines swung at him. He fought through all of it until he emerged on the far side of the hedgerows.

			“Elune!” Marco shouted, tromping through thick mud at the edge of the vineyard. “Elune?” Lightning cracked, and wind roared. Marco searched for the little flying dragon, but couldn’t find her. He looked all around, feeling a slight panic rising in his chest. What if she’s gone? 

			Red lightning flickered high on the mountain, where a ridge ran up to the castle. “Elune!” Marco shouted. With a burst of energy, he ran toward the red light above.

			The ground quickly sloped up, becoming steeper and rockier. Marco glanced at the castle as he ran. It appeared bigger than it had from his window, and more threatening. Broken walls crowned the mountain top with the tower rising into the clouds. Elune zipped back and forth along the ridge leading to the main gates of the castle.

			Marco zigzagged through a field of boulders and tall grass. A few bare trees shuddered from the wind on the side of the mountain. Marco ran and ran through the rain, through the wind, through the storm. Lightning flashed, and thunder boomed like an orchestra of destruction.

			Marco stumbled out of the grass onto an old stone road that ran up the spine of the mountain. A revolving light shimmered in a lighthouse far below on the shores of the sea. Rain beat on ancient rocks and icy winds howled. Marco’s teeth chattered, his muscles tensed, but he took a deep breath and ground the tension into submission. He would not go back.

			Where is she now? He searched for the little dragon, but in the darkness, it was hard to see anything. He looked up and saw through the thick rain a blurry outline of a castle. A great flash of lightning split the sky with a loud crack, illuminating the top of the mountain. Huge stones as big as a car made up the outer wall, and above them, a tower rose into the sky. 

			“Crispo,” Marco said, his heart thumping a little quicker.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			The Castle, the Queen, and the Mirror

			The castle of Crispo loomed over the side of the mountain, all crooked and bent. Walls and towers leaned to the left, where a cliff plummeted to the sea below. It felt like it would fall over at any moment. Elune burst alight like a beacon in the night. She flowed through the air with crackles of red lightning in front of the main gate.

			Marco’s heart thumped like a drum as he stared at the castle, but tiny flickering lights below drew his attention. Even in the storm, he could still see the vineyard. That was supposed to be his new home. Marco ground his teeth and dug his fingers deep into his palms. 

			“I’ll fix everything, Mom. I promise.” 

			Marco turned away from the vineyard and continued his ascent up the mountain. It took much longer than he had thought, and his imagination ran wild with what he might find there. 

			Dragons and giants! Magic! Monsters! Secret passageways and swords and armor! And what else? It was almost too much to consider. I’m going on a real adventure. But he suddenly shoved those ideas out of his mind. No. This isn’t about me. None of that junk matters. I have a job to do. He focused on his mother. 

			Marco climbed the rocky slope toward the gates. Muscles burned and his breath grew short, but he pushed on. The air was thick, and the wind was so violent at times it felt like he would be blown into the sea. He stopped to catch his breath a couple of times, but finally reached the castle.

			Elune zipped through the opening of the wood and iron doors. “Took you long enough,” she said with a wink. Marco rolled his eyes, his legs felt like jelly. 

			“This way!” she said, and flew through the gate.

			Marco pushed against the heavy iron handle secured with thick chains. But the chains were old, and the doors near breaking. Marco slammed his body against them, cracking the gate open just enough for him to fit through. Marco squeezed between the narrow opening, ripping his shirt.

			He fell to the ground on the other side and found himself in a long-forgotten courtyard. On his right, the walls of the castle were still reasonably intact, but to the left, the large stones were nearly gone. Massive boulders teetered and fell over the edge of the high cliff. 

			It really is falling apart. 

			At the bottom of the cliff, the sea raged with white-capped waves, tossing back and forth in a wild fury.

			Marco caught a flash of red from a doorway across the courtyard. He sprang forward, feet splashing cold water. “I’m coming!” he shouted.

			Marco ran through the doorway and up a long series of stairs. Elune flew ahead of him, leading him through many passages and doors. At one point, he looked through a moss-covered window, and saw the sea far below and dark clouds nearly at eye level. The dark clouds swirled and rolled like giant waves of the ocean, unleashing rain, wind, and lightning.

			Elune flew through a doorway, leading up a winding flight of stairs. 

			This must be the tower.  

			Marco chased after the glowing dragon as fast as he could go. She zipped up to the very top and disappeared.

			It was oddly quiet as Marco ascended the spiral staircase. Unlike the rest of the castle, this tower was holding together pretty well. He finally reached the top of the staircase and found a large door with a statue on either side. One figure was of a beautiful woman with wings and flowing robes, but the other icon was of a woman with twisted teeth and scales like a snake. They each held a hand out with the beautiful woman pointing up, and the wicked woman pointing down. 

			“Marco!” Elune’s voice echoed from inside the room. “Come quick!”

			He smiled and ran forward, pushing open the door. He stepped into a circular room that had a glowing mirror at the far end. Inside that mirror stood the most enchanting woman Marco had ever seen. 

			“Illustra!” Marco said. 

			The woman in the mirror smiled at him. She wore a red dress and a silver crown atop long black hair. Her right hand held a scepter with glowing jewels. She was incredibly tall, maybe ten or twelve feet.

			“Marco Swift,” Illustra said. Elune drifted by Marco in a flurry of red light. The small dragon gave Marco a quick smile, but her eyes looked nervous for some reason. She flew into the mirror, past Illustra and disappeared.

			Marco barely noticed Elune’s absence, however, as Illustra made everything around her seem small and meaningless. He slowly walked forward, captivated by her majesty. He couldn’t look away from her knowing eyes.

			“How did you get in my dreams, and how do you know who I am?”

			“I can do many things you may find surprising. It is my job to know all the souls in my realm.”

			“What do you want from me? I don’t have any money or anything.” 

			Illustra laughed. “I do not need money.”

			“Well, what then? Are you like an angel or something?” 

			“I told you already,” Illustra said, glowing with a bright radiance. “I am the Queen of Souls, and the only payment I require is that you find something for me. A sword of great power.”

			Marco shook his head. “I think you got the wrong kid. I don’t know where any swords are.”

			“There is much you do not know about yourself, but all will become clear soon. The only question you need to answer is, will you take this chance to save your mother?”

			Marco stared at Illustra in the mirror. Memories of his mother flashed through his mind: his mom tenderly cleaning a deep gash on his head in the bathroom after falling off his bike; his mom dancing in their living room with his dad on Christmas Eve; his mother staring out of a window with a haunted, distant expression.

			“How do I know you can do it? That you can fix my mom. A lot of people said they could make my dad better, but they couldn’t.”

			“I am not like them,” Illustra said. The light around her faded, and her eyebrows furrowed like she was straining her muscles. The walls of the old tower began to move. Cracks in broken stones mended. New stones grew right out of thin air, filling in gaps. Scratches and scrapes disappeared along with the mold and moss. The whole room around Marco began to brighten and shine as the grime and dirt faded away. 

			“How are you doing this?” He looked around the room, which at first had seemed like it was hundreds of years old, but now appeared new. 

			Illustra breathed back in, and the clean walls of the tower reverted to their ancient state. The cracks and gaps returned, and the tower once again looked as it had moments ago. 

			“I can change things,” Illustra said, her glow returning. “I can change you as well.”

			“Change me?” Marco said, stepping back.

			“I have seen the pain and torment you have suffered. I can take it away.”

			The mirror grew dark and Illustra vanished, but her voice still echoed through the large room. “Trust in me and I will show you wonders.” 

			Marco stared into the darkness of the mirror while the storm outside raged on. The tower shifted with each thunderclap, and the wind howled, but Marco was focused on the mirror. He looked through the glassy surface as a new figure slowly appeared. Someone he knew all too well but could not stand to see.

			“No,” Marco said. “Illustra! Come back!” Marco shook his head as his reflection solidified in the mirror. A young boy with a mop of curly dark hair and a blue t-shirt stood shivering in front of him. But this wasn’t just his reflection; it was more than that.

			Marco felt as if he was looking through himself, where every failure, every hurt, every disappointment was visible. It was like a veil had been pulled back, and he saw himself for the first time without anything to hide behind. Painful memories flashed through his mind like pages flipping in a book. They finally settled on what hurt the most: his father.

			“Okay!” Marco said. “I’ll do it! I’ll find the sword or whatever. Just come back…” His fists shook, and his arms ached for action. White-hot fire erupted in his veins.

			“I know it hurts,” Illustra said. “That power inside you aches to be released.” She reappeared in the mirror, but now sat on a magnificent throne in an enormous room. Massive pillars sparkled with rubies and emeralds, and giant statues of gold lined the walls. Everything shimmered and was full of beauty, but it all seemed dull compared to her. “Take heart, soon things will be better for you and your mother.”

			 “Okay,” Marco said. “But how am I supposed to do anything in this tower?”

			Silence swept through the air. The sounds of the storm vanished. The wind froze, and the water became like glass. All was still. Everything was quiet. 

			“Close your eyes,” Illustra said, “and imagine yourself as you wish to be.”

			Illustra vanished, and darkness washed over the mirror. 

			“Illustra?” Marco said, frantically scanning the room. He stared at himself in the mirror, shrugged, and slowly closed his eyes.

			He tried to imagine himself as someone great, someone powerful. A figure began to form in his mind. He thought he was looking at someone else, but when he moved his arm, the figure moved in sync with him. Marco’s eyes snapped open.

			A warrior in golden armor stared back at him through the mirror. Marco stepped back, afraid of the imposing warrior, but he matched Marco’s movements exactly.

			“No way,” Marco said. “Is that me?” 

			The warrior in the mirror was him, but the weakness and pain were hidden by glittering, golden armor. Marco smiled, taking in the image of this new version of himself. He was strong, really strong.

			I could do anything if that was me, Marco thought.

			Illustra appeared behind his new reflection in the mirror. “Come, Marco. Step into the mirror and become the person you wish to be.”

			Marco reached out to Illustra but hesitated for a moment. His heart burned, causing him to wince. He shook his head, pushed through the odd sensation and touched the surface of the mirror. 

			His fingers met the silvery glass, but instead of finding a hard surface, they dipped into the mirror like it was made of water. Cold liquid glass swept over his fingers and up his hands and arms. It chilled him to his core, and his heart beat wildly. He sucked in air, closed his eyes and stepped into the mirror.

			Stabbing pain erupted through his body. First in his arms, and then through his chest and head. It felt as if his bones were trying to jump out of his skin, and his mind was being ripped in two. For a moment, it seemed like part of himself was somewhere else.

			Something buzzed in his pocket. Marco took out his father’s pocket watch and opened it. The clock and compass spun wildly. They moved so quickly the tiny hands blurred together. 

			“What’s happening?” Marco said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			The World of Souls

			“Do not stop!” Illustra said. “Keep coming!”

			Marco groaned, but pushed through the pain. His body felt like it was ripping apart, but with a shout he stepped through the Mirror and collapsed. 

			His pocket watch fell onto the stone with a clink. A frigid wind swept over him. He gasped and opened his eyes to an enormous room filled with red lights. Marco picked up his father’s pocket watch, then noticed the golden armor covering his arm. He opened the chain and put the pocket watch around his neck, tucking it inside his armored breastplate.

			“This is… amazing!” Marco said, marveling at the golden suit of armor.

			It should have weighed a ton, but instead, it was light as a feather. A new and strange power pulsed from four glowing gemstones located on Marco’s right forearm. Little wisps of smoke rose from the stones, which seemed odd compared to their bright light. Unimaginable strength flowed through every muscle in his body, but it was more than that. His mind was sharper and his senses were heightened.

			The circular room was similar to the old tower of Crispo, but enormous and not falling apart. Massive pillars lined the dark room where strange, burning red lights floated in the air. There was one large metal door across from him, but not much else. Marco stood in front of the Mirror, which was right at the center of the large room. Black gemstones wound up the walls, hissing smoke and disappearing into thick clouds above.

			Illustra stood in front of Marco with a smile. She was even taller and more beautiful than when he had seen her on the other side of the Mirror. Elune flew around the circular room with a curious look on her face.

			“Marco,” Illustra said. “You appear ill. Are you okay?”

			“I’m better than, okay! This is…” Marco burped and felt sick to his stomach. He hunched over and retched on the stone ground.

			“How strange,” Elune said, flying up to him. She looked him over, like she was trying to figure something out. 

			“It’s called throwing up,” Marco said, wiping his mouth. “It happens, but it’s not a big deal.” 

			“No,” Elune replied, “not that. You’re not whole. You don’t have your soul with you.”

			“What?” Marco said. He breathed out, feeling relieved even though his dinner was on the ground in front of him.

			“I suppose it’s possible,” Elune said, looking him over. “But I’ve never seen it happen before. Normally, your body and soul join together when entering the soul realm. Yours didn’t. I wonder where it might be.” She shrugged. “Perhaps it’s just a funny byproduct of coming here through the Mirror.”

			“It didn’t feel very funny,” Marco said, frowning. “I feel so… weird. I’m not tired at all, and I feel super strong but also stretched out, like magnets are pulling on me or something.” He shook his head. “I can’t explain it.”

			“Not to worry,” Illustra said. “You are here now, which is all that matters. That strange feeling should go away soon.”

			“What is this place?” Marco said, looking around the room. “It kinda looks like the castle of Crispo but bigger.”

			“Mortem,” Illustra said. “And this is the highest tower in my great citadel.” Her voice was dreamlike and echoed loudly in the large room. She held that same golden scepter studded with glowing gemstones. Her skin was reflective, almost like polished stone. She reminded Marco of a beautiful statue, except alive. The only thing that appeared odd was a hair-thin cord running out from the bottom of her long dress that disappeared into the castle wall. It seemed to pulse faintly. 

			“Why is it so dark here?” Marco asked. “It looked so different in the Mirror. Everything was really, uh, bright before. Is it nighttime or something?”

			“No,” Illustra said. “Unfortunately, that was only an image of the past. Once, my kingdom shined brighter than the sun. Then, a tyrant came, claiming to be a king, and tricked my people into rebelling against me. There was a great war, and the source of my true power was lost. That is why you are here. I need you to find it.”

			“Your true power?”

			“Many called it a sword, but in truth, it is much more than that. I named it Straya.” Illustra’s eyes flashed with excitement. “Once you find it, I will heal your mother and make you strong forever.” 

			Marco stared up at Illustra in awe. He had always wanted to do something extraordinary, to be extraordinary. Thoughts of Sophie and his mother drifted into his mind, but they were hard to picture. His heart burned to see them again.

			“You never answered my question,” Marco said. “I still don’t know anything about this magic sword or whatever it is, so why me? Why am I really here?”

			“Your father,” Illustra said, walking to Marco. Her red dress sparkled even in the dim light, and her eyes burned brightly. “In your world, he was a just a regular man. But here, your father’s soul was a true warrior and my friend. I gave him Straya to fight the tyrant king in the east.”

			“My dad was a warrior?” Marco said. “That doesn’t sound like him at all, and how could he be in two places at the same time?”

			“His body and his soul. One in your realm and the other in mine. Humans are the only creatures made of spirit and flesh.”

			“So, this is like another dimension?”

			“That is one way to think of it, but not entirely accurate. This world and your world are connected, like two sides of the same coin. However, things can look and feel much different from one side to the other.”

			Marco nodded. “So, what happened to my dad’s soul? If he was such a great warrior, why did he… lose?”

			“He saved our city from certain destruction, but at a cost,” Illustra said. “When your father passed, Straya disappeared. I thought for some time it was destroyed, but then I discovered your father linked the sword to you, when I found these.” 

			Illustra held out three crystalline, glowing gemstones in her hand. “They led me to you, and they will lead you to the keys of Straya.” Illustra walked to the Mirror and placed one of the gemstones in a socket on the left side. The Mirror buzzed, then grew brighter. A pale yellow light shifted in the bottom of the Mirror while the top part was a bright blue, but the image never solidified. It was foggy, like a very messy painting. 

			“Each gemstone opens the Mirror to a different location,” Illustra continued, “but no one has been able to go through, not even me.”

			“What’s on the other side?” Marco asked, moving closer to the Mirror. 

			“I do not know for sure, but I believe they are the locations of the three keys to Straya. Each key is in a different place, but all three need to come together to summon the sword.”

			“How do you know I can go through?”

			“A guess.”

			“You’re basing this whole thing on a guess? What if I can’t go through, either?”

			“Then we are lost.”

			“Just try it,” Elune said, flying up. “Put your hand on the Mirror and see if it lets you through.”

			Marco looked at the Mirror warily, but raised his hand to the glowing glass. 

			“Do not go in all the way,” Illustra warned. “You are not ready for what could be on the other side.”

			Marco nodded and then placed his hand on the fuzzy glass. Piercing light shattered the darkness and a sweet-smelling aroma filled his nostrils. A swath of brilliant yellow slowly came into focus, with stark white and glistening blue above. 

			“What is this place?” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			I Can Make a Sword!

			Marco’s eyes widened in awe at glowing flower-covered hills, majestic snowcapped mountains and thousands of dazzling blue stars above. Warmth radiated on the other side of the Mirror; it was nothing like the cold gray in Mortem. There was no pain or jarring sensation like he had just experienced when coming through the Mirror for the first time. 

			At first, this beautiful country looked normal, but then Marco realized that the main source of light wasn’t coming from above but below. Bright light illuminated the whole world from the ground up, like the sun was hidden under the earth. And in the sky, a sea of radiant blue stars flowed like waves in the ocean. 

			Marco stared, longing to walk in that bright country. He began stepping through the Mirror, but the Queen stopped him. 

			“Not yet,” Illustra said.

			“Why not? I can just walk through, grab that key thing, and come back. Easy…unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”

			Illustra shook her head. “I never said this would be easy or safe. I do not know what is on the other side, but there are many powerful and dangerous forces in this world and not all of them are on my side. You need to master your new powers before you travel anywhere outside my realm. That requires training. If you were to get injured or captured, there would be no way to bring you back. You would be trapped in that place forever.”

			Marco brought his hand back, and the image returned to its fuzzy state. Illustra removed the bright gemstone and the light went out of the Mirror. 

			“It didn’t look dangerous.”

			“Looks can often be deceiving.”

			“Whatever, so how long do I have to train for?”

			“No more than three weeks,” Illustra said. “If you stay too long, your body will begin to turn into something else.”

			“Something else? What the heck does that mean?”

			“Flesh and bone were not meant for the world of souls. Over time you will turn into a creature that is neither living nor dead. A wraith. If that happens, you will be trapped here for eternity.”

			“What! A wraith? You never said anything about that!”

			“Would you have chosen to give up any chance of saving your mother if I had?”

			Marco thought for a moment. “I guess not. Okay, so I need to train, like really fast, get the keys, bring back the sword, and go home before I turn into a ghost. Got it.”

			Easy, yeah, this is gonna be really easy, just like soccer tryouts… Marco gulped. Yeah, right. This isn’t soccer.  

			“Good,” Illustra said.

			“I think I could feel it,” Marco said. “Straya, I mean. When I stuck my hand into that place.”

			“Then I was right about the keys and you,” Illustra said with a smile.

			A small door opened behind a pillar, and three people in armor walked in. The first was a boy in silver armor and matching mask who stood just a little taller than Marco. The second was a girl in bright green armor with a yellow accented mask, and the third was a boy in black armor and a white mask. 

			Each mask only revealed their mouth and eyes, and all three had little empty sockets in the forehead like a third eye was missing. Marco felt a chill run down his spine when he saw the boy in black armor. He was strangely familiar, but not in a good way. Red lights around the room shifted in response to the newcomers.

			The lights can move? Marco thought, watching them drift and bob. Why is it so dark around them?

			“He looks like a strong breeze would blow him over,” the girl in green armor said, walking up and putting hands on her hips. She sounded younger than Marco and was a little shorter, but somehow managed to look down on him.

			“Give the kid a break, Talma,” the boy in silver armor said with a smirk. “He just got here. Besides, look what he’s wearing. That is gemstone-powered armor he’s controlling. Not just anyone can do that.”

			Talma rolled her eyes. “If he dies, we’ll never find Straya.” 

			“No one is going to die,” Illustra said. “I have given Marco this armor to make sure of that. Vinci, why are you late?”

			“We got held up by Inferus,” the boy in silver armor said, walking up to Illustra. “He missed a jump and nearly fell down the mountain. I’ve never seen him make such a mistake before. He just shouted and froze all the sudden.”

			“I slipped,” the boy in black armor said with a sneer. “My armor was still healing from our battle. If Vinci hadn’t been so reckless during the fight, it never would have gotten damaged.”

			“Really?” Vinci said. “You’re blaming me? I saw your armor and it looked spotless. You just suddenly yelped and then fell like a baby.”

			“Call me that again,” Inferus said, black sword forming from his armor, “and see what happens.”

			Vinci grinned. Talma rolled her eyes, shaking her head.

			“Enough!” Illustra said. “I brought you three here because you are going to teach Marco how to use his armor and gemstones.”

			“We’re Doom Patrol,” Talma said. “Not babysitters. We have better things to do than train up a newb.”

			“You’re still green yourself,” Vinci said. “In case you forgot.”

			“There’s no point in training him,” Inferus said. “Talma was right about one thing, he will die or worse, fail. When things get tough, he’ll run, because he’s a coward. You can see it in his eyes.”

			“Always so dark,” Vinci said.

			“Maybe he’s just being realistic,” Talma replied.

			“You three will train Marco,” Illustra said, her voice becoming stern. “There will be no city to protect if he fails.”

			“He is weak, Great Queen!” Inferus said. “There must be another way.”

			“I’m not weak!” Marco interjected. 

			Everyone turned and looked at him like they just now remembered he had been standing there the whole time. He stared back at them and then touched the gemstones with his fingers. The stones vibrated with energy, and he could feel them as though they were inside his body. Marco pulled on them, which felt similar to flexing a muscle, but not exactly. More like grabbing something inside himself and releasing it.

			Marco felt each gemstone in his arm bracer as he pulled. A separate well of power sprang up for each one. He focused on the blue gemstone, and when he did, his armor began to shift and change. Small golden discs flowed from underneath his arm bracer and down toward his hand. A golden sword began to take shape as the small metal discs melted together, creating a sharp blade and sword hilt. He abruptly stopped pulling on the blue gemstone, stunned by what was happening, and held up an unfinished, golden blade.

			“A sword?” Marco said. “I can make a sword! Awesome! Sophie is gonna freak out when I show her! Can I take this back with me? You know, after all this is done.” 

			Illustra raised an eyebrow.

			“Impressive,” Vinci said.

			“Big deal,” Talma said with a shrug. “It’s not even full size.”

			“You couldn’t make a sword on your first day,” Vinci said.

			Marco pulled harder on the new power inside himself, and the sword grew in size. He turned toward Illustra with a grin. “It’s not so hard.” 

			The burning red lights around the room suddenly moved to reveal monstrous creatures of black ash. They ran out of the shadows toward Marco. He took a step back, eyes widening. 

			“They’re just krel,” Inferus said.

			Each creature had a burning red gemstone in its forehead, which was their only unifying feature. They were disgusting to look at with misshaped eyeless faces and long limbs. At first they seemed like people, but their horrible beast-like heads made them appear more like animals. Some had faces like bears, others looked like snakes or wolves or dogs. Some just looked like monsters with sunken black eyes.

			Marco’s heart thumped in his chest, and he slowly stopped pulling on the blue gemstone in his bracer. His blade instantly turned into tiny golden discs and zipped back into his armor. The krel surrounded Marco. 

			Illustra raised a hand to the dark creatures of ash, stopping them. “You are not weak, Marco.” The krel stared with dead eyes, but the burning red gemstones in their foreheads seemed angry. Illustra waved her hand, and the creatures returned to the shadows. 

			“My krel,” Illustra said with a proud smile. “They can be crude and are sometimes overprotective, but necessary. I created them to defend my city. I needed my own monsters to stop the ones outside our walls from getting in. Your three instructors here are powerful, but the city is too vast for them to guard alone. You will see that soon.” 

			“It’s fine,” Marco said with a shrug. “I’m cool.”

			“It’s not fine,” Inferus said. “This idiot child shouldn’t be here!”

			Marco growled, clenching his fists. Inferus stared back with eyes eager for a fight.

			“Leave us,” Illustra snapped. “All of you!”

			“Way to go, Inferus,” Vinci said. 

			Inferus huffed, but then quickly bowed and left through the large doors on the far side of the room. Talma and Vinci followed the boy in black armor. A gust of wind rushed into the room, and Marco caught a glimpse of a vast courtyard and a dark, cloud-covered sky.

			The doors closed with a thud, hushing the room.

			Marco’s hand unconsciously went to his chest, where he felt something warm under his golden armor. It felt bright somehow, but how can you feel brightness?

			What is that? He wondered, but Illustra stepped up to Marco, catching his eyes.

			“The Mask of Illumination,” Illustra said, holding a golden mask that perfectly matched his armor. It had a socket in the forehead and an opening for his mouth, just like the ones Vinci, Talma, and Inferus wore. It was molded in the shape of a mighty warrior, who looked much older than Marco. “It is the mark of citizenship for all in Mortem, and will give you some protection against the fire in the sky.” 

			“A fire in the sky?” Marco asked. “It looked like nighttime out there.”

			“You will see,” Illustra said. “Try it on, and let me know how it fits. I can adjust it if needed.”

			Marco carefully took the mask, looking it over with wide eyes. The metallic surface felt like ice and was much heavier than it should have been. He held the mask in both hands, tracing the flowing lines of gold with his fingers. Carefully, he flipped it over to put it on.

			Marco raised the mask to his face, and the room became brighter. SNAP. The mask clicked to his face, and darkness covered his eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			The Great City of Mortem

			“Hey!” Marco said. “I can’t see!” 

			A chill ran through his body, but quickly dissipated. Marco blinked, and the darkness over his eyes dissolved into clarity. The room looked brighter now, and the mask didn’t feel so heavy anymore. He relaxed, but noticed he was pulling on his green gemstone. Power trickled through his muscles, increasing his strength ever so slightly.

			“It takes some getting used to,” Illustra said. “Do we need to make any adjustments?

			His eyes widened, and his jaw dropped as he looked around the room. “No,” Marco said. “This is great! It was kinda heavy at first, but it’s okay now. And everything is super easy to see now.”

			“I am glad you like it.”

			“These, uh...” Marco looked down at his bracer with the four gemstones. “Glowing rock things. They each do something different, don’t they?”

			“Gemstones,” Illustra said. “Try them out.”

			“Gemstones,” Marco said with a nod. “So, this green gemstone is like super strength. The blue one makes a sword.” He pulled hard on the blue gemstone this time. The tiny metal plates zipped out of his bracer, morphed into a magnificent sword and dropped into his hand. The blade was perfectly smooth and light. “Awesome! And this one does...” Marco trailed off, pulling on the yellow gemstone.

			The room became even brighter, the noises louder. Marco could hear people far in the distance, talking, walking, or just breathing. He could see little details everywhere, like the individual strands of thread in Illustra’s dress or dirt in between boulders on the far side of the room. He looked up and could see right through the black clouds above.

			“It’s a tower!” Marco said. “Or a chimney? I can see the sky up there and the smoke from the tower turns into clouds?”

			“This is Tower Arx,” Illustra said. “It creates a shield from the great fire our enemy put in the sky.”

			Marco squinted and pulled hard on his yellow gemstone. “I think I see it. There’s something really bright up there.” He looked away. “Is that the sun? It seems brighter than the sun and even hotter.”

			“It is the great fire. The only protection we have are these clouds.”

			Marco nodded. Well, she said things were different here. I guess a big fire in the sky isn’t that weird compared to everything else. He shook his head and looked back at his bracer. “So, this orange one...” Marco pulled on the orange gemstone. His muscles vibrated, and he felt almost weightless. Explosive energy filled him, begging to be released. He stiffened, aware that any movement would send him flying.

			“You take to the power remarkably quick,” Illustra said. “But I expected you would. Your father was the first one to master that armor.” 

			“This armor belonged to my dad?”

			“Of course. He left it for you. I think he knew you would need it.”

			Marco frowned. Dad knew I would need this? How did he know I would even come here? He ignored that thought for now and tried moving his arm. It spun in a blur, faster than a bullet. He gasped. “Whoa...” He breathed in, steadying himself. “What if I pull all of them together?”

			“Careful,” Illustra said. “Do not use all the light at once.”

			“I’ll be fine.” Marco pulled on all four gemstones. Power exploded inside him, and his muscles ached to be used. “Uh, okay. Maybe you were right.” He had to let this power out or it would rip him apart, so he did the only thing he could think of. 

			He jumped.

			Marco shot straight up and into the black smoke like a rocket. The stench of rotten eggs filled his nose, but it was gone in a flash. He burst out of the tower and kept going higher and higher. The thick smoke began to clear, and he slowly emerged from the black column to find a sprawling city surrounding him.

			Marco’s jaw dropped, looking out on the massive city wrapping around the mountain and castle directly below him. It was like the old castle of Crispo above the vineyard, only way bigger and surrounded by a city larger than any he had ever seen. A giant wall encompassed the city in a perfect circle with the castle and mountain at the center. Beyond the wall, a vast desert spread out as far as Marco could see. It was incredible. Marco slowed in his ascent, and he suddenly realized how high he was.  

			A red bolt of lightning zipped back and forth underneath him, coming closer. Elune flew up to Marco and crossed her paws.

			“It looks like you used up all your power in one jump. Kind of a problem now, as you’re about a thousand feet off the ground. Hmph.” The little dragon shrugged.  

			Marco nervously pulled on his gemstones, but that vast well of power seemed only a trickle now. The light in them had gone dim. Weightlessness took him for a moment as he arched under the cloud canopy. He fell, and the world rushed toward him. His stomach lurched, and he felt a horrible sensation of helplessness. Elune casually flew next to him.

			“You’re probably thinking right now, ‘Why didn’t I listen to Illustra?’ Well, you won’t be thinking that much longer.” She looked down at the castle, which was coming toward them very quickly. “About thirty seconds, give or take.”

			“Help!” Marco shouted.

			Elune laughed. “You’re fun to play with. Don’t worry, little human. Illustra won’t let you die here. I was only kidding.”

			Something black shot out of the tower, heading straight toward him. Illustra stood on the back of a giant winged krel with two gemstones in its forehead. The krel resembled some kind of flying lizard, almost like a dinosaur made of ash. The queen grabbed him out of the air and placed him on the back of the big krel.

			“I told you to be careful,” Illustra said, standing on the creature of ash as it soared through the sky. 

			“What happened to the gemstones?” Marco asked. “Why won’t they work anymore?”

			“They have their limits. You pulled the light out of them too quickly. A good first lesson for you. They will need time to refill.”

			Marco checked the gemstones again and could already feel a tiny bit of power returning. He stood up and looked out at the enormous city. The buildings were made of metal and stone but reminded him of pictures he had seen of ancient China with slanted roofs and tiered floors. The tallest structures hugged the base of the mountain, almost like they were reaching for the castle above. Buildings farther away from the mountain grew smaller and smaller, with the outer edge of the city in ruins. The circular metropolis was like a giant apple, rotting from the outside in.

			“What’s happening out there?” Marco said, pointing to the edge of the city where buildings crumbled under the massive wall.

			“It was all so beautiful once,” Illustra said, “just like what you saw in the Mirror.” She sighed. The winged krel cawed, swooping around another part of the city. A roaring waterfall burst from a vast courtyard right below them. The falls cascaded down the mountain and into the city, becoming a wide river. The river wound all the way through the city and disappeared under the wall miles away. Along its banks were the tallest and most majestic-looking buildings. 

			“My eternal spring is all that keeps the city from ruin.” A loud boom erupted from behind them. Marco spun and saw a cloud of smoke rising into the air near the wall. “And we have other problems, too. Mindless creatures outside the walls that have only a thirst for destruction. With my power waning, even my krel and guardians cannot hold back what lies beyond. Without Straya, all will be lost.”

			The winged krel swooped down the slopes of the mountain, flying just above the city. Marco glanced back at the castle and caught a glimpse of something threadlike running from Illustra back to the courtyard. It seemed to disappear in the gray light as the ashen creature sped toward the outer wall. 
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			Masked souls filled the bustling streets below. Their clothes were a mix of brightly-colored furs and robes, and each walked quickly like they were all late to something. It was almost like Chicago on a busy night, except the city lights flickered from yellow burning gemstones. The crowds thinned out as Marco and Illustra approached the ruins until eventually they were all gone. Fallen buildings and open pits were scattered in the ghost-like ruins of the outer city.

			“What is that?” Marco asked, pointing to a particularly large pit with a rotting rail track running into it. 

			“That is Big Blackstone mine,” Illustra said. “It is one of several abandoned mines. They are empty now, but once they were full of gemstones like the ones in your bracer. Thankfully, we recovered enough for me to create the krel, among other things.”

			“What other things?”

			“Your bracer, the masks, the city lights, to name a few. The gemstones are the lifeblood of this world.”

			Carts, ropes, buckets, broken tools, and piles of carved rocks, littered the entrance to the mines. They were like enormous caves filled with darkness. The ruins below whizzed by as the winged krel flew above the wall surrounding the city. It swooped down in a circle then hovered just above the edge of the wall, its wings flapping quickly in the wind. Marco looked out at the vast desert. It was like an ocean of sand with giant dunes rolling on for as far as he could see. 

			“I don’t see any monsters out there,” Marco said. “Just a lot of sand.”

			“The Acrid Waste is full of deception. Watch.” 

			Illustra reached into her sleeve and pulled out a small gemstone. It hit the sand with a soft puff. At first nothing happened, then the sand began to shake.

			“An earthquake?” Marco said.

			“Sand Wurms,” Illustra corrected. “One of the many creatures of the desert.”

			The ground around the gemstone erupted, and two giant worm-like creatures exploded from the sand. They fought like rabid snakes, twisting and biting at each other, but the larger one swallowed the gemstone. Screeches and cries rose out from different parts of the desert far away. Some sounded deep and thunderous, while others were shrill. 

			“This is why the walls are so important,” Illustra said. “These creatures are drawn to the power of the gemstones.”

			Marco looked down at the wall. It was easily two hundred feet tall and fifty feet thick. It looked like it was made out of stone, but there were no bricks. It was all smooth like it was molded from one solid piece. The wall shook as the creatures fought below, creating small fractures along its surface. Illustra held out her hand and, in a flash, her scepter appeared. She gripped the glowing scepter, and the cracks in the wall healed. She sighed, and the scepter vanished.

			“The last time I saw your father, he was riding into that desert alone. I wish I knew what happened out there. Why he never came back.” 

			“I can’t remember the last time I saw my dad.” 

			“Sometimes, memories are too painful to remember. Perhaps it is best you do not remember.” She looked out on the rotting city. “I will make it bright and beautiful once again.” 

			Flickers of light popped through the thick clouds, like bars of fire. Marco squinted, shading his eyes with his hand. The flashes stopped, and the clouds rolled on.

