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      “I could not put this book down! Butler brings creative imagination and spiritual depth together in a way that keeps children engaged and curious. The larger-than-life storyline of The Dragon and the Stone is worth daydreaming about at your desk and discussing with your family around the table. Be prepared for your kids to initiate creative projects after reading!”

      Gloria Furman, author, Labor with Hope and A Tale of Two Kings

      “The Dragon and the Stone displays all the imagination a book about the realm of dreams should have. The stakes are high—in that realm, and this—but it’s worth braving the dangers.”

      James D. Witmer, Managing Editor, StoryWarren.com; author, A Year in the Big Old Garden, Beside the Pond, and The Strange New Dog

      “The Dragon and the Stone invites young readers to make an exciting journey into the realm of dreams with Lily McKinley and her eccentric companions. With a great deal of inventiveness and a touch of whimsy, Kathryn Butler takes readers on a perilous ride that they won’t want to end. I was gripped from the first chapter, and I expect families will soon be clamoring for the next book in The Dream Keeper Saga!”

      Betsy Childs Howard, Editor, The Gospel Coalition; author, Arlo and the Great Big Cover-Up and Polly and the Screen Time Overload

      “Interesting characters and exciting action, vivid locations, and important lessons. This is just the kind of book my children loved to read—and the kind of book I loved to read to them.”

      Tim Challies, blogger, Challies.com; author, Seasons of Sorrow

      “In The Dragon and the Stone, Kathryn Butler has created a place of belonging for the uniquely creative among us—the girl who finds herself lost in daydreams or the boy who wishes his imaginary creations were real. But it’s not a realm for them alone; it’s a world that calls us all to realize the gifts of creativity we’ve been given and to employ them in serving God and others. Readers inspired by the journey of The Fellowship of the Ring, the redemption of Eustace Scrubb, and the loyalty of Ron and Hermione will find a new story to capture their imaginations and their hearts. Read it with a child, read it by yourself—just read it.”

      Catherine Parks, author, Empowered and Strong

      “The Dragon and the Stone is a captivating story with undeniable Christian themes, making it a literary treasure that adults and children of all ages will enjoy. In it, Kathryn Butler enlivens the imagination through vivid storytelling while pointing to hope and redemption that only Christ can offer. I cannot wait to read this wonderful tale with my family!”

      Hunter Beless, Founder and Host, Journeywomen podcast; author, Read It, See It, Say It, Sing It: Knowing and Loving the Bible
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      To Jack and Christie, my favorite adventurers.

      May your imagination spark reminders of his light.
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      Chapter 1

      The Dragon in the Kitchen

      Lily McKinley trudged into the house, plodded to the kitchen, and froze. On the counter in front of her, with its barbed tail curled like a question mark, a dragon gobbled her mother’s Crock-Pot chili.

      Before this moment it had been an ordinary Tuesday. Lily forgot about a science test again and muddled through questions about the water cycle in an anxious sweat. During recess Adam Sykes stole her copy of King Arthur and His Knights, and with his signature sneer he chucked the book into a mud puddle. Lily blotted the soaked pages with the hem of her jacket, and her throat tightened when she accidentally tore one of her father’s sketches drawn in a margin.

      She arrived home with the beloved book clutched to her chest, then tripped on the stoop again. She paused at the mirror in the entryway, stood on her tiptoes to peer into the glass, and discovered a smear of banana—a relic from a food fight on the school bus that morning—still encrusted in her hair, with a wayward clump protruding from her head like the appendage of an insect. “This was in my hair all day?” she moaned. She raked her fingers through it, but only succeeded in tugging a few strands of hair from her scalp.

      In the living room, her grandmother sat in her usual armchair in front of the television. “Hi, Gran,” Lily said, kissing her cheek. “Is Mom asleep?” Gran mumbled something unintelligible, and Lily dropped to her knees to meet her at eye level. A flicker of recognition brightened Gran’s face, and with a tremulous hand, she reached to cup Lily’s cheek. “Daniel . . .” she whispered.

      “No, Gran. It’s me, Lily. But I miss him too.” She clasped her grandmother’s frail hand, and Gran stared back, her eyes urgent and pleading. Then, as if blocked by a falling curtain, the spark in Gran’s eyes dimmed and her attention returned to the screen.

      Lily kissed Gran again and headed to the kitchen for her routine snack. She let her bookbag drop with a thud, as always. She massaged away the headache throbbing behind her eyes, as she usually did after such a day.

      Then she saw it. It perched on the kitchen counter, its scales rippling and bloodred under the overhead lights.

      A jolt of panic gripped Lily’s chest. She took a step backward, then rubbed her eyes as if to wipe away a lingering dream. It’s my imagination again, she told herself. The scar on her palm, a relic from her explosive efforts to make flying shoes in the microwave, reminded her of the last time her thoughts went wild. Lily blinked, expecting the apparition to vanish and the day to grind on as usual.

      Instead, the beast dived deeper into the pot to slurp up the dregs.

      This can’t be happening. Dragons aren’t real! Lily’s heart pounded. The creature stood no taller than her neighbor’s Labrador retriever, but the claws with which it clasped the Crock-Pot tapered like daggers. As she examined its serpentine body and its sharp wings folded against its back like razors, her disbelief gave way to terror.

      There was no mistake. A dragon was in her kitchen.

      Lily’s mind raced. Two months ago, she would have dashed to find her parents if she saw so much as a spider on the floor. Yet as she stood rooted to the spot before a bloodthirsty monster, she thought of her mother, and she hesitated. Too often lately, Lily found her mom collapsed in exhaustion, her head dropped onto the crook of one arm, with an untouched cup of coffee still steaming beside her. Lily would place a hand on her shoulder, and when her mother lifted her head, she’d squeeze Lily’s fingers. “It’ll be all right, Lily,” she’d say. Then she’d slog to a stand, wrap Lily in her arms, and head to the hospital to work another overnight shift.

      Lily had witnessed too many of those afternoons to disturb her mom now, when she’d finally squeezed in some sleep. She thought to call for Gran in the living room, but Gran couldn’t eat or dress herself on her own, let alone face a dragon.

      There was no one to help. Subduing the monster was up to Lily—a shrimpy twelve-year-old with banana in her hair.

      Her eyes darted from the dragon’s fistfuls of claws, to the window, to the sink, to the counters. What should I do? she asked, wringing her shirtsleeve as she fretted. What can I do? All the details she’d read about dragons—the fire breathing, the treasure hoarding, the maiden swiping—rushed through her mind in a frightening tangle. Surely, she was no match for this beast. Yet, what alternative did she have? If she stood idly by, she might be swiped herself. Or worse, barbecued.

      Lily saw a wooden spoon discarded on the counter and still plastered with tomato paste from her mom’s dinner preparations. Slowly, silently, she stretched out her hand. Please don’t make a noise, she thought.

      Her fingers trembled as she grasped the handle, but to her relief she retrieved it without a sound. She clenched her teeth and held the spoon aloft in front of her, as she’d seen so many knights raise their swords in the stories she loved. She imagined what Sir Lancelot or Sir Galahad would do . . . if they fought with spoons.

      Lily drew a deep breath, and then counted down.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      “Daniel!”

      Lily wheeled around. To her horror, Gran stood behind her, propped against the doorframe, a quizzical expression creasing her face. Lily waved her off. No, Gran! Go! Get out of here! she mouthed.

      It was too late. A growl like the sound of crunching bones broke the silence. Lily turned to see the dragon’s head lift from the pot. Its yellow eyes narrowed to slits and glared at her as steam spewed from its nostrils.

      “Gran, get out!” Lily yelled.

      The beast launched into the air with a piercing screech. Its wings spread like a cloak above them, blocking out the light, and then flapped a few strident beats that churned up a windstorm in the ten-by-ten-foot kitchen.

      The wind tore dangling pans from their hooks on the walls. The Crock-Pot tipped over, sending beans and sauce streaking across the floor. Salt and pepper shakers crashed against the cabinets, and boxes of cereal flew from atop the refrigerator, then blew open to unleash a hail of flakes.

      Mustering all her courage, Lily ran into the center of the kitchen and swung the spoon at the beast. As usual, she was too short. She sliced empty air, and in fury the monster bellowed a roar that rattled the silverware in the drawers and rocked the windowpanes in their casings.

      The dragon slashed its talons just inches from Lily’s face, and she ducked to the floor to avoid a whip from its tail.

      “Get away!” she yelled at the monster. “Leave us alone!”

      Another shriek split the air. Plumes of smoke filled the room, and the dragon’s eyes hardened with malice.

      “Leave us alone!” Lily shouted again.

      Suddenly, a flash of light flooded the room. Lily shielded her face against the blinding glare, which mottled her vision with swirling colors. The light pulsed for a few seconds, and then, as quickly as it had begun, it snapped out.

      When Lily dared to open her eyes, the beast had vanished.

      She fought to steady her breathing, and turned to Gran, who leaned against the doorframe and hid her face. Beside her stood Mom, with a hand on Gran’s shoulder.

      Lily rushed toward her. “Mom!” she said breathlessly. “Did you see it? Did you see what just happened?”

      “Lily, what—”

      “There was a dragon, Mom! A real dragon! I know it sounds crazy, but I swear it’s true! It was eating our dinner, and when I came into the kitchen it flew into the air, and everything started flying around—”

      Lily noticed the stricken look on her mother’s face. It was the same expression her mom had given her the time a costume party with their cat earned her a trip to the emergency room, and when her attempt to brew an invisibility potion drew the fire department. Lily braced herself for a lecture, perhaps even some yelling.

      Instead, her mother did something much worse: she buried her head in her hands and started to cry. “I can’t do this,” she said through her tears. “I can’t do this alone.”

      Lily’s heart lurched. She surveyed the destruction in the kitchen: the soiled floor and counters, chili splattered on the ceiling, dishes smashed, cornflakes jammed into every crevice. “Mom, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’ll clean it up, I promise.”

      Her mother drew a breath and wiped her eyes. She tucked a few flyaway strands of hair behind her ears and smoothed her nursing uniform.

      “It’s okay, honey. Don’t mind me. Just leave it.” She tossed a hand in the air to dismiss the mess, but she couldn’t disguise her weariness. “I’ll help you clean it up tomorrow. Just take care of Gran. Make sure she takes her medicine before bed.”

      “Okay, Mom. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything.”

      Her mother forced a smile through her tears, then kissed Lily on the forehead and left for work. Lily watched her go and stared at the closed door even after the headlights faded down the street.

      Lily gave Gran her medicine and tucked her into bed, then filled a bucket with water and added a squirt of dish soap. As the treefrogs and crickets filled the night with song, and as other kids in the neighborhood pulled on their flannel pajamas and hunkered down for bedtime stories, Lily scrubbed counters, scoured the floor, and washed pots. She vacuumed cereal from unlikely corners and shoveled Crock-Pot fragments into the trash.

      After she’d wiped the last blobs of food from the walls, she retrieved King Arthur from the floor and shuffled to her room. Her head throbbed again. The dragon had seemed so real. Yet, how could it be possible? Her mom didn’t believe her. Maybe she had dreamed it all up. Maybe she got carried away with her imagination again.

      Lily flipped through her book to clear her head. Puddle water still dampened its pages as she sat on the bed and perused stories of dragons and quests that she could recite by heart. She longed for the world she glimpsed in the pages—an era when knights challenged evil against insurmountable odds and good pulsed in the heart of every champion. A place where hope throbbed like a heartbeat.

      She lingered over a charcoal drawing in the back, featuring a bald-capped mountain with a ten-spired fortress, a valley unfolding beneath a setting sun, and a winding river. The drawing was her father’s.

      Her eyes danced over some verses he’d scrawled in a corner of the page. He’d sung them countless times: while tucking her into bed, or while holding her after she’d stubbed a toe. As she read them, Lily sang softly to herself:

      Carry me past the silver stream

      Into the realm of living dreams.

      There in the cool and whisp’ring night

      I’ll wait for you in the cave of lights.

      She dwelled on the last words for a moment, then turned the page. To her surprise, something slid from the book.

      Lily’s brow furrowed. In her lap lay a silver chain, with a pale, teardrop-shaped stone dangling from one link. A swirl of white mist seemed suspended in its depths.

      How did this get in here? She ran her fingers over the smooth surface of the stone. Her father had worn it for as long as she could remember; he said he’d found it in the creek behind his house as a boy. His story had inspired her habit of ducking her hands wrist-deep into muddy creek banks to search for magic stones.

      She felt grateful. Its weight in her palm felt like a part of him she could keep and hold. Yet in all her twelve years, she’d never known him to take it off. Had he really left it for her before he departed on his trip? Had it really been in her book all along, safely tucked away for all these months since he’d died?

      She draped the necklace over her head and patted the stone where it rested over her heart. Then she reached under her pillow for her dad’s shirt, a tattered, flannel rag her mother always teased him about. After two months, it didn’t smell like him anymore, but after a few rolls of the cuffs the sleeves felt soft and welcome against her arms.

      She lay down and tried to sleep, but her mind stirred with a mess of thoughts: dragon wings, sponges, smeared banana. Science tests, scales, and claws. The discovery of a pale stone.

      The memory of the dragon’s eyes penetrated through all the images. Their bilious shade, and the ruthless way they bore into her made her shudder. She hoped they would never lock her in their menacing gaze again.

      And yet, in a part of her mind she couldn’t explain, she marveled about what would happen if they did.

      She drifted into a fitful sleep. Hours later, when the stars blinked awake, the stone around her neck glowed like a dollop of moonlight.
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      Chapter 2

      The Knight in the Schoolyard

      Lily awoke to the school bus grinding away from her house.

      At first, she couldn’t place the sound, and blinked at the ceiling to shake off the last remnants of sleep. When the hour dawned on her, she bolted out of bed and peered out the window just in time to see the bus drone down the street and turn the corner.

      “Not again!” she yelled. She still wore her clothes from the day before, but had no time to change, and so she fastened a few buttons of her father’s shirt to hide her day-old outfit. Berating herself under her breath, she grabbed her bookbag and dashed to the bathroom to gargle with mouthwash. A brush tugged through her hair still snarled in dried banana, so she just smoothed away her bedhead with her fingers and raced out the door.

      She ran the two miles to school and arrived to find her teacher already writing on the board. Mrs. Santiago’s back was turned to her, and Lily dared to believe she could slip in unnoticed. She held her breath, ignored the eyes of half a dozen students who turned to scrutinize her, and tiptoed toward her seat.

      “Ow! Look where you’re going!”

      Her bag had whacked Susan Jeong in the back of the head, and the girl now rubbed her scalp and scowled at her. Lily mumbled an apology and scooted into her seat, but not before all eyes in the room, including Mrs. Santiago’s, trained on her.

      “Lillian. Do you have a tardy slip?”

      Lily bit her lip. “Um, I’m sorry, Mrs. Santiago. I didn’t get one. I was in too much of a rush.”

      A few kids snickered, and Lily slunk further into her chair. She wished she could disappear.

      “Next time, stop by the office for a tardy slip,” Mrs. Santiago said. “Or better yet, be in class on time?”

      Lily nodded and tried to ignore the gum wrapper that struck her in the head as Mrs. Santiago returned to the board. She lugged her notebook from her bag and tried to focus on the class.

      She fought to listen, but worries nagged her and her attention soon strayed. At first, she doodled a star kestrel, a mythical bird of prey she’d dreamed up. As the morning wore on, her bird drawings morphed into sketches of the dragon.

      It seemed so real, she thought, as she outlined the scales with a red colored pencil. But why would it be in my kitchen? Could it really just have been my imagination? Soon, that same imagination took her far from the classroom, into lands where the sea crashed against cragged cliffs, and where dragons of every color wheeled through skies lit afire in the sunset.