			“My power is waning, Marco. With each passing day, the souls of my city are increasingly in danger. You must find those keys, and bring back Straya. For your mother, for me, and for yourself. Everything depends on you.” 

			The winged krel crowed and flew back into the sky toward the lone castle sitting atop the mountain. White falls crashed down from the courtyard of the castle, catching glints of twinkling city lights below. Wind rushed through Marco’s hair, while his new powers pulsed quietly in his bracer. Thoughts of his mother came back to him, but this time they were good thoughts. His mom smiling on a clear autumn day in their backyard, and the way she always laughed at his jokes, especially the bad ones. 

			I’ll find Straya, no matter what.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Vinci and Talma

			“You’ll have to do better than that!” Marco shouted down to a group of snarling krel.

			He jumped off Tower Arx, just before a large rock exploded into the stonework under his feet. Frustrated krel below hurled more stones in his direction, but Marco didn’t care. He had gotten pretty good at dodging those. 

			It had only been two weeks since he came through the Mirror, but already he could take on several krel at once. Vinci stood with folded arms near the center of the courtyard next to Talma. The green armored girl stood with her signature hands on hips. Inferus skulked near a large pillar, eyeing Marco, but refusing to help train him. None of them seemed impressed.

			I’ll show them I’m ready, he thought, falling toward a hulking krel nearly ten feet tall. Marco eyed his goal across the courtyard: a single gemstone sitting on top of a spiral pillar about one hundred feet in the air. 

			Marco slammed into the ground, right in front of the big krel. He pulled on his green gemstone, increasing his strength to absorb the impact. The creature of ash raised two massive fists to crush him. Marco pulled on his blue gemstone, formed his golden sword and lopped off the krel’s arms. The arms plopped to the ground on either side of Marco, bursting into piles of ash.

			“My arms!” the big krel screamed. “Little maggot! You’ll pay for that!”

			“What a cry baby,” Marco said, rolling his eyes. “You’ll make new ones in no time.” The piles of ash began to move, flowing from the ground and back to the krel’s body. The creatures of ash couldn’t be killed, which made them excellent training buddies.

			“Got you!” an elated voice said from behind.

			Marco spun sideways as a lanky krel’s sharp claws sliced through the air he had just been occupying. The two remaining krel darted toward him in a coordinated attack, but Marco didn’t panic. He pulled on his orange gemstone, causing his movements to become incredibly fast, and slipped around the sharp black claws with ease. Without thinking, he tugged on his yellow gemstone, and time seemed to slow as he formed a counterattack. He slid under razor sharp claws, yanked on his green gemstone for strength and, with a swipe of his blade, turned his attackers into three piles of ash.

			He raised his arm to check the light in his gemstones.

			I’m using too much, he thought, need to save more for Vinci and Talma. Inferus only seemed interested in scowling at Marco, not fighting.

			One of the fallen krel grabbed Marco’s leg with a half-formed arm, but Marco flicked his sword down, turning it back to ash.

			“Curse you, human!” the krel growled, drawing its black flakes together.

			Marco ignored the creature of ash, walking toward his real test: getting past Vinci and Talma. The boy in silver armor had gemstones, too, and was incredibly skilled. Talma was also pretty tough, but lacked Vinci’s power. Marco stopped pulling on his gemstones, saving the precious light he had left for the fight to come. His sword zipped back into his armor. A blur of red shot across the courtyard toward him.

			“Hey, El,” Marco said, “back from doing dragon work?”

			Elune shot him a flat stare. “You think you’re pretty good at this, don’t you?”

			“Well,” Marco said, looking back at the krel, “did you see what I did to them?”

			Elune yawned. “Child’s play. You think it will be that easy out there? What would you do against a hundred or a thousand krel? There are monsters out there as big as a castle and much stronger than you.”

			Marco shrugged. “So what? I can jump over castles and cut through monsters. I just have to show them I’m ready to go. I’m tired of waiting around and training all the time.”

			“You only get one chance with each gemstone. If you fail with even one, you won’t be able to go back. Each unique gemstone will burn out after about fifteen minutes of use in the Mirror. If you’re not back by then or if you come back empty-handed, it’s over.” 

			Marco glared at Elune. “I won’t fail.”

			“You humans always have so much confidence, especially when you have no idea what you’re doing.”

			“Why are you buzzin’ around me anyway?” Marco said. He was still about a hundred feet from Vinci and Talma. “Don’t you have better things to do, like more dragon work?”

			“I came to tell you that you got your wish. Illustra said we can’t wait any longer. If Vinci says you’re ready, then you’re going in… today.” Elune nodded to Vinci. “Also, I wanted to see Vinci beat you again. It’s ever so satisfying to see that silly, pompous smirk fall off your face.”

			“Yes!” Marco shouted with a jump. 

			“I didn’t think you would be so happy about losing again. You know, since you’ve lost every day since coming here.”

			“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Marco said, waving his hand. “Okay, so I just have to show Vinci I’m ready. Easy peazy. I’ll get that gemstone for sure! Watch this!” At least, I hope so, Marco thought. No. Don’t think that way. I can’t think that way. I have to do this. I have to. Marco pulled on his green and orange gemstones and dashed toward Vinci. 

			 “Easy peazy?” Elune said, flying next to him.

			“My dad used to say it.” 

			“You done talking, kid?” Vinci shouted from the center of the courtyard.

			“Yeah,” Talma said, “usually there is less yapping during a fight.” 

			“Tell that to your flying cat!” Marco said.

			Elune frowned, then flew off in a burst of red lightning.

			Vinci and Talma had been kind to Marco, sort of. They both seemed annoyed he was there, but at least they talked to him unlike everyone else who just avoided him. 

			Behind Vinci and Talma, water bubbled up from the Queen’s eternal spring. The circular pool flowed from the center of the courtyard, turning into Fel Falls and Fel River below. It was also the only source of water—and food, for that matter—in this whole city. No one really ate anything here, which oddly didn’t seem to bother anyone.

			Marco jumped over Vinci, but the boy in silver armor didn’t even look at him.

			I’ll show him, Marco thought, falling straight down.

			“Aren’t you supposed to get that gemstone up there?” Vinci asked, drawing his silver blade.

			Marco pulled on his blue gemstone, drawing just enough power for his sword, then pulled even harder on his green gemstone for strength. A long golden blade formed in Marco’s hand and crashed into Vinci’s sword. The stones under Vinci’s feet cracked, and the courtyard shook. Elune flew casually through the air with a look of boredom. She was never interested in fighting.

			“Nice hit!” Vinci said. “For a kid.” Marco floated in the air for a moment, the two blades grinding against each other. “Your precision’s a lot better, and you saved enough power for a strong attack, but”—Vinci swept his silver blade to the side, sending Marco tumbling across the courtyard—”this isn’t a game.”

			“Need help?” Talma said to Vinci.

			“Ha, ha,” Vinci mocked. “Just make sure he doesn’t get past me. He’s been getting quicker the past few days.”

			“He shouldn’t even be here,” Talma muttered. “It should be one of us going after the keys.”

			“That’s not an option,” Vinci replied. “You know that.”

			Marco slid on his back across vast the courtyard. It was easily the size of several football fields. Giant statues of Illustra on pillars formed patterns around the pool of water at the center. This was the highest point of the castle, with Tower Arx as the pinnacle.

			There was a delicate balance between how much power Marco could pull from the gemstones and what he could do. The light only lasted for so long, and the harder he pulled on the gemstones, the quicker they went out. But it was more complicated than that. If he put all his power into a punch but didn’t reinforce his armor to absorb the impact, he would end up breaking his armor and hurting his hand. Or, if he increased his speed but had no strength, his strike would be like a feather moving really fast. It was tough to use the gemstones in unison, because each one wanted to slip away when you grabbed another. 

			A hunched-over krel sneered at Marco from the shadow of a tall pillar. “That looks painful, kid!” The creatures of ash usually kept to the shadows. They seemed extremely sensitive to light, especially the light in the sky. 

			“Having fun yet?” Elune said, flying up to Marco. He slid to a stop right at the edge of the courtyard. “You have to think ahead; your enemy certainly will be. Winging it like you do with the krel won’t work on more sophisticated opponents.”

			“Thanks, El,” Marco said, “but I got this.” He heard the roar of Fel Falls and turned to look over the ledge.

			It was a few hundred feet to the bottom of the castle, but the mountain underneath the castle was a few thousand feet above the city. The loud waterfall splashed down the jagged mountain in a series of falls.

			“Oh, don’t worry,” Elune said, casually. “Your armor could protect you if you fell down there.” She shrugged. “Probably.”

			Marco jumped up, backing away from the ledge. “You think this is funny, don’t you.”

			“You don’t?” She looked over Marco’s shoulder. “You might want to turn around now.”

			“And why is that, El?”

			“Well,” Elune said, floating away. “Vinci’s coming in pretty quick.”

			Marco spun to find Vinci flying toward him, sword drawn. He jerked himself to the side before Vinci’s blade slammed into the stone.

			“Too slow!” Marco said. He swung his sword into the back of Vinci’s leg, cracking the armor. “Got you!” 

			Vinci narrowed his eyes and, quick as lightning, he grabbed Marco by the neck lifting him up. “That level of attack will get you killed in a real fight,” Vinci said, his gray eyes angry. “I don’t have patience for babies! Your goal is to get that gemstone! Now show me what you can do!” 

			“Don’t call me a baby!” Marco growled.

			He grabbed Vinci’s hand and, with a scream, pulled with all his strength on his green gemstone. His muscles bulged with power. Marco slowly pulled Vinci’s hand away from his neck and slammed his forehead into Vinci’s with a crunch.

			Vinci let go, falling backward, a long crack running from the top of his mask to the corner near his cheekbone. 

			“Nice,” Vinci said. “I actually felt that one.”

			Marco’s chest heaved. He sucked in air and yanked on his orange gemstone for speed, but didn’t run yet. His legs vibrated from the intense energy funneled from his bracer. He glanced down at his gemstones. 

			Not much left. Gotta make this quick. 

			“Talma!” Vinci shouted, standing up and brushing himself off. “You’re up!”

			Talma sighed, stuck her hand out, and a long green spear formed. She spun it around and then nodded at Marco. “Let’s see what you got.”

			Marco nodded back, then exploded toward the girl in green armor with a burst of gem-powered speed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			I Got It!

			Marco moved like the wind across the courtyard. He barely touched the stones as he cleared several feet with each stride. 

			“Running straight at me won’t work!” Talma shouted. 

			Marco’s gemstones flickered and the colors dimmed. 

			He eyed the tower behind Talma, which held his goal at the top. It was a couple hundred feet across to the tower, and about a hundred to the top. Marco pressed harder, pulling all the power he could from his orange gemstone. 

			This is crazy! This is crazy! Marco thought, pulling on his blue gemstone, forming his golden sword.

			Talma raised her spear, defensively. 

			He jumped forward, sword raised. Talma held her spear above her head to block his strike. 

			“Too obvious!” Talma said. 

			Marco grinned. He brought his sword down on Talma’s spear with a clang and, at the same time, yanked hard on his green gemstone, increasing his strength. 

			Talma thrust her spear upward while Marco pushed downward. The result was like a giant spring that sent Marco flying through the air. Marco zipped like a bullet over the courtyard, heading straight for the tower. 

			Wind roared like a jet engine as he soared faster than he had ever gone before. “I can’t believe that worked!” 

			Talma’s eyes widened, realizing what she had just done.

			“Come on!” Vinci said, running past Talma toward the tower.

			Talma huffed and dashed after Marco, becoming a green blur.

			“Clever boy,” Elune said, gliding next to Marco. “You increased your speed to gain forward momentum, and you used Talma’s push to launch into the air, but you got one big problem.”

			“Oh yeah?” Marco said. “What’s that?”

			“Your gemstones are dim.” 

			Marco looked down at his bracer and tried pulling on his green gemstone. Nothing. He tested his orange one, but it was completely dim. Only a faint wisp of light remained in his blue and yellow gemstones.  

			“Look out!” Elune said. 

			Marco looked up. The tower wall rushed toward him. He yanked on his blue gemstone to strengthen his armor. CRASH! He slammed into the hard stone. His lungs emptied and his vision blurred. 

			“Marco!” Elune shouted, but she sounded distant and muffled. “What are you doing? Hurry up! They’re almost here!” 

			Marco slowly opened his eyes to find himself dangling by one hand from the top of the tower. He made it, but his armor was severely damaged, and he could barely hold on. Vinci and Talma zipped across the courtyard, closing in fast. 

			“Move!” Elune said. 

			Vinci and Talma jumped onto the tower and began to ascend with frightening speed. Marco grabbed the flat top of the tower, lifting himself up. His arms burned, but he dug his fingers in and pulled. On top of the tower, a little gemstone glowed softly under thick clouds amid a pile of loose pebbles. It was always so dark here.

			“Grab it!” Elune shouted. 

			“Ahhhhh!” Marco screamed, pushing his muscles beyond their limits. His fingers stretched out and grazed the little gemstone. His arm fell back, and his heart raced. “I won’t fail again, Dad!” he shouted, his mind a blur of pain and anger. He slung his arm back up and swept his hand across the top of the tower, closing his hand around a few little rocks.

			“Did I get it?” Marco said, drawing his fist back. He began to open his fingers when a hand grabbed his leg, crunching his armor. 

			Vinci yanked him off the tower and sent him falling through the air. Marco clutched the small prize in his fist and sighed, not thinking about the ground below.

			Talma narrowed her eyes as he fell, still angry about his trick on her.

			“This is gonna hurt,” Elune said, flying down next to him. “Maybe I can help.” Red lightning burst from Elune’s tail, zapping Marco. 

			“Ow!” he yelped, then slammed into the courtyard like a meteor. The golden armor burst into a thousand fragments, smashing the stones beneath him. His vision blurred and his stomach flipped.  

			Marco groaned, lying on his back. Pain rippled through every muscle and joint, but he was breathing. Talma and Vinci dropped down from the tower and stood over him.

			“Not dead yet?” Vinci asked, kneeling.

			Marco hissed out a wheeze in response, his head still swimming.

			“Don’t ever do that again,” Talma said, hands on her hips. “But that was pretty cool.” She grinned.

			Marco stared up at them and wheezed out slowly. “I…got…it.” 

			He opened his fist and revealed a few pebbles surrounding one small glowing gemstone. 

			Vinci laughed. “Ha! Well, not such a baby, after all, I guess.”

			“He got lucky,” Talma said. “That wouldn’t work again.”

			“It doesn’t have to,” Vinci said. “The important thing is that the kid made a plan, even if it was risky, and committed to it. He didn’t hesitate or back down. That’s the sign of a true warrior.”

			Elune grinned and did a flip in the air, creating a circle of red lightning. 

			Vinci reached down and helped Marco to his feet. “I think you’re ready.”

			Marco breathed in deeply, stretched his arms and clinched his fists. 

			“I know I am.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			A Frozen Tree, a Glowing Meadow, and a Creepy Voice

			“This is it,” Vinci said, walking beside Marco and Talma. Elune floated above them, trailing red lightning. 

			Marco should have been thrilled, but his own words from yesterday’s training haunted him. 

			“I won’t fail again!” he had blurted out. This was all his fault. He was only here because he couldn’t save his dad, and now it was up to him to save his mom. 

			What if this doesn’t work? Fire burned in his veins, that horrible dread pushing closer to his heart like a parasite digging through his body. He held it back…for now.

			The large doors of Tower Arx opened in front of Marco, revealing the circular room and Mirror inside. He hadn’t been back here since that first day, but it felt like it had been longer than just two weeks. Time seemed to stretch in this world. The hidden sun behind the clouds rose and fell like normal, but sometimes it stayed dark for much longer than it should have. They didn’t have clocks here, and his pocket watch still didn’t work, but he could feel time was different in this place. Some days would go by in a blink, others seemed to last for months. 

			“Marco,” Illustra said, walking out of the shadows. She held his father’s glowing gemstone in her hand, which led to the first key. Her red and white dress sparkled like flames, and her eyes looked excited. “Vinci told me of your courage yesterday. Even Talma had kind words for you.” Talma crossed her arms with a shrug. Illustra continued, “Perhaps I will make you part of Doom Patrol, at least for the time you have left.” 

			“Thanks,” Marco said, “but I just want my mom to get better.”

			“Of course,” Illustra said.

			Heavy boots clinked on the stone floor as he approached the Mirror. His golden armor glistened in the light of gemstone torches, illuminating the large circular room. 

			“Are you ready?” Illustra asked, raising the bright gemstone.

			Ready? Marco thought. He opened and closed his fists, pulling a sliver of power from each gemstone. That now familiar power buzzed through his body. I’ve trained and I’ve trained while my mom is probably just getting worse. I don’t even know how long it has been since I left with time being all weird here. He met the queen’s eyes with determination. 

			“Yeah,” Marco replied. “I’m ready.”

			“I must warn you,” Illustra said, “never come here alone. The Mirror is dangerous and can be unpredictable at times. We cannot afford any accidents. Do you understand?” 

			Marco nodded, but was lost in the wonder of the Mirror. The silvery glass shifted in strange ways, with objects going in and out of focus. Shimmering ripples pulsed outward in response to Marco’s presence. 

			The Queen placed the glowing white gemstone in the little socket of the Mirror, just like before. Light blossomed on the glassy surface. A fuzzy swath of yellow below and blue above appeared through the glass. 

			Marco reached out and touched the glowing surface. A warm breeze blew on the other side.

			 “Once you go through,” Illustra said, “I cannot help you. You have fifteen minutes, so move quickly and do not let anything stop you.”

			“I won’t.” 

			Marco stepped through the Mirror and into a brighter world.

			•••

			Light and warmth radiated up through the soil, illuminating the world under an endless sea of flowing blue stars. A steady breeze blew over the land. It was clean and refreshing, compared to the foul air in Mortem. A field of bright flowers covered rolling green hills, leading to distant snow-capped mountains. Large boulders dotted the terrain, but there were no trees or houses or anything else at first glance.

			Great… Where do I go now?

			Thin tendrils of smoke rose from underneath him. Marco looked down and saw charred marks around his feet. Flowers and grass burned to a crisp under his boots. Marco stepped back but charred more of the colorful landscape. He bent down and tried touching one of the flowers, but they instantly burst aflame and turned to cinders. 

			Marco frowned, then heard a ticking sound coming from under his armor. He pulled out his pocket watch and held it to his ear. Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick… 

			Marco’s jaw dropped. He popped open the little pocket watch and compass and found both were working. 

			“What the heck?” Marco said.

			The time was ten-forty-two, and his compass was pointing directly at him. Marco turned around, following the compass. The Mirror floated behind him above the grass, just as solid as it had been on the other side, but he couldn’t see anything inside Mortem. It was acting just like an ordinary Mirror. 

			Marco walked around the Mirror and saw a massive tree, hundreds of feet tall and easily just as wide, covered in ice about a few hundred feet away. His compass pointed directly at the gigantic frozen tree. It was so strange to see the enormous ice tree in the middle of yellow, red, and orange flowers, and in such a warm place. 

			“Crazy big frozen tree surrounded by flowers,” Marco said to himself. “Yeah, that’s gotta be it.” 

			Marco walked toward the tree, but noticed a shadow move in the corner of his eye. He turned, but it was only those large gray boulders, except they were closer to him now.

			Did those boulders just move?

			Marco stiffened, then pulled on his orange gemstone and sped up the hill toward the frozen tree. Flowers and grass turned to smoking ashes in his wake. There were no flames, but each step left nothing but ashes behind. 

			The field of flowers abruptly ended, turning into snowy ground around the tree. There was no light coming up from below here. Thick ice covered every limb and root, like it was winter in just this one spot. Marco walked around the base of the tree, looking for an opening then noticed his feet did not melt the snow.

			“Super weird,” Marco said. “The flowers burn up, but the snow doesn’t melt.” Marco checked his pocket watch. It ticked quietly while the compass pointed to the center of the tree as he walked around the perimeter. 

			On the other side of the tree, the roots opened into a passageway. A light was coming from inside the tree. The ground rumbled behind him. Marco spun, his sword shooting into his hand, but it was just those gray boulders again. They sat unmoving at the edge of the snow, but they were all gathered together now. They were huge, at least fifteen or twenty feet tall and just as wide. 

			“Okay,” Marco said slowly, keeping his sword out. “The rocks move, there are frozen trees the size of skyscrapers, and I burn flowers. Right. Okay.” His sword zipped back into his armor. “Just stay over there, rock things,” he said, then he turned and entered the tree.

			Marco’s boots softly crunched the hard snow inside the quiet tree. Large frozen roots thick as a house twisted and turned like a bowl of spaghetti, creating large halls and passages. Oddly, some roots had diamond-shaped patterns across them that looked less like tree bark and more like animal hide. 

			He headed toward the light coming from the center of the massive tree. Ice crystals began to form on his armor, and soon his teeth were chattering from the frigid air. It grew colder and colder as he neared the center, but at the same time, he began to feel a warm sensation coming from his heart. That warmth pushed back against the frigid air, seeping into his bones, and kept him from turning into ice himself. 

			The tunnel widened into a large room at the center of the tree. It was a massive chamber with walls made from dozens of twisting roots going in all directions. The floor was covered in ice, and the ceiling disappeared into darkness far above. There were several tunnels leading in many directions, but Marco’s eyes were fixed on the source of light: a glowing ring trapped in ice. 

			Marco walked to the strange glowing object. It was about the size of a baseball with twisting bands of gold, but was broken in half. Scorch marks crisscrossed it, like it had been burned at some point.  

			“So, this twisty metal thing is a key or just part of a key?” Marco said, scratching his head. He quickly checked the compass in his pocket watch again. The needle pointed directly at the broken ring trapped in ice. “Yup. Not sure why I expected the key to look like a key. Nothing else in this place makes any sense. And now I’m talking to myself. Great.” 

			Marco shook his head and punched the ice with his armored hand. His fist bounced back without making a crack or dent in the solid ice. He stared at his hand, confused, then formed his sword. Marco swung it at the ice just below the glowing key. CLANG. His sword bounced back, vibrating his arm. 

			Marco breathed in and pulled on his green gemstone for strength. He swung his golden blade into the ice with everything he had, but it did nothing. 

			“What the heck?” he said, his voice echoing loudly in the chamber. “What good is all this armor and strength if I can’t break an icicle?” Marco checked his watch. Ten-forty-seven. “Ten more minutes.” He raised his sword to strike again when a raspy voice spoke from the shadows.

			“That will never work,” the wispy voice said. “Dangerous and deadly is that armor of yours, but it is not what you think. I can grant your heart’s desire, little prince.”

			Marco spun, looking all around, but he couldn’t tell where the voice was coming from. He didn’t see anyone, but it was pretty dark in here. 

			“I’m not a prince,” Marco replied. “And why do you want to help me?”

			“You don’t know?” The voice laughed. Whatever it was, it sounded big. “How many strikes do you think it will take to break that ice? Too many, I think. Help me a little, and I will help you.”

			“What do you want?”

			“Oh, nothing much. You won’t miss it at all.”

			“Just tell me what you want.” Marco kept turning around, looking for the source of the voice, but it seemed to be coming from all around him. “Why does everyone talk in riddles in this place?”

			“One drop of blood,” the voice whispered. “That’s it. That’s all. Let it fall on the ground where you stand, and that ice will melt, and you can take your prize.”

			Marco looked down at the floor covered in ice. It seemed to be tiled in the shape of diamonds underneath, just like some of the roots. 

			“A drop of blood,” Marco said. “Why the heck would a drop of my blood melt the ice?”

			“What do you have to lose? It’s just a tiny drop. If I’m lying, go back to smashing the ice with your little sword. Maybe it will break eventually, but how long will that take? Hm?”

			Marco looked at the glowing key. The hair on the back of his neck rose and he had the distinct feeling of sinister eyes staring at him. He looked around again, pulling on his yellow gemstone, increasing his vision. There was nothing but thick roots and twisting passages. 

			Marco hit the ice with his sword several more times. 

			CLANG. CLANG. CLANG.

			The blade bounced back, each time without so much as a scratch on the ice.

			“Time is running out, little prince.”

			Marco kept swinging harder and faster. 

			“Come on!” Marco shouted as he smashed his sword into the ice again and again. 

			“Tick tock. Tick tock,” the voice echoed through the chamber.

			“Ahhhhh!” Marco screamed, then stopped hitting the upside-down icicle. 

			Golden armor around his right arm zipped back into his bracer, revealing his bare hand. He thought the air would freeze it instantly, but instead, it felt warmer. 

			“Just one drop,” Marco said to himself. He shrunk the size of his sword down to a knife, and with the tip of the blade, he pricked the end of his bare finger. A little red drop of blood fell from his finger onto the floor of ice. A loud scream roared through the chamber. Marco covered his ears. Steam rose from the drop of blood, and the ice began to crack underneath him. The cracks got bigger and more violent, quickly splintering out in all directions. 

			“Is this supposed to happen?” Marco shouted.

			Some of the diamond-patterned roots around the walls began to move, their ice breaking off in large chunks. Marco swung his sword at the key still frozen in ice, but it bounced off just as before. 

			“Do you trust everyone you meet?” the voice said with a laugh. 

			The roots kept moving, but only the ones with diamond shapes.

			“Those aren’t tiles,” Marco whispered. “Those are scales.” A giant snake emerged from a tangle of what seemed to be roots high above. Massive sinuous lips curled in delight above Marco. 

			“Delicious!” the giant snake hissed.

			“Oh, snap.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Never Trust the Creepy Voice

			Large chunks of ice cracked and fell to the ground inside the frozen tree as the giant snake broke free from its prison. 

			Marco’s heart raced, and without thinking, he reached for the key still encased in ice with his bare hand. His fingers went straight through the ice, like a hot knife through butter. He grabbed the key and pulled it out. Water dripped from the glowing ring-shaped key, and his heart felt…brighter. A calming warmth flowed through his body, easing away worries, and then was gone. 

			That feeling…Marco thought, steam rising from his skin. It was like being back home. 

			Bone white fangs opened, dripping with saliva, and a curved tongue lashed out tasting the air. 

			“Now,” the giant snake said, “I think I’ll take the rest of that blood.” 

			Marco tightened his grip around the key and leapt to the side just before massive jaws snapped down on him. He yanked on his orange gemstone and sped back out through the tunnel.
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			“You’re a quick one!” the snake said as Marco ran.

			Marco dashed through the tree, clutching the broken key. Terror and excitement shook his bones. He didn’t look back; he couldn’t look back. The image of those giant fangs slamming into the ground, right where he had been standing, flashed in his mind. 

			That could have been it, Marco thought. That thing was so fast. He growled, picking up speed. But I was faster. I won’t lose! 

			The exit was just ahead, but it began to close as the snake’s body contracted around it. Marco flung himself forward with a shout. He flew through the shrinking opening and slid onto the snow outside, breathing heavily.  

			“Marco Swift,” a deep and slow voice said from behind, “we have long awaited your coming but not in this way.” 

			Marco turned to find dozens of two-legged boulders encircling him. Each one had faces, arms and hands all made from stone and stood about twenty feet tall. The one speaking to him had moss around his face, almost like a beard, and looked older than the others. They towered over him like a wall of stone on all sides, leaving no escape. 

			[image: ]

			“I was not sure at first,” the moss faced boulder said, “but I can see now who you are.”

			“Great,” Marco said, looking for an opening in their ranks. “Talking rock monsters.”

			“We are not monsters,” the moss-faced boulder replied. 

			“Okay, well, it’s nice to meet you… But could you move so I can get out of here? There’s a hungry giant snake behind me, and I really don’t want to get eaten.”

			“He could be trying to deceive us,” a bumpy faced boulder said, leaning in. Most of them had fresh dirt on their shoulders and roots sticking to their legs. 

			They must not get out much, Marco thought. 

			“He burns our fields,” a boulder with two heads said. “Would a child of Dante do that?”

			“Oh,” Marco said, “the flowers. Sorry about that. Are you like, gardeners? I, uh, didn’t mean to…your flowers are very pretty. Can you move?”

			“We are not concerned for the flowers,” the moss-faced boulder said. “They will grow back. We tend to the gemstones below.”

			Marco looked down at the glowing earth. “Is that why it’s glowing?”

			“Of course,” the moss-faced boulder replied. “All light comes from the heart of the King.”

			“His heart is in the ground?” Marco said. 

			The boulders didn’t reply to his question, but continued to debate amongst themselves.

			“Can’t you fools see the boy properly?” an elderly boulder with thick moss covering his shoulders said. “It must be him.”

			“Yup, I’m me. Can I go now?”

			“I am not so sure,” a rumbling voice said to the elder boulder. “He set loose the serpent. We should be cautious.” 

			“That was an accident, too,” Marco said. “He tricked me.” 

			Marco looked for a way out, but the boulders crowded around him even more. I can jump over them, but how many are there? He checked the light in his gemstones and frowned. Great, almost out.  

			“He could be a thief,” another voice replied. 

			“Wrong!” Marco said, raising his voice. “My dad left this for me! I’m not a thief. Are any of you listening to me?” 

			The boulders continued to argue over whether Marco was to be trusted or not. Some wanted to stop him, but others thought they should help him. 

			“This is just great,” Marco said with a sigh. 

			He glanced at his ticking watch. Ten-fifty-two. Three minutes left. I have to get back.

			“Enough!” the moss-faced boulder commanded. The other boulders quieted down and listened. “We can all see what is in his heart. He is the son of Dante.”

			“Look,” Marco said, “this has been a really fun chat, but I gotta go.” 

			“Your father was hasty as well,” the moss faced boulder said. “You remind me of him, except you are…how do I put this politely…not your whole self.”

			“Yeah, my soul split or something,” Marco said with a shrug. “Look, I need to get out of here and quick, but first tell me how you knew my dad.”

			“We are the Keepers,” the moss-faced boulder said. “Guardians of the Kings’ light. Your father was a prince long ago. He would walk in these fields often, but that was before the darkness fell, and now there are few places left like this.” 

			“That snake said my dad was a prince too, but I just thought it was lying.” 

			A rage-filled scream roared from inside the tree, followed by a loud crack. 

			“The ancient thief has broken free of its prison,” the moss-faced boulder said. 

			Ice fell from the branches, exploding on the ground like bombs. 

			“I need to get back through the Mirror. Right now!”

			“We will help you,” the moss-faced boulder said. 

			The giant snake burst from the tree. Marco jumped past two large boulders. They backed up around him, forming a wall in between Marco and the snake. 

			The snake’s head climbed several stories into the air, coiling its body out from the tree. 

			“Disgusting little rocks,” the snake hissed. “Give me the boy, and I will let you go back to sleeping in the dirt.” 

			“Leave this worm to us,” the moss-faced boulder said to Marco. “Gabbro, Schist,” he said, addressing two of the larger boulders. “He will need a shield.”

			The two boulders stepped up beside Marco with a nod. 

			“Thanks,” Marco said.

			The snake reared back and lunged at Marco. Bone white fangs raced toward him, but four of the boulders caught the snakes’ fangs, stopping him. 

			“Run, Marco!” the moss-faced boulder said. 

			The serpent hissed and violently shook its head, tossing the four boulders aside. Marco pulled hard on his orange gemstone and dashed across the field of flowers, heading for the Mirror. His two bodyguards followed behind him, while his pocket watch thundered around his neck, ticking away.

			Only seconds left.

			The remaining boulders fought the snake with shouts and roars. The rock creatures attacked without fear and moved with surprising speed. Marco jumped toward the Mirror, clutching the broken key in his hand. 

			“No!” one of the boulders shouted behind him. 

			The Mirror fuzzed as Marco passed through the glass, but before he made it all the way through, something hard clamped down on his left leg. 

			CRUNCH! Marco screamed, pain rippling through his leg as his golden armor shattered around his calf. He tumbled through the Mirror and back into the cold darkness of Tower Arx. 

			“Marco!” Elune said, flying over. “What happened?”

			“A giant snake bit me!” Marco said, wincing from the shooting pain. He looked back at the Mirror just before the image faded away, and saw the snake staring at him with bits of golden armor in its mouth.

			“What snake?” Elune said, looking at the Mirror. “I don’t see anything. Well, I suppose I wouldn’t be able to see it anyway.” She turned back to Marco. “Uh, are you okay?”

			“I’m—” Marco tried to stand up, but collapsed suddenly with a shout of pain. “Ahhhh! My leg…”

			“Ha!” Vinci said, clapping his hands. “Oh, don’t be a cry baby, everyone gets hurt during battle. I can’t believe you made it back! I thought for sure you were dead!”

			Talma stood quietly near the back of the room lost in deep thought. She stared at the Mirror like it had tricked her. 

			“Did you get it?” Illustra said. She crouched down, looking him over. “Where is it?”

			“I can’t—” Marco began, but winced in pain, grinding his teeth. “I can’t move my leg.” His hands trembled around his leg, while a cold sweat ran down his cheeks. “I think it’s broken.”

			“The gemstones will heal you,” Illustra said, dismissively. “Did you get the key?” She

			looked so worried. 

			“Yeah, I got it.” Marco opened his hand, revealing the glowing key. 

			Illustra’s face lit up. “Oh, Marco! This is wonderful! And I am so glad you are okay.” Illustra took the key in her hand, holding it carefully. She smiled. “Just two more.”

			“Yeah,” Marco said. “I’m pretty sure my leg is broken.” He cringed again at the pain. “Yup, broken. And that snake nearly ate me whole!”

			“But it did not eat you. You made it back,” Illustra said. “That is all that matters. Here.” She put her hand on Marco’s leg. A chill ran through his body, but he felt his bones coming together and healing. She let go of his leg. “In a day or two, it will be just like new.”

			Marco stared down at his leg as it slowly healed. He looked up at Illustra, catching her eyes. “You can heal me, so why not her? Why can’t you heal my mom right now?”

			“It is not the same. To heal a soul requires a different kind of power. The kind that only Straya can give me. Cheer up, Marco. You have done well. You found the first key. Bring me the other two, and I will heal your mother as promised.”

			“Take this,” Vinci said, handing Marco a cup of the queen’s drink. The strange liquid was the only thing to eat or drink in this place and it carried unnerving side effects. “It’s not good to take before a battle, but it can help with the pain afterward. Just not too much, okay?”

			Marco downed the icy liquid and instantly regretted it. Intense nausea hit him, much worse than before. Memories blurred and his thoughts turned to mush, but the pain in his leg went away. He always felt numb and tired after taking a drink of that stuff. 

			Jump through a magic mirror, fight a giant snake, get a glowy key thing…And there’s two more I have to get. This isn’t what I thought it would be. That snake…That could have been it. I would never have seen Sophie or mom again. They would probably think I just ran away and never came back. They wouldn’t know what I was doing here.  

			Vinci helped Marco to his feet and stayed with him as they headed toward the door. It was a little unsettling drinking that stuff, but it was the only thing to drink or eat. It was satisfying, but only for a short time and then it made you even thirstier.

			“Not too shabby,” Vinci said, “but we better do some more training before you go after the next key. Almost getting eaten isn’t great. We should probably work on not running out of gemstone light either.”

			“I’m glad you’re okay, Marco,” Talma said. She walked away slowly, but looked back at him and narrowed her eyes. 

			Two krel opened the doors of Tower Arx. Talma dashed out and jumped down into the city below. Elune flew after her, sparking red lightning from her tail. 

			“What’s up with Talma?” Marco asked.

			“Who knows,” Vinci said with a shrug. “She was staring at the Mirror in a weird way the whole time you were in there. Almost like she could see something we couldn’t.” He shook his head. “Come on, you still gotta rest that leg.”

			Vinci helped Marco all the way back to his room. Marco laid down, but his mind was racing with thoughts about what had happened. 

			My dad was a prince… Marco thought. Why didn’t Illustra tell me? Memories of the bright flowers and blue stars seemed so distant now. Mortem was not bright and beautiful like that place.

			Marco tossed in bed, thinking about the snake, the talking boulders, and what new deadly surprises awaited him. 

			The next key… 

			He reluctantly fell into a dreamless sleep after thinking of all the ways he would do better next time.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Fel Falls

			“It was my armor, El,” Marco said to the flying dragon. “It stopped me from getting the key. My bare hand melted the ice on its own.”

			Marco stood on top of Tower Arx under glowing blue clouds. Night had fallen faster than normal, but then nothing was normal here. It was hard to tell the difference between day and night with the only distinction being the tint of the clouds. Yellow-tinted clouds for daytime and blue for night. 

			Below the tower, a couple dozen krel waited for Marco near the bubbling spring. Vinci and Talma stood in their silver and green armor behind them. Inferus never showed up anymore, but Marco didn’t care. The kid in black armor felt familiar from the first moment Marco heard his voice, but not in a good way. 

			Across the courtyard on top of an opposing tower of stone was Marco’s real goal: one small gemstone. Elune floated lazily beside him, sparking little forks of lightning from her tail. 

			Marco stomped his right foot and winced. It had been two days since he claimed the first key, but his leg was still sore from his battle with the snake.

			“Your armor? That doesn’t make any sense,” Elune replied. “Maybe it was gonna melt anyway? Maybe you could have taken it with your armor once the ice started to crack? You know this place is a lot different than what you’re used to, right? You do know that?”

			 “Yeah, yeah, I know. It was just super weird.” Marco looked at Elune. “And why would they say my dad my was a prince? Is that true?”

			“Maybe,” Elune said with a shrug. 

			“It’s either yes or no, El. Not maybe.”

			“Well, maybe he was, and maybe he wasn’t. I don’t know. I wasn’t around when your dad was here.” Elune frowned. “At least I don’t think I was. Hmph. But I wouldn’t worry about it too much. There shouldn’t be any more frozen trees or snakes. Probably… Just focus on this for now. Vinci’s gotta believe you’ll do better next time.”

			“I’m ready.” 

			“Well, get out there and grab that gemstone then, or Vinci will come up here and beat you where you stand.”

			“He can’t beat me,” Marco said, crossing his arms. “I’m Marco Swift!” Elune rolled her eyes. Marco grinned, but suddenly felt the metal chain of his dad’s pocket watch around his neck and frowned. It stopped working again once he came back to Mortem. 

			Why was it working there and not here?

			“I’m not gonna fight them,” Marco said. 

			“Uh, isn’t that kinda the point of having those gemstones and armor and sword? Do you know what you just said?”

			“A man paints with his mind, not with his hands.”

			Elune frowned. “Painting? With your mind? I think you need more rest.”

			“My dad used to say that. I think he heard it somewhere. It means to think before you act. The real goal is that gemstone over there, not fighting.”

			“Yes,” Elune said, cocking her head, “but they will fight you, so you should probably, you know, fight back.”

			“I’m gonna smash a couple krel into a cloud of dust. I’ll use that as cover to break through the courtyard and into the castle below. Then, I’ll run under the courtyard and break back through right where the tower is. By the time the ash cloud clears, I’ll have the gemstone. I checked out the rooms under the courtyard the other day. Should be pretty easy to bust through those doors.” 

			Elune looked stunned. “That is… not a bad idea. For a kid.” She winked.

			“Whatever,” Marco said, checking the light in his gemstones. “Here I go.” 

			“Marco, wait. I think someone’s—” 

			“Not now, El. I got to focus.”

			“Behind you!” Elune shouted. 

			Marco twisted around on his boot as Inferus crashed into him and sent him flying off the tower. He flipped through the air, catching glimpses of the black armored boy following him down. Marco hit the courtyard with a loud crack. Before he could get up, Inferus slammed his foot into Marco’s armored chest. 

			Marco gasped as the air rushed out of his lungs. His eyes bulged and his bones crunched. Instinctively, he pulled on his green gemstone for strength and his blue gemstone to fix his armor. A trail of red lightning zipped down from above. 

			“Inferus! Stop!” Elune said, flying down. “You’re not even supposed to be here.” 

			Angry krel stalked closer, raising their claws to attack.

			“Back off,” Inferus warned the krel. A black ax formed in his hand. The dark creatures growled and hissed but slowly backed away into the shadows. 

			Inferus pushed down on Marco’s chest with his boot, cracking the ground underneath.

			“Do you know why your father died?” Inferus sneered, swinging the ax dangerously close to Marco’s face. 

			Vivid memories of being in his father’s hospital room sprang to life. He hadn’t been able to remember those for a long time. It was like a piece of himself was coming back into place.

			Why now? Marco thought as more pictures of his father formed in his mind. Why is this happening now? He didn’t want to remember what his father looked like at the end. He didn’t want to remember any of it.

			“Get off,” Marco said, gasping for breath. He blinked, but instead of darkness, he saw a hallway with several doors and a nursing station. A woman with silver hair in a white nurse’s uniform watched him with pity. At the far end of the hall, a faint orange light poured out from a small room. Someone was crying in there. Lightning flashed through the windows, and rain pattered on the glass. Marco blinked again and the vision was gone.

			“He was weak,” Inferus said, his bone-white mask only inches from Marco’s face. “Just like you.”

			“No!” Marco screamed. Fear turned to rage, and the fire inside him erupted. He pulled on all four gemstones at the same time, grabbed Inferus’ foot and pushed. The boy in black armor shot straight up into the sky. Marco jumped to his feet and exploded into the air after him. Vinci and Talma ran over and looked up. 

			“I guess Inferus finally decided to train the kid,” Vinci said. 

			“This isn’t training,” Talma said, concerned. 

			Marco flew toward Inferus like a rocket. The boy in black armor narrowed his eyes and quickly formed a rough axe.

			Marco pulled harder on his gemstones, and everything seemed to slow down. Power from the orange gemstone flowed into his limbs, giving him speed to meet the coming strike from Inferus. The yellow gemstone guided his hands and body into the right position. Muscles swelled with strength from the green gemstone to handle the coming blow, while the blue gemstone reinforced his golden sword and armor. The two weapons slammed together with a loud crack.

			“Is that it?” Inferus said. “Is that all you’ve got?” He pushed Marco’s sword away, and the two began to fall. “Give up now, before you get hurt.”

			Marco roared, striking at Inferus without thought or care as fast as he could. Inferus blocked each attack with great skill, but for the first time, Marco saw him struggling. Inferus counter-attacked faster than Marco could keep up with. Bone rattling strikes dented and cracked his armor. 

			They hit the ground right near the edge of the courtyard near the roaring waterfall below. Vinci rushed in between them, hands out. His silver armor glistened even in the gray light of the clouds. Talma ran up behind him in her green armor, eyes lit with anger.

			“Knock it off, Inferus!” Vinci shouted. “We need him alive, remember?”

			“We don’t need him at all!” Inferus said. “He’s useless! Can’t you see that?”

			Talma slowly walked around Inferus, eyeing him through her yellow mask. 

			“Stay out of this, girl!” Inferus spat. 

			“Girl?” Talma threw her hand out to the side and in a flash of green light a spear formed. 

			Inferus taunted her with a grin and raised his axe.

			“You idiots!” Vinci shouted. “He’s the only one who can get Straya! We need that—”

			“No,” Inferus interjected. “We don’t need it. Illustra is wrong about all of this. We are strong on our own! We can protect our city with the power of the gemstones. There’s no need for imaginary swords of power.” He pointed his axe at Marco. “Go back to where you came from.”

			Marco growled as the waterfall crashed down the mountain behind him, and he knew he couldn’t back down. The fire in his veins wouldn’t let him. 

			Marco launched at Inferus in a burst of gemstone-infused power. Inferus stood unflinching, his eyes filled with anticipation. Marco swung with every bit of strength he could muster. Inferus’s dark axe met Marco’s golden sword with a loud boom. Marco hissed and attacked in a flurry of strikes. The boy in black armor barely moved, batting away every attack like he was swatting annoying flies.

			Marco pulled harder on his gemstones, but they were almost out of light. He kept on attacking anyway; he had to win. 

			Why can’t I beat him? Marco could barely think. He was overcome by anger, fear, and sadness. Why I do I always feel this way around him? 

			Inferus’s axe disappeared, and his hands moved like a blur. SMACK! Marco’s blade froze mid-strike, and his eyes widened in shock. Inferus had caught Marco’s sword between his hands.

			“You’re nothing without that armor,” Inferus sneered, holding Marco’s blade tight between his hands. Marco struggled to pull his sword free, but it was no use. “Let’s see what you can do without help.” Inferus twisted his hands, snapping Marco’s blade, and drove the broken piece into Marco’s shoulder with a crunch. 

			The broken blade cut deep into Marco’s flesh. 

			“Ahhhhh!” Marco screamed, but Inferus pushed the blade in even more. Marco pulled on his gemstones, but they were empty. His armor grew heavy, and his muscles trembled and ached.

			“You’re just like Luca,” Marco said, fighting to keep his eyes open through the intense pain.

			“Who?” Inferus said.

			“Just another loser who tried to push me around. It didn’t work out for him.”

			Inferus turned the blade in Marco’s shoulder, causing him to scream. Excruciating pain erupted like lava under his skin. 

			“Hey shorty!” Elune said to Inferus. “Let him go!” She flew right up to his face, bursting with red lightning, but he ignored her. 

			Talma leveled her spear at Inferus. “She said, let him go.”

			“Come on, Inferus,” Vinci said, silver blade materializing in his hand. “Don’t get into a fight you can’t win.”

			“No wonder you couldn’t save your father,” Inferus said to Marco. “You can’t even protect yourself.” He sounded angry, but his dark eyes were wet with tears. 

			Is he crying? 

			Blurry memories swirled in Marco’s mind of that fateful day in the hospital. His vision dimmed while his hands and feet became numb. 

			He’s right. It is my fault.

			Inferus ripped away Marco’s bracer and threw him off the courtyard toward the falls below. Elune and Talma cried out. Vinci lunged for him, but was too slow. 

			That awesome well of power from Marco’s gemstones vanished, and his mask felt like a boulder dragging him to the ground. Golden armor scattered into the wind, leaving him in his t-shirt and shorts. Chilling numbness swept through his body, with only the pain in his shoulder keeping him awake.

			“Mom…” Marco said, falling through the air. “I’m sorry.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Drowning, Freezing, and Electrocuted

			Marco plunged into the white waters of Fel Falls under a canopy of glowing blue clouds.

			His armor was gone. The gemstones were gone, and his mask pulled on him like an anchor, dragging him to the bottom. Frigid water sliced at his bare skin like spears of ice, but that was nothing compared to the burning pain in his shoulder. The wound from Inferus spread throughout his body, shocking every joint, bone and muscle. Marco cried out and swallowed water as searing pain turned to aching numbness. 

			You won’t do that again, Marco thought toward Inferus. His head popped out of the raging waters for an instant, then he was sucked under again. Anger boiled over at the boy in black armor. I hate you! 

			The furious current pushed, spun and threw him in all directions, but oddly he was able to think clearly through the pain and chaos. 

			I’m drowning. But there was nothing he could do about that. 

			The falls tossed him around like a toy, flipping him end over end. All sense of time and space vanished. How long had he been here? Would he ever get out? Those questions disappeared as vivid memories flashed in his mind.

			Flash. His father smiling proudly after losing his first big soccer game. “It’s okay to lose, son. You did your best. That’s all that matters.”

			Flash. His father in a squeaky wheelchair rolling toward his room at the end of the hall. “Everything will be fine, Marco. I’ll be out of here in no time.” But he would never leave that room. The doctors ran test after test, but his father just became increasingly frail and thin. 

			Flash. Marco running away from an old church. People dressed in black watched him flee with tears in their eyes. They had come to see his father, but that wasn’t his dad. Not anymore. He ran until he got lost in the woods and couldn’t see the church. He didn’t deserve to be there. It was his fault. He had run away from his family in the hospital the night his father died. He had left his dad when he needed him most, and there was something else. Something he couldn’t remember. He knew he had hurt his dad that night, but couldn’t remember how.

			What did I do? 

			Marco screamed, trying to force the visions away, but they kept coming faster and faster.

			Flash. His mother and father dancing in the living room on Christmas Eve, bright smiles on their faces.

			Flash. Crying in the darkness by his bedroom window, wishing his father would get better.

			Flash. Sophie in tears.

			Flash. His mother’s haunted eyes.

			Flash. His father’s smile. Flash. Christmas morning. Flash. Wrestling on the carpet.

			“Stop!” Marco shouted underwater. He swallowed a mouthful of the putrid liquid and nearly choked. 

			“Marco,” a comforting voice called to him. It was clear and loud, above the noise of the falls. “Open your eyes.”

			Marco forced his eyes open, and the memories stopped. He tumbled down another waterfall, sucking in the air before being pushed under once more. It was dark under the water, but not completely dark. There was a light, and it was coming from him.

			Marco looked down at his chest and saw a very faint light emanating from his heart. The light pushed back the darkness just a little. He carefully touched his heart and a familiar warmth blossomed inside him. He didn’t know why, but he smiled. It was so good to smile like that.

			The light winked out and the darkness returned. Marco swam toward the surface, emerged from the waters but was immediately swept down another steep drop.

			White water engulfed him as he fell, making it hard to tell which way was up. Suddenly his head burst out of the water. 

			“Help!” Marco cried out, but he didn’t know who he was saying that to.

			The strong current swept him under again, then he slammed into a rock and swallowed a mouthful of water. His stomach lurched, and his head spun with an awful sickness. 

			Marco fell several more times down the cascading falls. Each time the waters pummeled him on the bottom of the river then spit him back up to the surface, before doing it all over again. It was like being right at the point of death and coming back over and over. He was powerless to stop it. 

			The cycle of falling, drowning and emerging from the water seemed to last forever. All Marco could do was fight each moment to stay alive. Then, without him really noticing it, the waters slowed, and the roaring of the falls faded. He broke through the surface, gasping for air, and grabbed for the cut on his shoulder. 

			It was healed. 

			How? Marco thought. I don’t have any gemstones. Then he remembered that strange light that appeared under the water. Was that really coming from me? 

			Fel River widened, but the current stayed strong. Tall buildings passed by on either side, while masked people on the banks stared at Marco. He was floating through the center of the city, moving out toward the wall. Long, dark shadows lined the rough waters, and thick mist obscured anything beyond a few dozen yards. Marco tried to swim, but he was incredibly exhausted and his limbs felt heavier than normal. 

			Flashes of red reflected on the surface of the water.

			“Marco!”

			“El!” Marco called back.

			The little dragon zipped over to him, trailing red lightning. 

			“Are you okay?” Elune asked.

			“You came to help me,” Marco said, through chattering teeth. Muscles seized up and his arms became heavy and tired. 

			“Of course, I did. I said you could handle a fall from up there, and I can’t have you proving me wrong. Lucky for you, Inferus threw you into the falls. Anyway, come on, swim to shore. Vinci and Talma are coming down too, but they’re not as fast as me.”

			Marco tried to nod, but the muscles in his neck were so tight he couldn’t move his head. What the heck? He tried to talk, but his jaw wouldn’t work right, “I... caaaan’t swa- swimmm.”

			“You can’t swim?” Elune said, snapping her red tail. “Maybe you should have thought about that before jumping down Fel Falls.” Marco glared at her and began to sink. “You humans are always so dramatic!” 

			Red lightning sparked from her tail like she was stirring up a giant storm. The flashes of red grew bigger and brighter until she was exploding with light. Elune shot down to Marco just before his eyes went under the water and unleashed her lightning on him.

			Forking red lightning zapped him, sending an electric shock through Marco’s body. He screamed. It had a horrible sting to it, but he could move again, and the sickness in his stomach disappeared.

			“Ow!” Marco cried, fighting against the powerful current as he swam for shore. “What the heck! That’s the second time you’ve done that!”

			“Oh, it wasn’t that bad,” Elune said with a shrug. “Besides, that was just a pinch of what I can do. Remember, I’m a dragon. Your stories of us breathing fire are not far from the truth.” She crossed her paws, flying alongside him. “Really, you should be thanking me right now.”

			“For electrocuting me?”

			“For saving you.”

			“Can you find my bracer?” Marco shouted. The river picked up speed, twisting downward and taking Marco with it. He was only a few yards from shore, but it might as well have been a mile away. He was like a pinball being smacked back and forth by the current. 

			“You really are weak without that, huh?” Elune said, scratching her head with a white paw. It was always strange to see an animal perform such a human gesture.

			Marco growled in response.

			“Jeez,” Elune said, recoiling, “and I thought Inferus was the biggest grouch we had. Just hurry up and get out of the river. I can’t leave until I know where you’ll be, and it’s a very long way to the wall.”

			“I’m trying!” Marco said, frustrated.

			Thick water chilled Marco to the bone, but he slowly swam toward the bank. He longed for the incredible power of the gemstones, but for now, his thoughts were focused on not drowning.

			Rough-edged rocks lined Fel River. Marco grabbed for one, but it was too slick and the current too strong. His fingers slipped off, sending him down a few dozen yards. He grabbed a larger bumpy rock, this time with both hands, but the waters rushed over his face, pushing him down.

			“Hold on!” a voice called.

			Marco looked up and saw an old man reaching down to him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Looking Through a Soul

			“Help!” Marco cried, clutching the rock as the strong current pushed him down.

			The old man grabbed Marco by his shirt and pulled. He wore a dirty mask made of wood with crudely cut openings for his mouth and eyes. His lips were thin, his jaw bony, and his pupils pitch black. Marco almost let go of the stone to get away from this man, but he was too afraid of what might happen if he did.

			“It’s mine!” the old man said, lifting Marco by his collar.

			The old man grabbed Marco’s hand, touching his bare skin, and the world around Marco vanished, and a new one emerged. 

			•••

			Mortem disappeared, and then a new city appeared around Marco. A regular city from his world. It could have been Chicago or New York or Boston, but it was hard to tell at night and in the rain. Marco floated in the air behind a man with slick black hair running on a busy sidewalk.

			 It felt very dreamlike, only he knew this wasn’t a dream. It was too vivid and Marco was too awake. 

			That’s the old man who just grabbed me, but he’s not old, Marco thought, not knowing how he knew it was the same person.

			Shops lined the sidewalk on the left while cars whizzed by in the street to the right. Marco bobbed along like a ghost on a string behind the man who wore a fancy suit. He looked like someone wealthy or important, but didn’t seem bothered by the rain. The man rushed through the crowd, pushing people out of his way without care. A door swung open in front of him. He stumbled, ran into an old man with an umbrella and careened toward the busy street.

			“No!” Marco cried. He reached out to grab the man, but his hand went right through him.

			I’m not really here.

			Marco gasped as the man veered headfirst into traffic, but an old woman wearing an oversized jacket caught the man before a big semi-truck flew by.

			“Slow down,” the old woman said. “Whatever you’re chasing after ain’t worth dyin’ for.”

			The man in the suit didn’t respond, but instead yanked himself free and ran down the sidewalk. 

			The city faded and warbled as everything dimmed to blackness. 

			•••

			Marco fell onto the stony bank near the heart of Mortem. His eyes slowly adjusted to this world once again as the vision ended.  

			The old man fell backward, but his eyes were locked on Marco. Dirt and grime covered his clothes. His arms were so thin, it looked as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks. It was strange to see someone like this after only seeing the fancy people in the castle who wore beautiful robes and masks. 

			Behind the old man were dozens of masked people. Each mask was distinct with only the eyes and mouths open, but they all resembled some kind of animal. Most were predators such as lions, bears, crocodiles and wolves. But a few wore less dangerous faces such as elephants or deer. 

			The masked people shuffled down a narrow street leading to the riverbank, where Marco sat. A canopy of dim gemstones on hanging poles crisscrossed over the road like tree branches, illuminating the people from above. It was almost like a tunnel with twinkling stars overhead, but it felt dreary and mechanical.

			“Thank you,” Marco said to the old man. 

			“Where is it?” the old man snarled. “You had a gemstone, didn’t you! I saw it glowing as you fell. Where is it? Give it to me! I saved you!”

			“I don’t have any gemstones,” Marco said, rubbing his bare arm where his bracer had been. He shivered in his dripping wet t-shirt and shorts.  The old man scrambled to his feet, growling. He raised ash-colored hands and flashed pointy gray teeth. The old man’s dark eyes were filled with a dangerous hunger.

			Elune flew down with a burst of red lightning. “Leave him alone!” 

			The old man cowered back with a cry, shielding his eyes from the light. 

			“Don’t hurt me!” the old man whined. He fell over with a jerk and began to cough and wheeze. 

			“Krel!” Elune called out, flying down to the old man. “You’ll be okay.” The old man continued to cough in between groans of pain. “Soon it will be over.”

			“Why’d you call them?” Marco asked. “He doesn’t really look that dangerous.”

			“It’s part of their job,” Elune replied. “Illustra made them to protect this city, including taking care of its souls.”

			Three krel came dashing down the crowded street toward them. Tall buildings lined Fel River, with streets leading right to the water at each block, but few people were near the bank. Masked people backed into alleyways and alcoves, cowering from the creatures of ash. The krel stopped in front of Elune, who flew just above the old man on the ground. 

			“Get him to the hospital,” Elune said to the krel. “And hurry! He doesn’t have long.”

			“Hospital?” Marco said. 

			A large krel with big arms carefully picked up the old man and sprinted down the street toward the castle. It was strange to see the creatures of ash doing anything other than skulking in the shadows or fighting. They seemed so wild during Marco’s training, but now they appeared calm, like well-behaved pets. 

			“Search the riverbank for more like him,” Elune said to the two remaining krel. “The sickness is getting worse.”

			The two krel nodded and then ran down stream, their red burning gemstones glowing in the thick mist. 

			Elune floated up and sighed, wiping a tear with her paw.

			“El?” Marco said. “What’s wrong with that old guy? He was all gray and weird, like, well, I don’t know, but he reminded me of a lion or coyote or something.”

			“We don’t have a name for it exactly. We just call it the sickness.” Elune shook her head. “It started not long after your father disappeared or so I’m told. No one knows why it has been happening, but if Illustra had Straya, she could stop it. We bring everyone with it to the hospital where they can be comfortable and rest.”

			“No one’s ever mentioned a hospital before. Why didn’t Illustra say something about it?”

			“The queen doesn’t like to talk about it. It’s in a hidden part of the castle where people can get better in peace, or at least we hope.” 

			“What was he?” Marco said, sitting near the river’s edge. “The old man, I mean. When he grabbed my hand, I saw him, but he was somewhere else, and not as old. How could he be old and not old?”

			“Simple. That old man is the soul of a younger man. You probably saw his body, though I don’t know how. In fact, I don’t know of anyone who can do what you just did. Though, you are unique to say the least.” 

			“Yeah, everyone keeps saying things like that,” Marco said. “So, that old guy was the other guy’s soul? Super weird. I just figured people would look the same, you know, their body and soul.”

			“Well, like I just said, that is usually the case but not always. This isn’t like math, where things always make sense.”

			“I guess you never had a math class.”

			“Of course not,” Elune said. “I never needed a teacher or lessons. I just know things.” She frowned. “Well, I know some things, but others are hard to remember. I am pretty old, after all.”

			“Yeah, you’re like a dragon’s soul, right? So, does that mean there are dragon bodies in my world?”

			“I am not a soul!” Elune huffed. “Humans are the only ones with souls, and no, all the dragons on earth left long before you started keeping history books.”

			“Oh,” Marco said, disappointed. “So, what are you?”

			Elune frowned. “I’m a dragon, of course! There were others like me, but it’s hard to remember. Sometimes I can see a place of light with green fields and golden trees when I close my eyes. We sang songs under those trees, but I can’t remember any of the songs.” 

			Marco looked up at Fel Falls where he had come from. Roaring water burst from Illustra’s stone castle far above, and crashed down the baren mountain, mist spraying into the breeze. There was no green grass or golden trees in this place. 

			“I think it used to be like that here,” Elune continued. “All bright and peaceful.” She smiled and closed her eyes. “Illustra would like that. She loves beautiful things.” She opened her eyes and looked at Marco. “You have to find it. You have to get those keys and bring back Straya. You’re the only one who can.”

			“I will.”

			“What was that light you had under the water?” Elune asked. “I thought you lost all your gemstones.”

			Marco’s hand went to his chest. Warmth radiated from his heart, but it wasn’t glowing anymore. He stared at Elune but didn’t say anything. 

			“Okay…” Elune said, raising an eyebrow. “Keep your little secret. I’ll find out eventually.”

			Vinci fell through the mist and landed in front of them.

			“It’s about time,” Elune said. “I didn’t know how I was going to get Marco back up the mountain. He’s pretty much worthless without that bracer.”

			“Thanks, El,” Marco said. “You’re always so encouraging.” 

			“It’s true.” Elune shrugged. “You can barely walk.”

			“I can walk just fine,” Marco said, crossing his arms.

			“Wow,” Elune said, “you’re almost as arrogant as Inferus. Yikes.” Marco stepped back with a sneer. “I hope you don’t get all moody like him, too. He can be such a pain.”

			Marco scrunched his face into a mocking smile. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to suffer.”

			Vinci stood, breathing hard. “Are you two done? It’s a long way back to the castle, and I don’t want to listen to your little argument the whole time.” There was a slight glow in his eyes, but it faded quickly. The tall kid in silver armor held out glowing gemstones of blue, yellow, green, and orange light—Marco’s bracer. 

			“You got it!” Marco exclaimed.

			“Yeah, well, it was just sitting there after Inferus threw you off the courtyard. Not much trouble to bring it down to you. Hey, how did your shoulder heal so fast?” Vinci tossed the bracer to Marco.

			“I don’t know,” Marco said, slipping the bracer around his bare arm. “It just did.” 

			Marco quickly pulled on the gemstones. Power exploded inside him like a dam bursting. It flowed through his body as tiny golden plates created his glistening armor. The weight of the mask disappeared, his fatigue vanished, but the warmth in his heart faded. 

			Marco sighed. “Thanks.” 

			Vinci nodded. “There are a lot of strange things about you, kid, and I don’t know if I like all of them, but you got guts. I’ll give you that. No one has ever stood up to Inferus like you just did.” 

			“Thanks,” Marco said. “I guess. And stop calling me, kid.” 

			“Sure thing, kid,” Vinci said with a grin.

			“So, where is he?” Marco asked. “I got a score to settle.” A long golden blade formed in Marco’s hand. 

			“Gone,” Vinci said. “We need you alive, you know, not at the bottom of the river.”

			“I won’t lose to him again.” 

			Vinci shook his head. “It’s not like it was a close fight. He completely destroyed you. Look, maybe this was my fault. Maybe you weren’t fully healed yet. I should have stopped him up there, but I wanted to see how you would handle a real threat. Turns out, you might not be ready to go after the next key.” He looked at the castle high on the mountain. “Come on, I’ll show you how we get back up there.”

			Marco ground his teeth. “How much longer can we wait? Illustra said if I stay here too long, I’ll start turning into a wraith or something.”

			Vinci and Elune shared a look. 

			“A few more days,” Elune said. 

			“That means one more day of rest will be fine,” Vinci said. “Come on.”

			There was only one thing worse than being bullied, and that was not being able to fight back. Marco nodded to Vinci and checked his gemstones.

			“We can follow the river back to the base of the mountain,” Vinci said, pointing upstream. “Then we’ll jump up the side of the mountain in bursts. Now, use your speed but only a little of your strength. I want to see how fast you can run. Ready?”

			Marco nodded.

			“Now—”

			An earth-shattering boom ripped through the city. The ground shook nearly knocking Marco over. Buildings rocked back and forth, teetering on the edge of collapsing. People screamed. 

			“Elune!” Vinci said. “Find out where that came from!”

			Elune flew into the mists above like a bolt of lightning.

			“That sounded like something really big,” Marco said, gripping his sword tighter.

			“Yeah,” Vinci said, “it really did.” His silver sword shot from his armor and dropped into his hand. 

			Down the street, people ran into buildings and down alleyways. Panicked cries rang out from all over. 

			“So, uh,” Marco said, pointing at the people running. “That’s just crazy, right? They don’t need to run or anything. I mean, the krel protect the city, and there’s that big wall. It’s not like one of those worm things got in here. Right?” 

			“No,” Vinci said, shaking his head. “Wurms wouldn’t make that big of a noise. This is something worse.” Vinci looked at Marco and grinned. “They don’t call us Doom Patrol for nothing. Don’t worry, Talma’s probably headed there already. She was itching for a fight.”

			“So, what is it?” Marco asked.

			Krel burst from the shadows with screeches and howls. They sped through the streets and toward the explosion at a frenzied pace. 

			Elune zipped back down.

			“Is the wall breached?” Vinci asked Elune.

			She nodded quickly.

			“Where?”

			“Near Craggy Crown,” Elune said, pointing downstream away from the castle.

			“Of course,” Vinci said. “The walls have been really weak over there, and Illustra hasn’t been going around and healing them lately.” He turned to Marco. “Go back to the castle. You should have enough light to make it up the mountain. Elune, stay with him.”

			Marco threw up his arms. “Will someone tell me what the heck is going on? El, what broke through the wall?”

			“Oh, just a sand tiger,” she said with a wink.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Stop Calling Me Kid!

			“A sand tiger? Craggy Crown?” Marco asked, but Vinci ignored him. He stepped in front of Vinci. “Whatever those weird things are, I can help. Illustra said I could be on Doom Patrol.” 

			“No,” Vinci replied. “You’re not ready. Go back to the castle.”

			“But—” Marco protested.

			“It’s not up for debate!” Vinci said, cutting him off. 

			Marco growled, crossing his arms definitely. 

			“Look, kid,” Vinci continued, “you’re too important, and this isn’t training. That’s a real monster out there. Remember, your mission is to get those keys and bring back Straya. Now get out of here!”

			Vinci turned and shot into the air toward the giant explosion. He landed on a building with a slanted roof, then jumped to an even taller one. Marco watched him disappear behind the tall buildings.

			Too important, Marco thought. What a lame excuse. 

			“Come on,” Elune said, turning toward the castle. “Craggy Crown is just an old abandoned mine, nothing interesting in the least. Besides, Talma and Vinci are pretty capable. Well, for humans, at least.”

			Marco walked along the banks of Fel River while Elune chatted away about how foolish he had been for fighting Inferus, and how lucky he was to fall in the water. Marco stopped walking, then looked down at his gemstones. Smoky blue, yellow, green and orange lights twinkled in his bracer. Marco pulled on all of them, sucking in their power.

			Elune turned around and raised an eyebrow. “Marco, what are you doing?”

			“Sorry, El. I gotta show him I’m ready.” 

			“Don’t even think about it!” Elune said, her red tail beginning to spark.

			Marco launched into the air after Vinci. He landed with a clink on the sloped roof of a wide building with stone tiles. All the buildings in this part of the city were very close together, which made jumping across them easy.

			Thankfully, there was no fog up here, so Marco could clearly tell where the explosion had come from. A few miles away, smoke rose from a part of the city where the buildings were much smaller and less congested. Vinci leapt from one building to the next, his gemstones trailing light, toward the explosion.

			“Gotta catch up,” Marco said.

			He dashed forward, rocketed into the sky and the world became a blur. He soared over several buildings. Stone tiles cracked under his feet as he landed and nearly fell, but he pulled on his yellow gemstone and regained his balance. 

			“Faster,” he said, and pulled even harder on his gemstones.

			Vinci leapt across the city a few blocks ahead, perfectly jumping from one building to the next. 

			He’s so fast, Marco thought.

			A streak of red lightning zipped up next to him.

			“Having fun?” Elune said, crossing her paws while flying backward and facing him. Her red tail and mane were buzzing with lightning. She narrowed her eyes at him. “You know I could stop you if I wanted to.” She let the statement hang for a moment. “But it’s more fun to see what will happen if I don’t.”

			Marco grinned, then took to the air. A rush of excitement filled him as he became weightless for a moment. He landed on a narrow roof, took two steps and, with a burst of speed, launched toward Vinci. Marco flew over an entire city block and right into the side of an old building with a crunch. 

			Clay tiles shattered and Marco’s armor cracked. He groaned, his head ringing and pulled on his gemstones reflexively. Clarity and strength returned. He scrambled up the side of the building and rolled onto the roof, exhausted. 

			“That was close,” Marco whispered. 

			He sat up and noticed Vinci and Elune talking near the opposite end of the roof. He ran over to them, but they didn’t pay attention to him.

			“How did it get through the wall?” Vinci asked the little dragon. Elune shrugged. Vinci glanced at Marco, shaking his head. “You’re as stubborn as ever. Just try not to get killed...at least not before you bring back Straya.” 

			Another loud boom rattled the city, followed by a deafening roar. Marco pulled on his yellow gemstone and saw two glowing eyes through a thick haze.

			“Is that a sand tiger?” Marco asked, staring at the massive creature which was still over a mile away.  

			“Technically they’re Ferconi,” Elune said. “But everyone started calling them sand tigers and it kind of stuck.”

			The sand-tiger’s blue glowing eyes flickered and locked on Marco. 

			“Kind of a runt,” Vinci said. 

			“It saw me,” Marco said. “It looked right at me, like I was...” He trailed off, turning pale. 

			“Like you were what?” Elune asked, frowning.

			“Dinner,” Marco replied.

			“Don’t let it get in your head,” Vinci said. “These beasts are tricky and clever, far more than most think. But their rational minds are lost whenever they enter the city. Once they get inside the walls, all they want do is destroy.” He launched into the sky at an incredible speed, heading straight for the giant creature lurking in the veil of smoke. Marco pulled on his gemstones and shot into the air after Vinci. 

			Masked souls ran through the streets, away from the battle, while krel rushed toward the destruction. Marco had wanted to get into a real fight since he came here, but now he just wanted to survive.

			What the heck am I doing? That sand tiger is bigger than a building! He laughed. I bet Sophie would just tell that thing, “Whoa, mucca!” He laughed again, remembering his little sister bossing around the bull. 