      “Lillian. Can you please give us an example?”

      Lily had just finished shading the eyes in yellow ochre, and she jumped when Mrs. Santiago called on her. She felt eyes boring into her and glanced around the room to see more and more of the class staring at her, some smirking, some barely withholding laughter.

      “I’m sorry, what was the question?” Lily asked, her voice cracking.

      “Can you please give us another example of a woman in history who overcame incredible difficulties?”

      Lily’s heart pounded. She first thought of her mother, who dressed patients’ wounds and gave them medication for their pain long into the night. Her mom, who fought to keep their family afloat through her tears. Knowing she needed a different answer, Lily’s thoughts raced in search of another name. With her cheeks flushing and her palms sweaty, she blurted the first that came to mind.

      “Lady Guinevere?”

      Laughter rippled throughout the room, and another balled up gum wrapper hit Lily in the back of the head. Mrs. Santiago, arms folded across her chest, shook her head.

      “Quiet down please, that’s enough. Lillian, no, Lady Guinevere was not a real person. Can someone else please give us an example?”

      Lily shrank into her chair and wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole. She spent the rest of the class with gritted teeth, staring at the drawing on her desk and feeling somehow that she was caught between worlds.

      When class ended, Lily skulked to the back of the room to slink out with the crowd, but to her dismay Mrs. Santiago stopped her. “Lillian? Can we talk, please?” She motioned for Lily to sit beside her desk. Lily tried not to wince when a boy smacked her in the shoulder as she turned back into the room.

      Lily plunked herself down. Out of nervousness, she unrolled a sleeve of her father’s shirt and played with the button on the cuff.

      “Lillian, how are you doing?” Mrs. Santiago asked as she wrote notes in her planner.

      “It’s Lily, actually.”

      “What’s that?”

      “My name. It’s Lily. Like the flower?”

      Mrs. Santiago put down her pen and raised an eyebrow. Lily regretted she’d said anything.

      “Lily. How are you doing?”

      How was she doing? She’d lost her father, was worried about her mom, had missed the bus, and had dried banana in her hair. And a dragon had ransacked her kitchen the night before.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      “You’ve been through a lot lately. It’s hard enough to skip a grade, and then—”

      “I didn’t skip a grade.”

      “Oh, really? How old are you?”

      “Twelve.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were younger.”

      “It’s okay. Lots of people think that.”

      “Well. Still. It’s certainly hard to lose a parent. And I worry that you’re having trouble coping.”

      Lily bit her lip and worried the button more vigorously. She knew Mrs. Santiago meant well, but she just wanted to leave.

      “Your grades are slipping. You’re constantly late. And Lily—” she leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees, “this isn’t art class, you know. Do you even remember what I taught today, when you spent the entire class scribbling?”

      Lily blushed.

      “You know, Lily, you can always talk to me. Or maybe you’d like to speak with Miss Liu, our psychologist?”

      Before Lily could answer, a shadow slid across the floor. It was long and sleek, a black arrow bisecting the room. Pointed wings fanned from its sides.

      Lily jumped from her chair, knocking it over in her haste. She scrambled to the window and strained her eyes against the glare of the sun.

      There it is.

      The dragon flew in a streak of red, its wings slicing the sky like blades. It soared upward, curlicued, and then disappeared behind the trees. Unsuspecting kids played kickball in an adjacent field.

      “Lily? Are you okay?”

      Instead of answering, Lily bolted from the room and barreled through a line of third graders standing single file in the hallway. “Young lady, no running!” a teacher shouted, but she didn’t listen. She could think only of the kids on that kickball field, oblivious to the deadly monster circling nearby.

      She raced into the school driveway and, with a hand shielding her eyes from the sun, she turned circles and searched the skies. She saw power lines, the stippled tops of trees. A few gauzy clouds stretched thin by high winds. A solitary crow. But no flash of red, no sharp outline of tail and wings caught her eye.

      I must be going crazy, Lily thought. She searched the horizon one more time, but found nothing and dropped her hands in defeat.

      A scream startled her. She spun toward the cry and expected to see some poor kindergartner bawling in the dragon’s clutches. Instead, she only saw Adam Sykes, his lips curled in a sneer and his cowlick waving like an antenna, wrenching a lunchbox away from a kid half his size.

      “Let’s see the baby food your mom made you for lunch, worm!” Adam sneered. The younger boy fought tears as Adam yanked away his lunchbox and dumped the contents onto the blacktop. “What’s the matter?” Adam said. “You hungry? Here, I’ve got some food for you!” With a mighty stomp, he ground the boy’s sandwich into the asphalt.

      Adam’s laugh and his cowlick standing on end reminded Lily of a rooster. With a groan of disgust and a shake of her head, she walked toward the field to resume her search for the dragon, but as she turned, the little boy caught her eye. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and with pudgy hands he frantically reached and grasped at the empty air while Adam mocked him. As Lily watched him, the adrenaline that had pumped through her a moment ago hardened into anger.

      Lily marched across the blacktop and planted herself between the two boys. “Leave him alone, Adam,” she said. “Just give him back his lunchbox, and find something better to do.”

      “Oh, it’s Silly Lily, come to the rescue!” Adam jeered. “Does your book want to go for a swim again, Silly Lily?”

      “Give him the lunchbox.”

      “Answer my question, and maybe I will. Does your book want to go for a swim?”

      “Grow up!”

      “Ha! You like this, guys?” He motioned to a couple of his goons, who snickered behind him. “The midget thinks I should grow up. What grade are you in? Kindergarten, right?” He tugged at her shirt. “That’s why you still like to play dress up. Do you see this, guys? She’s dressed up in her dad’s clothes!”

      Lily clenched her teeth. “Give. Back. The lunchbox.”

      “Or what? You’ll tell your dad?” Adam’s smirk deepened into something sinister. “Oh, that’s right, you can’t tell him, because he’s dead!”

      Lily reacted before she could think. She leapt forward like a coiled spring and knocked Adam across the chest. Caught off guard, Adam pitched backward onto the ground, then lifted his head just in time to see Lily’s fist connect with his face.

      The little boy, his eyes wide, gathered his mutilated lunch and dashed off. Someone yelled, “Fight!” and a crowd soon aggregated around the two wrangling kids.

      Adam knocked Lily aside with his elbow. As she staggered backward, he delivered a kick to her knee, and Lily’s leg buckled under the strike. She bent forward and gripped her knee as pain seared through the joint, and her pause gave Adam just enough time to knee her in the chest.

      Lily fell backward and gasped for breath. Fireflies danced before her eyes, and noises suddenly muffled, as if she thrashed underwater.

      Then Adam’s face, fierce with hatred, appeared above her. He retracted his fist. Too winded to stand up, Lily braced herself for the next blow.

      Flash.

      A halo of light suddenly engulfed them. It was blue, brilliant, like the blazing cone at the center of a flame. Adam backpedaled with his mouth agape, and the spectators cried and shielded their eyes against the radiance. Lily blinked away tears and searched for the source of the light. She glanced down.

      The pendant around her neck shone like a star.

      Another sound broke through the chaos. Adam, who had forgotten his determination to throttle Lily, rose to his feet. “What the heck is that?” he cried.

      Kids and teachers backed away as a white horse reared against the sky. Astride its graceful back sat a knight, his armor shining like liquid metal, a plume of white feathers adorning his helm.

      Lily’s heart pounded. How is this happening? As the horse’s hooves clattered on the pavement, she remembered the stories of Camelot her father had read to her over and over. Awe broke through her fear. He’s magnificent. Just like I always imagined Lancelot would be.

      The horse stamped the pavement in anticipation, and the knight raised his shield. Then, he lowered his lance.

      He pointed directly at Adam.

      “Prepare to defend your honor!” the knight cried in a thick French accent.

      Lily’s delight evaporated. “No, wait!” she cried. “Please don’t! Don’t hurt him!”

      “W-w-what’s going on?” Adam backed away and held up his hands. “This is crazy! This can’t be happening!”

      The horse’s every muscle tensed. It whinnied, pawed the ground, and yanked against the reins. The knight held the steed back but leaned forward in the saddle, readying to charge.

      “This can’t be happening!” Adam cried again. He looked to Lily. “Call it off, you freak!”

      Lily scrambled to her feet. “I don’t know what’s going on! Please, don’t hurt him!” she called, with her hands raised to the knight.

      The horse, frantic, neighed one last time. Then the knight pulsed his heels against the horse’s flanks, and the steed sprinted forward in attack.

      Adam ran screaming across the field. A crowd of kids followed, as well as two horrified teachers. As she watched them go, Lily held both hands to her head and trembled.

      Something is wrong. Something is so very wrong. She glanced down and saw that the stone dangling around her neck still glowed with pale fire. She concealed it with her palm and in a panic ran from the schoolyard.

      She raced to the Fortress, the treehouse her father had built in the woods so many years before. Although it had no portcullis or ramparts, no drawbridge or moat, as her mind reeled it struck her as the only safe place.

      After running on the sidewalk for several blocks, Lily veered onto a trail and plunged into the forest. The ground, still soft from a recent rain, flew behind her in clumps. As the sounds of cars faded into the distance, the mustiness of sodden leaves perfumed the air. She heard the familiar melody of the creek—Silverstream, her dad had called it, to remind her of beautiful things, just as he’d named her Lily to remind her that summer always comes. The farther she ran, the more her panic ebbed.

      She crossed the stream in a single leap and swerved around the boulders, two heaping chunks of mountain displaced by glaciers millennia ago. Finally, she came to the Fortress, nestled in the crook of a triple-trunk maple.

      She climbed the rope ladder, withdrew it from the ground, and then dived into the keep and barred the door. She crouched on the floor with her knees to her chest and fought to catch her breath. As her pulse slowed, she glanced at the pendant. The stone had dimmed, as if all along it had been an ordinary rock.

      Lily burst into tears. “What’s wrong with me?” she said. She wrapped her arms around herself, gripping the fabric that once clung to her father and wishing she could hold on to him again. He would have known the answers, or at least the words to calm her. He would have reassured her that she was okay.

      Lily wiped her tears away with the back of her hand and sighed to breathe away the loneliness. She stared into the stone, mining its depths for answers. Maybe there wasn’t a dragon or a knight, she thought. Maybe the stone hadn’t glowed at all. Maybe she just needed to believe there were knights and dragons in the world. Maybe she needed to dream.

      Was that all it was? Just a dream?

      She never discerned an answer. Instead, a growl, guttural and inhuman, sounded from the ground below.
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      Chapter 3

      An Intruder in the Fortress

      Lily held her breath. For a moment, she could hear nothing except the creak of the treehouse swaying in the wind.

      Then, suddenly, leaves rustled beneath her. She peered through the slats in the floor and leapt back as something red swept past.

      It’s here.

      Lily heard a huff and another growl. A thud resounded, and Lily realized the dragon had leapt onto the Fortress balcony.

      She scoured the room for a weapon. Art supplies leaned against one corner and a stack of books against another. A few water balloons lay limp and unused on the floor. Could she use a plastic sword? A half-deflated soccer ball?

      She settled on an unused softball bat, which she hoisted to her shoulder with sweaty hands. She turned to face the door and clenched her teeth to stop herself from shaking.

      A clink of claws against wood rattled outside the keep. Floor boards groaned. The dragon snorted, sending rivulets of steam billowing into the room.

      It’s just outside the door.

      Boom. The door rattled as the dragon planted a kick against it. The bar, a wooden plank straddling two wedges of wood, bowed under the impact.

      Boom. A tail strike splintered a center board.

      Lily backed away, and her hands tightened around the bat. Please, don’t let it hurt me, she prayed.

      Boom. The door buckled. The dragon screeched in triumph.

      A sickening crack split the air, and splinters flew into Lily’s face. Then, with a horrible crash, the monster burst in.

      Lily didn’t wait for its attack. She swung the bat, striking the dragon across its horned face. The beast staggered backward and shook its head as if tousling away dizziness, and for an instant Lily considered darting around it to escape.

      She never had the opportunity. The beast recovered, then glared at her with its unearthly amber eyes.

      Lily found herself staring back. As she returned the dragon’s gaze, confusion broke through her fear. Its eyes were icy, otherworldly, yet also . . . exasperated? How was that possible?

      Before she could ponder further, the dragon reared on its hind legs, spread its wings, and shook the treehouse with its roar. The curtains whipped, and Lily’s hair flew back from her face.

      “Leave me alone!” Lily shouted. “Get out!” She swung the bat again, but missed. To her horror, the dragon grasped the bat in its talons, and with an awful crunch its jaws snapped the weapon in two.

      It’s all over now, Lily thought. She backed against the wall and fumbled blindly for something, anything, to defend herself. Her heart threatened to pound straight out of her chest.

      The creature advanced toward her, its stare piercing. Its claws scraped grooves in the floor.

      “Please, please go away!” Lily cried.

      The dragon’s breath, putrid and hot, blasted her cheeks.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “For starters, young lady, I’d like an apology! That’s twice you’ve attacked me with a stick, and that last bump to the head really hurt!”

      Lily gawked. The dragon spoke in a posh English accent, the refined lilt Lily would expect among prim ladies who donned gloves at teatime.

      “I don’t care what the Master says,” the dragon continued. “Standards for keepers are slipping these days.” The creature lashed its tail, and a spray of papers flew into the air. It shifted its lithe body and tapped a claw against the floor in apparent boredom as it awaited her reply.

      Lily could find no words. The beast looked, in every inch and shimmery scale, like a dragon. That truth was distressing enough. Now, it also spoke like Sherlock Holmes.

      It’s official, Lily thought. The kids at school are right. I am crazy.

      “Will you kindly close your mouth?” the dragon said. “It’s uncouth to let it gape so, and it makes me frightfully uncomfortable.”

      “You—you can really talk?”

      The dragon swished its tail and launched another pile of papers into the air. “Of course I can talk! This entire time I’ve been talking!” It crouched on the floor and rubbed its head. “The real marvel isn’t my talking; it’s that you can finally hear!”

      Lily shook her head. “No. No way. It’s impossible. You’re in my imagination. It’s just my imagination.”

      “Can we stop the games, please?” The dragon restored a bucket of paintbrushes to its shelf. Then he tidied a pile of books he’d knocked over and collected papers from the floor. “We’ve done quite enough damage for one week, don’t you think? Which reminds me, I do apologize for the mess I made last night. You see, I was a bit peckish—my compliments to the chef, I must say—and then you gave me a such frightful start, sneaking up on me with a club! Do you always greet your house guests so graciously?”

      “It wasn’t a club. It was just a spoon,” Lily said, hardly believing her own words.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nevermind. What—who are you?”

      The dragon cleared his throat. “My name,” he said with a grand, sweeping bow, “is Cedric. At your service, miss.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You stewards are always so suspicious. I’m a scout, my dear. I want nothing more than to fulfill my duty, for the good of the Realm.”

      “The Realm? What Realm?”

      “Oh merciful heavens, will you stop the games! They’re really quite tiresome.” His wayward tail knocked over the paintbrushes again.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not playing games. I just don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Young lady!” The dragon snorted, spewing puffs of smoke into Lily’s face. She swatted away the cloud, but the vapors, reeking of rotten eggs, still stung her eyes. “To be plain: the other keepers need you. The Council has assembled, and I’ve been sent to collect you. Urgently, I might add. Now, if you’d please, stand up, pull yourself together, and let’s be off!”

      “What’s a keeper? What Council? Go where?”

      “We do not have time for this! Young lady, I know what you are. If I’d any doubt, your calling of Lancelot—not very wise, mind you, but I’ll grant impressive, and that dirty little rascal certainly deserved his comeuppance—your calling of Lancelot erased all uncertainty! So kindly cease this quaint but infuriating little charade. The others need you, and we must go. Now!”