			Pristine skyscrapers transitioned into crumbling buildings below as they got closer to the outer walls. This was nothing like the majestic city around the mountain. Poor souls crowded into abandoned buildings, hunkering down in the dark. They watched Marco from the shadows like he was a hawk that might swoop down and snatch them up. A loud roar ripped across the city.

			“So, what is this thing anyway?” Marco asked, leaping over two buildings. “I mean, it’s not really a tiger. And it’s not that dangerous, right?” His heart thumped faster in his chest. “I mean, we have the gemstones, so no big deal…right?” 

			“Dangerous?” Elune replied. “Well, that depends. Would you consider a gigantic fire breathing monster with incalculable strength to be dangerous?” She winked. 

			Marco gulped. 

			“Okay,” Elune continued, “I was kind of exaggerating. It doesn’t actually breathe fire. How silly of me. It’s more like lava.”

			“Oh, much better,” Marco said, jumping over a spiked tower. “So, tigers are huge, like dragons and dragons are smaller like tigers. Well, dragons are smaller than tigers actually. In fact, you’re more like a—”

			“Don’t you say it!” Elune said with a flick of her tail. “And we’re not small.”

			“So, are there bigger dragons than you? Are you just a baby dragon?” 

			“A baby?!” She got nose to nose with Marco. “I am older than Illustra! I think… it’s hard to remember.” Elune thrust her paw at him. “You just worry about that sand tiger and not ending up as a crunchy snack.” She zipped away in a streak of red lightning.

			 “Thanks for the advice! You’re always so helpful!” Marco vaulted over a crumbling building with a collapsed roof, heading toward the sand tiger.

			Thick black smoke cloaked the buildings just ahead. The sand tiger would be on the other side. Shouts and loud booms echoed through the city. Ruined buildings crumbled with each blast as the battle raged. Marco landed on the roof of an immense building which was partially destroyed. He jogged up to Vinci, who stood on the ledge looking down. 

			“Looks like the krel are keeping it busy,” the boy in silver armor said. 

			A loud roar cracked the air, and a thunderous boom shook the ground. The giant sand tiger fought in the ruins below amid a cloud of dust, in front of what must be Craggy Crown mine. The creature was as big as a four-story building and had yellow-and-black-striped fur. Six fury legs stomped krel into the ground, sending up plumes of black ash while sharp fangs chomped them to dust. Bright flashes of red burst from its mouth. The ruined mine behind the sand tiger was even bigger, with a giant cave-like entrance large enough to swallow the sand tiger whole. 

			A red ball of lava spewed from the creatures’ jaws, obliterating a dozen charging krel in a flash. Molten ash swirled on the ground, slowly reforming into krel. The ashen creatures howled in rage as their bodies reformed. They threw themselves back at the sand tiger without hesitation. 

			Great. She wasn’t joking about the lava. 

			“How did it get through the wall?” Vinci said. “Nothing has ever broken through the wall from the outside before.”

			“Maybe it had help,” Elune said. 

			Vinci frowned.

			A strong wind swept away the dust cloud, fully revealing the sand tiger. Orange and red lava burst from its mouth, incinerating scores of krel. But there was always a long pause between the fiery blasts. It couldn’t shoot lava all the time it seemed. 

			Roaring and thrashing, the giant beast battled in front of an enormous mining entryway big enough for even it to fit in. Ruined buildings surrounded the circular clearing around the cave-like entrance to the mine. Rocks and old mining carts were scattered all over the ground.

			Not rocks, Marco realized. Those are gemstones, but they aren’t glowing anymore.

			Krel charged from all sides, but the sand tiger crushed them with its feet, tail, and lava. Red gemstones twinkled on the ground, but that wouldn’t kill the krel. Streams of ash flowed back together, then the same krel leaped back into the fray. They tried to swarm the sand tiger, but it was like an army of ants attacking a wolf. 

			“Is it after gemstones in the mine?” Marco asked. 

			“I doubt it,” Vinci replied. “Craggy was abandoned long ago. It hasn’t produced a glowing gemstone for years, but strange things always seem to pop up around these old pits. El.” Vinci turned toward the red and white dragon. “See what you can find. Something else is going on here.”

			Elune flew away in a burst of red lightning. Krel continued to attack, but they could do little against the sand tiger.

			“They can’t win,” Marco said.

			“The krel are just keeping it busy,” Vinci replied. “It’s Doom Patrol’s job to handle these creatures.” He looked over the battlefield and the surrounding ruins. “But we haven’t been. We’re losing and all the souls in this city are suffering for it. This mess is our fault.”

			“I know that feeling,” Marco said. “How many souls are sick? It seems like there are more ruins than good parts of the city left, so it’s gotta be a lot, right?”

			“Hard to tell. They go to the hospital, and most stay there. At least we have the krel now to help keep watch over all these abandoned areas.”

			Marco looked around the ruined city, then through the gaping hole the sand tiger had come through. Endless sand dunes rolled on like frozen waves in the ocean. Dark blue clouds churned overhead, pouring out from Tower Arx. 

			“What’s out there?” Marco asked. “Beyond the wall.”

			“Worse things than this,” Vinci said, nodding to the sand tiger. “I think you met one of them when you went hunting for the first key. How did you find it anyway?”

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Well, Illustra never told you where to find the key, and you didn’t have a map or anything. So, what’d you do?”

			Marco fingered the chain of his father’s pocket watch. It hung around his neck, broken and silent. “Uh…it was easy. I saw a big frozen tree in the middle of a bunch of flowers. So, I went there, and…I found it. Easy.”

			“Yeah,” Vinci said, suspiciously, “that sounds easy.”

			Elune flew back in a blur of red lightning. “Vinci! Wurms are coming!” 

			“Great,” Vinci said. A long silver sword formed from Vinci’s armor and dropped into his hand. “I’ll go to the wall and stop anything else that tries to get in. Elune, I’ll need your help.”

			“Inferus is already there,” Elune replied.

			“How?” Vinci asked. “We came here as soon as we heard the explosions. The only way he could have gotten here faster is if he was already...” Vinci trailed off, thinking.

			“Why would Inferus be way out here?” Marco asked. 

			“I don’t know,” Vinci said, frowning. 

			“We should wait for Illustra,” Elune said.

			“You can wait for her, if you want,” Vinci replied. “I’ll be at the wall.” 

			Elune growled. “Fine. I’ll come, too. What about Marco?” 

			Vinci hissed and turned to Marco. “Stay here, and actually do it this time. I know you feel invincible with that armor, but just remember what happened with Inferus.” Marco frowned at the mention of Inferus. “You were lucky then, and I don’t think he was even trying to kill you. That sand tiger won’t hold back. The krel will try to stall it until Talma gets here. See if you can learn something from her.”

			“Where is she?” Marco asked.

			“I don’t know. She should have been here already. That blasted girl.” Vinci sighed. “It’s always something with her and Inferus. Those two are such a pain.” He paused, looking at Marco. “Stay here. Don’t die. I don’t need another problem, okay?”

			“Sure,” Marco said. “I wouldn’t want my death to be a problem for you.” 

			“Thanks, kid. I knew you’d understand.” He grinned, then jumped toward the wall with Elune streaking red lightning behind her.

			“Stop calling me, kid!” Marco shouted.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			You Missed!

			Marco stood on top of the old building watching the sand tiger unleash its wrath on the krel. He looked down at the burning gemstones in his bracer. Tiny wisps of smoke drifted up from each one. Marco traced his fingers around each blue, yellow, orange, and green gemstone. Far below, a flicker of color dashed between buildings on the opposite side of the battlefield. 

			Two hooded souls moved quickly-but-quietly in between the shadows. They were heading straight toward the sand tiger.

			“What are they doing?” Marco said, shaking his head. 

			The hooded souls sprinted around old mining carts, being careful to keep clear of any krel, but they didn’t seem to care that they were heading straight into the fight. The beast roared, fighting off wave after wave of krel.

			Marco pulled on his gemstones. Power pulsed through his veins, calling him to action. Marco was about to jump but remembered Vinci’s words, Stay here and watch. He froze, watching the two hooded people run toward the giant beast. 

			They’ll be crushed, Marco thought. I gotta do something.

			His golden sword fell into his hand. The beast turned toward him, as if he had shot a signal flare into the sky. The sand tiger opened its mouth and bellowed a terrible cry right at Marco. He almost thought he heard a word in that cry, “Defiilerrr,” but that couldn’t be.

			Marco pulled as hard as he could on his green and orange gemstones. Strength and speed flooded his body. This is my chance to show them what I can do, Marco thought. He breathed in and shot into the air.

			Wind roared in his ears like a jet engine as he soared toward the two hooded people beyond the sand tiger. The beast reared up, raising a giant paw to bat him out of the sky, but it missed. Marco flew over the enormous claws while his heart thumped in his chest. The beast was a lot bigger up close.

			“Ha!” Marco shouted down at the sand tiger. “You missed!” But quickly realized he was falling extremely fast.

			Marco tried to land on his feet but lost his footing and crashed into the ground. He burst through several mining carts, tumbling end over end before finally sliding to a stop only a few feet from the two hooded souls.

			He groaned in pain lying on the dirt, golden armor dented and cracked. He pulled on his blue gemstone, reforming it. Stupid. I have to be careful not to use too much. 

			“I’m here to help,” Marco wheezed, laying on his back and staring up at the undulating clouds. He pulled on his green gemstone for more strength and slowly got up, dirt falling from his armor.

			The hooded souls stared at him with wide eyes, like he was the monster. One was a little girl with dark curly hair. She wore a long brown cloak and was holding the hand of a taller woman with white hair and a similar cloak. Their faces were dirty and pale, but their eyes sparkled with white, pure light. They looked so different than most of the souls Marco had seen. 

			“Hey,” Marco said, realizing he could see the little girl’s face. “You’re not wearing a mask.” Marco pointed at the woman with white hair. “You’re not, either!” 

			“No,” the little girl said, looking confused. “Why are you?” 

			Marco was about to reply when a loud roar shook the ground. 

			Marco took a step toward them, but surprisingly the little girl stepped in front of the woman with her hands out defensively, like she was protecting her.

			“It’s okay,” the little girl said. “We don’t need any help.” Her voice was firm, not like a child’s at all.

			“You need to get out of here!” Marco said. “Where are you going anyway?”

			“Home,” the little girl replied. “Where are you going?”

			Marco opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out. He just stood there for a moment staring into the little girl’s bright eyes. 

			She’s not afraid, Marco thought. A loud roar cracked the air. Oh, great, it’s behind me. He spun to find a giant paw coming down on him. Marco breathed in, pulled hard on his orange gemstone and dashed toward the little girl and woman before the claw could hit them. He grabbed them and jumped.

			Marco looked back over his shoulder to see the sand tiger snarling. He grinned, but when he turned back, he was flying right into the side of a ruined building. Marco twisted his body around in the air, placing himself between the two souls and the wall. Bam! Golden armor cracked and broke as he slammed into the wall. 

			Bits of rock burst out in all directions like a bomb had gone off right behind him. Marco fell to the ground, dropping the two souls. His vision spun and his back burned in pain, but the little girl and woman were okay.

			I did it, Marco thought. I saved them.

			He tried standing, but his legs buckled beneath him. His armor was missing on his left arm, and his strength was sapped.

			Must have broken off when I hit the wall, he thought. Marco checked his gemstones and found the orange and blue ones were dim, so he didn’t have much speed or armor left.

			A steady hand took Marco’s bare arm and helped him to his feet. “You should be more careful,” the little girl said. 

			Marco looked into her glowing eyes and gasped.

			•••

			The world shifted around Marco, and Mortem disappeared. Familiar beeping sounds of medical equipment bled through a muddy haze.

			“No,” Marco said. “Not here. Not now.”

			Slowly, a new place came into focus. A hospital room. His heart became like a drum in his chest and old fears sprung to life in his mind, but there were no storm clouds through this window. Instead, he saw green trees under a bright sun.

			This isn’t it, Marco thought, his heart slowing down.

			An old woman with gray hair sat next to a little girl in a white hospital bed. 

			I touched her soul, Marco thought. Just like that old guy. That’s the little girl with glowing eyes, and is that the old woman she was with? Yeah, it must be. 

			The old woman sat with her head bowed, holding the girl’s hand. The little girl’s hair was gone, and she looked terribly thin. Her heart monitor beeped softly in the quiet room.

			So that’s what you really look like, Marco thought. He felt bad seeing her like this. She’s in pain. She’s sick. 

			The little girl looked at Marco like she could hear him. “Mamma,” she said, her voice weak but happy. “He’s here.”

			Marco’s eyes widened. “You can see me?” But the little girl didn’t respond. He tried stepping back, but was floating like before, so he couldn’t. The only thing he could do was turn around, but he didn’t want to look away from the little girl. Her eyes held him with a strange sense of joy that he was sure he had known before, but now couldn’t remember.

			The old woman lifted her head and looked toward Marco but couldn’t see him. Her face was lined with the long years of a hard life, and her eyes were wet. But she had a warm smile and a look that seemed to say things were all right. 

			“And who is it this time, honey?” the old woman asked. 

			“The boy from my dream,” the little girl said, “but he looks scared.”

			“Maybe he’s just surprised you can see him,” the old woman said.

			The little girl shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She looked right into Marco’s eyes. “I talked to your father. He said everything’s gonna be okay. He’s a very kind man.”

			Dad…Marco thought. Memories of his father came back to him. Good memories of laughter and fun. Of reading books together, playing games, and wrestling on the carpet. The kind of happy memories that hurt more than the sad ones. Marco stared at the little girl, unsure of what to do or say or think, but his soul felt lighter.

			The little girl smiled, pointing at Marco’s heart. “See? He loves you.”

			The hospital room vanished, along with the little girl and her mom. The world around Marco changed back into the ruins of Mortem.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Those Are Really Big Teeth

			In the ruins of Mortem, the soul of the little girl looked down at Marco with glowing eyes and smiled. “Until we meet again, Marco Swift.” She took the hand of the older woman. “Come on, we can find another way out.” The little girl ran off with the soul of her mother and disappeared into the ruins.

			Another way out… Marco thought. He watched them go and knew they would find their way home. She was so happy.

			A loud roar erupted behind Marco. He jumped to his feet and pulled the last bit of power from his blue gemstone to fix his armor and draw his golden blade. He turned to face the sand tiger, anger boiling inside him. The beast stared down at him with glowing blue eyes, each as big as a car. 

			“You think just because you’re bigger and stronger that you can push people around?” Marco shouted at the beast. It snarled, crouching like a coiled spring. Memories of Luca and Inferus and all the bullies he had met flashed in his mind. “I’m not gonna let you do that anymore!”

			Giant claws scrambled forward in a flurry of dust. The beast’s jaws opened as it barreled toward Marco. 

			[image: ]

			He lunged to the side as the sand tiger smashed through the rock wall. The creature’s head twisted around and locked eyes with Marco. He froze, staring into the glowing eyes of the massive beast. They were...intelligent.

			“What are you?” Marco said.

			 The sand tiger bellowed a loud roar in response, then quickly tried stomping Marco into the ground. Marco jumped in between giant paws crashing all around him. He swung his golden sword wildly under the belly of the beast catching flesh and fur.

			“Ha! You’re too slow!” Marco said. 

			The sand tiger growled, turning and swiping at him with its paws. Marco dashed out from under the creature, but a giant tail slammed into him. Armor crunched and his surroundings lurched into a spinning blur. Marco slammed into another ruined building, dizzying pain rippling through his body.

			“Not that slow, I guess,” Marco said, sucking in much needed air. He stumbled forward, but fell to his knees and spit out blood. “Hmm, never did that before, even in a bad fight.” He smirked and wiped his mouth. “Guess I’m not invincible.”

			He pulled on his remaining three gemstones with a loud scream. Dizziness morphed into clarity, and pain into icy strength. Marco jumped to his feet, the thrill of the fight pulsing through his veins. One of the creature’s legs oozed blueish blood.

			“Why are you destroying the city?” Marco shouted. The sand tiger just stared at him, breathing heavily, then stepped away from Marco and began walking toward the castle of Mortem. 

			“No!” Marco shouted, running in front of the sand tiger. “You will not hurt them! Illustra protects this city and everyone in it, and that means I protect them, too!”

			Marco was about to attack when something green came streaking out of the sky like a meteor. Talma sliced right through one of the sand tiger’s massive fangs. The beast screamed as she landed another blow under its eye. The girl in green pushed off the creature’s nose and flew like a bullet toward Marco.

			“Can you fight?” Talma said, sliding to a stop in a cloud of dust. Her beautiful green mask sparkled and her golden hair swayed in the wind. Her eyes glowed slightly, but a thick shadow loomed over them.

			“Yeah,” Marco said, checking his gemstones. His blue gemstone was dim, but his green, yellow, and orange gemstones still had a little light. “I can’t fix my armor, but I can fight. Thanks for, uh, sticking up for me with Inferus. You didn’t have to do that.” 

			“You seemed like you needed help,” Talma said with a shrug. “Well, what are you waiting for?” She nodded toward the sand tiger. 

			“Huh?”

			“Go on. Let’s see what you can do.”

			“What?”

			“That huge monster over there. I want you to stop it.” Talma waved her hand toward the sand tiger that was still reeling in pain from her attack. “I think I made it angry when I cut off its fang, so ya might want to be a little careful.”

			“Oh, right, that monster,” Marco said. He cocked his head. “Uh, should I cut off the other fang?”

			Talma sighed. “And I actually thought you would be helpful.” A long green spear formed from her armor. Smoky gemstones of blue, purple, white, and yellow glowed softly in her slender bracer. 

			The sand tiger roared and then charged. Talma burst into the air with blistering speed and headed straight toward the beast.

			“I’m helpful,” Marco said, pulling on his gemstones. He broke into a run, chasing after Talma. The girl in green flew through the air, spinning her spear and struck right for the sand tiger’s eye. The beast anticipated this and swung its head around, slamming a paw into Talma like he was swatting a fly. She hit the ground near the sand tiger’s back legs in a cloud of dust.

			“Talma!” Marco yelled. 

			Talma bounced back up on her feet, damaged armor quickly healing. 

			She’s strong, Marco thought. She flipped backward, away from the sand tiger’s outstretched paws. 

			“Watch out!” Talma yelled at Marco.

			A shadow covered Marco. He looked up and found a giant paw rushing toward him. Marco tucked his arms in and jumped right between the beast’s claws, thick fur brushing against his armor. He flew up to the sand tiger’s knee and thrust his sword into its leg. The beast roared, thrashing violently, but Marco held on.

			The creature swung its leg, sending Marco straight toward its giant fang, trying to squash him. Marco flipped upside down on his sword hilt, the tooth whooshing by, barely missing its target.

			Marco swung back down. The sand tiger reared back and tried again, but Marco was ready for it. Just as the fang came rushing in, Marco yanked his sword free, jumped off the sand tiger’s leg and flew straight for the beast’s head. He raised his golden sword to strike.

			“I’m Marco Swift, and I won’t be killed today!” Energy rippled through his body, his muscles bursting with power. He’d always wanted to say something like that. It’s what heroes said.

			Enormous lips parted, revealing glistening teeth. The sand tiger’s gaping mouth welcomed Marco in. Red fire radiated from its throat, blasting his golden armor. Marco frowned, realizing he was now flying straight into the creature’s jaws. He passed right over a flapping tongue on his way into the belly of the beast. The sand tiger slammed its mouth shut, swallowing him whole.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			So That’s What It’s Like to Be Eaten

			“Marco!” Talma cried, flying through the air toward the sand tiger. She sliced the beast’s cheek, but it only howled in annoyance. Talma landed in a slide, facing the creature. “Monster!” she shouted up at it. 

			Her green spear glowed softly, ready to strike, but the beast’s eyes bulged in shock. It roared and convulsed, squirming in terror. Golden light exploded from its back, shooting straight up into the sky.

			“Marco?” Talma said, gaping. She laughed loudly and launched toward the sand tiger.  

			Lava dripped off Marco’s burned and melted armor as he arched up and over in the air. He looked down, meeting the creature’s eyes. A blue tear slid down the creature’s furry cheek and the light in its eyes faded. Talma’s spear pierced its hide, causing it to squint and moan.

			Marco landed in front of the sand tiger, breathing heavily. “I’m not dead…I’m not dead!” A chunk of melted armor fell from his shoulder and all his gemstones were nearly empty. 

			The sand tiger reeled in pain and collapsed. The ground quaked from the beast’s massive weight. Its eyes dimmed. 

			“Marco!” Talma shouted. “Hurry! It can still fight!”

			Marco ran to the creature’s face, pulled back his sword to make the final blow, but stopped.

			“I failed,” the sand tiger said in a low rumbling voice, watching krel quietly gathering around like a pack of hungry wolves. 

			“What do you mean?” Marco said. 

			“You understand me?” the sand tiger slowly rasped. 

			“What are you waiting for?” Talma said, running up. “Finish it!”

			The beast stared at Marco with one eye bleeding, the other barely open. Marco lowered his sword, the warmth in his heart warning him not to strike.

			“Why didn’t it use its lava fire on us?” Marco asked. 

			“What?” Talma replied. “It tried to eat you, Marco!”

			He shook his head. “No, I jumped into its mouth, and I wasn’t burned up. I don’t think it was actually trying to kill us.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Talma said. She raised her spear.

			“No!” Marco said, grabbing her weapon. 

			“It’s too late now,” Talma said, glancing at the krel surrounding them. “We have to do this. We have to end it or else...”

			“Or else what? Talma, we don’t have to do this.” 

			She shook her head at Marco and raised her green spear to strike the sand tiger.

			“Marco is right,” Illustra said, from behind them. Her melodic voice set Marco off balance and soothed away his tension. “We should not destroy such a marvelous creature.”

			“You twist the light of the gemstones.” The sand tiger wheezed. “It is wrong.”

			“But necessary,” Illustra replied. “You know this.”

			“You told me they were mindless beasts?” Marco said. 

			Illustra turned toward Marco, her eyes widening. “You understand it?” Marco nodded. “Hm. Well, most are mindless creatures. This one clearly is not. Rather, it is confused, perhaps sick, and therefore does not deserve death. Do not worry. Remember, I am a healer.” She stretched out her hand. Little wisps of red light floated from her fingers, moving in concert to sew up the creature’s wounds. The sand tiger closed its eyes like it was going to sleep. The wisps of light burst into crystals and were blown away by the wind. 

			“There,” Illustra said with a sigh. “It will take some time, but it will get better. Krel”—she motioned to a bulky krel with a small pin head—“take it to the east gate and set it outside the walls. It will sleep for some time, so you should not have any problems.”

			“Yes, great queen,” the bulky krel said, a smile cracking its ashen face. The other krel bowed and then got to work. They moved in unison, slinking underneath the massive beast then slowly carrying it away.

			A streak of silver came zipping across the ruined buildings and landed right in front of Illustra. 

			“Great Queen,” Vinci said, “we stopped a group of wurms from entering, but more are coming. Inferus and Elune are there now, making sure nothing else gets through, but we can’t stop everything out there.” 

			Illustra nodded, just as a winged krel swooped down. She jumped on its back casually, like she was stepping onto a bus. The krel whisked her over to the large gap in the wall and Illustra began to glow a deep red. She held out her hands, and the hole filled in with fresh smooth stone. The process was slow at first but then got faster. Loud creatures roared in the distance, but their cries became muffled when the gap closed. 

			Illustra dropped her arms and slumped on the back of the winged krel. A little bolt of red lightning flew up to her, accompanying the queen as she flew back.

			“Will she be, okay?” Marco asked.

			“Yeah,” Vinci replied. “She’ll be fine. She’s the great queen, after all.” He shook his head.

			“Did you find out who did this?” Talma asked Vinci.

			“No,” Vinci said slowly. “I don’t think anyone knows who did this.” He stared at Talma for a moment and turned to Marco. “So, you fought a sand tiger, huh? Not too shabby, considering what happened up there on the courtyard, but you did get eaten. I’m not really sure how you survived. Your armor is strong, but that sand tiger should’ve turned you into jelly.” He nodded toward a building, partially melted from the sand tiger’s lava.

			Marco shrugged. 

			A thin and lanky krel came running up to Vinci. “Vinci,” the krel said with a raspy voice. “We found something you should see. Someone was living out here in the ruins.”

			“Yeah, that sounds about right,” Vinci said rubbing his chin. “Whoever did this was probably out here for a while.” The creature of ash bobbed back and forth with a nervous energy. Vinci turned to Marco. “I’ll catch up with you later, kid. And try not to get eaten by anything on your way back.” Vinci followed the krel into the ruins of the city toward the outer wall, leaving Talma and Marco alone.

			“Try not to get eaten by anything,” Marco said, mimicking Vinci. “Maybe I meant to jump in its mouth!” he shouted, then turned to Talma with a smirk, but the girl in green wasn’t paying attention to him. She was just staring at the ground deep in thought. “Hey, you were pretty awesome fighting that sand tiger. Not everyone tackles giant monsters and lives. Well, I guess I did too, but I’ve never seen anyone else.”

			“How did you melt that ice around the first key?” Talma asked.

			“Huh?”

			“You couldn’t break it with your sword. Your armor was basically useless, but then you just took it with your bare hand. Was it your blood?”

			“How do you know about that? I didn’t tell anyone I cut my hand.”

			Talma stiffened. 

			“You saw me, didn’t you!”

			The winged krel cawed and swooped down, landing in front of Talma and Marco. Illustra stood on its back, but her shoulders drooped and her head sagged. She offered a weak smile to Marco, then straightened up and spoke with a soft voice. 

			“You did well, Marco,” Illustra said. “But if you had been killed, all would be lost.” Talma lowered her head, looking away. “You were not killed, however, and so hope remains. It is time for the second key.”

			“I thought I was ready for this,” Marco said, looking down at his bracer, “but now I don’t know.” Only a trace of light remained, and his armor was in tatters. “Maybe I need more training?”

			“My city is dying,” Illustra said, her voice sounding a little angry. “Your mother is dying. And in a couple days, you will be a wraith. We do not have time for more training.”

			“A couple days?” Marco said, stunned.  

			“Look at your hand,” Illustra said, pointing to Marco’s left hand where his armor had broken off.

			Marco looked down and gasped. Dark blue and red veins pulsed under his gray translucent skin. Memories of his father looking like this flashed through his mind. Marco saw a vision of his father sitting in a white hospital bed. He looked pale as a ghost, his cheeks sunken in, but still, he smiled, and he held Marco’s hand comfortingly. Marco pushed those memories away.  

			“I thought I had more time,” Marco said, shaking his head.

			“As did I,” Illustra said. “I do not know the reason, but you are fading quicker than anticipated. You must go as soon as you can.” She sighed. “Think of your sister. Do you really want to hurt her again…like you did with your father?” 

			Illustra’s words stung. But she’s right, Marco thought, feeling cold. More memories flashed through his mind. Cloudy memories of running through the hospital. His sister’s cries echoing all around. Sophie looked at him differently for a long time afterward, but she wasn’t angry or upset. She just seemed hurt. Marco didn’t know how she found her smile again, but he would not take it away.

			“I’ll do it,” Marco said. “Just promise me, you’ll make my mom better.” 

			“I have done so already,” Illustra said in a dangerous tone. “Or do you accuse me, the Queen of Souls, of lying?” 

			“No,” Marco said, shaking his head emphatically. 

			Illustra cringed, her hand going to her head, looking exhausted. “I apologize. This is a terrible weight for you to bear. Rest for now. In the morning, your gemstones will regain their light, and you will be ready.” The winged krel flapped its ashen wings and flew Illustra back to the castle. 

			Marco turned to Talma, but she was gone. Dozens of krel watched him in silence as they carried away the unconscious sand tiger. Across the battlefield, a black figure streaked toward the castle. Marco’s fists tightened, and for a moment he locked eyes with the kid in black armor as he jumped through the air. His pulse quickened, and fire flowed through his veins. 

			I won’t fail, Marco thought. Not again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Out of Time

			“Something isn’t right,” Marco said as he walked across the high courtyard. Gray-blue clouds rolled like waves in the sky, while a fierce wind howled between pillars. “Everything feels fine, but in a weird dreamy kind of way.”

			“I told you things were different here,” Elune said, flying casually with a few small streaks of lightning sparking from her tail. “This is a world of spirit, not physical things. It’s made from different stuff than your world.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Marco replied. “I know things are different, but…”

			“But what?”

			“I don’t know! It’s just weird, okay? Giant sand tigers and worms and it’s dark here all the time, but other places are not dark, but those places have giant snakes and talking rocks! And then there’s that kid, Inferus! What’s his problem anyway?”

			“Oh, he’s always like that, though he really seems to hate you. But can you blame him?” She winked. 

			“Ha, ha!” Marco said, sarcastically. “And then, there’s you! A talking dragon that can fly without wings, and you’re the only one here who can go through the Mirror. Well, I guess besides me. Why are you so different?”

			“How can I explain the wonders of a dragon to a little human like you?”

			“What a nice way of avoiding my question.”

			Elune rolled her eyes. Strong winds persisted across the courtyard while Marco’s boots clinked on hard stone. Tower Arx stood at the opposite end, filling the sky with its black smoke. In the center of the courtyard, water gurgled from the eternal spring. Dark liquid ran out and over the ledge then down the mountain, becoming the twisting Fel River that disappeared through the outer wall of the city. 

			Dozens of souls dressed in fine robes and intricately detailed masks walked around the courtyard. They stared at Marco like he was a ghost, but he didn’t care. They all seemed pretty strange. Some were the size of krel, easily ten feet tall or even bigger. Others were tiny, only half his height. Gray ashen skin peeked through gaps in their garments, similar to the krel.

			The souls laughed and talked like they didn’t have a care in the world, but when Marco looked in their eyes, he saw sadness. 

			Maybe they know this whole place is falling apart, but don’t want to admit it, Marco thought, passing by a few gangly souls with purple masks.

			Among all the souls here, an older woman with a plain gray mask and matching robes caught his attention. She walked toward Marco with piercing eyes and seemed so familiar. He opened his mouth to say something to her, but he didn’t know what to say. The woman in the gray mask walked past him without a word. His heart beat faster, and for a moment he had an urge to follow her, but instead he sighed and continued walking with Elune. 

			“What was my dad like?” Marco asked Elune. “His soul, I mean.”

			“Don’t know,” Elune replied. “That was before my time.”

			“But you’re like hundreds of years old?”

			“Thousands of years old,” Elune corrected. “But I wasn’t always here in Mortem. I lived somewhere else for a long time.”

			“Why did you move here?”

			Elune frowned at the question, then shrugged. “To help Illustra. What was your dad like in your world?”

			Marco walked quietly for a bit as dark gray clouds rolled out from Tower Arx, filling the sky.

			“He was always smiling,” Marco said. “You know, like really smiling, not that fake kind that most people do to make you think they’re happy. He used to take Sophie and me out to the park and play pirates. He would be Captain Hook and chase us around with a stick in his sleeve and shout stuff like ‘Arrrrr matey!’ And, ‘Bring me Peter Pan!’ I’m not really sure if I was Peter Pan or if Sophie was, but he loved saying that for some reason. People always stared at him like he was crazy, but he didn’t care. It felt like no matter what was going on, everything would be okay.” Marco shook his head and frowned. 

			Elune smiled and closed her eyes like she was remembering something. 

			Marco stopped walking. They were right next to the gurgling spring at the center of the courtyard. Its waters slowly ran to the edge of the platform, turning into the massive Fel Falls. 

			An icy chill ran through Marco as he remembered when Inferus threw him off the edge and into the falls below. Blurry memories of tumbling through freezing darkness swirled in his mind. The Queen’s drink was horrid and unsatisfying, yet somehow sweet and delicious at the same time. Marco stared into the chattering water and heard a faint thumping coming from far below, almost like a heartbeat. 

			“Marco,” Elune said, “we need to get going. They’re waiting for you, remember.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Marco said, staring into the water. “Just a sec.”

			Elune huffed and crossed her paws. She tapped her wrist, like someone might tap their watch, but Marco wasn’t paying attention to her. 

			Marco pulled on his yellow gemstone, increasing his vision and peered down into the water. It was very deep and dark near the bottom, but he caught a glimpse of something round that pulsed with a soft light.

			“Marco?” Elune said, but Marco didn’t hear her. 

			Something’s alive down there, Marco thought as his eyes widened. He stared into the murky waters of the spring at the center of the courtyard. At the bottom, a faint light pulsed in sync with the thumping sound, but it was so deep and dark Marco couldn’t make it out.  

			“What is that?” Marco said. He pulled harder on his yellow gemstone and leaned in closer to the water. He thought he saw something like black fingers wrapped around a glowing sphere, but it was hard to tell. 

			“Marco!” Elune said, loudly, her whiskers scratching his ear. 

			“Ah!” Marco shouted, jumping back and rubbing his ear.

			Elune frowned at him. “Did you forget I was here?”

			“No, you just snuck up on me.”

			“I thought you might fall in if I didn’t say something. You just kept leaning in closer and closer to the edge. Did your brain stop working? Is this another one of your human flaws? Staring at water.” Elune looked down at the gurgling spring and cocked her head. “Yup, must be, because it’s just water. Come on! You have to go get that second key!” Elune zipped off toward Tower Arx. 

			“Something was down there!” Marco said, catching up to Elune. He looked back at the spring. 

			“Yeah,” Elune said, “a lot of water. Come on.”

			They stepped up to the doors of Tower Arx, where two krel were waiting. The creatures of ash smiled, their mouths splitting open into jagged edges running to the sides of their heads where their ears should have been. 

			“Welcome, favored one,” a boney krel said, opening the door for Marco and Elune. 

			Marco tightened his fists and entered Tower Arx.  

			Illustra stood in front of the Mirror, blocking the glassy surface. Her eyes were heavy and her brow furrowed, like she was sad or maybe tired. Vinci stood next to the Queen with a frown while Inferus stood off to the right in the shadows. The boy in black stared at Marco with narrow, piercing eyes. He looked angry, but he always looked angry. Marco stared back, his fists twitching as he remembered the beating that kid gave him.

			“I am sorry to show you this, Marco,” Illustra said, “but I think you should know what is happening.”

			“What are you talking about?” Marco asked, turning toward the queen.

			Illustra sighed, then stepped away from the Mirror, revealing an image of Marco’s mother. She was kneeling on the floor of an unfamiliar room, her hands clasped together as tears rolled down her cheeks. She seemed to be saying something, but Marco couldn’t hear her. 

			“Mom!” Marco said, pressing his hands against the glass of the Mirror. 

			Rain and wind beat against the window in his mother’s room. It was pitch black, but there was something even darker in that room. A sinister shadow covered the ceiling, surrounding his mother. The dark creature had one eye, a crooked smile and laughed in silence. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Tangled Webs

			“Mom!” Marco shouted, beating his hands on the glass Mirror. Vinci and Inferus stood behind Illustra with grim expressions. “Mom! Behind you! Mom!”

			Illustra stepped up to Marco and placed a hand on his shoulder. “She cannot hear you.”

			“What’s happening to her?” Marco asked. “What is that thing?”

			“The creature that poisoned your father.”  

			“Send me back! I have to stop it!”

			“There is nothing you can do if you go back now,” Illustra said. “You will not even be able to see it. I showed you this because things are getting worse, and that shadow has been watching your sister. I fear he will turn to her next.”

			“Sophie?” Marco said, shaking his head. “No!” His heart raced, and his fingers became numb. “I have to do something!”

			“You are,” Illustra said, placing her giant hands on Marco’s shoulder. His breathing slowed and a strange dizziness struck him. “You are doing the only thing you can. Once you get the three keys, we can summon Straya, and I can destroy that monster and heal your mother.”

			Illustra held a glowing white gemstone. It was one of three that could open the Mirror to the location of the keys. She placed it in the little socket on the side of the Mirror, and the image shifted. 

			A pale light slowly faded in over the Mirror. Blurry gray lines crisscrossed back and forth across the glassy surface. 

			“Marco,” Illustra said, letting go of his shoulders. “It is time.”

			“Yeah,” Marco said, drawing power from each of his gemstones. He turned toward the Mirror, but could feel Inferus’ eyes on his back. The pale light in the Mirror moved slightly, and those faint lines of gray almost looked like strings on a violin being plucked. 

			“Keep your guard up this time,” Vinci said. “Remember, you have fifteen minutes after you go through. If you’re not back by then, the Mirror will disappear, and you’ll be stuck.” Marco nodded, taking a deep breath and formed his golden blade. “Don’t cut it close, like last time,” Vinci continued. “Just go in, get the key, and get out fast.”

			“Got it,” Marco said, staring into the pale light. His mind raced with thoughts about his mother and sister. Heat rose into his cheeks, and he clenched his jaw. 

			I won’t fail. I can’t fail.  

			“Good luck, kid,” Vinci said. “Oh, and try not to get eaten this time.”

			Marco rolled his eyes. Vinci grinned.

			“I know you will save everyone, Marco,” Illustra said with a smile, but it was crooked and her eyes were bloodshot. He could tell she was hurting inside. 

			Marco took a deep breath, then jumped through the Mirror. 

			•••

			The icy surface of the Mirror washed over him, and the blurry image changed into a solid one. He instantly ran into those gray string-like lines. They wrapped around his body in a sticky embrace. 

			“Spider webs?” Marco said. He looked down at his feet. They dangled above the ground, stuck in thick webs running from tree to tree.

			It’s a forest, Marco thought, looking around. Bare branches and broken limbs surrounded him as far as he could see. A dead forest.  

			Marco tried moving, but he was wrapped in dozens of thick stretchy webs. He tried to cut them, but they held his sword tightly against a tree branch. The webs stretched with his movements like rubber bands and wouldn’t break. 

			“Help!” Marco shouted. 

			He looked back at the Mirror. It was only a few feet away. He reached for it, but couldn’t move much. The webs were tangled around his arms, torso, and legs. He hung in the air like a puppet tangled in strings. Marco reached over and managed to pull on his green gemstone for strength and snapped a couple of the threads, but there were dozens more.

			“Come on!” Marco said. He desperately tried to pull his other arm free, but it was even more tangled up. The webs were so strong. 

			Marco pulled harder on his green gemstone and snapped a few more. He was able to move his arms around now, but his sword arm was still stuck. He clenched his teeth, pulling and stretching until…SNAP! 

			The bands broke around his waist, and Marco fell to the ground. Thick loose webs clung to him, but at least he was able to move. 

			“We got a live one!” a raspy voice said from above. 

			Marco looked up, but it was foggy and there were so many webs he couldn’t see who was speaking. Shrill laughter broke out all around him. 

			The webs around Marco shook, and something heavy landed behind him with a thud.

			“Looks like dinner just arrived,” the raspy voice said behind Marco.

			Marco turned around and saw a giant white spider with two human eyes, its thin sharp teeth dripping with saliva. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Get the Cook Pot!

			Marco’s golden blade slashed through thick strands of webbing connected to his legs and torso. The forest was covered in a dense tangle of spider webs, and the Mirror was some twenty feet above him. 

			This is bad, Marco thought. 

			“You boys seein’ this?” the white spider said with a laugh. The bulbous monster was as big as a car with dozens of scars crisscrossing its furry body, but what was even worse were the two dangling eyes. They were distinctly human. “He thinks he’s gettin’ away!”

			The massive white spider continued to laugh, watching Marco with those dark brown eyes. Marco cut the strands of webbing as more and more giant pale spiders dropped around him with soft thuds. 

			“Stay back!” Marco shouted, raising his golden sword. His heart beat in his chest like a machine gun, and sweat began to run down his neck. He turned in a tight circle, looking for a way out and trying to avoid running into more webs. The giant spiders slowly crept up on all sides, but he wasn’t going to surrender. 

			“I said back!” 

			Anger boiled in his veins. He waved his sword at the spiders, but they only stared at him with those terrible human eyes that didn’t match the rest of their bodies. Marco kept looking for an opening to escape, then remembered his father’s pocket watch and compass. He pulled it out and the little round face popped open with a clink. The time read 3:13. 

			The key, Marco thought. Which way? He moved the compass around, trying to see where it was pointing, but both the clock and compass were moving much slower than usual. It was working, but didn’t seem fully functional. 

			The compass drifted back and forth lazily but finally pointed east. Light blossomed between the trees in that direction, but it seemed so far away.

			Got to get out of here, Marco thought, looking at the ugly faces of the spiders. He was completely surrounded.  

			“Aw,” the big white spider said sarcastically, “don’t worry. This won’t hurt…much.”

			The white spider darted toward Marco with frightening speed. It struck his armor with a clang and knocked Marco to the ground. He sprang back up and swung his blade, but the creature was already out of reach. 

			The big white spider cocked its head at Marco. 

			“That armor looks like it came from Mortem,” a pale spider said. 

			“Yeah,” another spider with red dots sneered, “what’s Illustra doin’, sending her nasty little krel to our forest?”

			A dark gray spider plopped down right in front of Marco and spoke with a crackling voice: “She’s stuck in that city of hers, so she sends out these twisted little things.”

			Marco swung his sword at the big gray spider but it easily jumped away, dodging the attack. Marco breathed quickly, his muscles tense, his mind a blur. His eyes darted back and forth, looking for an opening, but everywhere he turned there was another huge spider. 

			Thick hot air permeated the forest. It stank like a rotting carcass. Marco looked up through the trees and saw a bright blue sky with a few wispy clouds. He pulled on his green gemstone and tried to jump, but his leg was stuck to the ground. 

			No, Marco thought, they weren’t trying to attack me. They were wrapping me in their webs. He quickly began to cut at the new webbing, but several more spiders dashed by him, spinning more and more webs. 

			“Stop it!” Marco shouted, but it was too late. Sticky webs wrapped him up like a mummy. Marco pulled on his green gemstone, but the strands holding him were like rubber. They stretched, but didn’t break. 

			Marco lost his footing and fell into a pile of rotting branches. The spiders crowded over him like a group of vultures fighting over their next meal. 

			“That ain’t a krel.”

			“Course it is. Look at its skin. All ashy and gray.”

			“Naw, it ain’t krel yet.”

			Marco struggled to break free, but he could barely move. He wasn’t really paying attention to their discussion, but was oddly hungry himself. His stomach ached and he was sweating so badly that he could barely see through bleary salt filled eyes, but that strange warmth in his heart pulsed with a calming presence. 

			“Well, what are we gonna do with ‘em? That armor’s pesky, it is.”

			“Get the cook pot! We’ll boil him in that armor. Make for a tasty soup, he will!”

			The other spiders laughed. “The cook pot! The cook pot! Bring the cook pot!”

			“Help!” Marco shouted. “Please! Someone help me!”

			They’re going to cook me…Marco thought. Alive! Memories of his parents boiling a lobster alive in their kitchen sprung up like a waking nightmare. The red crustation screamed with high-pitched shrills when they put it in the water. His parents said that it was normal, but nothing about that seemed normal. He wondered if he would scream like that in the spider’s cookpot. 

			The big white spider leaned down close to him, its too-human eyes glazed with menace. “No one’s comin’ to help you! This here is our wood.”

			A clear sound pierced the air. Marco’s heart leapt. The spiders looked in the direction of the sound and began to shout and yell angrily. 

			“No! No! He can’t come here!” one of the spiders cried, shaking its head. 

			“Not here! It’s not right!” another spider shouted. 

			“This is our wood! Ours we say!” 

			“Make it stop!” the big white spider screamed.

			Marco finally figured out what the sound was.

			Singing. 

			Someone was singing in the woods. The melody swept through the trees like a refreshing gust of wind, pushing back the darkness. Marco didn’t know the words, but somehow, he understood their meaning anyway. The person sang of a great king who would return. A king of justice and mercy who would set the wrong things right and heal the broken land.

			The spiders convulsed and screamed in pain as the singing drew closer, then fled in terror. The eight-legged monsters scattered away in all directions except where the singing had come from. 

			Beams of light ripped through webs and brought color back to the forest. The gray mist dissolved, and a cool refreshing wind whisked away old branches and leaves. 

			Marco stretched his arms out, and the once-strong webs fell apart like cotton candy. He stood up, turned toward the light and fell back on the ground in shock. A burning lamp floated in the air. Marco shielded his eyes from the bright light and scrunched up into a ball, cowering from its oddly discerning gaze. 

			“Marco?” a strong but calming voice said. It was the voice of a man, and he sounded very familiar. “Ah, it is you!” The man sighed. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.” 

			Marco turned toward the light, shielding his eyes. A man with a friendly grin, keen eyes and curly black hair, stood before him, carrying a blazing lantern. Lush grass and flowers sprang to life around the man’s feet.

			[image: ]

			“Dad?” Marco said. 

			The man shook his head. “Sadly, no. I am not your father.”

			“Who are you?” Marco asked. He still couldn’t see the man very well because of the bright light, but he could tell that he was tall and did not wear a mask.

			“Some call me Risu,” the man said. “I am a friend, and I can take you to what you seek.”

			“What do you mean?” Marco asked, narrowing his eyes. He could now see Risu was wearing a white shirt with light green pants and walked barefoot. 

			“The key to Straya, of course,” Risu said. 

			Marco stared at the man for a moment, then heard a ticking sound coming from under his armor. He pulled out the brass pocket watch and popped it open. The two hands of the clock ticked away, while the compass pointed directly at Risu.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			An Oasis of light

			“Your armor is exquisite,” Risu said, walking through the forest. Green grass, flowers, and even small trees burst from the ground around the tall man’s feet. With each step he brought the dead forest back to life. He held the lantern up high, which glowed so bright Marco could barely look at it. “First generation perhaps, before the teachers disappeared. I have not seen the like for, well, let us say a long time. How did you come by it?”

			“How do you know who I am?” Marco replied slowly. He walked carefully beside the tall man, but couldn’t tell where they were going. 

			Risu was old but not as old as Marco’s mom, or maybe he was older. There was a strange ageless quality to his face. His eyes glowed, and he had a warm smile and bushy dark beard. 

			“Your father said you would come,” Risu said. 

			“You knew my dad!”

			“Yes, we were…” Risu began to say, but stopped. He frowned, then continued slowly. “We fought together in the last great war before the king disappeared. Before Gorgoth the Deceiver covered the land in darkness.”

			“Well, how did you know I would be there in the forest? And what the heck are those talking spiders back there? They don’t look right, even for giant talking spiders!”

			 “I heard someone shouting in the woods. I imagined some poor soul was about to be devoured. I didn’t know it would be you, but when I saw your eyes, I could tell right away. That is Dante’s boy. And those are not spiders; they are souls of the dead. They spent their lives hurting others, but now are merely phantoms, though still dangerous. They exist only to feast on the souls of the living, though it never satisfies their endless hunger.”

			“Why aren’t they attacking us now?”

			“The light, of course,” Risu said, nodding to the lantern. “They hate and fear the light, since they are but shadows.” He held up his finger and spoke like he was quoting someone else. “In deepest dark when all looks bleak, the light shall come and restore the weak.” He shook his head. “Or that is what I hope, at least.”

			Marco took out his pocket watch again and checked it. It was still pointing toward the tall stranger and seemed to be working normally. 

			Eleven minutes left…

			“What happened to him?” Marco said. “My dad, I mean. Illustra told me a little, but she doesn’t know what happened after he left Mortem.”

			“I do not know this Illustra or Mortem,” Risu said. “Your father…he was abandoned by his brother when he needed him most. He fought Gorgoth alone and fell. Then that dark monster disappeared into the west. Some said it was wounded. Others said it was seeking a great power. I never heard of it again, though many years later the wood began to turn rotten and the dead souls gathered. Darkness and death, those are of Gorgoth. Perhaps if Dante’s brother had fought alongside him, things would have gone differently. Perhaps not.”

			“How did he lose if he had Straya?” Marco asked. “Isn’t it supposed to be some super-powerful weapon?”

			“Yes,” Risu said, “it is. I suppose Gorgoth was even stronger, or maybe something else happened. Your father banished Gorgoth, but at great cost to himself. I still don’t know why he didn’t destroy the monster, but it can be destroyed, of this I am certain.”

			Still no answers, Marco thought. Memories of his father lying in a cold white hospital bed came back to him. His father in pain, gripping the bed sheets with tubes in his nose. Doctors running tests, looking confused. No one knows what happened…Marco pushed those thoughts away. 

			“Where, uh,” Marco said, looking around, “where are we?” 

			“Below the mountains in the east, in the Golden Wood of Lady Lucern.”

			“It doesn’t look very golden anymore,” Marco said. 

			Broken and rotting trees covered in thick spiderwebs surrounded them. Besides the green trail of vegetation Risu was leaving behind, there was nothing but rot and decay. 

			“I suppose it is not,” Risu said. “The spiders are always at work to keep it this way, but they can’t snuff out the light completely. No, not all of it.” He breathed in and nodded to himself. “We’re almost there.”

			A twig cracked behind Marco. He looked back and saw menacing human eyes watching him. The spiders crept through the forest behind them, like a pack of vipers waiting to strike. 

			“They’re following us!” Marco said, walking a little faster. 

			“Yes, they are probably still upset I interrupted their meal. They will soon turn on each other once they realize their pursuit is in vain. They are dangerous, but there are much worse things than them in this world.”

			Marco watched the lantern light twinkle in the eyes of the giant spiders as they crawled over each other through the woods. There were dozens of them now, maybe hundreds, and they looked incredibly angry. 

			“Here we are,” Risu said. 

			Marco stepped through a thick tangle of dead branches and found himself standing in a field of tall golden hay. Twinkling stars streamed across a deep blue sky like a river of lights, but it wasn’t night time, it was as bright as noon in the summer. 

			“It’s beautiful,” Marco said, his eyes adjusting to a much brighter world. It was such a stark contrast compared to the dead forest shrouded in mist he had just been in. The dead wood seemed to be held back from corrupting the golden field by some invisible force. 

			No, Marco realized. That dead forest isn’t trying to take over this place. It’s retreating. It’s losing. A few leaf buds suddenly sprang to life on a rotten branch poking out of the mist. The buds grew quickly, followed by white and pink flowers. It was a small thing, just a few leaves and flowers, but Marco knew it was important.

			He breathed in the sweet-smelling air as a gentle wind bent the field of hay in flowing waves. A few lush trees with red, green, and yellow fruits were scattered throughout the field. The dead forest circled the area like a crumbling wall.   

			At the center of the field stood a little wooden cabin with a stone chimney and covered porch. A stone well sat in front of the cabin with an old bucket on the ledge. Cozy firelight flickered through the window, and smoke rose from the chimney. The hay was cleared around the front of the cabin, and in its place was lush green grass. 

			“It used to all be like this,” Risu said, walking through the field of hay. He turned back to Marco, who stood in awe of the beautiful grove and meadow. “Please, remove your armor. It is safe here.” Risu nodded to Marco’s feet. 

			Marco looked down and saw scorch marks around his boots. 

			It’s just like before in the field at the big tree, he thought. Why does my armor burn things?

			Marco retracted his armor back from his feet into his bracer but kept the rest on. He ran to Risu but stared at the flowing river of stars in the sky. “What are those?”

			“Souls waiting for their bodies.” 

			“Why is everything so beautiful here, but not back there?” Marco said, running his fingers across the tips of hay. He followed Risu to the well, where the tall man stopped. 

			“Because of the gemstone in this lantern, of course,” Risu said. He set the lantern on the hook of a pole near the well. The light radiated throughout the golden field, like waves in the ocean, pushing the dark mist back with each pulse and reclaiming a little bit of the dead forest. 

			“That gemstone,” Risu said, pointing to the burning lantern, “is pure or untainted, you might say. All gemstones used to be like this.”

			“What are they?” Marco asked. 

			“No one really knows for sure; we only know what they can do, and even that we do not really understand. The gemstones were all underground in the beginning, giving life to everything above. Then, we discovered how to harness their power for other things. At first, we did this for good reasons. You know, like creating bigger buildings, better food, stronger armor.” Risu nodded to Marco’s bracer. “But that quickly changed. A series of endless wars to control the gemstones engulfed the world of souls. Great mines were built that delved deep into the ground. However, there were more than gemstones waiting in the dark caverns below. Monsters like Gorgoth awakened. These monsters twisted the gemstones even more and fed off the souls of the living. Even so, many souls were deceived and joined these monsters in their campaigns of destruction. We didn’t notice the forests dying, or the seas drying up for a long time.”

			“But not everyone followed those monsters, right?” Marco said. “I mean, you’re here, so there’s got to be others too then.”

			“Yes,” Risu said, “some resisted.” He smiled at Marco. “Your father was one, and he led many others back to the light, but few remain now.” He looked into the waters of the well. “You did not come here for a history lesson. You came here for the key. There it is.”  

			Marco looked over the edge of the well and saw something under the water. It looked just like the other key. Half of a broken ring with twisting bands of gold and burn marks all over. A blue glow emanated from the broken key, and Marco could feel warmth coming from it. 

			Marco pulled on his blue gemstone, forming the armor around his hand. He began to reach for the key, but Risu grabbed his bracer. 

			“Only you can take it from the water,” Risu said, “with your own hand.” 

			“Yeah,” Marco said, holding his armored hand above the water of the well. “But I don’t know what that water is or what it might do to my hand.”

			Risu shook his head. “That armor is powerful, but it is not you.” He let go of Marco. “Be careful.”

			Marco frowned at Risu, then plunged his armored hand into the water and grabbed the key. Burning pain erupted in his fingers. 

			Marco screamed. 

			The burning sensation quickly ran up his arm and began to melt the golden plates of his armor. Smoke streamed from the gemstones in his bracer, while his armor melted and cracked. 

			Risu pulled Marco’s arm out of the well. Marco fell backward on the soft grass, still reeling from the burning pain. He looked at his hand and saw ash-colored skin. He quickly pulled on his blue gemstone reforming his armor, but he couldn’t get the armor to rebuild where it had been burned. The water had utterly destroyed the armor around his forearm, just below the gemstones in his bracer. Marco stared in shock at his bare hand as a flurry of questions ran through his mind. 

			Why is my skin all gray? Why didn’t my hand melt, too?

			Risu bent down to Marco. “Here, let me see.” He touched Marco’s bare hand with his own, and the bright world disappeared into darkness. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			A Sad Story

			Marco floated through a dark world of rain and wind. 

			Risu’s soul, Marco thought. This is a vision of his body. It’s just like that old man and little girl. 

			Marco stared at hundreds of swaying vines on well-placed lattice in straight rows. Lightning flashed in the sky above, and mud covered the ground. A man with a wide-brimmed hat and boots ran through the vineyard carrying a lamp and shouting in a thick Italian accent.

			“Marco! Marco!”

			Marco’s heart skipped, and his eyes widened.

			“Uncle Francisco?” Marco said. 

			His uncle quickly spun around like he heard something, and Marco saw his uncle’s face. He looked tired and worried. 

			That’s him! Risu is my uncle? Why is he looking for me? It’s been weeks since I left. Why is he still out here in the vineyard?

			Uncle Francisco peered into the darkness, but couldn’t see Marco.

			“Sophie?” Francisco said. “It’s not safe out here. The storm, it’s getting worse!”

			Marco turned around and saw his little sister running up the path. 

			“I know where he is!” Sophie said, with a determined look on her face. 

			Sophie ran past their uncle, who tried to grab her, but she was too fast. Francisco began to chase after Sophie, but stopped when Marco shouted again. 

			“Sophie!” Marco called out. “Come back!”

			Francisco’s eyes narrowed in confusion, then he turned back toward Sophie and began to run. 

			Marco kept shouting as the vision slowly faded back into the little cabin surrounded by the golden field of hay in the world of souls.

			•••

			“Are you okay?” Risu said, kneeling next to Marco. 

			Marco looked around and saw the hay swaying in the wind, and the cabin and the bright blue stars flowing through the sky. 

			“It was you,” Marco said, looking up at Risu. “You’re him! You’re my uncle’s soul, aren’t you!”

			Risu stared at the ground in silence, his brow furrowed in deep thought. Finally, he spoke, but he still couldn’t look at his nephew. “Yes,” he whispered with a hoarse breath. Tears filled his eyes as he looked up at Marco. “I’m sorry. I should have told you when we met.”

			Marco’s mind raced as he thought back on Risu’s story about his father, then his face hardened and his eyes flashed in anger.

			“You should have been there for my dad! You should have helped!” Marco shouted. “Why did you leave him?”

			Risu slumped with a pained expression as tears ran down his cheeks. He closed his eyes and whispered something inaudible. Slowly, he breathed in, then wiped his face and straightened up. 

			“I watched your father on the ridge fighting Gorgoth. That dark parasite attacked with dozens of poisoned tentacles. Each time your father cut one off, two more would grow in its place. It was like watching a roaring flame fight a shadow with a thousand arms, but…all I could do was watch. I was too afraid to go up there. Your father was amazing,” Risu said with a smile. “He fought with such passion and determination. I thought he would win! Then, a great burst of light flashed from your father, and Straya disappeared. Gorgoth overwhelmed him…”

			Gorgoth, Marco thought. I’ll find you and make you pay. 

			“How can you smile after what you did?” Marco said, that old rage pumping through his veins. “You just stood there and watched? What’s wrong with you? You should have done something. You should have helped!” Tears trickled down his cheeks and his lip quivered. “You left him to die alone!”

			Risu lowered his head with a heavy sigh. “I know. Every day my lack of courage haunts me. I couldn’t smile for a long time, and I often thought I deserved death for what I had done or rather what I had not done. After Gorgoth fled, I found Dante lying on the ground. He had been fatally wounded but was still awake. I was so afraid to see him. I was afraid of what he would think, of what he would say. I just knew he would hate me for being a coward. But my fears were wrong.” He grinned. “My brother said he loved me, and nothing would ever change that. Then, he gave me a gift. He asked me to keep the keys to Straya safe until you came for them.”

			“Why?” Marco asked. “Why me? Why didn’t he just give it to you?”

			“I don’t know,” Risu said, shaking his head. “After he passed, I searched for the keys. It took a long time, but I found them. I thought it too dangerous to keep them together, so I left them with those who still followed the light and set powerful traps to stop anyone from stealing them. Then, I came here with the last piece and waited for this moment. The moment I make a small act of atonement for my great failure.”

			“You can’t fix what you’ve done,” Marco said, heat rushing into his cheeks. He loosened his fists and slumped back on the ground as that cold emptiness returned. 

			It’s just like Illustra said, Marco thought. He went off to fight a monster and... Marco closed his eyes and furrowed his brow. No, it’s not exactly like she said. Uncle Francisco doesn’t know about Illustra or Mortem. Why would my dad leave Straya to me instead of sending it back to the queen? And where did Gorgoth go?

			“You’re right,” Risu said. “I can’t fix what I’ve done. But if my brother could forgive me, then I must forgive myself. Tell me, have you found the other two keys yet?”

			“Just one,” Marco said. “And a giant snake was waiting for me, so thanks for that. Those rock things were nice, but why did you leave that key with a huge snake?”

			“I didn’t,” Risu said, frowning. “Did it speak to you?”

			“Yeah, I mean, but that’s not really special, right? If there are talking rocks, then a talking snake doesn’t seem that crazy. It wanted my blood and…” Marco trailed off, fingering the place where he cut himself. “Well, anyway, I got the key.”

			“Draco,” Risu said to himself. “A very dangerous wurm. Not all wurms talk, you know. I’m glad you escaped. However, if they found that one, then they could know the location of the last key. The ‘talking rocks,’ are called, ‘Rockerie.’ They are friends of your father and all who trust in the light. Here”—he held his hand out over the waters of the well—“try again, but this time without your armor.”

			Marco looked down at his bare arm. His ashen skin still thumped with pain, but it was getting better. He tried to fix his armor again, but it was no use. The little gold plates began to move, but stopped. He couldn’t repair his armor. 

			Marco stood up and looked at his uncle’s soul. He wanted to say something, but no words came to him, so he reached into the water and grabbed the key with his bare hand. The water was cool and soothing against his skin. 

			Just like the ice, Marco thought. My armor was the problem that time, too.   

			Marco pulled out the key, and warmth filled his heart. The cold emptiness inside him retreated, but not completely. 

			“I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Marco said, holding the glowing broken ring.

			“It’s all in the past,” Risu said with a smile. “You have a good heart, just like your father.”

			“Why didn’t you just take Straya? Why wait for me?”

			“Your father didn’t leave it to me, he left it to you. He chose you, Marco.”

			He shouldn’t have, Marco thought. I’m just gonna give it away.

			“I could come with you to find the last key,” Risu said. “I know you have that fancy armor, but I can be useful.”

			“No,” Marco blurted out. If Illustra knew someone else could find the keys, she wouldn’t need me, and then what would happen to Mom and Sophie? “You can’t go through the Mirror. It only works with me.”

			“We could try.” 

			“I, um, I need to do this alone, okay?”

			Risu put his hands on Marco’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. “I understand. I asked your father why he did it. ‘Why did you face Gorgoth alone?’ I said. ‘You could have run; you could have gotten away!’ Do you know what he told me?” Risu paused, letting the question hang in the air. “‘Sometimes doing the right thing means making a hard choice, even one that hurts.’” Risu sighed. “You’re just like your father. If you say you must do this alone, then I trust your judgment. Besides, you are probably right about that Mirror. Strange powers such as that are tricky and can be dangerous. But, be warned, do not trust in that armor or mask—trust the light. It will guide you to the last key. Now, I will take you back to the Mirror. You must have some good friends on the other side.”

			Marco nodded, then followed Risu out of the golden field and back into the dead forest. His uncle carried the lantern just like before, which kept the spiders back.

			They reached the Mirror without any trouble.

			Marco checked his pocket watch. One minute left. 

			“I gotta go,” Marco said. “So, you never found out what happened to Gorgoth?”

			“No,” Risu said. “Only that it disappeared into the west.” He smiled. “Until we meet again, nephew.”

			Marco pulled on his green and orange gemstones and jumped back through the Mirror. At least those gemstones were still working correctly. 

			•••

			 An icy chill ran over Marco’s body as he landed inside Tower Arx. Illustra stood in front of him, her eyes wide with expectation, but it was Vinci who spoke first. 

			“So,” Vinci said, “did you get it?”

			Marco opened his hand, revealing the other half of the circular key. He looked around the room for Elune, but didn’t see the red and white dragon anywhere.

			“Well done, Marco!” Illustra said, her eyes blazing with excitement. Marco had never seen her this excited. She reached into her pocket and took out the first key, then motioned for Marco to give her his key. 

			“Nice work, kid,” Vinci said with a smirk. “But you almost didn’t make it back again. I thought I told you to move quickly?” 

			“Why didn’t you tell me my dad was a prince?” Marco said to Illustra.

			“Who told you that?” Illustra said, surprised. 

			“And why did he leave Straya to me and not you?” Marco continued. “It doesn’t make any sense. If Straya belonged to you, then he should have given it back. But he didn’t, and he made sure you wouldn’t be able to get it.”

			“I do not know who has filled your head with such preposterous ideas,” Illustra said, raising an eyebrow. “Trust me, child, you have no idea what you are saying. I admit I left out a few details. I did not want to confuse you as it seems someone else has. The only thing you should worry about is your mother and sister. Remember, I am the only one who can save them.”

			Marco ground his teeth and clenched his fists, then his eyes narrowed at the queen and he shouted. “Is that what you told my dad? Did you promise to make him better if he gave you Straya?” 

			“Be careful with that loose tongue of yours. Remember, I am the Great Queen of Souls.”

			“You’re not a queen,” Marco spat. “You’re Gorgoth!” He stepped toward Illustra, pulling on his gemstones. “That’s how you knew about Straya and that’s why you came to find me.” 

			Vinci gasped and krel howled. Inferus drew his blade, but Illustra just rolled her eyes.

			“Do I look like that slimy octopus to you?” Illustra said. She took a deep breath and sucked in the smoky light from Marco’s gemstones. Each gemstone winked out, and all his power disappeared. The plates of his armor fell off and shattered as they hit the ground. Marco collapsed from the sudden loss of strength. The majestic queen towered over him, but instead of looking angry, she seemed sad. 

			“This is what you would be like without my gifts,” Illustra said, her voice soft. She slipped off his bracer and took the broken half-key from his hand. 

			Illustra put the two keys together, and, in a flash of light, they bonded into a perfectly solid ring of golden twisting lines with an empty socket at the top.

			Marco curled up on the floor in his t-shirt and shorts. His skin was a gray ash color with dark veins pulsing through his hands and fingers, but he barely noticed his altered appearance compared to the terrible weight of his mask. The room seesawed and his stomach did a backflip, but his heart soared, its rhythm strong and bright. It was like his heart had room to breathe again. Slowly, a pleasant warmth spread through his limbs and his strength returned. 

			“One piece remains,” Illustra said. She pointed to the little empty socket at the top of the ring. “Find it, and I will fix everything. I…” She trailed off, her eyes going wide. Her head began to wobble, and she frowned, like something terrible was happening inside her. 

			“Illustra!” Inferus said, running up. The queen slumped to the ground, handing the golden ring to Marco. “Krel!”

			“I am not your enemy, Marco Swift,” Illustra said, her voice weak. “Keep this safe for me. I trust you. Now, I need you to trust me.”

			The chamber doors burst open, and several krel ran to Illustra. 

			“Get her to the hospital!” Inferus said. “Quick!” He turned to Marco, eyes burning with anger. “You’ll pay for this.”

			The krel lifted the fallen queen and carried her off. Inferus glared at Marco with disgust, then followed them out of the room. 

			“This is it,” Vinci said to himself. The older boy in silver armor looked lost in thought.

			“What’s happening to her?” Marco asked Vinci. 

			“I gotta go,” Vinci said. He ran out of the room, leaving Marco in Tower Arx alone. 

			Marco stood up, gripping the golden key, and stared at himself in the Mirror. A boy with ashen skin, red eyes, and a golden mask stared back at him. He had changed so much since coming through the Mirror. 

			Marco’s thoughts were a jumbled mess of guilt, anger, and confusion, but one thing was perfectly clear. He glared at his own reflection. 

			“I hate you.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Who Are You?

			Marco tossed in his bed, lost in a terrible dream. 

			Most of Marco’s dreams were just nightmares of him falling into darkness or being chased by monsters. But not this dream, this was different. He was aware he was dreaming, and everything looked so solid and clear. 

			Marco climbed a steep and rocky slope underneath menacing clouds. Gray monsters sprinted past him, heading to a wide plateau atop the mountain. They didn’t seem to care about him, or maybe he was invisible to them. Marco could hear fighting up ahead, and saw bursts of light flickering on the ridge. Down below, thousands of unmasked people fought a much larger army of the pale monsters.  

			Marco reached the broad plateau on top of the mountain and saw a giant black creature with dozens of tentacles. 

			“Gorgoth…” Marco said, his eyes going wide. He instinctively knew it was the monster from his uncle’s story. He stepped back and noticed a giant Mirror behind the black creature. “That’s Illustra’s Mirror! Where is she?” He looked around the rocky mountain top, but it was flat and desolate. The queen was not here.

			The huge creature had a slimy black body and a mouth large enough to eat a car. Gorgoth was talking to a man in white armor with a blazing sword of light, but something was wrong. The man’s armor was beaten and broken in several places, and his face was bloodied. He looked like he was about to fall over, and he didn’t wear a mask. Marco tried to see his face, but he was turned the other way.

			“You are already dead,” Gorgoth said in a deep guttural voice. The creature growled with each word. “Hand over Straya, and I will ease your suffering.” 

			Gorgoth’s tentacles shot out, wrapping around the man and raising him into the air like a toy. 

			Marco moved in closer, his heart beating faster. He didn’t want to believe what he was seeing. He refused to accept what this was. 

			I can’t see his face, Marco thought. 

			He tried to wake up but couldn’t. He wasn’t even sure if he was still dreaming. This was all way too real. 

			“It will soon be mine anyway, young prince,” Gorgoth said. “Let it go.”

			“Never!” the man replied. 

			Shafts of light broke through the dark clouds above. The man reached toward the sun and began to glow.  

			“Why look to him?” Gorgoth said. “He abandoned this world long ago.”

			“No!” the man said. 

			Light exploded from the man. Gorgoth’s tentacles burst into ashes. The monster screamed as the man fell to the ground with a thud. He reached up to the light, like he was trying to grab it. 

			“Get up!” Marco shouted, but the man couldn’t hear him.

			Several more tentacles sprung out from Gorgoth’s severed stumps and wrapped around the man’s legs. The monster dragged him out of the light.

			“Look at yourself, mortal,” Gorgoth said, lifting the man into the air and forcing him to face the Mirror. “This is your true self.”

			The reflection in the Mirror began to change. The man in white armor and Gorgoth disappeared from the glassy surface, and the image of someone else began to take shape.

			“Dad?” Marco said, staring at an image of his father lying in his hospital bed. His mother and little sister stood next to the bed crying, but Marco wasn’t there. 

			The man in white in armor turned toward Marco and locked eyes with him.

			“My son,” his father said to him. 

			“Dad!” 

			“I leave everything to you. I know you won’t fail like I have.” 

			“No! Don’t go!”

			His father smiled, then Straya exploded in his hand. Three separate strands of light blazed across the horizon in different directions. An earth-shattering scream reverberated in Marco’s ears, but he couldn’t tell where it came from. He was blind. The burst of light from Straya seemed to envelop the whole world for a moment.

			Slowly Marco’s vision came back, and he saw what he feared most: his father’s soul lying on the ground, unmoving. Straya was gone, and so was Gorgoth. 

			•••

			Marco’s eyes snapped open to a dark room in the old castle of Mortem. Warmth gently thumped in his chest, but a cold wind blew in from an open window across the room. The dark reality of the soul world returned. 