      A sudden wind tore through the glade, stronger than any Lily had ever seen whip through the forest. It shook the walls of the Fortress and ripped leaves from branches. In its wake the day darkened, as if a cloak blanketed the sun. The air felt electric.

      Cedric’s eyes widened, and he craned his neck to sniff the air. As he did, a low moan rolled through the trees. At first it sounded mournful, like the doleful wail of a grieving widow. But as another gust of wind battered the treehouse, the sound drew nearer and louder. Soon it turned savage and crescendoed to a roar.

      As the thundering intensified, the stone at Lily’s neck blazed red.
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      Chapter 4

      Race for Ambush Ledge

      Cedric darted out the shattered door onto the treehouse balcony, and Lily crawled behind him. What she saw filled her with dread.

      Snaking through the woods, devouring rocks, trees, and earth in its path, a tornado spiraled toward them.

      “It’s one of them!” the dragon shouted.

      “One of what?”

      Cedric ignored her, and challenged the storm with a clawed fist. “Cursed fiend!” he cried. “You have no claim here!”

      “We have to get out of here!” Lily yelled.

      “No, no! We cannot retreat in fear. It only makes them stronger! We must stand our ground!” Cedric flapped his wings, lifted into the air, and unleashed an ear-splitting screech.

      His actions flabbergasted Lily. What is he doing? We need to run! Yet to her amazement, the tornado halted in its path. For a moment, Lily dared to feel relieved.

      Only for a moment.

      Before their eyes, the tornado changed. It contorted, lurched, and lengthened, like a moth fighting to burst from its cocoon. Four limbs grew from its center. A tail sprang out. A long neck extended skyward. Two wings unfurled against the horizon.

      Another dragon. Unlike Cedric, who stood only as high as Lily’s waist, this one loomed taller than a house.

      “Okay, perhaps we won’t stand our ground,” Cedric said. “Get us out of here! Now!”

      Lily’s mind raced. “Through the glade,” she said. “We can hide under the rocks.”

      “Oh, come on, miss! Use the stone!”

      Lily shook her head. What is he talking about?

      “Oh, dash it all!” Cedric yelled. “Fine, we’ll do it your way. We’ll most definitely get ourselves killed, but who am I to argue? Now, run!” He flew over the treehouse balcony, and disappeared into the trees. Lily scanned the woods but found no trace of him.

      A growl echoed through the forest like a death knell. Lily turned just in time to see the black dragon charging toward her, with a cape of smoke churning behind it.

      Lily dashed for the zip line tethered to the treehouse window. She climbed atop the seat, and with a quick release of the rope sailed out among the tree trunks. She ducked her head against a few snapping branches, then struck the ground and rolled through the leaves.

      She looked over her shoulder and saw plumes of black fire surge into the clearing. Her beloved Fortress, wrought by her dad’s hands on so many clear summer afternoons, smoldered in flames.

      No! Lily wanted to scream, but the monster’s roar stopped her. She clambered to her feet and ran deeper into the forest. Ambush Ledge, she thought, remembering a clutch of nearby boulders that housed a cave.

      The ground quaked as the dragon pounded behind her. It belched another blast of dark fire, and Lily cringed as ash and embers rained down from the treetops and singed her face. She barely dodged a smoldering limb that crashed to the ground.

      Keep going, she told herself. Just keep going. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder, but she could hear the dragon gaining. Its roar penetrated to her bones, and each of its rumbling steps shook the earth and threatened to topple her off her feet.

      Almost there.

      She jumped over a creek and stumbled as the soggy bank gave way beneath her. Her hands clawed mud. With panic welling in her throat, she lurched forward, and then sprinted toward a grove of pine trees.

      The dragon unleashed fire again. The back of Lily’s neck blistered in the heat.

      Don’t stop. Don’t look back.

      Her muscles ached for relief. She glimpsed a clutch of rocks hulking over a clearing: Ambush Ledge. She pushed her weary legs to pump harder.

      Another roar. Another barrage of fire.

      Lily saw the cave. Its dark mouth yawned just above the ground, offering a shelter barely wide enough to permit her.

      The dragon smashed a rotten tree trunk with its tail, and burning fragments showered down. Lily cried out as hot debris flew into her eyes.

      Just a few more feet.

      The ground tremored with another roar.

      Just a few more seconds.

      Another crack, another crash from behind.

      Three. Two. One.

      Lily dived for the cave entrance.

      A blur of red sailed into view. It knocked her sideways just as a swell of black flame enveloped Ambush Ledge.
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      Chapter 5

      Twilight

      Lily opened her eyes to discover she lay beneath a canopy of trees, their branches interlaced across a twilight sky. Her eyes hurt, and her head throbbed. At first, she presumed the trees to be those in her own woods. Then, as she blinked away lingering fog, she realized the air smelled unusual. It was cool and damp, almost sweet, different from the sunbaked leaf litter she’d breathed on so many warm evenings while exploring the forest at home.

      Slowly, the memories crept back upon her. The woods. The running.

      The dragons.

      Lily sat upright, then steadied herself as the world spun. She felt her hands sink into something soft and moist, and realized that she lay in a carpet of purple moss at least two inches thick.

      These were not her woods.

      The crack of a twig snapped her to attention. She couldn’t locate the source or see any movement in the dense foliage, but she heard a crunch in the bushes. Lily pawed the moss in search of a tree branch or a rock to throw. Finding nothing, she held up her hands to protect herself from whatever threat loomed in the darkness.

      A spray of leaves parted in the underbrush. Humming to himself, with a bowl in one claw and an unrecognizable bundle in the crook of the other forelimb, Cedric stepped into the clearing.

      “Ah, there you are!” he said. “Jolly good.”

      Lily’s arms dropped a few inches. At the last moment, when flames threatened to engulf her, Cedric had knocked her out of harm’s way. He’d saved her life. And yet—he’s a dragon, Lily thought. She recalled the tales of Sir Gawain and countless other stories that depicted dragons as bloodthirsty monsters who feasted on the flesh of knights. How can I trust a dragon?

      “Here, I’ve brought you some water,” Cedric said, handing her the bowl. It was a nutshell, like Lily had seen squirrels store at the bases of hickory trees, except this one was the size of half a cantaloupe. “It’s not as fresh as I know your people prefer, although I tried to avoid the muck,” Cedric said. “If you come across any floaty bits, just give them to me. I could use the vittles.”

      Lily hesitated and studied the dragon’s eyes. They gleamed a strange, sickly color, like soured milk. Yet somehow, for reasons she couldn’t explain, Lily saw intelligence in them, and perhaps even a hint of kindness.

      “Thank you,” Lily said, taking the bowl with two hands. The water smelled vegetal, but when she took a draught it felt cold and refreshing in her throat.

      Cedric nodded and gave a hint of a smile. “Speaking of vittles, I’ve brought us something to eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. I’ve had nothing since your stew. Which was delectable, if I may say so.” He dropped his bundle onto the ground, then pounced at something that skittered away from him. He rummaged in the dirt and withdrew something from the brush with his claws balled into a fist.

      “Here you are!” he said. “Munch away!” He stretched out his claws, and Lily jumped back as a dozen bugs, some snakelike with dozens of feet, others with antennae as long as Lily’s fingers, scuttled out.

      “Um, thank you, but I’m not hungry,” Lily stammered.

      Cedric’s shoulders slumped. “I’d forgotten you wakey folk are so particular. Right, then. Try this instead.” He held out a piece of fruit the size of an apple. The rind was thick and striped with red and black plaid markings, akin to the pattern of a Scotsman’s kilt.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “Oh, just take it! And don’t be so suspicious. It’s quite unbecoming. Here, I’ll slice it for you.” With a single claw, he dissected the fruit into wedges.

      Lily took a slice, sniffed it, and discovered that it smelled like cinnamon. She dared a nibble. It tasted like chocolate and baking spices.

      “Wow. This is delicious!”

      “Of course it’s delicious. We scouts know a thing or two about cuisine, you know, miss—I beg your pardon, how impertinent of me. I realize I never inquired about your name?”

      “I’m Lily. Lily McKinley.”

      “Well, Miss Lily, it is an honor and a privilege to make your acquaintance.” He bowed low, until the spines along his head and neck scraped lines in the dirt. Lily fought the impulse to laugh.

      She savored another bite and observed their surroundings. They sat in a clearing within a gnarled forest. Around her stood trees unlike any she’d ever seen, twisting around each other, their foliage as frothy as sea-foam. Vines with silver flowers snaked up nearby trunks, and above the sky loomed a twilight shade that smudged the edges of things and cast eerie shadows.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “They left this out during your apprenticeship, eh?” Cedric said. He gathered sticks from the ground and sorted them into a pile. “Can’t say I blame them. This, my dear, is the Wilderness. And it is not, I will have you know, where I wanted to bring us. I had to boomerang, so we take what’s dealt us. At least it’s better than the Sulfuric Swamps. The last time I ended up there, the missus wouldn’t let me into our den for a fortnight.”

      To Lily’s ears, everything he said sounded like gibberish. Wilderness? Boomerang? Sulfuric Swamps? What is he talking about?

      Cedric glanced around the clearing, and then shuddered. “We do need a rest, but after that, the sooner we get out of here, the better. I don’t like to linger here. It’s unspoiled, but it’s also untamed, and that makes it dangerous.”

      “What exactly is this place?”

      “It’s the edge of the Somnium Realm, Miss Lily, between dreams and awakening. Things here haven’t yet figured out what side they’re on. It’s not a safe place to linger.”

      Lily finally recognized a couple of words, and clung to them. “You’ve mentioned the Realm before. What is the Somnium Realm?”

      The dragon dropped his sticks and stared at her. His reptilian gaze would have made her skin crawl, had his kindness not kindled her trust.

      “You really don’t know, do you?” he said, his head tilted in bewilderment. “Before I thought you were just feigning ignorance to protect yourself, but that’s not true at all, is it? You really have no idea.”

      Lily flushed with embarrassment. Although logically she knew she couldn’t possibly understand the terms slung at her, inwardly she felt inadequate that she didn’t.

      Cedric paced back and forth in the clearing, talking aloud to himself. “But how could it be possible? You have a soothstone. Only a dream keeper could have a soothstone. I found you because of the stone!”

      “What stone?”

      “That one! That bauble around your neck!” He pointed with a single claw to her father’s pendant.

      “Oh, this? It was my dad’s. He found it at the bottom of a creek.”

      Cedric guffawed. “My dear, if you’re going to lie to me, you’ll need to be a trifle more clever than that.”

      “I’m not lying! It’s the truth. At least, that’s what he told me.”

      “Well then, clearly he misrepresented the facts. The creek that can hold that stone has yet to flow.”

      “Why? What’s so special about it?”

      “It is a soothstone, Miss Lily. It was hewn from the rocks of Eden.”

      The last word hung on the wind. “Eden?” Lily said in wonder. “You mean, as in—”

      “Yes, yes. It was mined ages ago, when all was good. Before evil broke into the world.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. How on earth did my father find a rock from Eden? In a creek bed?”

      “The real question is, how did you find it?” Cedric narrowed his eyes and walked around her in a circle. “Only the dream keepers, the stewards and guardians of the Realm, can wield the soothstones. How exactly did you acquire that one, Miss Lily?”

      “I found it yesterday, in my book.”

      “I find that unlikely. Please tell me the truth. Dishonesty is so vulgar. Did you steal it from your father?”

      “No, of course I didn’t steal it! I would never do that.”

      “Then how did you come to possess it?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand any of this. My dad wore this necklace every single day, for as long as I can remember. The last time I saw it was—” Lily’s voice cracked. “I noticed it the night before he left for Madagascar. He was wearing it, like usual, and it fell out of his shirt when he hugged me goodnight. Then yesterday out of nowhere I found it in one of my books.”

      “And where is your father now?”

      The question stung, and she drew a deep breath. “He died. Before he reached Africa.”

      “Oh.” Cedric’s tail sagged. “I’m sorry, my dear.” He sank to the ground and scratched his head. “I don’t understand any of it. You must be a steward. I will grant that you’re surprisingly young . . .”

      “I’m older than I look.”

      “Even so. Perhaps I’m not supposed to be looking for you, but for your father instead?”

      “But I just told you he died.”

      Cedric didn’t answer, but instead paced the clearing again. Lily scavenged her mind for something helpful to say, but to no avail.

      “It still doesn’t make sense,” Cedric said, kicking a fringe of moss with his clawed hind foot. “If I was to look for him, the stone wouldn’t have come to you.” He studied her for another moment, then grasped two sticks and rubbed them together with renewed vigor. “This is beyond my skill level, Miss Lily. I’m simply not wise enough to sort it out. As I see it, the only way forward is to finish the task I was given and bring you to Castle Iridyll. Master will know what to do. Plus, it’s imperative that I report to him about the shroud in the forest.”

      “The shroud?”

      “That beast that chased us. The dark dragon, with all the smoke.”

      Color drained from Lily’s face. “That was called a shroud?”

      Cedric nodded.

      “It was horrible.”

      “Indeed. All shrouds are. This was a particularly nasty one, too. But what troubles me most is that he was in the wrong place. I’ve never seen one in the waking world.”

      “What did it want with my treehouse?”

      “Only what was in it.” Cedric paused to fix Lily in his stare, and the hair on the back of her neck pricked up. “The shrouds have escaped, Miss Lily, and more keepers like yourself are disappearing every day. I’ve never seen my Master so vexed.” He started scraping branches again. “We must get to Castle Iridyll.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh, you’ll love it, my dear. It’s one of the greatest fortresses in the Realm. And the most beautiful, if you’d like my opinion.”

      Lily’s heart fluttered at his words. Yet as much as thoughts of castles tantalized her, the memory of her mother, her head in her hands, flickered through her mind.

      “It sounds wonderful. But . . . I really should be getting back home. My mom needs me.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Lily, but that’s out of the question. You cannot go back. At least, not yet.”

      Lily straightened in alarm. “Please, Cedric. I need to get home to my mom. If I go missing it will be more than she can take.”

      “I promise to bring you home once my Master deems it safe.”

      “But when will that be? How far away is this castle?”

      “On foot? From here, several days at least. We have to trek all the way to Bald Peak, and clearly you can’t fly.”

      “Cedric, I’m not kidding about this. I need to get home. My mom and my Gran need me.”

      “As my family needs me, my dear. I have three younglings to feed at home, plus the missus, and she has three heads, which means triple the bellyaching. Alas, war spares no one.”

      Lily’s heart skipped a beat. “War? What do you mean, war? Cedric, I’m just a kid!”

      “Miss Lily—”

      “I’m not the person you think I am, Cedric. I’m twelve. I won my first fight just today, and I couldn’t even do that without a knight in shining armor coming to my rescue—another thing I don’t understand, by the way! Last summer I blew up the microwave. I can’t even figure out how to ride a bike.”

      “Miss Lily—”

      “Thank you for the food. And thank you for helping me when that—that thing attacked us in the forest. But I need to go home.”

      “I can’t bring you home, Miss Lily.”

      “But you have to! I’m in way over my head. How can I help you with a war? I’m just a kid. Not to mention I’m probably crazy, since I’m arguing with a talking dragon.”

      “Scout. I’m a scout.”

      Tears brimmed in Lily’s eyes. “I can’t leave my family, Cedric. Especially my mom. She’s been through so much.”

      “Miss Lily. Even if there wasn’t a war, I couldn’t take you back because your soothstone is here. I can travel safely into your world only if I follow a soothstone. Now that you and the stone are here, there’s no way for me to get there. Unless, of course, I boomerang again, but that’s out of the question.”