			“Gorgoth isn’t Illustra,” Marco said to himself. “That slug thing looked way different, and it sounded different, too. Maybe dad wanted me to give the sword to Illustra. Maybe he knew she was the only one who could save Mom.” 

			He sat in bed, trying to remember details of the dream he just woke from, but it was already becoming blurry and distant. Memories slipped away, and he began to wonder what he actually saw. 

			Maybe it was just a dream.

			He rubbed his cold ashen arms, but he couldn’t get them warm enough. This place was like a freezer, and without his armor, he couldn’t keep the chill back. 

			Marco jumped out of bed. Icy sweat dripped off his mask and down his neck. For a moment he wanted to rip the mask off. It was so heavy and painful, but he couldn’t bring himself to remove it. It was part of him now. Part of who he had become. He couldn’t go back to just being Marco.

			The large doors to his room opened, and a woman in a dull gray mask entered, carrying his bracer. It was the same woman who had stared at him the other day in the courtyard. She was much older than him, with wrinkles under her eyes and long gray hair. But something about her felt so familiar. 

			“Your bracer,” she said, her eyes lowered. “It’s fixed now. The Great Queen asks that you put it back on and ready yourself for the third key.”

			Marco stared at the bracer in the woman’s hands. He wanted to put it on, but he just stood there staring at the woman in gray. Her eyes were filled with a mixture of sorrow and tenderness.

			“You look like him,” the woman said.

			“Who?”

			“Dante.”

			“You knew my dad?” 

			The woman breathed in sharply, her eyes widening. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that…I should go.” She dropped the bracer on the ground and ran out of the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			A Light in the Darkness

			“Wait!” Marco called after the woman in the gray mask, but she was already gone. His heart thumped, and his mind raced with questions.

			Marco snatched the bracer, slipped it on and ran into the hall. The woman in the gray mask was already at the far end rounding the corner. She was fast.

			“Back inside!” a voice croaked behind him. “You’re not allowed to leave until morning. It isn’t safe for you to be roaming the castle at night. Illustra needs you rested and well for your big adventure.” The krel barked a laugh. 

			Marco spun to find two thin krel looming over him. The creatures of ash nearly touched the high ceiling and looked angry, but they always looked angry.

			“The Great Queen asks you to—” one of the krel began to say, but Marco didn’t wait for it to finish. He pulled on his gemstones, formed his golden armor and dashed down the long hallway after the woman.

			“Stop!” the krel shouted from behind. 

			Marco looked over his shoulder and found several more krel running after him. 

			“We hates running!” a fat krel said. 

			Really? Krel babysitters?

			“I’m not a kid,” Marco said. He grinned, but as he reached the end of the hallway, a giant hand of ash came around the corner, blocking his exit. Marco’s golden blade shot from his armor, and in one quick motion, he sliced through the fingers of ash and slid into the adjoining hallway.

			Black flakes filled the air as Marco saw the woman disappear around the corner at the far end. He was about to run after her when something grabbed him from behind and lifted him into the air.

			“You cut off my fingers, filthy human!” a hulking krel growled, holding Marco upside down by his leg.

			“And your head,” Marco said with a smirk. 

			“Huh?” the big krel grunted.

			Quick as a flash, Marco lopped off the krel’s head with his sword. He landed on the ground in a cloud of black ash, picked up the red gemstone of the fallen krel, and hit it with the broad side of his blade like a baseball. The burning gemstone shot through the air and into the charging krel. It ripped through arms, legs, and torsos, dropping a couple of krel in the process.

			The krel screamed in anger but kept coming, their bodies re-forming rapidly. Marco raised his sword. He could handle a half dozen krel, but more doors opened, and dozens of krel came pouring out.

			Marco looked down the hall where the woman in the gray mask had gone. It was clear.

			Only one choice, Marco thought as krel rushed at him. He pulled hard on his orange gemstone for speed and dashed down the hall before the horde of krel could reach him.

			Marco flew around the corner but didn’t see the woman. More krel scrambled into that hallway, too. Krel in front and krel behind. Marco pulled hard on his green gemstone. Power surged in his body, and his golden sword buzzed with energy. He breathed in and attacked.

			Marco shot forward with his sword out and spun like a spinning top. Krel exploded all around him. It was thrilling to use all the powers of the gemstones in unison. 

			Marco flew down corridors and into large halls, slicing and running through the massive castle at blurring speeds. He didn’t know where he was going anymore; he just kept going in the same direction in which the woman had run. At first, it seemed he would catch up to her, but after countless hallways and passages he knew he was lost. So, he just kept going.

			He destroyed dozens of krel, but that only made them angrier. In return, the krel broke, bent and hammered Marco’s armor. He grew tired, and his gemstones became dim. His blue gemstone was nearly out, which meant his armor and sword could break apart at any moment and he wouldn’t be able to fix them.

			Marco burst through a locked door and into a mostly empty hall. No krel here. At the far end were two massive double doors, much bigger than the one he had just come through. Dust covered the floor, and the air smelled stale. Marco seemed to be going down in the castle, but it was hard to tell since there were very few windows anywhere. He looked back down the hallway but didn’t see any krel coming. 

			Well, I don’t know where I am, but neither do those krel. 

			Marco let go of his orange gemstone, allowing his tired muscles to relax. Even with the gemstones, continually running and fighting took a toll. He sighed, then heard something coming from across the hall. It sounded like people talking.

			Marco walked toward the noise and noticed footprints in the dust leading to a small door near the corner of the large room. A sliver of light glowed at the bottom of the door. It looked like it had been recently opened. 

			Marco carefully put his ear to the door and heard familiar voices speaking quietly. 

			“We can’t trust him,” a girl said behind the closed door. 

			Marco’s eyes widened. 

			Talma?

			“We don’t need to trust him,” a boy said, who sounded just like Vinci. “Hoyt is gonna show us how this works, right, Hoyt?” 

			“Well now, I supposed I could do that,” an older man said. Marco couldn’t see this new person, but he talked with a strange accent. “Not in here, though.”

			“Why not?” Talma said. 

			“For one thing,” Hoyt replied, “there ain’t enough room in here. These ain’t gemstones like the ones you have. They’re made from different stuff, and what they can do is quite extraordinary. That’s why you brought me here, remember? You wanted a different weapon.”

			“Yeah,” Vinci said, “we brought you here, and then you almost got yourself caught by Inferus. If it wasn’t for Talma letting that sand tiger in, I don’t know what would have happened.”

			Talma let the sand tiger in? She did disappear before showing up to fight the beast. And Vinci was acting all weird.  

			“Naw,” Hoyt said. “I would’a been fine. I’m a smuggler and quite used to be’in chased. I can handle myself, thank you very much.”

			“We need to decide, Vinci,” Talma said. “Ice or fire?”

			“They both have their appeal, young lady,” Hoyt said. “But if I may, I would suggest fire. This place is already like an icebox.”

			“We’ll take both,” Vinci said. 

			“Both?” Hoyt said, surprised. “Now, that wasn’t the deal. You asked for one elemental gemstone and I got other buyers, in other places. Can’t show up empty-handed now, can I?”

			“Here,” Vinci said. “This bracer is worth more than either of those gemstones. It has three sockets and was made here in Mortem.”

			“Well,” Hoyt said, trying to hide his excitement, “I suppose I could consider letting both of these extremely rare gemstones go for something like this. It will be difficult to find someone who can actually use one of them bracers, besides myself, of course.” He grinned.

			“We got a deal?” Vinci said. 

			“Sure thing, boy’o,” Hoyt replied. “Ya know, you Mortem folk don’t know how rich you are. I’ve traveled to five of the largest kingdoms and never found a place with so many treasures. Makes me wonder what else is here.”

			“What about Marco?” Talma said. “We need to say something. Those talking boulders called him a prince! You know what that means?”

			“They’re called Rockerie, and how the heck did you even hear them?” Vinci said. “No one else could see or hear what was going on.” He paused, waiting for an answer, but none came. “I guess it doesn’t matter now. We need to… What was that?”

			Loud footfalls came rumbling down the hallway behind Marco. He turned around and saw dozens of burning red gemstones in the darkness. 

			“Move!” Vinci said.

			“No,” Talma replied, “this way!”

			“After you, little lady,” Hoyt said.

			Great, Marco thought, watching the krel rush into the hall. He heard a door open and close in the room where Talma and Vinci had been, then nothing. 

			Marco ran toward the massive double doors at the far end of the hall. With a burst of strength, he plowed right through them. He slid to a stop inside a big cavern with light shining down from somewhere high above. 

			Marco stood on a wide ledge in the cavern, where a vast mining pit went straight up and down. Hundreds of krel waited for him on the shelf. 

			Krel rushed in through the broken doors behind, surrounding him. His armor was smashed and dented in several places. He pulled on his blue gemstone, but nothing happened.

			I guess that’s it for armor, Marco thought. Better not break my sword.

			His green, orange, and yellow gemstones were getting dangerously low, too. He couldn’t keep this up much longer.

			“Enough!” a hulking krel shouted in front of him. The giant krel strode toward Marco, dwarfing regular-size krel. “I don’t care what she says, I won’t let you make fools of us anymore!”

			Marco looked up at the giant creature. Memories of getting punched by Luca flashed in his mind, but things were different now. Marco was different. He wasn’t a helpless child anymore.

			The giant krel reached for him, but Marco shot straight through the center of the krel with his sword. The creature exploded. The remaining krel roared and charged at him from all sides.

			Anger and determination pounded in Marco’s mind as he unleashed his fury, but these monsters wouldn’t die. Each time he cut one down, they sprang back up angrier. He sliced through dozens, but already the first krel he’d destroyed were re-forming to join the fight. 

			This won’t work.

			Marco jumped through the air toward the balcony attempting to escape, but a claw of ash grabbed his foot. It slammed him into the floor face-first. Air rushed from his lungs. He gasped, trying to breathe, but it hurt so much. Dozens of krel swarmed on top of him, pressing him into the ground. He pushed against them, but it was no use. They were too heavy and he was too weak.

			“Rip off his armor and take him to the dungeons!” a krel shouted through the chaos. “He won’t escape them so easy!”

			Marco roared, pulling with all he had on his remaining three gemstones, but they instantly winked out. All his strength left him, and his armor crumbled to pieces. 

			Then he saw it: the light in his heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			The Truth Isn’t Pretty

			The light, Marco thought, staring at the bright beams bleeding through his broken armor. 

			Dozens of angry krel swarmed on top of him, crushing him into the ground. It was so hard to breathe. Salty sweat ran into his eyes, blurring his vision, and a terrible dread of being stuck here forever crept into his mind. But somewhere beyond the pain and cold, Marco felt the light. He somehow pulled on that light like he would a gemstone, and an overwhelming sense of peace flowed through him.

			Claws and teeth cracked and tore apart his armor, but in their rage, the krel didn’t notice Marco’s glowing skin. He grabbed one of the claws reaching for his face with his bare hand, and everything went dark.

			•••

			It was just like when he had touched the souls of the old man, the little girl, and his uncle. Marco was somewhere else; only this time, the place he floated in was total darkness. He had touched a krel, and now he was seeing through its soul. But there was nothing there. It was empty, like a void. There was no sound or light, and Marco could feel a terrible presence whispering endlessly.

			“Alone, alone,” the voice repeated. “You are all alone.”

			“Who are you?” Marco said to the darkness. 

			At first, there was nothing, but then he heard someone crying softly. The light in Marco’s heart began to shine, illuminating an old man lying in a hospital bed. Liver spots dotted the man’s bald head, and his face sagged. Fear filled the old man’s eyes as he stared with a blank expression. Family and friends visited with other patients in the room, but this man had no one. 

			He’s all alone. 

			The old man just sat there in bed, his heart monitor beeping slowly and his hand shaking. He seemed like he wanted to cry but couldn’t. Marco reached out and took the man’s shivering hand in his own. Tears fell from the old man’s eyes. He couldn’t see Marco, but he slowly began to smile. Marco smiled too, and the light from his heart grew brighter. 

			A deafening screech cracked the air. It shook Marco to his core, and the old man’s smile disappeared, and fear returned to his eyes. Marco let go of the man’s hand, covering his ears from the loud noise. Darkness returned, and everything turned back to dreary emptiness and silence. 

			•••

			The vision ended, and Marco was back underneath the throng of angry krel. 

			They’re human souls? Marco thought, but it didn’t make any sense. The krel were immortal. Illustra said she created them.

			Marco stared at their lifeless eyes and felt pity. One particularly nasty krel was trying to pull his bracer off, and that’s when Marco noticed his gemstones were blazing with light. 

			When did that happen? 

			He quickly let go of the light in his heart and pulled on the four gemstones in his bracer, re-forming and mending his armor. Power pulsed through his muscles once more. His sword shot into his hand, and he exploded up through the krel.

			Screams and cries broke out as dozens of red burning gemstones hit the ground amid a cloud of black ash. Marco landed right at the edge of the enormous pit and looked up. Far above, faint blue light bled through dark clouds. The vast shaft led all the way to the surface, and there was a steep set of stairs on the other side winding around the rough-cut wall. Marco pulled on his gemstones and jumped toward the stairs, but several krel slammed into him from behind, knocking him off the ledge.

			He flipped in the air as hundreds of krel poured over the ledge after him, like a waterfall of darkness. Marco fell, and the krel fell with him. They attacked and screamed, “Put it out! Put it out!” But Marco didn’t know what they were referring to.

			Marco fought the krel as he fell deeper into the pit. Time seemed to disappear, and he wondered if he would ever stop falling, but then Marco sliced through the last krel trying to pry his bracer off. The creature puffed into ash right before Marco slammed into the ground with a thunderous boom. Burning gemstones rained down around him, followed by their black ash. 

			[image: ]

			The krel immediately began to re-form, but Marco didn’t wait for them to finish. He jumped to his feet, pulled on his orange gemstone, and headed into a mining tunnel at a blistering speed. Everything became a blurry mess as he ran through the tunnel, but his yellow gemstone helped him handle the insane pace. He sped through the darkness for some time, following the shaft deeper into the mountain, until a light appeared up ahead.

			It was only a pinprick of light, but in this darkness, it was like a bright star in the night. He carefully approached the light. It was coming from a small crack in the wall, no bigger than his hand. Marco stepped up to the hole and saw a giant cavern with a couple dozen glowing gemstones.

			“What the heck?” Marco said. He gasped, staring at the glowing gemstones of different colors and sizes. 

			Two or three dozen gemstones lined the walls of the enormous cavern, and none of them had any smoke coming out. They twinkled and glowed with such incredible pure light that they reminded Marco of the stars above Uncle Francisco’s cabin where he had retrieved the second key.

			He sighed, and his thoughts oddly drifted to Talma and the woman in the gray mask. Guilt, fear, and wonder weighed heavily. This wasn’t the adventure he had imagined when he ran away from the vineyard. Marco had left his mother and his sister behind to save them, but what was he even doing anymore? It all seemed so murky and unclear now. 

			I know Illustra can make mom better, Marco thought. She has to. I wonder if she misses me…I wonder if she even notices I’m gone.

			Marco began to turn away from the crack in the wall when two voices echoed from the other side of the cavern. A little red-and-white dragon swam through the air next to a hunched-over old woman with stringy gray hair.

			Elune? Marco thought. What’s she doing?

			“I’m sick of this all pretending,” the old woman said, in a harsh raspy voice. “Everyone takes from me and look at how generous I still am. Ha!” 

			She walked through the cavern, picking up gemstones, smelling them, then tossing them on the ground. A tiny krel about the size of a dog ran behind her, picking up the fallen gemstones and putting them in a bucket. Elune flew beside her with a concerned look.

			“So very generous I am,” the old woman continued. “But what about me? When will I get what I want?”

			“Patience,” Elune said, red lightning gently sparking from her tail. “It’s almost done.”

			“Patience, eh?” the old woman said, sneering. “I have waited thousands of years for this! Do not talk to me about patience! I was Luminous once! I looked down on this rotting cesspool from on high. Higher than even you were, ha! If you can even remember. Now, look at me! Rummaging through the leftovers like a bag lady behind a grocery store!” She picked up another gemstone, smelled it, winced, then tossed it. “I’m tired of waiting.” 

			The little krel scrambled up behind and snatched the gemstone, placing it in the bucket as they made their way through the cavern. There was something wrong about that old woman, besides her haggard appearance and that she was smelling gemstones.

			“He just needs more time,” Elune said. 

			“Ah,” the old woman said, plucking a red gemstone from the wall. “More time, you say? The boy has little time left. Besides, you know his fate.” She smelled the red gemstone, but this time did not throw it away. Instead, she studied it with a curious grin. 

			Marco stiffened and felt a chill run up his spine. 

			“I don’t care about him,” Elune replied with a flick of her tail. “It’s just that we still need him and if he turns too soon…well, what would we do then?”

			Marco’s heart beat faster.

			“Good, good,” the old woman said. “You haven’t forgotten who you really serve. I know things up there can get a little confusing. But, don’t worry so much. The answer to your question is very simple. If the boy fails, then the sister will do. We only need the blood of Dante to bring back Straya.”

			“Sophie!” Marco whispered, his heart skipping a beat. 

			Elune never cared about me. His fists tightened, and his pulse thumped. Sophie, I won’t let them get you. I’ll stop that old hag. Once Illustra hears about this…  

			The old woman tossed the glowing red gemstone she had been holding in her mouth and, in one gulp, swallowed it whole. 

			She ate it? 

			The old woman began to cackle, and her gray hair changed color. Her haggard appearance transformed into a beautiful and tall woman with jet black hair and porcelain skin. She breathed in deeply like a person waking from a long sleep and sighed. 

			“It can’t be,” Marco whispered, shaking his head and pressing his hands against the wall. “No, no, no. It can’t be you…” 

			But there was no denying it. The old woman was Illustra.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Betrayed

			Marco stared in horror at Illustra and Elune through a small crack in the cavern deep below the castle.

			“Great Queen,” Elune said to the formerly old woman, “there is another matter which needs your attention. It’s about Inferus. I think he’s—”

			The tall and majestic queen waved her hand at the little dragon dismissively. “I do not care. All that matters is Straya,” she growled, like an angry beast, baring her teeth. “Once I have it, I will be rid of this world, and you can have your heart back.” She laughed. “That is what you want, is it not?” Elune frowned, looking disturbed. “I think I shall run Marco through with his father’s sword. Then, his mother and sister. How satisfying. Dante’s own sword used to strike down his family!”

			No! Marco thought, his stomach churning like a washing machine. He wanted to throw up. He wanted to scream, but he knew he had to stay quiet. She’s too strong. An icy chill ran over him, and he realized where he was.

			I have to get out of here. 

			Marco stepped away from the crack in the wall, but the back of his foot caught a rock. He tripped and fell over.

			“What was that?” Illustra said, eyes searching the cavern.

			Marco jumped to his feet, heart racing.

			“Someone’s here,” Elune replied. She burst with red lightning and zipped around the cavern.

			Marco backed away from the hole in the wall. 

			Which way? Which way? Tunnels ran in several directions all around him. Those krel are gonna catch up to me soon. So…do I go left or right? 

			Elune flew up to the small hole and looked directly at him. Marco froze, staring into Elune’s big eyes. He gulped and slowly began to pull on his gemstones, though he didn’t know if he could fight El. 

			“Escaped!” a krel bellowed in the cavern behind Illustra. “The boy is gone!”

			Elune narrowed her eyes at Marco, but flew back to Illustra without saying a word. Marco breathed out. 

			Why didn’t she say something? 

			“What do you mean, escaped?” Illustra said to the krel. “I set a battalion of you to guard him! And why would he run from you? He thinks we are on his side, remember?”

			“He just came out and attacked us!” the krel sneered. “You told us to hold back. Don’t hurt him, you said. Be gentle, you said.” It grunted. “He’s fast, that one. Much faster than the others. I won’t—” 

			The krel screamed.

			Marco looked through the hole and saw Illustra picking up a burning red gemstone from a pile of ash on the ground. Next to the ash was a man with cracked gray skin who seemed to be unconscious. He wore a mask with an empty socket in the forehead. A spindly krel cowered away from his former companion. 

			Illustra handed the smoky red gemstone to the thin krel.

			“Find a soul who is actually worthy of this power,” Illustra said to the krel. “We do not have many of these left, and I grow tired of keeping those pathetic humans in my castle.” The krel nodded. “Good. And tell all the krel to find that boy! Set krel along the wall too, and offer rewards for anyone who sees him. We cannot risk him escaping.” 

			“Yes, great queen!” the thin krel hissed. 

			The creature of ash ran off with surprising speed. 

			“He must have discovered something,” Illustra said. “I was so careful. I was so sure he trusted me. And I was going to give him a quick death. Yes, I would have been kind, but now. No. He defies me.” She turned to Elune. “Find him and make sure he brings back the last gemstone. I still need more time to recover.”

			“That place,” Elune said, “where the last gemstone is. It’s…dangerous. What if he doesn’t come back?”

			“Never underestimate desperation,” Illustra replied. She picked up the bucket of gemstones, opened her mouth and breathed on them. Smoke streamed from her mouth, filling the gemstones in the bucket. She handed it back to the little krel. The creature nodded with a crooked grin and ran off. 

			“He needs Straya as much as I do,” Illustra continued, “and will do anything for it.” She walked away from Elune, leaving the little dragon alone in the cavern. 

			Elune looked back at Marco and silently mouthed, “Run.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			No Good Options

			Marco ran through the pitch-black cavern, pulling hard on all his gemstones. He didn’t know where he was going or what he was running to. He just ran.  

			Illustra…El…they lied to me. They never wanted to help me. She’s gonna hurt my mom and Sophie! 

			Memories of his time in the world of souls flipped through his mind like a picture book. He tried to piece them together, but it was so hard. He still didn’t know how long he had been here.

			Illustra said she would kill them, after she kills me. Stupid! How could I be so stupid! Some dragon comes out of nowhere and says she’ll fix everything, and I just believe her. What’s wrong with me? 

			Marco tried to pull on the light in his heart again, but it wouldn’t work. He couldn’t feel it like he had when being crushed by the krel. That old fire in his veins sprang to life again. He oddly felt like he had done this before. 

			It’s just like that night outside the hospital…

			He screamed, forcing those memories away. His thoughts instantly turned to Talma and Vinci, but he couldn’t make sense of what he had heard. He knew they were buying some powerful gemstones behind Illustra’s back, but they never said what for. 

			I can’t trust anyone. 

			Marco came to a split in the tunnel. He ran around a long bend, then slid to a stop inside a massive cavern. 

			“What is this place…” Marco said, his heart beating faster. But he already knew the answer. “This is where they take them…the hospital.”

			Thousands of beds filled the enormous cavern, each one with an ashen soul lying unconscious. Pale smoking gemstones lined the walls and the air smelled like death. It was like a dark stadium filled with bodies, except these souls weren’t dead. 

			Marco walked through row after row, looking down at each masked face. It was hard to tell where the mask ended, and their actual face began. The masks melded with their skin. Marco’s stomach churned, but he kept walking until he came across an old man. 

			That’s him, Marco thought. The old dude who pulled me out of the river. 

			“I’m sorry,” Marco whispered, but the old man lay asleep on his bed, seemingly unaware of Marco. Tears began to fall down Marco’s cheeks. He slowly backed away from the beds and into a dark adjacent cavern. 

			Marco looked over the souls lying motionless in the hospital, then something gigantic growled behind him. He spun around, sword out and came face to face with a massive krel. It was as big as a building with six legs and thick fur made of ash. Four red gemstones burned in a stone mask above large black eyes. 

			“No…” Marco said, stepping back from the colossal krel. “Not you, too. She said she was going to heal you.” The sand tiger krel just stared at Marco with a blank expression, its piercing gaze gone, replaced by lifeless eyes. “She told them to let you go!” 

			The once majestic creature didn’t respond. It merely turned around and slowly walked into the darkness. 

			“Not many left now,” a crackly voice echoed from across the cavern.

			Marco spun around and saw two krel a couple hundred feet away on the far side of the cavern. One was big and bulky, and the other was short and thin. The short one carried a bucket with smoky gemstones.  

			That’s the little krel who was following Illustra in the other cave, Marco thought.

			The two krel walked through the beds, looking over each soul like they were trying to decide something.

			“Yeah,” the big krel said, “not many left at all. I wonder what Illustra has planned for these souls that ain’t got gemstones to turn them.”

			The short krel cackled, “Maybe we just leave ‘em here. They seem happy enough!” The little krel laughed in a high-pitched crow. 

			“Bah!” the big krel barked. “They’ll all be krel one day, mark my words they will.”

			The little krel looked down at an unusually large soul. “What about this one?”

			The big krel walked over to the little one, inspecting the big soul lying unconscious. 

			“Perfect,” the krel said, picking out a smoking red gemstone from the bucket. “This one will make a fine krel indeed. Let’s wake ‘em up!” 

			The big krel placed the smoking red gemstone into the socket of the mask. It burst with fire and smoke. Tendrils of red flames ran over the soul’s body until it was utterly consumed. The two krel laughed as the soul twisted and changed into an ashen monster just like them. 

			Marco watched in horror as the red fire died down, and the newly-formed krel stood up. It was even bigger than the big krel and looked terribly angry. 

			This is my fault, Marco thought. I’ve been helping these monsters. He breathed faster, his head spinning and stomach cramping. 

			 “Where is the great queen?” the new krel said in a raspy voice. 

			“None of your business,” the big krel answered. “We got a few more of you to wake up, so just sit tight.”

			The new krel stared down at the big krel, and for a moment, Marco thought the two might fight, but then the little krel began to sniff the air. 

			“Wait!” the little krel said. “Somethin’s here!”

			“Oh, what is it now?” the big krel said with annoyance. 

			“I smells something,” the short krel replied, continuing to sniff.

			“You always smell somethin’ or hear somethin’ or see somethin’!” the big krel barked. “We should be out there findin’ them traitors. There’s talk of secret tunnels that them filthy little rebels have been using to sneak out the wall. They been escaping, they have. But no, we’re stuck down here on hospital duty.”

			Rebels? Marco thought, then he remembered the little girl and her mother. They were trying to escape when I met them.

			“Quiet,” the short krel hissed, moving around the beds, still sniffing the air. “The boy’s what’s important. Gotta find him quick.” 

			Marco held his breath and slowly backed into the shadow of the cave. 

			“He ain’t goin’ nowhere,” the big krel said, following the short krel around. “It’s a week to the market, and that’s if he knew how to get there! Naw, he’ll turn up, mark my words, he will. Then off he goes and finds that pretty sword, and when he gets back, pop! Illustra turns him into one of us!” The big krel laughed but cocked his head. “Not sure why she don’t just turn him now?”

			“Don’t question the Great Queen!” the short krel snapped, sniffing along the walls and pillars.

			“Bah! I ain’t questioning!” the big krel replied. “Just talkin’, that’s all.”

			The little krel made his way around the beds, sniffing like a bloodhound. 

			“Are you done yet?” the big krel said. “We got work to do.”

			The little krel hissed angrily. “Someone or something was down here that shouldn’t have been.”

			“Well, it’s gone now, so let’s get moving!” the big krel said. 

			Marco sighed, but kept watching as they turned more souls into krel. His gut twisted inside him, and he ground his teeth. 

			I could stop them, Marco thought. But he knew he couldn’t stop all of them, and then there was Illustra. The queen was a giant, but that wasn’t what made her so dangerous. There’s something wrong in her eyes, like she isn’t all there or something. This whole thing is my fault.   

			Red light blossomed around Marco. He turned, sword out, but froze when he saw who it was. 

			“El?” Marco said. His eyes narrowed. “Leave me alone. I know you’ve been lying to me. I know what you and Illustra are planning to do.”

			The red and white dragon floated in darkness with a sad expression. She looked tired. No, that wasn’t it. She looked defeated. Her eyes held a deep sorrow, and her lip quivered just a little. She stared at the krel, who were leaving now with about a dozen new ashen monsters. The dark creatures walked out of the cavern, then Elune spoke softly. 

			“Every soul in Mortem will end up here,” Elune said. “The queen’s drink starts the transformation. It tastes sweet at first, but over time it loses its sweetness, and the desire for more becomes greater. Weaker souls indulge themselves completely and fall to the sickness faster. Then, when they can’t fight back, Illustra has them brought here. And they wait, nearly dead, for her to put a portion of her essence into their masks.”

			“With the gemstones?” Marco said. “That’s why she eats them, isn’t it? She’s twisting them, like the sand tiger said.”

			Elune nodded. “They don’t remember who they were after it’s all over. All they know is a burning desire to obey Illustra and an insatiable rage that can’t be tamed. They become her will incarnate.”

			Marco lowered his sword and looked out across the souls in the cavern. “What happens to their bodies? Back in my world, I mean.”

			“Usually sickness and death,” Elune said. “The body cannot live with a dead soul. You humans are tricky, the only creatures made of flesh and spirit. It makes you unique, but it can be used against you.”

			“Why are you doing this? Why do you help her? You could just fly away! You’re not like her, El!”

			Elune looked down at Marco, her eyes wet with tears. “I’ve done things. Terrible things, that I can’t undo and now…” She trailed off. 

			“Whatever,” Marco said. “Just leave me alone.” He turned away from Elune and began walking down the dark tunnel. 

			“So, you’re just going to run away again? Where are you even going? That just leads deeper into the mountain!” She wiped her eyes, then flew around Marco and got right in his face. 

			“I said, leave me—” 

			“Stop pouting!” Elune said, her voice stern. Marco stopped abruptly, eyes wide. “You never did anything wrong. Illustra tricked you, big deal, join the club. Now, you can either walk down this really long tunnel, which honestly, I have no idea where it goes, or you can come with me. You still have a family to get home to.”

			“Why should I trust you?” Marco said, crossing his arms. 

			“Because, besides Illustra, I’m the only one who can open the Mirror. Which means you don’t really have a choice. You can’t fight Illustra, and you can’t go home by yourself.” Marco stared at Elune for a moment, considering her words. “Please, Marco, let me help you.”

			Marco nodded, taking a deep breath. “Come with me, El. Back to my side of the Mirror.” 

			“What? Your side? You mean the physical world? Ha!”

			“You can stay in my room, and there’s plenty of space on the vineyard to fly around.”

			“I can’t,” Elune said, dismissively. “Illustra still has my…” She stared at the ground, shaking her head. 

			“Your what?”

			“I don’t have a choice, okay?”

			“We always have a choice,” Marco said, remembering his uncle’s words. “Sometimes doing the right thing means making a hard choice, even one that hurts.”

			“I’m sorry I got you into this,” Elune said. “I thought I could just go along with all of it, but I can’t do that anymore.” She zipped down a tunnel away from the cavern, streaking red lightning through the air. “Hurry up!” Elune called back. “I’m not gonna carry you!”

			Marco pulled on his orange gemstone for speed and dashed down the tunnel after Elune, into the darkness. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Decision at the Mirror

			Elune led Marco through a series of tunnels, all the way up through the castle to Tower Arx. Marco gently closed the massive doors of the tower behind him, then walked toward the silvery Mirror in the center of the room. 

			Am I really going back? Marco thought, feeling more nervous with every step. 

			It was quiet in the tower, except for the wind outside, which never seemed to stop. Elune flew next to him but looked around the room, as if the shadows would attack them at any moment. Marco eyed the little white gemstone sitting on the table next to the Mirror.

			That would take me to the last key, Marco thought. 

			He stepped up on the platform and looked into the Mirror. A boy wearing golden armor and an ornate mask stared back at him. Blood drained from his face as he saw ashen, cracked skin around his mouth and eyes. Marco hardly recognized himself.

			“Okay, kid,” Elune said. “Here we go.”

			Elune’s tail began to spark wildly, her hair rising, and her eyes glowing. She let out a cry and unleashed her red lightning on the Mirror. 

			Slowly the image changed to an eleven-year-old boy with shaggy dark hair, a blue t-shirt, and shorts. Rainwater dripped from his shirt, and globs of mud covered his shorts. He forgot how hard it was scrambling up that mountain in the storm. Flashes of lightning popped in the crumbling castle, and water dripped from a large hole in the ceiling.

			It’s just like it was that night when Elune found me, Marco thought. 

			A shiver ran up his spine as the image in the Mirror followed his movements exactly.

			“That’s me,” Marco said slowly, finally realizing this is what he looked like before. He had forgotten his own face.

			Memories of his past self poured back into his mind. He stared at his reflection, remembering his former life. He didn’t want to be that kid again. Marco reached toward the Mirror with a shaky hand. The small, pathetic boy in the Mirror did the same. He cringed, and his heart thumped faster. 

			No powers. No armor. Just regular Marco. 

			“Anytime now,” Elune said. “Just step through.”

			Marco didn’t move. Thoughts of his mother and sister returned, and he wondered what he would say to them. What would happen to his mom now? She was still sick and getting worse. What about Sophie? He couldn’t imagine her fading away slowly, like his father had, like his mother was. Not Sophie, so full of life and joy. She was so happy. 

			But what can I do? 

			Finally, he sighed, closing his eyes to his reflection, and took a blind step toward the person he never wanted to see again.

			He stopped, his eyes snapping open. He was only a breath away from crossing back through the Mirror. He stepped back and turned toward the little table with the white gemstone, leading to the last key. 

			“Marco?” Elune said. “Did your brain stop working? Hey! Do I need to zap you again?”

			“This isn’t what he wanted,” Marco whispered. 

			“What who wanted?”

			“My dad.”

			“Uh, well, I don’t think he wanted Illustra to kill you or the rest of your family, either. I’m guessing living is what he wanted, so jump through. Come on. Let’s go. Let’s go, little human.”

			“No.”

			“No? What do you mean, no?”

			Marco walked to the table and picked up the white gemstone. He placed it in the socket of the Mirror, and the image changed again to solid black. 

			“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” Elune said, shaking her head.

			“I’m not going back. Not yet.”

			“Are you crazy? Well, I know you are, but this is absolutely nuts! You can’t fight Illustra, even if you had Straya!”

			“My dad left that sword to me, so I’m gonna go find it, and I’m not gonna let Illustra take it. I’ll figure out a way to heal my mom and protect my family somehow.”

			“You’ll figure it out?” Elune said, hands going to her hips. “Did you actually just say that out loud? This isn’t a video game! You can’t just start mashing buttons and hope one of them is healing. Straya is a mystical force of power. Not a gamepad! Also, that place in there”—she pointed to the dark image of the Mirror—“isn’t somewhere you want to go. It’s evil. Like really evil.”

			“Don’t worry,” Marco said with a grin, “my dad knew what he was doing. Whatever’s on the other side, I can handle it.”

			“What about your mom? What if you can’t figure it out? Illustra is the only one who can heal her. Maybe you should trade the sword for healing your mom.”

			Marco looked back at Elune. “I have to do what’s right, and that means stopping Illustra, not working with her.” Elune threw her arms up in frustration. “El, I need a favor. I left the other parts of the key in my room. I need you to get them for me.”

			“Sure,” Elune said, sarcastically. “Why not? Since we’re doing dumb things, I might as well fly back to the castle and get the keys for you. Maybe I can bring some krel back, too. You know, just for fun.”

			“Thanks.”

			Elune sighed. “One more question. How do you even know where to go in there?” She nodded to the Mirror. “How did you find the other keys?”

			“My dad. He’s been guiding me this whole time.” He took out the little pocket watch hanging around his neck and held it up. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			Elune rolled her eyes. 

			Marco smiled, then jumped through the Mirror.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			The Darkness

			Marco landed on the other side of the Mirror in darkness. 

			A terrible smell like rotten eggs hit him. He looked around, trying not to breathe too deeply, but saw nothing. No rocks or trees or hills, just pitch-black darkness. The Mirror floated behind him as the only visible object, but its light couldn’t touch anything in this place. There were no sounds either, not even a wind. It was like being in a box, except Marco could feel a vast emptiness around him.

			Marco pulled on his yellow gemstone a little too hard, increasing his senses. His eyes bulged, and his tummy did a summersault. He fell to the ground and emptied his stomach.

			That was dumb, Marco thought, wiping his mouth. Now I’m hungry. 

			He stood up straight and surprisingly felt better. He took out his compass. It ticked away, but he couldn’t see it. Marco raised it to his face, but he couldn’t make out anything. 

			Great…

			He turned around a few times, trying to catch some light from the Mirror, but it wouldn’t work. Marco sighed and noticed the foul smell wasn’t so bad in one direction. 

			At least it doesn’t stink over there. 

			So, he headed toward the less stinky smell. 

			“There is darkness in you, Marco Swift,” a deep and rumbling voice said. 

			Marco spun, sword out, but there was nothing to see, of course. 

			“Who are you?” Marco said. 

			“The darkness made you strong,” the deep voice said. “It made you powerful. It protects you.” 

			“I said, who’s there!” Marco kept turning, trying to find the source of the voice, but he couldn’t see anything.

			Where are you? Marco thought. I can’t see a thing. He stopped turning, his breath caught in his chest, and his heart beat faster. I can’t see anything. The words began to sink in. He frantically turned around. Where’s the Mirror? Marco turned and turned, but the Mirror was gone and he was lost in darkness.

			“Do you not know the voice of your own soul?” the deep voice said. 

			Marco froze, his chest slowly rising and falling. His eyes darted all around, and beads of sweat dripped down his cheeks. 

			“My soul?” Marco said. 

			“Yes, you came into the world of souls split in two,” the deep voice said. “Did you never wonder where your soul might be?”

			“You’re lying!” Marco said. The deep voice laughed like thunder. “Where are you?” The laughter continued, getting louder. Marco swung his sword in the dark. 

			“Missed me,” the deep voice said. “Try harder.” Marco swung his sword again and again. “This is fun!” 

			Marco swung his blade faster, but tripped and fell. The darkness pressed against him like a thick cloud. His heart raced. 

			I’m lost, Marco thought, his heart pounding in his chest. Lost in the dark. 

			“What is wrong?” the deep voice said. “We are together at last. Body and soul! Are you shivering with fear yet?”

			“Naw,” Marco said. “This isn’t so bad. I’m used to the dark.” But it would be nice to know which way to go. He calmed his mind, but his heart kept racing. 

			THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

			“You have a good heart, Marco. Just like your father.” His uncle’s words came back to him. 

			“My heart!” Marco blurted out. 

			Marco pulled on his blue gemstone, and all his armor zipped back into his bracer. At first, there was nothing. Marco frowned, thinking back on the times his heart had glowed. 

			“Come on,” Marco said. He hit his chest a couple times. Nothing happened. He pounded his chest hard. “Do your glowy thing!” He growled in frustration, then remembered each time his heart glowed, he didn’t have the gemstones, or they were out of light completely.

			Marco slipped off the bracer. He instantly felt the weight of his mask. It was like wearing a boulder. Geeze this thing’s heavy, Marco thought, but he still didn’t want to get rid it.

			“Please work,” Marco said, looking down at his heart. 

			Slowly a soft glow began to emanate from under his shirt. It was faint at first, but grew to the point where he could at least see his hands, which meant he could check his compass. 

			“What an interesting trick,” the deep voice said, sounding amused. “How are you doing that?”

			Like I know, Marco thought. This place is so weird.   

			The light from Marco’s heart continued to grow brighter until it illuminated a vast expanse of mist. He looked around, but still couldn’t see anything. And then he noticed the ground. It wasn’t there. Mist slowly shifted in a void. There was no ground at all. 

			“What the heck?” Marco said, looking down at his feet, which seemed to be floating in the air. 

			Mist stretched out in all directions except for a small line of dead grass and flowers that hovered in darkness. The dead vegetation looked almost fossilized, but Marco remembered how his uncle’s soul had walked the dead forest and made things grow. 

			That’s gotta be from Uncle Francisco’s soul, Marco thought. Why did he hide it here? 

			He quickly pulled out his compass and found it pointing in the direction of the little path. Marco walked down the road of dead grass and flowers, keeping his compass out to make sure it didn’t change directions. 

			“Tell me, Marco,” the deep voice said, “what is it you really want?”

			“As my soul,” Marco said, sarcastically, “shouldn’t you know that already?”

			The deep voice laughed, then mused, “Perhaps you do not know, so I would not know, either.”

			“Okay, weirdo,” Marco said, walking a little faster. “I know you’re not my soul.” 

			“That may be,” the deep voice admitted, “but you wouldn’t recognize your soul even if it hit you in the face. For a body and soul to split like yours, there must be a great conflict within. That conflict is what brought you to me. It is what brings everyone to this place. So, I will tell you what you seek.”

			“You’re not gonna try to eat me or something?”

			“No,” the deep voice said, sounding confused. 

			“Well, the last time I met a monster like this it tried to eat me. Then it escaped, and that was kinda my fault, but I’m new here, so...” Marco shrugged. “Also, those spider people wanted to eat me. What’s up with that?”

			“I am not going to eat you,” the deep voice said, sounding angry, “and I am not a monster. I am the Red Prince. I help conflicted humans find peace.”

			 “Okay, Red, whatever,” Marco said, keeping his eyes on the path and his compass. It was still hard to see even with his glowing heart. The darkness seemed to press against the light like it was trying to snuff it out. “It was nice talking to you, but I got work to do.” 

			The path began to bend and somehow go upwards, like there was a hill, except of course there wasn’t. 

			“I can give you what you really desire,” the Red Prince said, “and it is not some sword or healing your mother. It is not finding out what really happened to your father, either.”

			“I know what happened,” Marco said, frowning. “Gorgoth killed my dad.”

			“Is that what you think?” the deep voice said with a laugh. Marco kept walking. “You don’t really care about any of that. I know what you desire.”

			“Yeah,” Marco said, huffing in frustration, “and what’s that?” He saw a small pool of water just up ahead. Marco ran down the little path in the mist. It was hard to run, carrying his bracer and with the mask on. 

			“You didn’t come into this world wanting to save your mother,” the Red Prince said. 
“You came here to escape your own failure.”

			Marco bent down at the edge of the pool, ignoring the ominous voice. Moss covered its edges and a faint light glowed softly underwater. Marco reached in and grabbed the light. He pulled out a perfectly round gemstone that glowed brightly in the darkness. 

			It’s just like the pond behind our house, Marco thought. He smiled, remembering running past that pond on his way home after a long day at school. Most days, his dad would be back there, whittling away on some wooden carving with his Cubs hat on, while his little sister would read or play with her imaginary friends. 

			“But what if you fail now?” the Red Prince said. “You failed your father, and now you are about to let your mother and sister die as well.”

			A chill ran across Marco’s skin, and the memories of better days disappeared. He held the key in his hand, then turned around and headed back toward the Mirror. He could see it now, but it was much farther than it should have been.

			“Leave me alone,” Marco said, running down the path of dead grass.  

			“Illustra is powerful. More than you know.”

			I won’t fail, Marco thought. I can’t fail. But the more he ran, the less sure he was. 

			“I can give you a way out,” the Red Prince said. “I take away your fears. I can take away your guilt. Imagine it. You can be free.”

			“Shut up!” Marco shouted back.

			“Oblivion. It is the only answer. In death, we cannot be hurt. If you go back, you will find nothing but more pain. If you stay here, you will never remember the terrible things you did or did not do.”

			Marco ran faster. He could see the Mirror up ahead. Memories of his father in the hospital flashed in his mind. Memories of the storm and the night he died. They were quick and blurry, but somehow, sharp and clear, too. 

			One memory solidified in his mind above all the rest. It was the day his father first went to the hospital. Marco had been with his dad when he collapsed in their kitchen. Marco called 911 and rode in the ambulance with his dad the whole way. It had been so scary, but his father held his hand and smiled. “Don’t worry, son. I’m here.” 

			He was so strong, Marco thought and then the memory disappeared. It vanished like it had never been there. He tried to remember what he had just been thinking, but it was useless now. Oh no, this place makes you forget!

			“Leave me alone!” Marco shouted.

			“Embrace the darkness,” the Red Prince replied. “It is the only way to peace.”

			Marco slipped on his bracer and reformed his armor. The light in his heart winked out. He reached the Mirror, then looked back into the mist, trying to find the source of the voice. He didn’t see anything. 

			“You’re crazy if you think I’m gonna stay here,” Marco said. “What happened to you anyway?”

			“Your uncle left that key for me to guard,” the Red Prince said. “That was when I still walked in the light. A long time later, a friend taught me a lesson I will never forget. Everything that you love will eventually betray you. You will be like me one day, and on that day, you will seek me out.”

			“I’ll never be like you.”

			“At least, leave the key behind, where it is safe. If you take that back to Illustra, you will be doing exactly what she wants.”

			“I won’t let her get it.”

			“You won’t have a choice. Once you go back through that Mirror, it will be too late.”

			Marco peered into the darkness but didn’t see anything. He began to turn around when he caught sight of something moving by his foot. He bent down and found a little worm with no eyes or ears, but a large mouth. 

			“I thought you would be a lot bigger,” Marco said to the worm. 

			“Size does not matter in this place,” the worm said, but it was definitely the voice of the Red Prince. “Like I said, you will be just like me one day, and you will wish you had stayed here.”

			“You know I could just step on you,” Marco said, “but I won’t. My dad taught me not to hurt anyone smaller than myself.”

			“Your father was a fool. Eventually, the darkness took him as it will take you.”

			Marco stood up and shook off the little worm, but didn’t stomp on it. It slithered away, more like a snake, and disappeared into the mist. 

			Blurry thoughts of the night his father died swirled in Marco’s mind. He could almost see the chipped green paint and the wooden doors lining the hall of the hospital. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, and machines beeped from patient rooms. He shuddered, remembering that he didn’t want to know what happened that night. The memory disappeared. Marco frowned, then stepped back through the Mirror with the last piece of the key to Straya. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Ambushed!

			Marco stepped back into Tower Arx and shivered from the cold air. He held the last piece of the key to summon Straya in his hand, but his mind raced with thoughts about his father.  

			“El?” Marco said. Nothing. “Elune?” 

			It didn’t seem like the little dragon was in the tower. 

			Nausea struck Marco and he began to cough. He fell to his knees and spit up dark slime. Mist rose from the slime, just like the mist where the Red Prince was.

			What was that? Marco thought, wiping his mouth and standing up. The slime was like a void of darkness, sucking in the light. Doesn’t matter. Mom’s dying, and Sophie’s in danger. Focus on that. I have to save them! But he didn’t know how he would do it. 

			Marco ground his teeth defiantly. “I’ll find a way…”

			Wind whipped at the tower, and the ground rumbled ever so slightly. Marco drew his golden blade and breathed in. He turned to face the door as the rumbling grew louder and louder.  

			The large doors to Tower Arx burst open and Elune flew in, red lightning streaking behind her. She carried a ring in her mouth with twisting golden lines and an empty socket at the top.

			“Mago!” Elune said, trying to talk with the key in her mouth. “The’r ‘ight beh’nd ‘e!” 

			“Did you call me Mago?” Marco asked.

			Elune growled, then pointed through the open doors and out to the courtyard. “Look!” 

			A horde of angry krel scrambled across the courtyard, heading straight for them. Burning red gemstones blazed from their foreheads in the night.

			“I thought you were joking!” Marco said. “I asked you to get the other half of the key, not the entire krel army!”

			Elune spit the circular key out of her mouth, catching it with both paws. “I told you this was a bad idea! I said, you’re crazy, and you said, ‘Blah, blah, blah, get me the key.’ Well, here it is!” She swung the key around and tossed it to Marco, but her aim wasn’t very good. 

			Marco jumped toward the key. A black shape flickered in the corner of his vision.

			“Above you!” Elune cried. 

			CRASH! Something slammed into his back, smashing him into the ground. The two pieces of the key slid across the floor. 

			Marco coughed and the room seemed to spin. He wheezed, his lungs stinging, then quickly rolled over to face his attacker. He already knew who it was, though. Inferus stared down at him in his black armor, eyes burning with hatred.

			“Why did you do that?” Inferus said. “You could have just gone home. You could have escaped!”

			“I won’t run away,” Marco said, looking up at Inferus.

			The little krel who followed Illustra in the cavern snatched up both pieces of the key.

			“Hey!” Marco shouted, jumping to his feet. “Give that ba—”

			Inferus slammed his armored fist into Marco’s chest, sending him flying across the room. Marco crashed into the wall with a loud crack. He hit the ground, but jumped right back up with a roar. Pain vibrated in his bones, but he was too angry to notice.

			Two monstrous krel grabbed his arms. They looked down at him with those hollow, lifeless eyes. The twisted souls were crazy strong, but so was Marco. He pulled on his green gemstone and with a shout, ripped his arms free. Then, he formed his sword and sliced through the krel on his right and slammed his foot into the krel on his left, sending it hurling against the opposite wall.

			The krel on his right fell into a pile of ash, but two hands quickly sprung up out of the ash reaching for Marco. He kicked the krel’s burning red gemstone across the room. The pile of ash slowly oozed after its gemstone. The other krel quickly re-formed near the opposite wall.

			Where did it go? Marco thought, scanning the room for the little krel that had taken the key to Straya. Inferus stared at him as more krel poured into the room. Marco turned around and saw himself in the Mirror again, but someone was standing right behind him. 

			Illustra!

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			The Darkest Night

			Illustra stood behind Marco inside Tower Arx. Her giant figure filled the Mirror. She seemed even bigger than usual, and more dangerous. 

			The queen’s fingers were stretched out around Marco’s neck, ready to choke him, ready to kill. She wore a crazed smile, and her eyes burned with anger. Marco turned to face her, but took a step back when he saw the look in her eyes. Dozens of krel surrounded him now. 

			Nowhere to go. 

			“Thank you, Marco,” Illustra said, her voice sleek and smooth. The little krel handed the two pieces of the key to her. “I never could have done this without you. And you too, Elune. What a clever way to convince him to find the last part of the key.”

			“No!” Elune said, looking at Marco. “I didn’t! I mean, I wasn’t!”

			“Of course, you were,” Illustra said, her voice threatening. “Unless…have you forgotten what I hold?” 

			The little dragon looked away from Marco, and shook her head. “No, great Queen. I haven’t forgotten.”

			“Good,” Illustra said. “And now, Marco, it is time for your reward.”

			“I saw you in the cave,” Marco said. “I know who you are!” 

			“And?” Illustra said. “I have what I want now. I do not care what you think.”

			Marco raised his sword, but Illustra slapped it away like it was a toy, breaking the blade in half. Then she grabbed Marco by the throat and raised him in the air. His feet dangled as her claw-like fingers bit into his neck. 

			So strong, Marco thought. He tried to pry her giant hands off him, but it was no use. 

			“After all I did for you, this is the thanks I get,” Illustra said, inspecting Marco like he was a fish at the market. Her voice lowered and became guttural. “I made you strong. I gave power. You are never going back home. Do you hear me? Never!” 

			Illustra slammed Marco into the ground, cracking the stone floor. Pain split in his back, rattling his bones. The queen lifted Marco back up and made him face the Mirror. 

			“I am a merciful queen,” Illustra said, holding Marco’s head up so he could see the Mirror. “So, I will give you a parting gift.”

			Marco pulled at her hands, trying to break free, but they wouldn’t budge. Her hands were solid like iron bars. The silvery glass of the Mirror fuzzed and shifted, then a new image appeared. The Mirror didn’t reflect the inside of Tower Arx anymore; instead, it revealed something far worse.

			“What is this?” Marco said, staring at a green hallway lined with doors. 

			“You really do not remember?” Illustra said. “This will be so much fun. Just like looking at old family photos. You should not forget your family, you know.”

			Marco stared into the Mirror as the image began to move on its own. It was like watching a big TV. A kid walked around a corner by himself. 

			“That’s me,” Marco said, his eyes widening. “That’s the hospital.”

			“So, you do remember,” Illustra said. “How lovely.” 

			Marco watched himself walk down the hallway alone. He passed a nursing station with harsh lights and buzzing computers. Nurses stopped what they were doing and watched him pass with frowns and tears. Lightning flashed through open doors, and thunder shook the old hospital. It was that night all over again. The night he couldn’t remember. 

			The night Marco’s father died.

			Marco watched himself head toward a door at the far end. It was cracked open a little, and he could hear crying inside. He pushed open the door and stepped in. His mother wept at his father’s bedside. Her cheeks were lined with tears, and her eyes were red. The doctors hadn’t expected his dad to take a turn for the worse that night. They’d said he was getting better. They were wrong. 

			Sophie stood next to their mother, holding her, trying to comfort her and telling her it would be okay. Marco knew it would not be okay, no matter what his little sister said. It was so painful to hear her words and see her forced smile. Memories flooded back, and he remembered what would happen next.

			“No,” Marco said. “Please, stop it.” He tried to look away, but Illustra’s fingers held his head in place. 

			Marco saw himself walk up to his dad’s bed with a look of horror. Plastic tubes and wires ran from his father’s nose and chest to machines beeping softly. It was a living nightmare, but his father was smiling.

			He smiled with genuine happiness, just like he had done his whole life. It didn’t make any sense then, and it still didn’t now. He had told Marco how proud he was of him, and that he loved him. Marco had heard those words almost every day, but on that day, at that moment, they struck right at his heart.

			Marco watched himself just stand there as his father spoke to him. He remembered not being able to talk. He couldn’t even think. He could only stare in horror, knowing this was the end. Then his father had taken his hand, looked into his eyes, and told him, “Everything will be okay.”

			Marco watched his father through the Mirror and felt like he was back in that room again. Something had snapped inside him that night as he stood by his father’s bed. The now-familiar burning anger inside him had exploded for the first time in that room. Marco watched as he saw himself yank his hand away and yell at his father.

			“How is this okay?” Marco had screamed at his dad. He watched himself through the Mirror, unable to make it stop. “How is anything gonna be okay?”

			“I know it doesn’t make sense now,” his father had to said to him. “But one day, it will.” 

			“No!” Marco had shouted back. “No! It will never make sense!”

			“Marco. Don’t believe that lie. It’s poison. Once it gets inside you, it’s hard to get out.” Marco could remember the words now, like they had just happened. The once blank spot in his mind was fresh with the painful memories of the past. “This isn’t the end for me, son. One day, you’ll see me again. I promise.” 

			“Just like you promised to get better?” Marco had said. “That’s what you told me. You said, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.’ But you lied!”

			His father’s smile faded a little, and his eyes dimmed. 

			“Stop it, Marco,” his mother said, pleading. 

			Marco ignored his mom and kept yelling at his dad, but then Sophie began to cry. Her tears ripped his heart. He stopped shouting. Marco turned back to his father, eyes hard, face grim. 

			“You should have been stronger…You shouldn’t be here, not you! This is your fault. It’s your fault!” he had said.

			Tears streamed down Marco’s face as he watched everything unfolding through the Mirror. This was worse than any pain he had ever felt. It was worse than his nightmares. It was worse than being lost in the darkness. 

			This was hell.

			His father’s eyes began to tear up, and he watched the man who had been so strong his whole life look weak. His father slumped in his bed, eyes pleading, his hand outstretched toward his son, but Marco stepped away from his father.

			“I hate you,” Marco had said to his dad. The words were like bullets through his own heart. Why had he said them? He didn’t know then, and he still didn’t know now, but he couldn’t change what he’d said. He couldn’t take those words back.

			His mother looked at him in horror, and Sophie shook her head, tears falling from her small chin. 

			His father cried, and the color went out from his face. He looked one last time into his son’s eyes and whispered, “I will always love you, son. Always.”

			Marco stared at his father through the Mirror in shock. He couldn’t believe his father had said that. After all the horrible things Marco had said, My dad still loved me… 

			Then Marco remembered what happened next. A strange warmth filled his heart. It felt awful at the time. He didn’t deserve it, he deserve to feel better. Not now, not after what he’d done. So, he ran away. He wanted it to hurt. 

			Marco watched himself run from his father’s room and out into the storm.

			“No!” Marco screamed at the Mirror. “No! Go back! Go back!” he shouted over and over, but his shouts couldn’t change the past. He couldn’t do anything to change that; but even so, he continued to pound his fists against the glass, trying to break it, trying to stop it, but it was no use. The Mirror had only shown him what had already happened.

			Slowly the image of himself running through the hospital faded. Marco stared at the reflection of his hollow, lifeless eyes. His golden mask and armor seemed so useless now. A terrible emptiness filled him. He had forgotten that night. He had left it all behind, but it would never leave him.

			Marco barely noticed as he was dragged from the Mirror and out into the courtyard.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			The Secret of Straya

			A tall krel dropped Marco in front of Illustra’s throne. 

			Faint hints of red and orange bled through the dark clouds above. Dawn was coming. The giant queen sat on her throne with a look of wicked pleasure in her eyes, but Marco didn’t care about her. He didn’t care about anything.

			He didn’t care if he would ever get home again or even if his mom would get better. He just kept seeing the face of his father over and over his mind. Even at the very end, there was hope in his father’s eyes.

			He never gave up hope, Marco thought. 

			It was like he was right back in that moment when he ran away from his father in the hospital. Like the past year had been nothing more than a bad dream. None of it seemed real.

			“Stand up, boy,” Illustra commanded.

			Marco obeyed, but he didn’t really hear the queen speak. His eyes were glazed over and wet, but he couldn’t cry. He couldn’t feel anything except bone-chilling darkness pressing against his heart. The darkness inside him grew more painful with each breath he took.

			A crowd of masked and hooded souls filled the courtyard. They looked on with eager expectation but stayed quiet. Some of them looked tired, maybe they were sick. 

			They’ll all be krel soon, Marco thought. 

			Inferus stood next to Illustra with Elune beside her. The giant sand tiger krel towered over the courtyard, casting a large shadow, making it even darker in this already dark world. Four red burning gemstones hissed smoky light from its forehead. 

			That’s my fault, too, Marco thought, looking at the big krel. 

			“Finally, I have the complete key,” Illustra said, holding out the two pieces of the key. “Straya. The mystical sword of power. I tried to take it from your father long ago, and now I finally have it.” She smiled at Marco. “I considered turning you into a krel, but now I think I will just run you through with the sword.” She touched her chin, thinking. “Yes. Marco Swift dying by the sword of his father. It has some poetry to it, does it not?”

			Marco still wasn’t paying attention to Illustra. She was speaking loud enough, but he couldn’t hear her. All he could hear was an echo of the words he had said to his father. 

			“I hate you!” The words repeated in his mind, over and over again. “I hate you! I hate you!” It was worse than death.

			Illustra frowned. “Do you hear me, boy? I am going to kill you. Say something!”

			Marco looked up at the queen, “You’re really annoying.”

			“What?” Illustra said, surprised.

			“If you’re gonna kill me,” Marco said, “then go ahead and try it. I’m tired of listening to you blab on about your stupid plans.”

			Illustra growled, rising from her throne. 

			A flash of light ripped through the sky, then crashed in front of Illustra like a meteor. The courtyard shook, and the masked souls screamed. Vinci stood tall, his silver armor glistening. He faced Illustra with two glowing gemstones in his bracer not emitting smoke. One was blue, the other a deep orange. 

			“Illustra!” Vinci shouted up at the queen. “This is for my parents and for all the souls you’ve destroyed!”

			Illustra opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, Vinci raised his bracer, and a wave of ice shot out. The ice covered Illustra’s throne and everything around it, freezing the queen and Inferus where they stood. Icicles shot backward off the throne area, making everything look strangely like statues of glass. 

			Krel screamed, and the crowd cried in horror. 

			“Run, Marco!” Vinci shouted, as krel swarmed in and attacked. “Get out of the city! Head east for the Market!”

			Marco stared at Vinci, but didn’t move. He didn’t care about escaping anymore. 

			The ice around Illustra began to crack, and then it shattered. 

			The tall queen laughed. “I had hoped your little scheme would be more than this. I know you have been working toward this moment for so long. What a disappointment.”

			Vinci sliced through a few krel, turning them to piles of ash and then pointed his bracer at Illustra again. The giant queen walked casually down from her throne toward him. 

			“Well, I don’t want to disappoint you,” Vinci said. Fire erupted from his bracer, blasting a wide swath of the courtyard and engulfing everything in front of Vinci, including Illustra and her throne. 

			Inferus and Elune escaped before the flames could get them, but Illustra just kept walking, like there was nothing to fear. The fire swallowed up the queen in an instant.

			Vinci roared, and the flames grew hotter and bigger. They burned everything in their path, even melting the stone ground of the courtyard. Marco held up his hand, trying to block the intense heat from his face.

			The flames winked out, leaving behind a thick black cloud of smoke. Vinci lowered his arm. “Happy now?” he said with a sneer.

			“Not even a little,” Illustra said, stepping out of the smoke right in front of Vinci. She was completely unscathed without a mark of fire or smoke on her.  

			“No way!” Vinci said, stepping back and drawing his sword. 

			“My turn,” Illustra said. Then she breathed in deeply and sucked out all the light in Vinci’s bracer. 

			Vinci dropped to the ground, his armor falling apart. 

			Marco tightened his fists and clenched his jaw. He slowly began to pull on the gemstones in his own bracer, filling his body with power. 

			“Where is Talma?” Illustra asked, raising her fingers to strike Vinci.

			“Leave him alone!” Marco shouted.

			Illustra looked up at Marco, like she had forgotten he was there, then smiled. She walked toward him, her eyes wild with excitement. 

			“Would you like to know what really killed your father?” Illustra asked, coming closer to Marco.

			“Don’t talk about my dad,” Marco replied through grinding teeth. 

			“I thought you would,” Illustra continued. “You see, that strange sickness that took him was not exactly natural. That is why the doctors were so confused.” She laughed. “It was so satisfying when they told you he would get better. How foolish you humans are.”

			“Stop it,” Marco said. “You’re just a liar! He got sick. People get sick. Stop lying!”

			“It was not his battle with Gorgoth that killed him. It was not some natural sickness in his body. You see, long before your father fought on that ridge, I poisoned his soul. It was me, Marco... I killed your father.”

			Marco’s heart thumped in his chest as the reality of what she was saying sunk in. Illustra had killed his dad. This was all her doing. All the pain and sadness his mother and sister went through. All the guilt of what he had done. She was behind it all.

			“You killed my dad...” Marco said. His eyes widened, and he could hear his heart beating in his chest. It stung him with each thump.

			“You look angry,” Illustra said. “Perhaps you want to cry now?” She cackled. “Do not worry; I have poisoned your mother’s soul as well, and your sister will be next. Though, sadly, you will not live long enough to see them die.”

			He stared at the monster who had robbed him of everything, then attacked.

			Marco shot toward Illustra, striking several times with his golden sword. Each blow was like a thunderclap, an explosion of power. The gemstones flowed through him, making his every move sharp and precise, but Illustra caught each attack with her hand like it was nothing.

			“Oh, I like it when you are angry!” Illustra said.

			Marco screamed, rage filling his bones, and jumped high into the air. He flew like an arrow straight up and then came back down with every bit of power he had focused on this one strike. Illustra looked up at him and smiled.

			His sword slammed into Illustra, causing the courtyard to crack and shake. Souls screamed, and the krel roared. The sand tiger krel growled. Inferus drew his black blade. Marco looked down, hoping to see nothing but rubble. Instead, he found Illustra holding his golden blade in her fingers like it was a twig.

			Illustra opened her mouth and sucked in the light from his gemstones. His power instantly vanished just like it had with Vinci. Marco fell to the ground and gasped. His armor felt like bricks wrapped around his body, and his mask was like iron.

			“Nice try, kid,” Vinci said, lying on the ground beside him. “You always had a lot of guts.”

			“Have you learned nothing?” Illustra said, picking up Marco by his now useless armor. It was cracked and bent, and he didn’t have any power to fix it. “I control the gemstones. They are mine!” 

			“Disgusting,” Marco said, inches from Illustra’s face. “Your breath smells like a fried cat ate a pile of sulfur.”

			“Is this funny?” Illusta said. 

			“It will be when I crush you into dust,” Marco replied with a bloody grin.

			Illustra flashed a wicked smile and threw him across the courtyard. Marco tumbled, his armor breaking and falling apart in chunks. He slid to a stop near the bubbling spring at the center of the courtyard. Burning pain sprang up all over, like a thousand needles striking him at once. His teeth ground together, and he could barely open his eyes. His armor lay scattered and broken in front of him, and his bracer was crushed. All four gemstones were either broken or missing.

			[image: ]

			No more armor. No more powers. He was back to normal.

			Marco shuddered in the cold wind even though his skin burned from cuts and scrapes. 

			 “Do not die yet, Marco Swift,” Illustra said, raising the two pieces of the key. “I want you to see your doom. Behold the power of the Luminance…Straya.”

			Illustra placed the little gemstone into the socket of the twisting ring. It clicked together and began to hum a pleasant tune. Illustra frowned, dropping the key as if it were a deadly snake. The little key clinked on the stone, humming louder and louder. 

			“What is this?” Illustra said. “Where is the sword? I want that blade! And why is it making that horrible sound?”

			The key suddenly floated up in the air, then shot across the courtyard and straight into Marco’s hand. He grabbed it by instinct, his arm working on its own. Warmth flooded Marco’s heart and began spreading throughout his body. The key wrapped around his wrist like a smaller version of his bracer, and something unlocked inside him. 

			Marco looked down and saw the glowing light coming from his heart just like before, but now it was spreading out, like it had been released. He had almost forgotten about it. The strange light that had been hidden under his armor all this time was now bleeding through his t-shirt and growing brighter.

			The key continued to hum and sounded like a song his father used to sing. Marco remembered how his dad had always tried to get him to dance to that silly tune. Sophie always jumped in, but Marco had been too cool for that. He could still see them in his mind, hopping around the living room and laughing. 

			“Stop that insufferable noise!” Illustra commanded. “And why are you glowing? Wait…that light…I know that light.”

			“It’s just some trick,” Inferus said.

			“No,” Illustra said, walking toward Marco. “That is no trick.” A wicked smile formed on her lips.

			Marco struggled to stay upright, his body reeling in pain, and his mask weighing on his head like an anchor. He raised his hands to take off the mask but froze. A sudden fear of being exposed struck him. If he took off the mask, everyone would see him for who he was and that frightened him.

			“I will always love you, son.” His father’s words came back to him. Those words had hurt so much before, but now they were comforting. 

			“My dad loves me,” Marco said, and he knew what the light was. 

			His father had given him that light on the day he died to protect him from Illustra and the darkness. It was always there, trying to guide him and help him even when he didn’t want it. The light was his father’s love. 

			Marco raised his hands up to his mask again, and he heard the voice of his father.

			“Don’t worry. It was hard for me, too.”

			Marco took off his mask and dropped it on the ground, its horrible weight instantly disappeared. He held out his hand. A brilliant sword of light appeared in his fingers. It blazed like the sun, and Marco felt its warmth and peace flow through his whole body. Burning heat obliterated the cold that had tried to suffocate him, and he no longer felt that burning anger. It was just gone, like it had been such a little thing.

			“Straya,” Marco said, and began to laugh.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			It Was Always You

			Tears rolled down Marco’s cheeks, but he was too happy to notice. It felt like a terrible weight had been lifted. Like he had been carrying a boulder and realized all he had to do was let it roll off his back. 

			Illustra stared at Marco, eyes wide with excitement. He used to think she was beautiful, but her ravenous wild eyes and twitching fingers made him feel sorry for such a scared and ugly creature. Her appearance hadn’t really changed, but he was free of her spell now.

			“It was in your heart this whole time?” Illustra said. “Your armor. It was…It was hiding it. I should have known, but no matter. It is mine now.” She frowned, her lips curling into a sneer at Marco. “Stop that incessant laughing!”

			Light fell through the clouds above, enveloping Marco. Illustra screamed. Vinci laughed. The crowd of souls shouted and cried. Inferus stared with a strange sense of wonder and fear. A couple of krel got caught in the light and puffed away into piles of ash. Their ashes slowly slunk away, searching for shade. Marco breathed in the light, which was much different than any light he had known before. It was thicker and smelled slightly sweet, but strangest of all, it seemed to soak right into him, like he was a sponge and it water. And stranger still, he grew a little bigger in the light. 

			My dad loves me, Marco thought.  

			Something quietly clinked under his shirt. Marco pulled out his father’s pocket watch and popped it open. The hands of the clock ticked away, and the compass pointed toward the light in the sky. 

			Is that where you are?

			Illustra lifted her scepter. Smoking gemstones flashed, and the clouds rushed together, filling in the hole and blocking out the light. Marco stood in the center of the courtyard, glowing like a torch in the night. The giant sand tiger krel growled in anger from behind the throne, but the crowd quieted down.

			“Hand over that sword,” Illustra said, her voice smooth but sinister, “and you can go home. I will even forget about your mother and sister.” She stretched out her hand to Marco. “Give it to me now and all of this unpleasantness will go away.”

			Marco stared up at Illustra, feeling the comforting warmth of Straya. Memories of days before his father got sick came back to him. He was so happy then... Marco sighed, allowing himself to remember those wonderful times. He wouldn’t fight those memories anymore.

			“I miss my dad,” Marco said. “He loved me, even when I did bad things.” He held up his father’s glowing sword and looked into its wondrous light. “He trusted that I would do the right thing even if it was hard.” Illustra stepped forward, her eyes widening in gleeful anticipation. “Which is why you’ll never get this sword.”

			“Insolent little welp!” Illustra hissed. “I was lying anyway. Krel! Kill him!”

			“No, duh,” Marco said, “I’m pretty sure if your mouth is open, you’re lying.”

			The giant sand tiger krel leaped over the throne and landed in front of Marco. It roared and white-hot lava dripped from its ashen lips. 

			“I’m sorry for hurting you,” Marco said to the beast.