      “Why? Why is that out of the question?”

      “It’s like launching from a catapult blindfolded. And you can see where that’s gotten us the first time ’round!” He motioned to the gnarled trees at his back and the dusky sky above.

      “I don’t care. Boomerang me back.”

      “No, no, it’s not the way. It’s far too unpredictable. You could end up in a jaguar’s lair, or on the bottom of the ocean, or stranded on a glacier in the Arctic.”

      “If it means getting back to my family, I’m willing to take that risk.”

      “No!” He drew closer, and crouched at eye level with her. “My dear girl, whether you like it or not, and whether you understand it or not, you are a dream steward, one of the keepers of the Somnium Realm. I know it doesn’t make sense. I don’t understand it myself. But the truth is, you bear a soothstone. Only a steward could have harnessed the stone’s power and called Lancelot into your world.”

      Tears swam in Lily’s eyes, and her face burned. “This stone was my dad’s, not mine. I don’t even know how Lancelot appeared. It was all by accident. I don’t even know what a steward is! Your realm sounds exciting, but I think you have the wrong person, Cedric.”

      In her distress, she forgot she still held the nutshell bowl, and it toppled out of her hands. Cedric mopped up the mess on her clothes with a clod of moss. “I know this is difficult, and frankly, bewildering,” he said. “But I promise you, Miss Lily: once all is said and done, I’ll do all I can to get you home. You have my word. To do that, though, I need you to trust me.” He turned back to his sticks and resumed his vigorous scraping. “Our best chance of getting you home is to head to Castle Iridyll. There are people there much wiser than I am, and they’ll know what to do.”

      Before Lily could argue, Cedric barked in pain and jumped back. Another branch had snapped under the strain of his scraping, and a splinter had wedged into his front foot.

      “Oh no! Are you okay?” Lily asked, rising to her feet as Cedric cradled his wounded limb.

      “I’m quite all right, quite all right. No point in fussing.”

      “Let me see that. I know a bit of first aid.”

      “No, no thank you, that’s not necessary. I’ll be tip-top in a minute.”

      Lily held out her palm and raised her eyebrows. Cedric shook his head, but when Lily’s expression didn’t change, he groaned, then reluctantly showed her his foot.

      “Oh, it’s not that bad,” Lily said, examining the splinter. “I can get it out for you easily. Just hold still.”

      Cedric shuddered. “That’s easier said than done, miss.”

      “Just try, please.” She held the foot tightly, and gingerly grasped an edge of the splinter between two fingers. “Just take a deep breath, and relax. Ready? One . . . two . . .” Before she reached three, Lily yanked out the sliver of wood. Cedric howled, leapt backward, and then jumped in place from one hind foot to the other, as if he were dancing on hot coals. After half a minute of such tomfoolery, he dropped to the ground and hid his head in his claws.

      “How mortifying,” he mumbled.

      Lily stifled a laugh. “What are you trying to do with all these sticks, anyway?”

      “Why, build a fire, of course,” Cedric said. “It’s going to get colder the longer we stay here. We shouldn’t tarry long, but while we refresh ourselves we could do with some warmth.”

      Lily furrowed her brow. “Isn’t there an easier way to start a fire?”

      “Oh? I’d love suggestions, if you have any.”

      “Well, couldn’t you—you know—breathe on it?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Well, you’re a dragon, aren’t you?”

      Cedric scowled, and the spines along his back stood up. “Young lady. We have a long road ahead of us. And if you’d like it to be a pleasant one, I’d advise you to never, ever call me that abominable word again.”

      “I’m sorry, Cedric, I just thought—”

      “I am a scout, Miss Lily. A scout.” He huffed, and steam spewed from his nostrils. “I’m going to find us something to help this endeavor along. For your safety, I’d advise you not to go anywhere. And talk to no one. Absolutely no one. Do you understand?”

      “But there’s no one here. Who would I—”

      He didn’t wait for her to finish, but instead slashed his tail clean through a clump of weeds, and then disappeared into the brush. She heard the bushes rustle, then quiet, and in the next moment Lily was alone in the twilit clearing.

      Lily kicked the moss and berated herself under her breath. She’d said the wrong thing, as usual. She was stranded in a ghostly forest, with no idea how to get home and with her only help a dragon whom she’d brilliantly offended. How am I going to get myself out of this one? she thought.

      Lily leaned against a massive tree, rested her forehead against the cool bark, and tried not to worry. Vines girdled the tree trunk, and Lily reached out a hand to touch the blossoms that dotted the vine like a string of pearls. To her dismay, at her touch the petals fluttered to the ground, and the glowing center of the flower extinguished.

      Suddenly, the tree creaked alive in protest. Its roots broke through the earth like a nest of writhing snakes, and they hoisted the massive trunk several feet away from her. As the tree heaved back onto the ground, the vines tightened their coils around the trunk again, and all fell still.

      “What a strange place,” Lily said aloud.

      Just then, the stone at her neck began to gleam, flooding the clearing with red light.

      “Hello, my love.”

      Lily’s eyes widened. An old woman in a knit shawl leaned against the displaced tree and smiled at her. Lily recognized her at once, and a flood of relief washed over her.

      “Gran? Gran! I can’t believe you’re here! Is it really you?”

      “Yes, my love, I’m here.”

      “I’m so happy to see you! What are you doing here? Do you know how to get us out? Is Mom okay?”

      “The important thing is that we’re together, my pet.” Gran’s eyes fell to the pendant, which still glowed with red fire. “Oh, what a pretty necklace. Just the thing to cheer an old lady. Can I see it, my pet?”

      Lily’s smile faded. Impulse told her to run to Gran, to throw her arms around her and give her anything she wanted, but the odd tenor of Gran’s voice froze Lily in her tracks. Gran’s never called me “pet” before, Lily thought. And she knows the stone was Dad’s. Why is she acting like she’s never seen it?

      Without taking her eyes off Gran, Lily felt for the stone and lifted it for her grandmother to see.

      “Come closer, child,” Gran cooed. “This old woman’s eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

      Lily took a step nearer. “How is Mom, Gran? Is Mom all right?”

      “She’s wonderful, dear, just wonderful. Now, come closer. Bring the stone to me.”

      Wonderful? This isn’t right. “How exactly did you get here, Gran?”

      “Enough with the questions.” Gran’s voice sharpened, and her smile faded. She glowered at Lily, and a darkness Lily had never seen etched her face. “Give me the stone, girl.”

      Lily closed her fist over the pendant and took two steps backward. “Maybe later,” she said.

      Gran’s eyes shone red and menacing, and she opened her mouth wide. Instead of the sweet voice that once sung nursery rhymes to Lily in preschool, a snarl bubbled out.

      In the next instant, the image of Gran swirled into cloud, just as the black tornado had done in the woods. The smoke churned, spurted, and spun, then dissipated. In place of Gran, an ogre, its foul mouth drooling, its knobbed fingers clutching a club with the girth of a tree trunk, materialized before her.

      Lily broke into a run, just as the ogre swung its massive club and smashed the walking tree in two.
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      Chapter 6

      Ogres and Kestrels

      “Cedric! Help!”

      Lily raced through the woods with her hands outstretched. The dim light limited her visibility to just a few feet ahead of her, and as she ran, branches slapped her in the face and roots slithered into her path to trip her without warning.

      The ogre swung his club again, reducing an entire thicket to refuse, and the force of the flying debris knocked Lily to the ground. She gripped the earth to stop it from spinning, then glanced over her shoulder to see the ogre barreling toward her. She screamed and rolled away just in time to avoid the club as it crashed down, gouging a deep trench in the earth.

      “Cedric! Please help me!” she shouted again. As she scrambled to her feet, the ogre roared again, spraying her with slobber that burned her cheeks. She dashed through a grove of oak trees, but the ogre followed close behind, swiping trunks to ground as if they were reeds.

      Lily plunged into another thicket, then cried out in pain as thorns slashed her hands and arms. With her arms shielding her face, she plowed forward. She wrenched herself free from the last clinging brambles and realized she’d stumbled into a clearing walled with thorns in every direction.

      She turned in place and squinted through the shadows in search of a way out. An ancient tree towered above her. Could she climb it? No, she thought, he’ll knock it over like a toothpick.

      Another roar shook the earth, and Lily’s gut sank. The ogre bounded into view, its monstrous profile hulking against the blue-green sky. It pulverized two more trees, then lifted its club high to strike her.

      Lily had no choice except to scrabble up the tree. She scaled halfway up, too desperate to glance down. Then, a sound filled her with dread.

      The ogre was laughing.

      Lily stretched for the next limb, but it hovered beyond her reach. She groped the trunk, praying she’d discover another handhold, but her fingers found only peeling bark.

      With another grisly laugh, the ogre clobbered the base of a tree. The roots, centuries old, held against the blow, but the trunk bowed and jostled Lily from the limb. She slid down and grasped the branch below, but found no footing, and her legs flailed into the air.

      Yet another cruel, mucousy laugh gurgled through the glade. Lily fought to hoist herself up onto the branch, but her aching arms failed her. She called for Cedric again, but her voice had faded to a raspy croak. She dangled twenty feet off the ground, all alone, with an ogre salivating beneath her.

      The laugh sounded again. Through the inky darkness, a pair of unhinged green eyes appeared beneath her. The ogre grasped Lily’s branch and bent it toward the ground. Lily thrashed and kicked wildly as she sank down, down through the night, toward the ogre’s putrid, gaping mouth.

      This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening!

      Lily’s fingers, slick with perspiration, began to slip. She kicked the air just inches from the ogre’s upper teeth. “No! Get away from me!” she screamed.

      Suddenly, the soothstone, which had glowed a dull red while she ran, changed color. It flooded the woods with the same brilliant, pale blue light that had radiated from it in the schoolyard when Lancelot appeared. Below, the ogre squinted against the glare, then averted his eyes and groaned in revulsion.

      Lily’s muscles burned, and she couldn’t hold on any longer. Her grip gave way. She sailed downward, shut her eyes, and braced herself for the end.

      It never came.

      She opened her eyes and gasped. A hammock slung between two branches had stopped her fall. The fabric was unlike anything she’d ever seen, shining as if imbued with starlight.

      A roar pealed out from below. The ogre had abandoned its club and frantically swatted at something small and bright that flitted in its face. From Lily’s vantage point, it looked like a darting comet, pirouetting through the air, diving at the ogre’s head and then spiraling out again. Between the ogre’s grunts, Lily could discern the shrill call of a bird of prey.

      It can’t be, Lily thought, suddenly recognizing the sound. No, it doesn’t make sense. It’s impossible!

      A ribbon of silver, shimmering like the slip in which Lily sat, spun from behind the bird and lashed about the ogre’s legs. The monster teetered, groaned, and then toppled to the ground with a whomp. Without pause, the bird bound it with silver cords until its entire bulging, grotesque form shimmered in a mess of tethers.

      Just then, Cedric burst into the clearing. “I’m here, Miss Lily!” he shouted, springing forward with a bundle in his arms that looked like burning coals. With a flourish of his wings, he lifted into the air and dumped his cargo onto the wriggling ogre.

      The ogre wailed as the coals burst into flame. Its facial features muddied in the fire, and it shrank to the ground, writhing and lurching as it shriveled. Lily watched awestruck as the monster deteriorated into a tumult of smoke, then blew apart into ashy gray rivulets. The next moment, the ogre had vanished, leaving only the coils of silver rope limp upon the ground.

      Cedric stamped out the remaining flames licking the ground, and shook his head in disgust. “Another shroud!” he groaned. “Well, that settles it, Miss Lily. We can loiter no longer. Pity, since I’d finally found all this emberweed to start a proper fire, but the longer we stay here, the more danger we tempt. These shrouds, I’m convinced, are hunting you, Miss Lily.” Cedric blew upon his smoking foot, then placed his claws on his flanks. “Miss Lily? I beg your pardon, but are you listening?”

      Lily didn’t answer. The bird that had saved her life had released one end of the hammock and gently lowered her to the ground, and she sat mesmerized, hardly breathing, as the stunning creature perched on her hand.

      She examined the bird’s chiseled beak, its beautiful arched neck, the striking markings on its face and breast. Its talons hugged her fingers with just enough pressure to secure, but not to hurt. Lily knew the bird’s every feather, every curve, every tilt of the head.

      “Rigel?” she whispered. “Is it really you?”

      Enraptured with the creature in her hand, Lily didn’t notice Cedric saunter up to them. “Know this chap?” he asked, startling her. “He certainly was helpful to us. Rather the Good Samaritan, if I may say so myself. Thank you, sir, for your timely services.” He gave a courteous bow.

      The bird replied with a high-pitched squeak. The sound flooded Lily with joy, and for first time in months, laughter sprang from her chest.

      “Are you all right, Miss Lily?” Cedric asked.

      Lily rose to her feet, and the bird, unfazed, continued to balance on her hand. “I’m wonderful, Cedric. Although I don’t understand any of this. Which is nothing new, I guess.”

      “How do you two know each other?”

      “I don’t know how this is possible, but I made him up when I was little.”

      Cedric’s eyes widened. He looked from the bird, to Lily, and back again. “May I inquire about your opinion?” he asked the bird. The raptor replied with another squeak.

      Lily laughed again. “He doesn’t talk, Cedric. Although he does understand. He’s a star kestrel. His name’s Rigel.”

      “A star kestrel? I don’t believe I’ve heard of them before.”

      Lily flushed with sudden self-consciousness. “Ever since I was in first grade, I’ve pretended that stars were birds. All different types, and all with different powers. Rigel—” she lifted him up, “is a star kestrel. He’s named after a blue supergiant star in the constellation Orion.”

      “Now I’m the one who doesn’t understand a word being said.”

      Lily smiled. “I didn’t used to know any of this stuff either, but my dad taught me about stars one summer, when we went camping in the mountains.” She stroked the feathers on the back of Rigel’s neck. They felt cool, like the caress of silk against her fingers. “He’s beautiful, isn’t he? When he wants, he can do all sorts of things with silver. I can’t believe he’s really here. He’s real!”

      “My lady, if you had any doubt about your identity as a steward, I think you’ve proven yourself.”

      “But Cedric, how did this happen? How is any of this possible? Rigel, this place, ogres and knights—even you? I feel like I’m dreaming.”

      Cedric smiled. “My dear,” he said, “you’re more right than you know. The truth is—”

      Lightning flashed over the clearing, followed by a low rumble of thunder.

      “Oh dear. We need to move on. We were foolish to delay.” He gathered a few scattered emberweed pods. “I’ll explain as much as I can en route, but we must depart. Quickly. If more shrouds are pursuing you, Miss Lily, there’s nothing like a thunderstorm in the Wilderness to give them an advantage.”

      Lily shuddered, and a sickening unease tightened her stomach as she remembered her flight from the ogre. “Cedric,” she said, “the shroud this time . . . it looked like my grandmother. Before it turned into an ogre, I mean. It sounded just like her too, at least at first.”

      Cedric’s face darkened. “Shrouds fight with deceit, Miss Lily, and disguise themselves as the things for which we long.” He held her with his solemn gaze. “They can see right into your heart.”

      “What exactly are they, Cedric?”

      “In your world, they are called nightmares. They are the echoes of evil manifested in dreams.”

      His words gripped her like ice. Suddenly her own yearning for home, for her mother’s embrace, and for her father, deepened to anguish. “Cedric, if they can look like the people I love, how can I tell if it’s a shroud, or someone I can trust?”

      “Most people can’t tell, Miss Lily. That’s the devilry of shrouds.” With a few strands of Rigel’s silver thread, he tied a mat of dried leaves and moss to a branch, then set it afire with a pod of emberweed. The flickering light of the torch illuminated Lily’s face, and at the sight of her, Cedric’s own expression softened. “Don’t fret so, my dear,” he said. “Thankfully, you’re not alone. I’m with you and, even better, you have special help.” He pointed to the stone. “Have you noticed it changes color when the shrouds appear?”

      “You mean the bright bluish light?”

      “Not that. Only with the shrouds.”

      Lily thought for a moment, and shivered again. “Red,” she said. “The stone turned red.”

      “That’s your clue. Consider it a warning system.”

      “So, when the stone glows red, I should—”

      “Run, Miss Lily. Run for your life.”
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      Chapter 7

      The Wilderness

      They slogged through brush and muck for hours. No matter how far they marched, thick, knotted forest and black mist obstructed their path. Lily would discern a glimmer of light ahead, a faint promise of an open trail, only for the forest to crowd in and the vines and branches to warp before her eyes. The Wilderness seemed determined to imprison them in its wretched grasp.

      Bolts of lightning sizzled overhead, and in her weariness and misery Lily often paused to analyze the sky. It still hung in the same mysterious, blue-green hue she’d noticed when she first arrived.

      “Strange,” she said. “Shouldn’t it be night by now? The sky hasn’t changed.”

      “The sky never changes in the Wilderness,” Cedric said. “It’s caught between day and night. Just like everything else that lives here.”

      Rigel fashioned Lily a silver blade to clear through the brush, but when she hacked through the first gnarled vine, it squealed in agony and shrank from the path. Although the vine retracted out of the way, she felt so guilty for hurting the thing that she tucked the blade under her arm and didn’t use it again.

      The long march through the darkness frayed Lily’s nerves. She began to suspect that every twitch and shadow was something sinister, perhaps another terrible shroud eager to eat her whole. She tripped on a wriggling vine, plummeted into a pool of mud, and scrambled out just before a creature, long and slender like an eel but covered with quills, shot from the pit and hissed at her. Cedric kicked it in the face, and with a howl it slithered back into the mud and disappeared.

      “Cedric,” Lily said, her voice shaking as she wiped the sludge from her hands. “How much farther?”

      “I wish I could say for sure. No matter how far we go, from up there the horizon looks the same.” He motioned to the tree line, where he flew every so often to scout their trajectory.

      Cedric plucked some purple berries from a nearby shrub and passed them to Lily. “Here. You must be hungry. Keep your strength up, my dear.”

      “Thanks. What about you? Don’t you want some?”

      “Berries? No, thank you. Too stationary. Static food has no appeal for me. Well, your lovely chili did, but at least that was sloppy. For now, I’m right stuffed.” His stomach gurgled a hollow growl.

      “Stuffed, huh?”

      Cedric tapped his abdomen and shrugged. Lily smiled, grateful for a conversation, however unlikely, that felt like friendship.

      “Cedric, thank you,” she said. “Not just for the berries. You saved me back there in the woods.”

      He didn’t meet her eyes. “No trouble at all, my dear. Given the way you helped that little chap who got his lunch trodden on, I suspect you’d do the same for me if push came to shove.” He glanced at her from the corner of his eye, then winked and smiled. Lily returned his grin, then popped a berry into her mouth and winced. It tasted like curry, with a dash of garam masala. Good, but not what she expected.

      “Cedric,” she ventured, “what exactly is this Realm you keep talking about?”

      “Ah. Forgive me. I never did give you a proper explanation, did I? The Somnium Realm is where dreams dwell after your people create them.”

      “My people?”

      “Wakey folk. Humans.”

      Lily slipped on a clump of wet moss and barely caught herself before stumbling. “Wait a second. Are you talking about dreams coming true? Like, Cinderella style?”

      “No, no, Miss Lily, not at all. All that ‘dreams come true’ nonsense refers to what you folks desire. I’m not talking about wishes or aspirations or, dare I say, stirrings of greed. I’m talking about the dreams you experience when you’re asleep, that spin stories out of nothing. Or, even more commonly, the sagas you dream up when you’re awake but feel asleep because you’re so dreadfully bored.”

      Lily’s heartbeat quickened. “You mean, the things we imagine?”

      “Precisely. Haven’t you ever wondered what happens to a dream when you wake up?”

      Lily’s thoughts jumbled together, the way they did at the lunch table when the boys on the math team became overly enthusiastic about improper fractions. “When I wake up, the dream ends. It just stops, doesn’t it?”

      “Does it?”

      “Of course it does. Dreams are in my head. I’m told that every day, practically. I watched a documentary with my mom once, and it said that dreams are made by our brainwaves to store memories, or something like that.”

      “Ah, how terribly clever, terribly clever. So, you say, dreams help us to remember?”

      “Yeah, I think so. At least that’s what they said on that show.”

      “And seeing it on a show makes it true, then?”

      Lily frowned. She remembered a horrific cartoon she once saw at her cousin’s house, featuring an unidentifiable mammal that glued its tongue to a toilet. “Well, no, not really. That’s not what I mean.”

      “For the sake of simplicity, let’s consider this argument,” said Cedric. “According to your theory, dreams must always replay what we see, yes? They review the day’s events, to cement memories into the little puddles of gray mush we call brains?”

      “I guess so.”

      “And that’s been your experience? Truly? Concentrate, Miss Lily.”

      Lily frowned again. In the last dream she could recall, a woman the size of a house plummeted out of the sky and demolished her treehouse, then demanded beef jerky.

      “Well, no, not exactly,” Lily said.

      “So, you see it yourself! Sometimes you dream about things you already know—your house, or the nasty boy at school who stomps toddler lunches.” He plunged a foot into a puddle of muck, and Lily held his forelimb as he tugged himself out. “But at other times when you dream, you imagine something totally new. Your mind creates something true, something that weaves a story. And those dreams, Miss Lily, live on even after you awaken.”

      “In the Realm.”

      “Indeed, in the Realm.

      His words stirred her heart and kindled in her a longing for poetry and color, stories and mystery. Her fantasy world had always seemed to get her into trouble. For once, she wondered if all her daydreams and doodling actually mattered.

      Rigel interrupted them with a chorus of chirrups. He flew above their heads in circles, littering them with silver dust in his excitement.

      “Go on, chap, we’ll follow you,” Cedric said. “But ease off on the dandruff please, if you don’t mind.”

      Rigel dashed ahead, and Cedric and Lily quickened to a jog behind him. After they slogged through a mess of brambles, a few feet of mud, and a wall of pine branches, they burst into the sunlight. At first, Lily cringed beneath the daylight. When her eyes adjusted, she gasped aloud.

      They stood on the bank of a river, perched high atop a mountain. The water, dappled with sunlight, snaked through a cluster of willow trees, all of them bowing gracefully to caress the water with their garlands. Purple mountains crested with snow loomed in the distance. Below, a valley rolled in swathes of scarlet, green, and gold, punctuated by the odd thatched roof. Lily had never set eyes upon the river before, and she didn’t recognize the valley, but as she swelled with joy at the sights, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d returned home.

      Behind them, the Wilderness sprawled in a mass of ensnarled vines and thorns. To Lily’s amazement, a clear line of demarcation, like the layers of a cake, separated the sunlit sky over the riverbank from the perpetual dusk of the Wilderness.

      “I’ll not complain if I never set foot into that place again!” Cedric said, dusting himself off to wipe clean every trace of their wretched journey.

      Lily glanced down at her own clothes, and realized she was caked in mud, her leggings and even her father’s shirt darkened black. She strode over to the riverbank, and with two hands cupped water to wash herself off. The cool of the water in her palms triggered her memory of a summer in the mountains, dipping her hands into a stream during a lunch break on a hike with her parents. Her mom had offered her a bag of her favorite crackers, and pointed out a speckled trout swimming against the current. Her dad lumbered into the water and splashed her with a sweep of his arm.

      Lily spattered water on her face and tried to wash away the memory. Her heart was too raw for it.

      “My lady!” The voice startled her. It was oddly familiar, although she couldn’t quite place the French accent. “Mademoiselle Lily! I have fulfilled my quest, my lady! The crétin is vanquished!”

      Lily wiped her eyes, turned toward the voice, and jumped to her feet. Astride his horse, his armor gleaming like a mirror in the sunlight, Lancelot bowed to her, then held something aloft for her to see.

      Bound and gagged, caught in Lancelot’s gauntlet by the collar of his shirt, Adam Sykes wriggled like a hooked fish.
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      Chapter 8

      The Cliff

      “Your lives are over! You’re all going to jail!”

      Lily hadn’t yet untied the lashings from Adam’s wrists and ankles before he lambasted her, Sir Lancelot, Cedric, squirrels, and every other living thing that came to his mind. “Don’t you know you could have killed me? What is that thing? And what is that? And where are we? Get me out of here!”

      “Cedric, how did this happen?” Lily asked, still struggling with the bonds. “How did he get here?”

      Cedric pointed to Lancelot. “You called for help, and the gallant knight . . . helped.”

      “But I didn’t ask him to kidnap anybody!” Lily whispered, peering over Adam’s cowlick to ensure Lancelot couldn’t hear.

      “Maybe not explicitly. But Sir Lancelot clearly didn’t collect this fine specimen on a whim, Miss Lily.”

      “Let me go!” Adam shrieked.

      “I’m trying to help you,” Lily said as she tugged at the knots. “Hold still. I sure could use your claws to help with these ties, Cedric. I can’t undo them. Or Rigel, can you find that knife you gave me? I dropped it somewhere.”

      “Oh, must we?”

      “Cedric.”

      “I don’t want that thing touching me!” Adam railed. “Get away! Don’t you dare come near me!”

      “Oh, dash it all,” Cedric said, throwing a rock into the river. “Can’t we at least put the gag back in, so we don’t have to listen to the little maggot?”

      “Who’re you calling a maggot?” Adam shouted. His face ruddied to purple. “You’re a talking lizard! You just wait till I tell my dad! He’s gonna bulldoze over this whole place! And you, you freak!” He craned his neck to shout at Lily, and his cowlick quivered like the shaft of an arrow after impact.

      “Will you please knock it off?” Lily said. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “I don’t want your help! You, help me? Ha! That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard. You’re a foot tall!”

      “I’m four-and-a-half feet tall, actually.”

      “Miss Lily, if the ungrateful little larva doesn’t want our company, then I’d advise we be on our way,” Cedric said. “Come Rigel. Let’s deliberate how to cross the river.”

      “You’re all freaks!” Adam screamed, his voice cracking in his fury.

      “Are you quite sure, mademoiselle, that you would not prefer the gag?” Lancelot offered, dismounting his horse.

      Lily studied Adam, who seethed back at her with spittle dotting his chin.

      “Okay, thank you. I’ll take the gag.”

      “No! No! You can’t do this! This is illegal! You can’t—”

      Lancelot stuffed a rag into Adam’s mouth, then offered Lily his dagger. With a few careful swipes, she cut the ropes loose. Adam scrambled to his feet, tore the rag from his mouth, and resumed his tirade.

      “I don’t know what this stupid place is,” he screamed between pants, “and I don’t know who all you freaks are, but you need to get me out of here. Right. Now! If you don’t, I swear there’s gonna be trouble!”

      Before Adam could draw another breath, Lancelot unsheathed his sword from its scabbard, leapt forward, and pinned the point against Adam’s throat. “There will be no trouble unless you invite it upon yourself, petit crétin,” Lancelot warned. “And you are to show my lady respect. On your knees!”

      “Lancelot, it’s—”

      “It is a disgrace, how he talks to you, mademoiselle!”

      “Thank you, Lancelot.” Lily mined her memories for lines from her King Arthur book, cleared her throat, and tried not to sound as ridiculous as she felt. “All the kingdom is indebted to you this day, sir. As for the prisoner,” she shot a glance at Adam, “he will learn respect in time.”

      Lily held her breath and waited for Lancelot’s response. He couldn’t really take her seriously, could he?

      “My lady,” Lancelot replied. To Lily’s astonishment, he lowered his sword, removed his helm, and dropped to one knee.

      With the blade no longer at his neck, Adam dashed away from them and plunged into the Wilderness. Lily called out in protest, but he ignored her, and within seconds the dark morass had swallowed him up.

      “Don’t worry,” Cedric called from the riverbank. “He won’t get far.”

      As if on cue, the thornbushes gurgled. The wall of vines shook, then parted like a curtain, and the Wilderness spat Adam out. He sailed through the air and thudded onto the grassy riverbank.

      Rigel chittered in laughter, and Cedric bent over guffawing and slapped his knee.

      “Stop laughing!” Adam cried.

      Scratches from thorns marked Adam’s face, and his bottom lip quivered. As she watched him tear blades of grass from the ground in frustration, Lily’s anger toward him melted away. “Adam,” she said, kneeling down beside him. “I’m sorry this happened. I’ll try to help you, but you need to stop fighting and trust me.”

      “Trust you?” Adam blurted, his tears finally brimming over. “How can I trust you? You’re the reason I’m here in the first place!”

      Lily waved to Cedric, who sighed and trudged to meet her. “Can we get him home?” she asked. “Is there any way at all? Maybe with Lancelot or something?”

      Cedric shook his head. “When we get to Castle Iridyll and see my Master, yes, I think it can be arranged. But before then? For the same reason I can’t get you home, no. I believe he’s our guest, Miss Lily.”

      They both glanced over at Adam, who had risen to his feet to kick furrows in the earth. Rigel landed on the ground beside him and cooed to cheer him, but Adam replied with another swift kick.

      “I was so glad to be out of the Wilderness,” Cedric murmured. “But this is going to be one long journey.”

      “So what do we do now?” Lily asked. “You mentioned your Master is at Castle Iridyll. How do we get there?”

      Cedric turned to Lancelot. “Brave sir knight,” he said, “how long to Castle Iridyll by your horse?”

      “Five days, monsieur,” Lancelot said, swinging up into his saddle. “The distance is not long, but we must cross the Bogs, which as you know, monsieur, is a treacherous way. The river is much more suitable.”

      “But if we take the river we’ll have to deal with the Cascades.”

      “Oui, monsieur. But it is better to risk possible death in the Cascades than guaranteed death in the Bogs.”

      Lily’s heart quickened. Death?

      “Sir Lancelot, are you absolutely sure we cannot come with you?” Cedric said, wringing his claws. “Could you take Miss Lily and her—and that fellow—on horseback, and Rigel and I can take to the air and meet you there?”

      “Monsieur Cedric, it is quite impossible. Shrouds have infested the Bogs. I am prepared to risk my own life for the Realm, but not the lives of Mademoiselle Lily and her captive.”

      “Dash it all! Miss Lily, what about you? You were able to call both Lancelot and Rigel with the soothstone. Do you think you could use it to get us safely down the river? Call a ship, or some other contraption you’ve dreamed about?”

      “But how do I do that?” Lily asked. “Lancelot and Rigel appeared by—by accident, I guess. How do I call something on command?”

      “I haven’t the foggiest idea.”

      “Well, neither do I.”

      Cedric grunted. With each question he asked, he seemed more agitated. He next approached Rigel, who perched on a fallen tree trunk half submerged in the water and cleaned his feathers. “What do you think, brave chap?” Cedric asked. “Could you fashion us a boat to get us downriver? Spin some silver, or something?”

      Rigel chirruped doubtfully.

      “I don’t think he could make a boat big enough for all of us,” Lily said, sensing Rigel’s concern. “Even if he could, it would take forever.”

      Cedric sank to the ground and buried his head in his claws.

      “Cedric, don’t worry! We’ll think of something. Can’t we make a raft from branches? There are plenty of trees here.”

      “No, no, no,” Cedric moaned. “These are willows. They’d blow apart the moment we crested that downslope.”

      “What downslope?”