			The giant krel spit a lava ball at Marco, but he simply held up his sword and cut it in two. The large pieces of lava splattered on krel and a couple nearby pillars. The giant beast roared again, shaking the courtyard, and charged. Marco pulled on the power of Straya and shot straight through the sand tiger krel’s mouth and out its back like a bullet. He landed gently on the stone courtyard. 

			The sand tiger krel turned around and stared at Marco for a moment. Then the burning gemstones in its forehead fell to the ground, and winked out. 

			Ash fell like rain from the giant krel’s body, then it burst back into its original self in an explosion of light. The yellow and black striped fur returned, and its piercing blue eyes began to glow. 

			“Impossible!” Illustra said. 

			“Nice one!” Vinci shouted.

			Marco smiled as the sand tiger shook off the remaining ashes, then stretched its legs like it had just woken up. It was no longer a krel, and never would be again.

			The crowd erupted in terror. Looks of confusion and horror mixed with awe and wonder. The sand tiger bounded off the courtyard and down into the city, heading toward the wall. 

			“Marco…” Elune said, her eyes wide. “How did you do that?”

			“You idiot!” Illustra said to Marco. “I’m going to rip that sword from your fingers and make you watch as I destroy your family!”

			The other krel screeched in anger and attacked like a swarm of bees. One by one Marco sliced through each krel, with Straya turning them back into normal souls. Their ash fell off like the sand tiger’s, and their burning gemstones winked out. The former krel looked dazed and confused. Some souls shouted for joy, taking off their masks, but others ran in fear. The remaining krel looked in horror at their former members before turning and running away. 

			“Useless!” Illustra screamed. “Inferus! Bring me that sword!”

			The boy in black armor burst from the top of the steps and zipped down to Marco fast as lightning. Inferus’s dark sword slammed into Straya with a loud crack, but it didn’t faze Marco. He easily held his ground.

			“You knew all along, didn’t you?” Marco said to Inferus, pressing his sword of light against Inferus’ blade of darkness. “You didn’t want me to find Straya because you knew what would happen if I did. You knew what it would mean.”

			“Shut up!” Inferus said. He spun, striking at Marco in a flurry of attacks, but Marco blocked each one. Inferus roared, flying into the air and descending like a meteor on Marco. 

			BOOM! The swords exploded with power. The courtyard cracked under Marco’s feet, and Tower Arx shook. Several pillars collapsed and the sky quaked. 

			“You knew, because…” Marco said. 

			“I said, shut up!” Inferus screamed and readied his blade to strike Marco right through the heart. 

			Marco closed his eyes and let go of Straya. The sword of light dissolved and flowed back into his heart. Inferus rammed his dark blade straight through Marco’s chest. Marco gasped at the pain and opened his eyes. 

			“You knew,” Marco said, “because you’re me. You’re my soul.”

			“No…” Inferus said, shaking his head. “No, no, no!”

			Blood trickled out of Marco’s mouth. The dark blade stuck out of his back, and the pain was so intense Marco had a hard time keeping his eyes open. He reached up with shaky hands, removed Inferus’ mask and saw himself. His soul stared back at him with shaggy brown hair and blue eyes. The face of his soul had several scars, but Marco knew it was him.

			“I hate you,” Inferus said, tears running down his cheeks. 

			“I know,” Marco said, then his vision became blurry, and all went dark. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Body and Soul

			Marco walked through the hospital his father had died in, except all the doors and windows were open, allowing brilliant sunlight to pour through. He headed toward his dad’s room but didn’t know why exactly. He just knew he was supposed to go there. 

			Marco opened the door and saw himself in the hospital bed lying unconscious with red blood seeping through his shirt, right where his heart would be. Standing next to his unconscious self was his father. 

			“Hello, son,” Dante said. “It’s good to see you awake.”

			“Dad?” Marco said, heat rushing to his cheeks. “Dad!” He ran to his father and nearly knocked him over. He cried, burying his face in his dad’s chest. “I’m sorry I ran away. I’m sorry for what I said. I’m sorry for everything!”

			His father held him for a moment, then bent down and looked into his eyes. “I love you, son. That’s all that matters. I know you feel terrible for what happened, but it wasn’t your fault.”

			Marco wiped his tears and nodded. He was just a little kid again with his dad. 

			“Dad,” he said, “is it true what Illustra said, did she make you sick?”

			“Yes,” Dante said with a sigh. “We thought she was going to help us. We trusted her. I trusted her. I was wrong.”

			“Is Mom sick, too?”

			“Not just your mother, but our whole family. Illustra hates us for trying to stop her. She wants to destroy everything the King ever made to get back at him. You see, she blames him for her ugliness, but of course, it was her hatred and pride that stole her beauty.”

			“You mean the King Illustra said was bad?”

			“To her he must seem terrible and to all those who serve evil he certainly is. Real goodness is horrifying to the wicked.”

			“Why doesn’t he do something then?”

			 “He has. He sent you.” 

			“No.” Marco shook his head. “Illustra tricked me into coming here.” 

			“She played but a small part in bringing you to this place.” Dante smiled. “You were meant to come here and not by her design alone.” 

			“But what can I do? If you couldn’t stop Illustra, how am I supposed to?”

			“Trust the light. It’s true, you can’t defeat her, but it can. That’s where I was wrong. I was so afraid of the darkness taking Straya that I sent it to you. Don’t let fear rule you as I did. The darkness can never overcome the light. Do you believe this?” Marco nodded. “Good, now, it’s time you opened your eyes.”

			“No! I want to stay with you!”

			“One day, I’ll see you again, but right now your mother and sister need you. I know it’s hard, but your courage is greater than mine.”

			“Dad, please don’t go.”

			“You’ll have to find Illustra’s real self. Fiends always work from a place of deception and tricks. Her spirit will be hidden somewhere close by… Trust the light, Marco, it will guide you if you let it.”

			“I love you, Dad.” 

			“I love you too, son.”

			•••

			Marco opened his eyes and saw his soul staring at him with a haunted gaze. Inferus’ dark blade was still jutting through his chest and out his back.

			“Finish him!” Illustra shouted from across the courtyard. 

			Marco held his broken soul and whispered the words he had so desperately wanted to say but until now did not have the courage to utter.

			“I forgive you.”

			Inferus’ dark armor fell off, his blade dissolved, and he became one with Marco. 

			Body and soul joined. 

			Flesh and spirit united. 

			Marco was whole again. 

			He breathed in deeply, and his heart closed up and healed. Straya formed in his hand, and he looked up at Illustra. He wasn’t scared anymore.

			“Your soul was here this whole time? How did I not see it?” Illustra said, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Our mind…it was torn in half that day.” The queen’s voice lowered to a whisper and she seemed to be speaking to someone who wasn’t there. “No, you never told us. I knew this would happen. You are far too certain of-” She stopped speaking with a jerk. 

			But Marco wasn’t paying to attention to her. He walked across the courtyard toward Vinci who was stuck in his now useless armor. Masked souls shivered in the cold wind and gaped in disbelief at the boy with a glowing heart. 

			Illustra’s confusion disappeared with a second odd jerk of her head. “Are you coming here to die?” She asked in a loud, but calm voice. “You do not think you can actually win, do you?”

			Marco knelt beside Vinci. “Doom Patrol? Was that name your idea?”

			“Yup,” Vinci said. “Pretty cool, I know. It took me a while to figure out what Illustra was really up to with the hospital and krel. She’s always been so sneaky. I didn’t want to confront her now, but when I heard what happened to you, well, I had to do something.”

			“You cannot ignore me!” Illustra said, rage filling her voice. 

			“Can you walk?” Marco asked Vinci. 

			“Sure,” Vinci replied. He tried to get up, but his silver armor was in tatters and weighed a ton without his gemstones. 

			Marco reached out to Vinci, but before he could take his hand, Illustra crashed into him with her scepter. 

			“Marco, be careful!” Elune said, flying erratically back and forth around the throne. “She’s after Straya!”

			Marco burst with light and swung his sword at the queen, but Illustra didn’t try to block the attack. Instead, she grabbed the blade with her bare hand. 

			“I held this before,” Illustra said, her hand shaking, “but made the mistake of not taking it when I had the chance.” She tried to pull the blade away from Marco, but couldn’t do it. “I am going to rip this from your fingers and leave this cursed world. With Straya, I can travel anywhere. I will destroy your family and their little vineyard. Then, everything else the King has made.”

			“I won’t let you!” Marco shouted, struggling to hold on.

			Illustra breathed in the power of Straya. Streams of light leaped from the sword and into her mouth and nostrils. Her eyes flashed with excitement but began to turn black. Illustra sucked in more and more of the light, but as she did, her skin cracked and broke. Little fissures burst all over her body, spewing ash like mini volcanos. 

			“It will not destroy us this time!” Illustra shouted, her lips turning to embers. 

			Marco could feel the power draining from him. The whole castle began shaking. Towers crumbled and fell. The edge of the courtyard broke away, tumbling down the mountain. Souls screamed and ran in a panic, but Illustra grew larger. 

			Marco fell to his knees, barely able to hold on to the sword. His muscles felt like jelly, and his heart raced. 

			She’s too strong, Marco thought. She’ll take the power and then what? Thoughts of his mother and sister and even Luca popped into his mind. He imagined the vineyard burned and his family dead. 

			“Leave him alone!” Elune said, flying up to Illustra. Red lightning burst from her tail like Marco had never seen before. It was amazing, like a thousand lightning bolts striking at once. Chunks of the queen were blown away like an exploding sand castle, but Illustra quickly reformed her broken parts like the krel. 

			“Little whelp,” Illustra said. “I will deal with you soon.” Illustra pulled harder on the blade, her body bulging and deforming. Then her eyes flashed, and Elune winked out like someone had turned off a light switch. The little dragon fell to the ground with a plop, but was breathing. 

			“Elune!” Marco shouted. 

			“Give it up!” Illustra said, her voice garbled and hoarse. “And, I will let you have the kitty.”

			“Monster!” Marco shouted back.

			Illustra roared, and Marco’s fingers began to slip. The walls of Mortem crumbled, and the city below shook. 

			I’m sorry, Dad. I can’t do it. She’s too strong.

			Something green flickered in the sky, then Talma came flying down like a thunderbolt and cut off Illustra’s hands.

			Marco fell backward, holding on to Straya. Illustra’s hands hit the ground and turned to ashes. Talma smiled at him. Her golden hair flowed in the wind, and her skin glowed softly. Her armor was gone, replaced by a green shirt and matching trousers, but she still wore her mask. He smiled back at her, feeling like he had known her all his life.

			“Now, Marco!” Talma said, pointing at Illustra. 

			Marco looked up at Illustra, her hands gone. He began to pull on Straya, drawing in its incredible power. 

			“You should see yourself,” Illustra said, looking down at Marco, ashes falling from her two stumps. They were reforming much slower than before. “It was just how your father looked before I killed him.”

			Marco yelled and shot toward Illustra. He struck the queen and rammed Straya through her heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Crumbling Immortals

			Illustra’s eyes bulged and her body convulsed. Marco pulled Straya back, then Illustra smacked him with her arm. He stumbled back and fell, staring up at the queen. Something screeched from under the water in the center of the spring. Then the water exploded into the air like a geyser.

			“You cannot kill us!” Illustra said, but before she finished speaking, her foot crumbled into ashes, followed by her arms and legs. 

			Just like the krel, Marco thought. 

			“We are immortal!” Illustra cried, her body crumbling.

			The queen’s eyes bulged, and she shattered into a thousand pieces. Her ashes lay on the ground, unmoving, until a strong gust swept down and scattered them into the wind. The once all-powerful queen was no more.

			“You did it,” Talma said. She smiled, but Marco frowned. 

			“Where’s her gemstone?” Marco asked, looking over what was left of the queen’s ashes. 

			“Her gemstone?”

			“Every krel had one, so where is it?”

			“Hey!” Vinci shouted from behind them. He was still lying on the ground, buried under his silver armor. “Will one of you help me get this darn armor off?”

			“Come on,” Talma said, then reached down and grabbed Marco’s bare arm, pulling him up.

			The world shifted at Talma’s touch, and Marco was somewhere else. 

			•••

			Marco floated through a dark and ruined castle. Rain dripped from the ceiling onto a winding staircase covered in moss that looked very familiar. 

			This is Crispo, Marco thought. I chased Elune up those stairs. 

			A girl with flowing brown hair ran up the stairs. Though she was completely drenched and looked exhausted, she climbed the stairs with determination. 

			“Sophie!” Marco shouted. 

			His little sister stopped running and looked around. She frowned like she heard something but then continued up the staircase. Lighting flashed through a hole in the stone wall, but the storm seemed less angry than it had before. A little bit of sunlight peeked through cracks on the opposite side, and the wind wasn’t howling anymore.

			“Go back! Get out of here! Sophie!” Marco shouted again, but this time it didn’t seem like his little sister could hear him. 

			“Sophie…”

			A loud screech struck Marco’s ears. The noise reverberated in his chest, shaking him to his core, but the sound wasn’t coming from the vision. Sophie and the castle of Crispo vanished, and Marco was back in Mortem standing next to Talma.

			•••

			“Sophie?” Marco said, looking into Talma’s bright eyes.

			“Huh?” Talma said, confused. “Who’s Sophie?”

			“What a tasty treat that was,” said a raspy and sinister voice from behind. Marco and Talma spun to find Illustra growing out of the ground like a krel. “Oh, the pain and the power! That sweet taste of real power…I must have it all.”

			“I knew it wouldn’t be that easy,” Marco said, raising Straya. 

			“He killed you…” Talma said. 

			“I was created to consume anything,” Illustra proclaimed, “even the fire of a King. Did you actually think you had won?”

			“Well, kinda,” Marco said. “I was really hoping you were making up the whole thing about being immortal.”

			Illustra’s head whipped back and she howled in laughter. Marco stepped away and noticed a thin cord, running from Illustra’s foot all the way to the spring in the center of the courtyard. The queen finished re-forming, then the little cord became almost invisible. 

			“So, this is your sister’s soul,” Illustra said. Talma looked at Marco. He shrugged. “I should have known.” Her scepter reappeared in her hand and began to glow. “Try cutting this in half.” A giant ball of fire as big as a house burst from the scepter and flew straight at Marco and Talma. 

			“Sophie!” Marco yelled, pushing his little sister’s soul out of the way. He lifted Straya to block the fire but was too slow.

			The fireball struck Marco, blasting him across the courtyard toward the boiling waters of the spring. 

			Marco crashed into the water and began to sink. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			The Monster Below

			Marco fell deep into the waters of the spring. 

			Surprisingly, he wasn’t burned, but that fireball struck him like a semi-truck at full speed. Head spinning and body throbbing, he drifted down in the darkness, but Straya slowly restored his strength. [image: ]

			Poisoned icy waters bit at him from all sides, the slimy liquid tasted like putrid filth. Marco twisted his body around and saw streams of light breaking through the surface above. He began to swim back up, when a tentacle grabbed his leg and jerked him down. He reached for the stone walls, but they were too far away. He swung Straya at the tentacle around his leg, cutting it off, but two more sprang out of the darkness below, wrapping around his arm and waist. The rubbery tentacles yanked him lower, speeding him to the bottom.

			He scrambled to get the tentacles off, but they were so slick he couldn’t get a hold of them. He held his breath, trying not to panic, but as he plunged deeper and deeper into the springs, a dark presence began to press against him. He glanced back up at the surface, now dozens of feet away. The round opening of the spring shrunk to just a pin prick of light.

			Flashes of tumbling through the falls popped into Marco’s mind, but he couldn’t really think. Everything was happening so fast. 

			SMASH! Marco slammed into the bottom of the spring. Pain flared in his back, and his vision swirled. He didn’t know which way was up, or even what had just happened. He was on the courtyard only moments ago, and now he was at the bottom of the spring surrounded by darkness. He turned around, trying to get his bearings, and saw something strange. 

			A faint red glow pulsed a few yards in front of him, surrounded by a black mass. It was so dark down here he could barely see anything. He clutched Straya, then pulled on the power of the blade, causing it to explode with light. 

			The light revealed a giant octopus-like monster with dozens of tentacles wrapped around a huge glowing red gemstone. 

			Gorgoth!

			The massive creature screeched in anger at Marco and quickly shot out more tentacles to grab him. Marco fought back. He swung Straya in a flurry of strikes slicing through tentacle after tentacle, but there was no end to them. The monster regrew its hideous arms at a rapid pace. More and more tentacles attacked, and Marco began to realize he couldn’t hold his breath forever. 

			“Give it to us!” Gorgoth growled.

			Marco kept swinging Straya faster and faster, trying to keep up with the onslaught of tentacles. 

			“Give it to us!” the monster roared again.

			“Never!” Marco shouted back. He remembered watching his father fight this monster. He remembered his dad struggling for his life in the hospital. “You took everything from me! I won’t let you take this!” Memories kept flashing in his mind, and Marco remembered his father sending the sword away. 

			I can do that, too, Marco thought. Sophie! I can send it to Sophie! 

			Marco pulled on the power of Straya, knowing instinctively what to do. He readied the sword, but then he heard the voice of his father. 

			“Don’t make the same mistake I did.”

			A tentacle slipped through Marco’s defenses and wrapped around the hilt of Straya. Gorgoth screamed with delight, but its oily skin began to burn. 

			“No!” Marco shouted, his fingers clinging to the sword with every ounce of strength he could muster. 

			Illustra suddenly formed in front of Gorgoth, in all her queenly beauty. She glowed in the water, majestic and graceful. Her face quickly turned to horror when she saw Gorgoth’s fingers around Straya. 

			“What are you doing, you fool?” Illustra said to Gorgoth. “You cannot take it yourself. I must take it for us! We know this!” 

			“The power belongs to me!” Gorgoth growled, pulling on Straya. 

			“It will destroy us!” Illustra shouted back. “Only I can hold it!”

			“What do you know, puppet?” Gorgoth roared. 

			“We are you!” 

			“Enough!” Gorgoth said. 

			Illustra screamed and instantly crumbled to ashes. 

			“I have waited ages for this moment. I will not let a puppet take it from me.” Gorgoth pulled on the sword and sucked in its light. Black skin burst and popped like it was boiling from the inside. “This the moment I take back what is mine. The moment I free myself from this prison. He must suffer as I have suffered!”

			Marco held on with all he had, but his fingers were slipping, and his strength was failing. He couldn’t resist much longer. 

			I can’t let it go, Marco thought. If Gorgoth gets it, he’ll hurt Mom and Sophie. I can’t let that happen. I can’t!

			“Do not be afraid, Marco,” a kind voice said. Somehow Marco knew whoever was speaking could hear his thoughts. “You have done well, now let me do the rest.”

			“Who are you?” Marco thought back. 

			“You know who I am.”

			A calming warmth flowed from Straya and into Marco’s heart. It filled every muscle and limb, easing away anxiety and fear. 

			You’re the Light, Marco realized, and suddenly he knew that Light had always been with him, telling him not to be afraid. 

			It was in his father’s eyes, his mother’s smile, and his sister’s hugs. It was there when he laughed and when he felt alone. The Light had been with him through every painful gut-wrenching moment. It knew his innermost thoughts, both the good and bad, and yet it loved him.

			Overwhelming joy flooded Marco’s heart when he knew that he was loved and always would be. He opened his hands and let go. 

			Gorgoth greedily yanked away the glowing sword and swallowed it whole, plunging the world into darkness.

			Marco fell, plopping on the bottom of the spring. His powers were gone, and his lungs were almost empty. Beams of light burst from Gorgoth. The monster screamed in a mixture of pain and excitement. The ground shook, and the water boiled. 

			Dad, Marco thought, I guess, I’ll see you soon. For a brief moment, Marco imagined a shimmering country full of life without a speck of darkness. His father was there, walking near a river of flowing stars, and that made Marco happy. 

			“Not yet, son. Your story is just beginning.”

			Light flooded the spring. Warmth rushed over him, waking him up. Gorgoth swelled and with one last cry exploded. The monster didn’t turn to ash like the krel, but simply burned away into nothingness, and then it was gone. Straya was gone too.  

			The huge gemstone Gorgoth had wrapped itself around was freed. A flicker of red lightning zipped down to the gemstone, and Elune took her heart back. The little red and white dragon grew several times bigger, until she could barely fit within the walls of the spring. 

			Marco smiled, but his eyes closed, and he fell unconscious.

			“Always so dramatic,” Elune said with a grin. She carefully grabbed him with one massive paw and flew up and out of the water. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			Home

			Elune carried Marco out of the spring and flew into the air. He coughed up water and breathed in deeply. 

			“Hold on, kid!” Elune said. She swooped down toward Tower Arx.

			Marco peeked out from Elune’s big paw and saw large cracks splintering out from the spring he had just been in. Water from the spring spewed into the air, while smoking light streamed up from the city below like hundreds of thin wisps going to the same point. 

			The krel are changing back into normal souls, Marco realized. 

			Some sections of the courtyard collapsed as the castle slowly fell apart. Most of the souls fled and screamed, but some did not. Some souls took off their masks and smiled, like they had just woken up from a bad dream. Marco looked over their faces, each one bearing some kind of scar.

			Bright rays of sunlight broke through the dissipating clouds. Tower Arx no longer issued smoke into the sky. Far in the distance, Marco could see the outer walls of the city crumbling. He reached for his bracer to pull on his yellow gemstone to increase his vision, but there was nothing there. He didn’t have the gemstones or armor or Straya anymore. He grinned, realizing he was back to being Marco. 

			Elune burst through the double doors of Tower Arx, sliding to a stop inside the large room. A couple of stones crashed on the ground. The big dragon gently placed Marco on his feet. 

			“Time to go home, Marco,” Elune said. She stood at least twenty feet tall now with powerful muscles. Her red mane flowed and sparked with lightning, and her eyes glowed. She looked like a majestic creature out of a fairy tale, full of power and wonder.  

			Marco looked out through the doors of Tower Arx at the courtyard. Talma and Vinci ran toward him, but Marco didn’t notice them. His eyes were fixed on a woman standing in the light. 

			It was the serving woman in the gray mask who had brought him his bracer, but her mask was gone now. She had tears on her cheeks, except she wasn’t sad. Her face was lit up with such joy and excitement that it made Marco want to laugh. The dark clouds parted above, and light enveloped her. She looked up at the sun, and Marco knew who she was.   

			“Mom…” Marco whispered. 

			The castle shook, and the courtyard split in half. Marco fell on his face. He jumped back up, but his mother was gone. Somehow though, he knew she was okay. 

			Talma ran through the doors of the tower with Vinci behind her. They both had abandoned their masks and wore big smiles. It felt like years since he had come through the Mirror, but this was the first time he saw their real faces. 

			“Hey, kid!” Vinci said, running up. 

			“So, you’re my big brother,” Talma said, she crossed her arms with a grin. “Are you gonna stop being so grumpy now?”

			“You know,” Marco said, “you’ve been pretty moody, too.”

			“I wasn’t the one running around with a bad attitude and black armor,” Talma said. “You were always angry.”

			“That was Inferus!” Marco said.

			“Who was your soul,” Vinci replied.

			“Well, yeah,” Marco said. “But I didn’t know that.”

			Talma rolled her eyes and Vinci laughed. 

			 “Are you done chatting?” Elune said. “I mean, I’ll be fine if this hunk of rock falls on me, but you three don’t have your gemstones anymore.”

			“We can find more bracers,” Vinci said. “There are plenty of gemstones out there still. But, Elune’s right. You better get out of here, Marco.”

			“Vinci,” Marco said, “thanks for your help, even if your ice and fire gemstones didn’t work. You’re pretty cool.”

			“You’re welcome,” Vinci said, “I guess.”

			Marco turned around and saw the Mirror reflecting his old self in the Castle of Crispo. He looked at his drenched t-shirt and muddy shorts and laughed. His face was covered with dirt, but he didn’t look sad anymore. 

			That’s me, Marco thought. 

			“What about the sickness?” Marco said to Elune. “Illustra said she poisoned my whole family.”

			“She did,” Elune said, “or really Gorgoth did, but all of their evil is coming undone. Since the poison was a bit of their own power and that power is destroyed, your family should get better. And if they don’t, I can heal them. When Gorgoth took my heart, he stole my powers and used them to make Illustra, but I have them back now.” 

			“Thanks, El,” Marco said. 

			“Don’t get used to it,” Elune said. “I got my memories back and you humans really messed things up a long time ago. I have a lot to consider.”

			Marco groaned, then fell over. “Something’s wrong,” he said. His muscles turned to jelly, followed by waves of pain stabbing his side like little knives. 

			“Your body’s taken too much damage,” Elune said. “You’re just a kid, after all.” 

			“Well, you’re a big dragon now,” Talma said, kneeling next to Marco. “Do something.”

			“Humans,” Elune said, with a sigh. “Hold on.” A spark of red lightning zipped from her tail and struck Marco. He screamed, but felt better right away. “Do you always cry like that?” 

			“You electrocuted me! Again!”

			Elune rolled her eyes. “A simple thank you will suffice. That is three times now that I’ve saved your life.”

			Marco ground his teeth together but squeezed out, “Thank you.”

			“Now, see,” Elune said, “was that so hard?”

			A large stone fell from inside the tower and crashed next to Vinci. He jumped back and grabbed Marco by the arm before pulling him toward the Mirror.

			“It’s time to go!” Vinci said. “You know, before the castles collapses.”

			“Yeah, duh,” Elune said. “Gorgoth was the one keeping it together, but then someone,” she motioned to Marco, “went and destroyed him.” 

			“Are you saying I shouldn’t have done that?” 

			“I mean,” Elune said, “you could have considered, maybe a better time?” Vinci gave her a flat stare. “What? I’m not saying it was a bad thing.”

			“What about all the sand tigers and worms and those crazy monsters out there?” Marco said. “Aren’t they gonna attack the city now?”

			“Well, they hated Gorgoth mostly,” Elune said with a shrug. “There are a lot of other cities out there that survive with all those creatures, so I’m sure they’ll figure it out here.”

			Marco stepped up to the reflective glass of the Mirror. His skin wasn’t ash-colored anymore, and there was a slight glow in his eyes. Talma stood next to him, wearing a frown.  

			“Goodbye, big brother,” Talma said, stepping away from the Mirror.

			“I’ll see you soon,” Marco said. 

			“Good luck, kid,” Vinci said with a nod. 

			“For the last time,” Marco said, “you’re like a year older than me!”

			Vinci and Talma laughed. 

			“Yeah,” Vinci said, “but that one year makes a big difference. Do you know how much can happen in a year? You’ve only been here for a few weeks and look at all that happened!” 

			Marco shook his head and turned back to the Mirror.

			“It’s only been a few hours in your world,” Elune said. “It will almost be like you were never gone.”

			Marco nodded, staring at the kid he had run away from. It seemed like a lifetime had passed since coming here. He still felt the pain of losing his father and what he had done that night, but he had something new now: peace.

			He stepped toward the Mirror and touched the glass, but stopped. It was warm on the other side. 

			“Well,” Elune said, “what are you waiting for?”

			“I won’t forget you,” Marco said, looking back.

			“We know,” Talma replied. “You’re about to run into me anyway.”

			Elune rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t act like we’re never gonna see each other again. I’ll come visit you from time to time. You know, just to zap you.” She winked.

			Vinci shook his head with grin. 

			“Goodbye,” Marco said, and stepped back through the Mirror.

			•••

			Wind whistled through cracks in the walls, and rose-colored light streamed in from above. Marco nearly slipped on the wet stones as rumbling thunder echoed in the distance. The air was thick and hot, but had the refreshing smell of rain.

			He looked around the room but barely recognized it. It had seemed so cold and dark when he first came here, and now it was warm and bright. The statues guarding the front door were covered with moss and seemed very ordinary now. He turned around and saw himself in the mirror. His heart no longer glowed, but he still felt the warmth of his father’s love.

			“I’m back,” he said.

			Something ticked quietly under his shirt. Marco pulled out his dad’s watch. The little hands of the clock moved normally, and the compass pointed north.

			“Thanks, Dad” Marco said. He tucked the watch back under his shirt and smiled.

			The mirror glistened in the morning light without a scratch or bit of rust, but the wonder of it was gone. A few stones behind Marco fell away, revealing an orange sun rising over a clear blue sea. Far in the distance, clouds rumbled, and forks of lightning flashed, but the storm was dissipating. Marco gazed at the rising sun and was glad to see the light again. 

			The ground shook, and more stones fell. Marco ran toward the doors leading out of the room. Just before he crossed the threshold, a little girl came running through.

			“Sophie!” Marco said with sudden joy.

			Sophie froze, her mouth open and her eyes wide in shock. Water dripped from her hair, and she had mud on her dress. She was just as Marco remembered her.

			“I’m sorry, Sophie,” Marco said. “I shouldn’t have—”

			Sophie cut him off with a hug. “I found you!” she said, squeezing him tightly. “I found you! I found you! I found you!”

			Marco’s heart thumped in his chest. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do, but slowly he wrapped his arms around his little sister. 

			“You found me,” Marco said with a smile.

			Sophie let him go, and pointed up at him. “We’ve been looking for you all night! Momma’s worried sick, and everyone’s real tired, but not me. I looked for you everywhere, but then I remembered this castle, and I just knew you would be here.”

			“I, uh,” Marco said, scratching his head, “I got...lost.” He sighed. “I ran away, but I won’t do it again.”

			Sophie crossed her arms and nodded, but then she saw something behind him.

			“A mirror?” Sophie said, stepping past Marco.

			Marco turned toward the mirror, and his mouth opened wide. He expected to see his little sister in the reflection, but instead he saw himself standing next to Talma. The girl in green moved in sync with Sophie. Talma was Sophie, of course. 

			“Is this some kind of trick?” Sophie asked, waving her arm. “She kinda looks like me, I guess.” The tower shook, and several stones that made up the wall collapsed outward. “Come on!” She grabbed Marco’s hand and led him out of the room. “This place is weird.” She held his hand with a tight grip, dragging him down the stairs.

			The castle continued to rumble and shake as they ran through a series of broken doors and passages. 

			“Wrong way!” Marco yelled, the walls collapsing behind them. “We need to go through that door.” Marco pointed to the door leading to the courtyard.

			“No good,” Sophie said. “It’s all collapsed out there. The castle has been falling apart all night.” She gripped his hand tighter and charged down a dark hallway. “This way.”

			“It’s a dead-end!” Marco said, but then he saw a small light in the darkness up ahead. The castle quaked and shifted. Large booms shook the ground, and it seemed like the whole thing would come apart at any moment.

			They reached the end of the hallway. Sophie pushed an old wooden door open, letting in bright, warm light. A gust of wind howled behind them, followed by a loud crash. They ran out onto the wet hillside just as the ceiling caved in behind. 

			Green trees and grass swayed in the gentle breeze. A little dirt path ran down to the vineyard below them, and the sun was just peeking over the horizon under a clear blue sky.

			“Was it always like this?” Marco asked. “I mean, so beautiful.”

			“Yeah!” Sophie said. “It’s a lot different than the city, but I like it. There’s a really spooky barn I found, and a big bush that is completely hollowed out inside! We could make it into a secret fort!”

			The ground shook. Marco and Sophie turned around and saw the castle continuing to fall into the sea. The high tower holding the mirror began to lean over, then cracked in half. It fell out of sight down the cliff. The outer wall of the castle was all that remained.

			“I’m sorry for leaving you at the window,” Marco said.

			“It’s okay. I knew you would come back.”

			“Marco! Sophie!” a voice called from behind them. They turned around to find Aunt Elda running up the hill. Behind her were about a dozen men and women who held flashlights and lanterns. They all looked exhausted and were drenched from the storm.

			“Oh, great,” Marco said, “I almost forgot about them.” 

			Marco watched Aunt Elda climb the steep hill in her apron. Her brow was furrowed, and she had a determined look on her face.

			“Aunt Elda, I’m—” Marco started, but before he knew what was happening, Aunt Elda wrapped him up in a big hug. Marco froze, his eyes wide in shock.

			“Never do that again,” Aunt Elda said, holding him. “We were so worried about you.” She let him go, but he kept staring at her, unsure of how to react. “I’m sorry for being harsh with you last night. You see, you remind me of him. Your father. And I... I miss him very much. When I saw you, I got angry because I knew he wasn’t coming back.”

			“I’m sorry, too,” Marco said.

			Aunt Elda smiled, then stood up straight. “Don’t think this means you can do whatever you want. There are still rules to be followed.”

			Marco nodded. “I know.”

			The rest of the search party arrived, and Marco got a few looks of disapproval. He apologized several times to everyone, but overall, they were glad he was okay.

			Luca pushed his way through the crowd and crossed his arms. Marco stiffened. The older boy stared at Marco, and for a moment, he expected something terrible to happen, but instead, Luca grinned.

			“You’re pretty crazy,” Luca said. “None of my friends would climb Crispo with me. They’re all too scared.” Then he stuck his hand out to Marco. “You got guts.”

			“You, too,” Marco said, taking his cousin’s hand. 

			“This doesn’t mean we’re friends,” Luca said with a quick nod. Marco nodded back. 

			 Then the whole group went down the hill toward the vineyard. 

			When they arrived at the big farmhouse, they found the vineyard in tatters. Vines were uprooted, leaves scattered everywhere. The grapevines looked like a big bowl of spaghetti, but the house was okay besides a few missing shingles.

			The back door opened, and Francisco came out.

			“Ha!” Francisco laughed and clapped his hands together. “I knew you would be okay! I said to them all, ‘That boy is strong, you’ll see. A little storm like this won’t get him!’”

			A woman in a gray dress with dark curly hair stepped out. She looked so tired, but when she saw Marco, her face lit up.

			“Mom!” Marco said. He ran to her and noticed her eyes were bright and clear. The distant, empty look was gone. 

			Naomi ran to her son and swallowed him up in her arms. “I’m not going anywhere, Marco. We’re family, and we’re always going to be together.” 

			Marco squeezed her tight, and felt all his worries melt away. He looked up over his mom’s shoulder and saw his grandmother.

			“So,” his grandmother said with a smile, “these are my grandchildren who caused all the hubbub during the storm? It looks like you found your way back.”

			Naomi let go of Marco and took her mother-in-law’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce you last night. Marco, Sophie, this is your grandmother, Sofia.”

			“You can call me Nonna, if you like.”

			“Nonna!” Marco shouted, and crashed into his grandma with a big hug. Sophie laughed and followed her brother.

			“Her name’s just like mine,” Sophie said with a giggle. 

			“Oh my,” Nonna said. “Come inside. I’m sure you’re hungry.” She took Marco’s and Sophie’s hands and walked to the back door. “I want to hear all about your adventures.”

			Naomi and Aunt Elda locked arms and followed their mother back into the old farmhouse. The search party members dispersed, going back to their own homes. A gentle breeze rolled across the hills, and a few birds chirped. Marco looked back up toward the mountain just before the door closed. The castle was at the bottom of the sea, along with the mirror, and he knew he was home.

			


			
THE END
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