      “The Cascades, Miss Lily.” He lifted his eyes, and his face was like leather worn for too long. “The Cascades are a waterfall, the likes of which few have seen. No ramshackle boat could withstand the pounding.”

      “Okay. So I’m out of ideas. What could withstand the pounding?”

      Cedric didn’t answer. Lily had seen him fall silent in concentration before, but this time seemed different, as if he wrangled with some uncomfortable truth that lurked just beneath the surface.

      “Cedric, what is it?”

      “I hate doing this. Especially with the prospect of plunging down the Cascades to a watery death.”

      “Doing what? Cedric, what are you thinking?”

      He huffed, spurting a cloud of thin smoke from his nostrils. “Me,” he said. “We can go downriver on me.”

      Lily studied Cedric from head to toe. He was a dwarf-sized dragon, barely taller than a hound dog. How could she and Adam travel down a waterfall on him?

      “It’s a little-known fact that my—my people—can adopt different forms,” Cedric said. “It’s in our blood.”

      “You mean you can change into something else?”

      “Not exactly. We’re not shapeshifters like the shrouds. But we can modify ourselves into one, predetermined form, yes.”

      “I had no idea. I’d never read that about drag– . . . um, about your people.” She eyed him, and hoped her near slip of the tongue didn’t offend him.

      “Not all of my kind can change form. Just those in my own clan.”

      “And you can change into something that will get us down the river?”

      He drew a breath. “Yes. I may not make it out alive again, but I can get us down.”

      “That’s great news, Cedric!”

      Cedric snorted. “Not from my position.” He lumbered to his feet, dusted grass and dirt from his forelimbs, then straightened himself and turned to Lancelot. “Noble sir, we thank you for your valiant and timely service. We will embark downriver, according to your wise counsel.”

      “It was my honor, monsieur!” Lancelot replied. Then he looked at Lily, and a pregnant pause ensued, with only the babbling of the river breaking the quiet. The longer time elapsed, the redder Lily’s face flushed. She bit her lip and wondered what to do.

      “He’s awaiting your command,” Cedric whispered.

      “What command?”

      “You’re his steward, miss. You called him. He’s waiting for you to dismiss him.”

      “What do I say?”

      “Don’t look at me, miss. You’re the steward.”

      “Um . . . thank you, valiant Sir Lancelot!” she stammered, again relying on her books. “We are indebted to you! You are free to go.” Her words made her cringe, and from the corner of her eye she saw Cedric shake his head. Nevertheless, Lancelot bowed his head graciously.

      “It is my honor, mademoiselle! I embark upon a new quest. May you triumph in yours!”

      With that, Lancelot’s horse reared against the sky. There was the whip of its white tail and the toss of the single feather atop Lancelot’s helm, and then he galloped away into the valley below.

      As she reveled in the moment, Lily didn’t notice Cedric wade knee-deep into the river. When she finally turned around, she caught her breath.

      In the shallows, with flecks of sunlight glinting around him like diamonds, Cedric had assumed the shape of a ship. Not just any ship—a Viking long boat, the regal, foreboding vessels that ages ago had conquered the North Sea and the icy Atlantic. He still retained the same reptilian snout and red scales, but his body had elongated to several times its length, and his neck arched gracefully to complete the formidable prow. His wings curved backward to forge the sides of the boat, and his tail coiled like a shepherd’s crook above the water.

      “Well,” Cedric said with resignation. “Here we are. Up you go.” He lowered a single wing onto the riverbank as a gangway.

      At the sight of him Lily laughed, the way she used to when her mother would surprise her with cupcakes from scratch. “Cedric, you’re magnificent!” she cheered. Rigel skittered beside her, turning celebratory pirouettes in the air.

      “Come now, there’s no need for dramatics. Climb aboard, please.”

      Lily jogged forward, but after a few steps Rigel’s squawk halted her. He’d ceased his dancing, and now hovered over the spot where Adam had sat just a moment before, ripping turf from the ground. The earth was bald from his handiwork, but Adam was gone.

      Lily scanned the riverbank. No footprints in the muddy earth hinted at his whereabouts. She called his name and heard only the echo of her own voice.

      “Oh, well,” grumbled Cedric. “Suits him right. Hop aboard, Miss Lily. We’ve no time to waste.”

      “Cedric, we can’t just leave him. We have to find him.”

      “I gather he doesn’t want to be found, Miss Lily. And the day won’t wait for us. We have quite a long journey before we hit the rapids, and I don’t think it wise to attempt the Cascades after dark.”

      Lily didn’t answer. She searched the edge of the Wilderness, but its thorns and warty roots remained a frozen wall, without a scrap of fabric or a strand of hair to suggest Adam had forced his way into the quagmire. She scanned the rolling slope down which Lancelot had galloped, into the patchwork valley below, and peered into the distance. Rigel landed on her shoulder, and searched the horizon with his keen eyes, but when she prompted him, he only shook his head and trilled.

      Lily faced north. In the far distance, she glimpsed craggy mountains enveloped in a blanket of mist. She couldn’t see the land unfurling into the foothills, so she walked across the grass for a better look.

      After a few strides, the ground ended in a cliff. A slope littered with scree dived below her, then abruptly gave way to sheer rock that plunged several hundred feet into a pool of mist. One wrong move and Lily could slide down the embankment and hurtle over the edge.

      With a shudder she took a few steps back, but then Rigel stopped her. He flew back and forth in the space beyond the precipice, shrieking as he hovered. Lily dared to creep to the edge of the cliff and look over.

      Thirty feet down the cliff, Adam crouched on an outcropping of rock. His grasp around a dead tree was his only safeguard against plummeting down into the mist.

      “Adam!” Lily shouted, with her hands cupped to her mouth.

      He didn’t look up, but clung tighter to the flimsy trunk tethering him to the mountainside. “Get me out of here!” he yelled, and then he screamed as a strong wind lashed the cliff.

      As if reading Lily’s mind, Rigel flew in a spiral above the cliff, and a rope wound together in strands of silver streamed down from the clouds.

      Lily caught the line, gathered it into coils, and then tied a free end to a nearby tree. She hurled the remainder of the rope over the edge of the cliff, and it swung down and slapped Adam in the head with a thwap. “Climb up!” she shouted through the wind, but he remained frozen in place. “Grab the rope and climb up!” she called again. Still, he crouched motionless on the ledge.

      “I can’t!” Adam cried. “I’m gonna fall!”

      “No, you won’t. I’ve anchored the rope. Just grab it and climb up!”

      Adam again shook his head. Fear had paralyzed him.

      Lily called for Cedric, but he floated on the river, out of range of her cry. She wanted to pull Adam up, but questioned her own strength against a boy so much bigger than she was. Doubt churned in her stomach. Still, she decided, she had no choice.

      “Adam, please just grab the rope. I’ll try to pull you up myself.”

      Adam didn’t answer, and for a moment she expected him to laugh at the wild suggestion that someone half his height could haul him to safety. Then, he reached out a single hand. Lily sighed with relief as he grasped the rope and wound it around his arm.

      She ran back to the tree, untied her knots, and with the rope still looped around the trunk for leverage, she yanked on the free end.

      Nothing happened.

      She readjusted her footing, and heaved again.

      Still nothing.

      Lily gathered the rope around her hands and drew a deep, slow breath. She braced a foot against the tree, and then with a groan, she pushed against the trunk with all her might.

      The rope budged.

      Lily coiled the line tighter and pushed again. Another budge. And another. Rigel joined her, and clasped the rope in his talons to help.

      “Faster!” she heard Adam scream, his voice distant but unmistakable. Sweat beaded Lily’s hairline as she strained against the trunk and retracted another length of rope, and then another. She rested a moment, and then hoisted again. Soon half the rope had been drawn up the cliff. He’s going to be okay, she thought.

      Then, disaster struck.

      A fierce gust pummeled the mountain. The wind buffeted Adam from one side of the rock face to the other, and before Lily could steady herself, the taut rope skidded along the edge of the cliff and shot out of her hands.

      Adam’s scream echoed from below the precipice. Lily leapt for the rope, but it ripped through her fingers, and the free end lashed across the grass like a retreating snake. She dived again, and this time caught the rope just in time to arrest it from tearing into the abyss.

      She rose to her knees and heaved. The weight felt like iron, and her every joint burned as she clenched her teeth and strained. To her dismay, without the tree as a pulley she slid forward, her knees delving ruts in the earth as Adam’s weight towed her toward the edge.

      “Cedric! Help!” she cried, but Cedric, still afloat on the river, couldn’t hear. Her arms trembled as she pulled, and the rope abraded the flesh of her hands raw. Still, she slid forward, and the cliff loomed closer.

      This can’t be happening. Lily’s mind raced, and she mined all her stories and memories for an idea, but found none. Could she use the stone? How? She glanced down. It hung limply over her heart, pale and cloudy, just like an ordinary stone.

      Dad, I wish you were here. Why aren’t you here?

      The rope slid an inch from her palms.

      Please. Please, somebody help me.

      Lily pitched forward onto her stomach and coughed as grass and dirt flew into her mouth. The edge drew ever closer. As her hands drifted into the empty air, time slowed and sound muffled. She saw Adam struggling. Rigel, stalwart to the end, flapped his wings in a brave but futile effort to stop their plunge. Far below, the mist churned and swirled, threatening to swallow them whole. Lily said a last prayer.

      A blinding white light, more brilliant than the sun, suddenly flooded the cliff.

    

  
    
      [image: A shining unicorn]

    

  
    
      Chapter 9

      Pax

      At first Lily thought the soothstone had come alive again. She glanced down, but found that it cast no light, and in fact dust from her skid through the turf dirtied its surface.

      With dread, Lily realized she had stopped moving and that the rope had slackened. She sprang to her feet in a panic and, to her horror, when she pulled on the rope, it slunk back to her freely.

      Did the rope break? Has Adam fallen? She squinted into the glare to search for Rigel and Adam, but could see only her scraped hands clenching the rope. The brilliance swallowed up everything else. Lily retracted the line in a hurry and prayed that she wouldn’t discover a frayed end where the rope had snapped and released Adam into the mist.

      She never reached the end. As she gathered up slack, Adam rose from the depths below, and Lily stepped backward in shock.

      His silhouette dark against the blazing light, Adam hovered over the edge of the cliff as if carried by an invisible hand. No rope held him. Streaks of light swirled around him like a net of shooting stars.

      He floated through the air, then alighted onto the ground beside Lily. The moment he touched solid ground, the light, which had engulfed every rock and blade of grass, faded. It didn’t snuff out, but rather shrank. Lily turned to follow its source, and what she saw on the riverbank stopped her heart.

      A unicorn stood at the edge of the Wilderness, gleaming like a pearl against the murk behind it. Its horn glittered like beveled glass. As Lily admired it, it gazed back at her with eyes that reminded her of the sea.

      “Who are you?” Lily whispered in awe.

      While she awaited an answer, Adam’s cry jarred Lily from her trance. “I can’t stop the bleeding!” he shouted.

      Lily turned to see Adam curled on the ground, his knees to his chest, his face drawn with pain. She rushed to his side and saw that a long gash had split open his leg.

      “I hit a rock that time the rope dropped,” Adam said, his face pale. “I can’t get the bleeding to stop.”

      Lily tore a sleeve from her dad’s shirt, and Adam yelped as she wrapped the cloth around his leg and held pressure. “Just breathe, Adam, it will be all right,” Lily said, fighting to steady her own voice. After half a minute, her shirtsleeve had soaked through.

      “Rigel, I need you!” Lily called. As if reading her mind, Rigel looped through the air, weaving silver threads into bandages as he flew. Cedric also suddenly appeared, dripping wet, his eyes wide in befuddlement.

      “What in the blazes is going on? I’ve been waiting forever.”

      “Cedric, do you have any more hidden talents? Say, healing?”

      “Merciful heavens! What preposterousness is this?”

      “He’s bleeding. Can you stop it?”

      “Sorry, Miss Lily. The only trick I know is pretending to be a boat. A process that takes forever to reverse, by the way.”

      Lily raised her eyes in search of the unicorn, but its light had vanished, and she could see no glimmer of hoof or horn in its place. “Please get some leaves, or moss, or something,” she told Cedric. “We need to stop the bleeding.”

      Cedric sprinted off, and Rigel dropped a long roll of bandages in front of Lily. Lily bound Adam’s limb, wrapping from ankle to knee as her dad had shown her, until his lower leg seemed gilt with silver.

      Still, blood oozed through the weave.

      “It’s not working,” Adam whined. “I’m going to die. I don’t wanna die.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re going to be fine.” Even as Lily spoke these words, her chest tightened. She wracked her brain for additional tips her father had passed on to her, but found nothing. She cursed herself for only half-listening when he tried to teach her, and for busying her mind with fairy tales instead of skills that could save a life.

      “Cedric! Did you find anything?”

      “I’m looking! I’m looking!”

      Adam groaned. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      Lily lowered Adam’s head between his knees, and her mind still raced. There has to be a way. There has to be something!

      Suddenly, a pool of light spilled over them. Lily spun around, and her jaw dropped. The unicorn stood directly behind her.

      How can it be here? she wondered in incredulity. I thought it disappeared just a minute ago. Was it actually here the whole time?

      “Stand aside, my daughter,” the unicorn said, in a voice like roaring water. He bowed his head, and his mane draped to the ground in rivulets. Then he touched the tip of his horn to the wound, and a sphere of light sparked to life over the gash, then widened to enfold Adam’s entire leg. It blazed cold and white, a bracing, ethereal light more akin to moonlight than fire. The unicorn raised his head, and as quickly as it had begun, the light extinguished.

      Lily leaned forward to examine the wound and caught her breath. The bandages were gone, and the bleeding had stopped. Where a wound had raked through Adam’s leg, she saw only untouched skin.

      Lily looked up at the creature in awe, with tears misting her eyes. She wanted to thank him, to run to him and embrace him, but she couldn’t find the right words, and felt herself rooted to the spot.

      As she gaped, the unicorn spoke instead: “You have done well, child. Your father will be proud of you.”

      Will be proud? He mustn’t know about what happened. “Thank you, but my . . . my father isn’t alive,” she said.

      The unicorn didn’t reply. Instead, he held her in a gaze that jolted her like electricity.

      “Who are you?” she asked again, her voice tremulous.

      “I am Pax,” he answered. “Take heart, Lily. You are not alone.”

      “You know my name?”

      The unicorn didn’t answer, but instead approached Adam, who sat stunned upon the ground, hugging his knees and staring into the dirt.

      “Young Adam,” Pax said. “Do not despair. You are loved.” Adam didn’t look up or even acknowledge the unicorn’s presence. It’s as if he doesn’t see him at all, Lily thought.

      Pax turned away from them and stepped toward the Wilderness. The thorns and vines shriveled before him, and as they recoiled, the unicorn thinned to translucency and passed right through the wall of brambles. The light faded, and then he was gone.

      Lily and Adam sat in silence. Joy and fear and awe bloomed within Lily all at once, and she ached to be near Pax again. She recalled his words to her: “Your father will be proud.” What did that mean?

      Cedric bounded into view with clods of moss spilling from his arms. He tripped, and the bunches scattered to the ground. As he scrambled to collect them, he glimpsed Adam’s leg, completely healed.

      “Blimey, how did you do that?” he asked, tossing a clod of moss over his shoulder in exasperation. Still overwhelmed, Lily just shook her head and trembled.

      “I didn’t do it. We had help,” Lily whispered.

      “I’d say you did! How? Who helped you?”

      “It was a unicorn. He said his name was Pax.”

      Cedric froze. “What did you just say?”

      “Pax. He called himself Pax.”

      Cedric dropped to his knees. Fearing he was suddenly sick or hurt, Lily ran to his side and put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “You saw Prince Pax?”

      “He didn’t say he was a prince.”

      “Oh, but he is. No one has seen him for centuries, a millennia even. That he’s here now . . .”

      “What, Cedric? What does it mean?”

      He raised his head, and Lily was startled to see tears in his eyes. “I don’t know, Miss Lily. I don’t know.”

      “He was . . . wonderful,” Lily said.

      “That he is, Miss Lily. That he is.” With a shake of his tail he gathered himself. “Now that that’s over and done with, shall we be getting on with things?”

      He strutted back to the river, plunged in, and again underwent his metamorphosis into a longship. Rigel settled on Lily’s shoulder and nuzzled her cheek, coaxing a smile from her. She turned and offered Adam her hand.

      “Come on. I’ll explain as much as I can on the trip. I don’t know much, but I’ll do my best.”

      Adam rose to his feet, but said nothing. Cedric lowered a wing to form a gangway again. As Lily boarded, she realized that her muscles, which had burned from the strain against the rope, no longer ached. She felt as if she’d just awoken from a rejuvenating sleep.

      As Cedric floated downriver, she glanced over her shoulder and studied the place where the unicorn had disappeared. She couldn’t dismiss the feeling that an unseen force tethered her to the spot.
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      Chapter 10

      Downriver

      “It’s some kind of dreamworld, where what we imagine comes to life.”

      “It’s not ‘some kind of dreamworld’; it’s the only dreamworld.”

      “Cedric, I’m just trying to give him an idea.”

      “Well, why not try the correct one, Miss Lily?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be sailing?”

      Rigel chittered with laughter and nipped at Lily’s ear.

      “I’m not sailing,” Cedric replied haughtily. “I’m drifting. In case you haven’t noticed, we have no headwind. Thankfully, the current will still carry us.”

      “I have complete confidence in you, Cedric.”

      “Thank heavens for that!”

      Lily laughed. She snatched a handful of curry-flavored berries from a low-lying branch above the water and offered some to Adam. A day ago the thought of a friendship with Adam Sykes would have nauseated her, but the ordeal they’d just survived together had opened her mind to new possibilities. She relished the idea of a friend from home on the journey—even if that friend had a predilection for destroying books and smashing sandwiches.

      Adam glanced at the berries, but didn’t respond. In fact, he’d not said anything since they’d climbed on deck two hours earlier.

      “You should eat something,” Lily urged.

      He didn’t answer, but instead continued to stare into the icy foam frothing along Cedric’s sides.

      “Adam, come on. You’ll be hungry later. Just have a few.” When he still didn’t acknowledge her, she shrugged and popped the berries into her own mouth.

      “I won’t be hungry.”

      Lily smiled and leaned toward him. “Had a big breakfast, huh?” she asked.

      “No, that’s not what I mean, you freak. I won’t be hungry because none of this is real.”

      “Not real? Of course it is. I mean, I know it’s hard to believe, but—”

      “I’m dreaming. I’m at home in my bed, and in a few hours I’ll wake up. And you, and this place, and those berries, and all of this will be gone.”

      “Adam, I know this is all strange, but—”

      “It’s all a lie. I’m dreaming.”

      “Well, that’s the thing about this place. It turns out our dreams are real. We just don’t realize it.”

      “Tomorrow when I wake up, you and everything else here will disappear.”

      “Adam, really, how can you say none of this is real? You fell off a cliff, and a unicorn saved you. Twice!”

      “I saw no unicorn. I thought I was bleeding to death, and suddenly it was healed. That thing is a talking dragon that turned into a boat. None of this makes any sense. It can’t be real.” He smoothed back his cowlick, but it promptly flipped akimbo again. “Tomorrow morning I’ll wake up, and all this will be gone. I’ll have leftover chow mein and s’mores for breakfast, then I’ll go to school and have baseball practice and kick Atish Patel’s tail on the field.”

      Lily tilted her head. “That kid who draws the awesome comics? I didn’t realize he was good at baseball, too.”

      “He’s not. He stinks. That’s why I beat on him.”

      Lily grimaced, as if she’d caught a whiff of something rotten. She remembered the dozens of nasty things Adam had done to make defenseless kids feel like dirt, and realized he felt zero remorse. She wanted to chew him out and put him in his place, and gritted her teeth to hold back the words that wanted to tumble out.

      Instead of shouting, she rose to her feet. With a cold stare, she said only: “You’re an awful person, Adam Sykes.”

      Lily left him by the port side of the boat, strode to the prow, and wrapped her arms around Cedric’s long neck, partly to steady herself as he bobbed with the current, partly because she needed to feel close to a friend.

      Ahead of them, the river unspooled like a vein of quicksilver. Lily’s heart thrilled as a flock of birds crossed from one bank to another, their wings reflecting the sun like jewels. “It’s all so beautiful,” she whispered.

      “Hmm, yes,” Cedric said. “So much of the Realm is. Just wait until you see Castle Iridyll, Miss Lily. It’s like stepping into wonder itself.”

      A silence passed between them, and Lily lingered over his words. The river kicked up foam like lace at Cedric’s sides, and a metallic green fish ducked into the shadows of the bank. How can anything be more wonderful than this?

      “What will happen when we get there?” she asked.

      “We’ll ask my Master what to do. Perhaps he’ll arrange for a way to return you home. But I must say, Miss Lily, that with shrouds pursuing you, I fear for your safety even there.”

      The mention of the shrouds chilled her. “Cedric,” she asked, half afraid of his answer, “you say the shrouds are . . . after me. How do you know?”

      Cedric drew a deep breath. “It’s my job to scout out keepers when they don’t answer a Council summons. The soothstones emit a signature, a sort of beacon I can trace. Maybe you’ve seen it? It almost looks like moonlight? Anyway, on occasion that signature has brought me into the waking world, as yours did when I found you.” Cedric paused and chose his words carefully. “I tell you this, Miss Lily, to explain that I’m not unfamiliar with the waking world. But never in all my missions, over centuries, have I encountered a shroud there.”

      Lily swallowed hard. “And you think it was there for me?”

      “I do.”

      “Why? What would the shrouds want with me? I’m not anybody special.” She flushed, thinking of all the times she’d flubbed things while lost in her own fantasies. She’d ruined tests, friendships, softball games, and book reports. She’d destroyed an entire shelfful of glassware and the integrity of her mother’s kitchen. “I’m nobody, really,” she said.

      “I think the shroud in the Wilderness revealed the answer. They want your soothstone, Miss Lily.”

      “Why?”

      Cedric squirmed the longer they talked. “I don’t know for certain. I’m sure my Master will have a better sense than I do.“

      “But you have an idea. Please, tell me, Cedric. Go on. I trust you.”

      “I think they’re acting on his authority, Miss Lily. They’re trying to take it from you, because he wants it.”

      “Who? Who wants it?”

      Cedric winced, as if speaking the name would cause him pain. “Eymah,” he finally said.

      Lily didn’t know why, but the word sounded like a hiss, even though Cedric spoke in his characteristic posh voice. Although the sun still shone upon the water, she wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Who’s he?”

      “His name means terror, Miss Lily. He rules over every wicked dream ever spun out of the minds of men.”

      “How did he get into the Realm?”

      “He didn’t ‘get in.’ He sort of . . . arose. Since the Realm was founded, shrouds have been locked away in the Catacombs, deep below the Underlands. They’ve remained there, under lock and key, for centuries, with the guardians—they’re keepers, like you stewards—standing watch. Years ago, we don’t know when, Eymah arose from the depths, and for these many long years he’s lurked in the Catacombs.”

      “So, he was born in the Catacombs?”

      “Not quite born. Coalesced, from all the shrouds dwelling in the deep. The shrouds feed him, enhancing his power, and yet they also spring from him and serve as his sentries.” Cedric’s face, already somber, contorted in disgust. “He’s the amalgamation of all the wicked things your people dream up, Miss Lily.”

      She tightened her hold around Cedric’s neck, but found that even his steadiness couldn’t reassure her. “What does he want with my stone, Cedric?”

      He looked grave. “I don’t exactly know, Miss Lily. But I do know this: without the soothstones, the keepers wield no power. And without their protection, the entire Realm—and now, it seems, the waking world as well—is defenseless against Eymah’s tyranny.”

      Lily pulled the pendant from within her shirt. As she studied its ghostly surface, she felt sick. She’d been so thrilled to discover it just a day before, and had felt delighted that she’d reclaimed a link to her father. Now, she didn’t know if she had the strength to carry it.

      “Look alive, everyone!” Cedric suddenly cried, snapping Lily out of her thoughts. The gentle lull of water lapping against the boat crescendoed to a roar and, ahead of them, the river broiled and foamed.

      “Hold on!” Cedric yelled. “It’s the Cascades!”
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      Chapter 11

      The Cascades

      Cedric struck a rock. He cried out in pain and listed to one side, wrenching Lily from her place at his neck. Lily slid across the deck, struck her head against Cedric’s wing, and covered her face with her arms as a spray of water washed over her.

      Rigel, who for the past hour had slept in the stern with his head tucked under a wing, startled awake. With a screech, he looped a silver rope around Cedric’s neck as a harness and brought Lily the free ends. Lily hoisted herself up and squinted through another wall of frothy water in search of Adam. She spotted him clinging to Cedric’s wing on the port side.

      “Adam! Come here and grab the harness!” Lily shouted through the din, but he just scowled in response. “Adam!” she called again. He shook his head and turned his back to her. Why can’t he listen, just this once? Lily thought.

      Cedric crested and plummeted in the rapids. His keel struck another rock, and upon impact the entire ship leaned to its starboard side, parallel with the water. The river flooded over the edge and, as the ship inclined, Lily’s legs flew out from under her. Only her tenuous grip on the reins kept her from sliding into the turbulent water.

      With a groan Cedric loosened his tail and jammed it into the riverbed to right himself. He wobbled, then cried out as another rock jabbed him. With each strike he sounded more unnerved.

      “Cedric, you can’t take much more of this,” Lily said, craning toward his ear. “We’ve got to find another way!”

      Cedric winced and gritted his teeth. “There is no other way!” he said.

      Lily shouted to Adam, who still cleaved to Cedric’s wing. “Please, Adam, you’ve got to help me! Cedric’s hurt. We have to figure out another way around!”

      Once again, Adam ignored her.

      Lily’s mind raced. Could Rigel tow them out? Could she use the soothstone? Why, oh, why, she wondered, if dragons and unicorns say I’m a steward, can’t I use the stone’s powers when I need them most?

      “Look alive, here we go!” Cedric shouted. Lily’s heart pounded as she looked ahead. The river, which for so many miles had meandered ahead in a gray ribbon, suddenly disappeared.

      Rigel frantically flapped about Lily’s shoulders, wrapping cords around her to tether her to the prow. Lily urged him to secure Adam as well, but with his usual sneer the boy waved Rigel off.

      The prow jutted into the empty air. Lily dared to look down, and her stomach turned a somersault. The water plummeted fifty feet into a granite basin that thrashed with surf.

      Cedric tipped forward. For a heart-stopping moment they seemed to suspend in midair, with cool mist floating upward and dampening their faces. Cedric pivoted forward, as if around a joint. Then, they plunged over.

      Lily’s knuckles whitened around the harness. At first, they sailed like a dart slicing the air, with just the wind whipping their faces. Then, as they picked up speed, the sleek path of the water degraded and a seething, pounding flume swallowed up their view of the land and sky.

      Lily held her breath, but water blasted her face until she sputtered and coughed. She could see nothing but white foam, and could feel nothing except its weight pummeling her back and its cold penetrating to her bones.

      They landed in the basin at the bottom of the falls, but a sheet of water continued to smother them. As Cedric tilted to one side, Lily feared they might all capsize and sink into a watery grave.

      Just when Lily thought she could hold her breath no longer, sunlight cut through the whitewater. Cedric again stabilized himself with his tail, and then propelled them into the swirling green waters of a pool carved out from stone over millennia. Lily coughed, then rejoiced at the warmth of sunlight on her face and the relief of fresh air in her lungs. She glanced behind her.

      “Where’s Adam?”

      He was no longer on deck. Lily scanned the entire length of Cedric’s back, but saw no sign of him.

      “Cedric, Adam’s—“

      Her words trailed off when she saw Cedric. His neck sagged, and his head hung just above the water. Abrasions and cuts striped his face, and two of the spines along his neck had snapped in half.

      “Oh, Cedric! You’re so hurt.” She caressed his neck, and felt wounds rutting across his scales. “Cedric, can you hear me?”

      His leathery eyelids half opened, and for an instant Lily glimpsed his eyes, although they didn’t seem to focus. Then they drooped shut again.

      Rigel’s call sounded above the pounding of the waterfall. He turned spirals in the sky and scattered silver dust in a circle on the water. Lily followed the trail and spotted a dark lump floating at the center of the circle. It was Adam.

      He wasn’t moving.

      Lily untied the silver cords binding her to Cedric, dove into the water, and with all her strength swam toward Adam. The pool was freezing, and the more strokes she took, the more her muscles locked in the icy water.

      Finally, she reached him. Relief washed over her when she realized he was face up, but when she called his name through chattering teeth, he didn’t respond.

      Lily reached out a hand and drew Adam toward her. His jaw hung slack, and she cradled his head in her arm to keep his face above the surface. Her other arm burned as she fought to tread water. As his weight pressed down on her, she realized she’d never survive a swim to the shore while dragging him. She was simply too small.

      “Get Cedric,” Lily called to Rigel. “We need Cedric.”

      Rigel flew off, and Lily choked on a mouthful of water. She quickened her kicks and tried to ignore the ache tightening her legs. Finally Cedric, his eyes opened only to slits, slouched alongside them and lowered a wing. Lily hauled Adam on board and placed an ear to his chest. He was still breathing, and his heart still beat, but he was cold. So cold.

      Cedric puttered to shore, and Lily lugged Adam onto the grass. Warm, thought Lily. I need to get him warm. Otherwise . . . she couldn’t finish the thought. She dived into the woods edging the basin and scoured the ground for birch bark, sticks, pine branches, whatever she could find for kindling. She searched for the strange emberweed pods Cedric had collected from the Wilderness, but found none. Meanwhile, the sunset bled rose and gold across the horizon, and the air braced with the chill of night.

      When she returned to the bank, she found that Cedric had transformed back into himself and crawled beside Adam. Lily dropped the kindling and gently shook Cedric awake.

      “Cedric. You need to light a fire.”

      He gave a slight moan, but didn’t answer.

      “Please, Cedric. You both need to get warm. Adam will die if you don’t.”

      “I’m . . . not . . .” he whispered, his voice faraway and raspy.

      “There’s no time for this, Cedric! I know what you are, and you need to start a fire! Now!”

      Cedric opened his eyes, and their brief look told Lily she’d wounded him even more deeply than the Cascades had. Still, on quaking limbs, he crawled to the pile of branches thrown haphazardly into a heap. He drew a deep breath, then exhaled, and a curtain of flame spurted from his jaws. The kindling crackled and caught fire, and as Lily tossed in extra branches, a blaze soon lapped the air. Lily cushioned Adam with pine branches, and he stirred as the fire defrosted his limbs.

      When she next turned to Cedric, she found he had collapsed. He no longer answered when she called his name.
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      Chapter 12

      The Basin

      Lily cradled Cedric’s head in her lap. The Cascades had slashed him from head to tail, and wounds striped his belly. “Please, wake up,” she pleaded. “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” The soothstone felt like a weight about her neck. If she’d wielded the power of the stone as Cedric suggested, she might have spared him the torture of the falls. But she didn’t know how to use it. She couldn’t comprehend her role in the story, or why she was caught up in this mysterious place. Lily only understood that she’d failed to protect Cedric from harm.

      Rigel wove silver bandages for Lily to dress Cedric’s wounds. She built up the fire to warm him and dabbed water along his jaws, but he would not awaken. Only his rattling breath reassured Lily that he was still alive.

      Adam stared into the fire, his arms around his knees in the pose that Lily now realized was his habit. He’d not complained or jeered at her since he awoke, but instead stared at the fire in a daze. In her worry for Cedric, Lily was grateful for the quiet.

      “I wonder if there’s fish in there,” Adam said after a long while. He pointed to the pool that rippled inky black beneath the starlit sky. “If I had a rod, I could catch some.” He rose to his feet, then spread out his arms to steady himself from wobbling.

      “Careful. I think you hit your head,” Lily said.

      He cringed. After blinking several times, he placed a hand on his forehead and stumbled into the nearby underbrush. Lily heard rummaging through the leaves, followed by the crackle of sticks snapping.

      “Hey, you!” He emerged from the woods and motioned to Rigel, who perched on a nearby log. Rigel ignored him, so Adam tried again. “Hey! I’m talking to you!”

      “His name’s Rigel,” Lily said.

      “Rigel. Do you think you could make me a fishing line?”

      Rigel cocked his head, then with a trill looked to Lily for approval. Lily met his eyes and shrugged. “Why not?”

      Rigel took to the sky, and before long a thin thread of silver draped down into Adam’s palm. As an added bonus, Rigel forged him a perfectly curved fish hook.

      “Let’s see if we can get us some dinner. My dad used to take me fishing.”

      Lily didn’t answer, and instead grabbed another bandage to dress a wound on Cedric’s snout. As Adam trudged to the edge of the basin, under her breath she muttered, “Mine too.”

      At the thought of her father, her tears, which she’d held back for hours, broke through. She wiped them away from where they fell upon Cedric’s neck, but more came pattering down. Dad, I need you, now more than ever, she thought. If you’re alive, please let me know. Please give me a sign.

      She held her breath and awaited an answer. She wished for the stone to fill the night with its pale light, or for another magical creature to appear and show her the way. But aside from the muted rush of the Cascades and the occasional plunk of Adam’s fishing line into the water, the night remained hushed.

      That unicorn would be able to help, she thought. He saved Adam. Couldn’t he save Cedric, too? Why won’t he come? The thought lingered with her as her eyes grew heavy. Before long, she dozed off to sleep.

      She awoke to Adam trundling through the camp. “I caught us dinner!” he said, flashing a smile. He held up his line to flaunt a catch of four sleek trout. “Not bad, eh?”

      Rigel chittered in protest, prompting Lily to raise an eyebrow. “You caught all these fish, Adam?”

      “Well . . . I caught the big one.”

      Rigel screeched.

      “Okay, okay, I got the little one. Rigel caught all the others.”

      Lily smiled. “So how do we cook them?”

      “Well, my dad always used a frying pan.”

      “We don’t have a frying pan.”

      “Couldn’t Nigel here—”

      “Rigel, not Nigel.”

      “Whatever. Couldn’t he make one?”

      Rigel squawked and flapped his wings.

      “I think that means no,” Lily said.

      “All right. Maybe we can roast them on sticks?”

      Lily shrugged, but Rigel obliged by crafting a penknife blade. After a sliver in the thumb and a few grumblings about fish entrails, Adam cleaned and skewered the first trout and held it over the fire. Its skin crisped and sizzled, and soon a savory aroma drifted through the camp.

      “Can you save the fish guts?” Lily asked. “Something tells me Cedric would like them.”

      “That’s disgusting!”

      “Not to him it isn’t.”

      Adam pulled his fish from the fire to examine it, and Lily checked Cedric’s bandages. A silence widened between them, and out of the corner of her eye Lily could see Adam staring at her.

      “Is it gonna be okay?” Adam finally said.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know how to get us out of here.”

      “No, I don’t mean getting home, although I want that too. I mean, is that going to be okay.” He pointed to Cedric.

      Lily bit her lip. “I don’t know that either. I’ve read a lot of stories about dragons, but I don’t know anything about dragon anatomy. It’s not the kind of thing you read in books, you know?”

      “That’s really what it is, then? A dragon?”

      “He, not it. And yes, he’s a dragon. Although he doesn’t like to be called one.” She peered at Adam across the fire. “So now you believe in this place? You think it’s real?”

      He pulled his fish from the fire, touched the skin, then withdrew his hand and licked a singed finger. “That felt real,” he said, waving the finger in the air. “I guess I don’t know what to think. None of it makes sense. But it sure seems real. You’re real. This is real.” He lifted the fish, which perfumed the air. “And coming down that waterfall sure felt real. Worse than the roller coaster my mom took me on last summer.” He skewered another fish. “Want one?”

      At first Lily didn’t answer. He seemed different from the Adam who skulked around the playgrounds like a predator, but after his remarks on the river she still didn’t trust him.

      Still, she hadn’t eaten in hours. After a moment her stomach growled, and she relented. “Sure. Thanks.”

      “I’ll roast it for you.” Adam dangled the fish over the fire. “I want to get home, but this isn’t so bad. It kind of reminds me of camping.”

      Lily smiled. “Thanks for getting us dinner. That’s pretty cool, that you know how to clean a fish. My dad would always do that part. It grossed me out too much.”

      “My dad taught me. A ‘life skill,’ he called it.”

      “Ha! My dad used to say stuff like that too. They would probably have gotten along.”

      Adam didn’t answer, and his smile dissolved. A long pause ensued, and Lily wondered if she’d said something wrong.

      “I think it’s done,” Adam finally said, passing her the stick. “Careful you don’t get burned like I did.”

      Lily tore a morsel of the fish from the bones, blew on it, and held it to Cedric’s nostrils. “Come on, Cedric,” she whispered. “Please, eat. Please wake up.” Despite her urging, his eyes remained shut, and his breathing labored.

      “So, what do we do next?” Adam asked.

      “Well, Cedric said we had to get to a place called Castle Iridyll. There’s someone there—his Master, he calls him—who might be able to help us get home.”

      “Okay. So, how do we get there?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Great.”

      “Well, maybe I do. . . . Cedric said we need to follow the river.” She furrowed her brow. “At least, I think that’s what he said.”

      “How did we even get here in the first place?”

      “I don’t know. I know it has something to do with me, but there’s so much I don’t understand.”

      Adam avoided her eyes. After an awkward moment, he rose to his feet and shoved his hands into his pockets. “It’s all right. It’s no one’s fault,” he muttered. “Fire’s getting low.” He jabbed at the coals with a stick, and in a moment the branch caught fire. “I’m going to look for some more kindling,” he said. He wrapped some moss around the stick to fuel his torch, then trudged into the shadows.

      Lily stared into the fire for a long while, wishing she could turn back the minutes and hours. Rigel landed on the ground next to her and brushed her arm, but she didn’t even notice, and so he took flight into the woods after Adam.

      A sudden cold wrenched her from her thoughts, and she was alarmed to discover that she’d been daydreaming for at least an hour. Night had descended, and the fire had dwindled to nothing, with a single lip of flame clinging to the dying embers.

      “Stupid! You’re such an idiot!” she muttered to herself. She called Adam’s name, hoping that he’d gathered kindling. When she heard no answer, she eased Cedric off her lap, stood up, and with her hands cupped around her mouth, she called for him again.

      Still no answer.

      She would have to search for him. She cast a departing glance at Cedric, bruised and mottled, his wounds still oozing, and she hesitated. What if the fire extinguished while she searched? Could he survive?

      She walked to the edge of the forest to find wood herself, but the darkness had deepened such that she couldn’t even see her own hands. She pawed the ground blindly, and only felt wet leaves. When her hand sank into something cold and gelatinous, she darted backward and ran back to the camp.

      “Adam!” she cried one last time. Her own voice echoed over the murmur of the Cascades, but no reply followed.

      I have to keep him warm, she thought, as she paced back and forth beside Cedric. There has to be a way. She studied the smoldering coals, the last, struggling remnants of the fire, and searched her mind for a solution. As happened so often, her practical thoughts devolved into fantasy. She imagined one of the embers wriggling free from the ash, then fanning the campfire back into a blaze.

      Without warning, the soothstone emitted its pale, white-blue halo. Lily gasped, and froze in place as one of the simmering coals rolled out of the fire and ignited on the ground.

      Before her eyes, the flame sprouted limbs.

      It scurried like a mouse toward the fading campfire and tossed an orange sphere onto the coals, and suddenly a robust fire blazed. Then the flame trotted over to Lily, folded its arms behind its back, and stood at attention.

      “What—what are you?” Lily asked.

      It shrugged and pointed to her, and then to itself.

      “I don’t understand.”

      It pointed to her again, and then to its own head. When Lily still didn’t comprehend, he sat on the ground and posed as if deep in thought.

      “Wait a minute . . .” she glanced down at the stone, which had darkened again. “Are you saying I brought you here?”

      It wagged its head back and forth, as if to say “not quite.” Then it stooped to the ground, scooped dirt between its hands and formed it into a ball. Lily’s brow furrowed as she watched, as his meaning slowly dawned on her.

      “You mean . . . are you trying to say I made you?”

      The flame nodded, and jumped up and down a few times in excitement.

      “That’s incredible!” She crouched to the ground and admired how his margins danced and bent the air, just like the flame of a candle. “You mean, just now I made you? Just this minute?”

      It nodded and stood at attention once more.

      “What are you? A kind of gnome? Are you a fire gnome?”

      It plopped onto the ground with a disapproving squeak.

      “Okay, okay, you’re not a fire gnome. What about a flameling?”

      It shook its head with a spray of sparks.

      “All right, not that either. You just rekindled the fire . . . a fire starter? A kindler?” Lily leaned forward. “Would you like to be called a kindler?”

      At this suggestion, the little creature turned a handspring.

      “Wonderful, then! You’re a kindler. A kindler named what? Ember? I know! How about Flint?”

      The kindler chattered a response, but Lily didn’t hear it. Rigel’s shriek echoed from within the shadows of the forest. Lily froze, and the hair on the back of her neck pricked up.

      Her soothstone flooded the camp with red light.
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      Chapter 13

      The Cat and the Harpy

      Lily peered into the underbrush. She saw no movement and heard nothing except the steady rush of the Cascades at her back. A call to Adam and Rigel yielded no response.

      Flint sprinted up her pant leg. She was surprised to discover he didn’t burn her or set her clothes afire, and so she scooped him into a pocket of her shirt. Then Rigel’s screech pealed out from the forest, and the stone glowed even brighter. With a last glance at Cedric, who for the first time stirred by the newly blazing fire, she plunged into the woods.

      The eerie light from the stone turned trees and rocks into hulking things with claws. She scanned the brush for clues as to Adam’s whereabouts, but she saw only bare tree trunks bathed in red, their bark twisted into menacing faces.

      As she called for Adam again, Rigel burst from the brush and tugged at her collar. Then she heard the low murmur of people talking, and discerned a faint flicker of firelight in the woods ahead.

      Rigel led Lily toward the voices, and she soon stumbled into a clearing. Adam sat on a rock holding his torch, which had burned down to a nub. The dying firelight of the torch revealed a man leaning against a tree trunk, his face stubbled with a fledgling beard, his hair messy. A cowlick just like Adam’s jutted from his scalp.

      Adam glanced over his shoulder and beamed at Lily. “Lily, you won’t believe this! This is my dad! He’s come to bring us home!”

      The man looked at her, and his gaze made Lily’s skin crawl. As she watched, his eyes, initially dark, began to change. Soon they gleamed a piercing red.

      Just like Gran.

      “Adam, you have to come with me. Please. We have to go. Now.”

      Adam frowned at her. “Didn’t you hear what I said? This is my dad!”

      “Adam, listen to me very carefully. That is not your dad. You have to trust me about this.”

      “What are you talking about? Lily, he’s going to take us home. And he’s going to stay home. For good. He’s promised me.”

      “It’s not him, Adam! You have to believe me! Get away from him now!”

      Adam shook his head at her. “You really are a freak, you know that?” He stood up from the rock, turned away from her, and strode toward the man, who now straightened and walked to meet him.

      With a screech, Rigel swept across the clearing and grasped Adam’s shirt. Adam swatted him away, but the kestrel held on with his talons and yanked him to the edge of the forest.

      “Let me go!” Adam shouted, swiping at Rigel.

      “Adam, don’t leave,” the man said, his voice like honey.

      Lily rushed in, and she and Rigel dragged Adam into the trees, despite his protests. “Dad! Help! Please, don’t go without me, Dad!” Adam yelled.

      Suddenly, a snarl stopped all of them in their tracks. A familiar, heavy scent of smoke filled the air. Rivulets of black cloud churned around the image of Adam’s father.

      “Dad?” Adam said, his voice suddenly thin and quavering. “Dad, what’s happening to you?”

      The shroud cackled in a raspy voice, then swirled into a mass of smoke.

      “We’ve got to get out of here! Now!” Lily shouted, but Adam remained immovable. Rigel tugged harder on his collar, but to no avail.

      Another snarl sounded, and the vapor dissipated. In place of Adam’s father, a massive, saber-toothed cat crouched before them. It reared on its haunches to strike.

      “Run!” Lily screamed. “Run, now!”

      Adam’s trance finally broke, and he sprinted through the trees. They raced for the basin, but the beast leapt in front of them to block their path. Another cruel cackle issued from its belly, and saliva dripped from its jaws.

      “Fools!” the shroud scoffed. “Do you really think you can escape? Do you really think you’re any match for me? For him?”

      Rigel clawed at the cat’s eyes, but with one swipe the beast struck him and sent him skidding into the dirt. Then Flint ran forward, hurling tiny orbs of fire at the cat like fistfuls of darts. The beast’s savage roar blasted him backward, and Flint toppled over and rolled across the ground.

      Lily ran to help Rigel, but a giant paw, with claws like sickles, pounded to the ground in front of her.

      “My, you are a foolish little thing, aren’t you?” the cat sneered as he circled Lily. “Brave, I’ll grant you, but foolish!”

      Lily’s chest heaved. Her every fiber wanted to run, but with the beast’s teeth dripping just a foot away from her, she was too terrified to do more than take a few steps backward.

      “You know you can’t win, little girl,” the cat continued. “You know you’re not strong enough, or smart enough. But if you come quietly, perhaps he’ll be merciful. Perhaps he’ll spare your life, along with those of your puny little friends.”

      His words penetrated like poison. Maybe I should give up, she wondered. She was just a kid, no match for a saber-toothed cat. What was the point in pretending?

      “Come with me,” the beast continued, “and your friends will live. Refuse, and I’ll skewer each and every one of them like meat on a spit.” He bared his fangs and slunk low to the ground. “There’s no choice, really,” he coaxed. “You don’t want to hurt your friends, do you? You couldn’t live with yourself if their blood was on your hands.”

      Lily’s heart pounded. She thought of Cedric, broken and bloodied on the ground. She’d already hurt one friend with her ineptitude. What if he’s right? she thought. How can I risk Adam and Rigel’s lives, too?

      “I’ll make it even easier on you, steward.” He spat the last word, as if he detested the feel of it in his mouth. “You don’t even have to come with me. Just give me the stone.”

      Lily glanced down. The stone continued to pulse red. Without even realizing it, her fingers closed around it.

      “That’s it,” the cat crooned. “It’s such a little thing. Just a trifle. Pass it to me, and all will be well. It’s so easy, steward.”

      Lily stared at him, the stone still clenched in her hand.

      The beast growled. “What are you waiting for? Give. Me. The stone!”

      Lily took a step back from him and shook her head. “No. This isn’t right.”

      “You puny little brat!” The cat lifted its head skyward and roared. “Well, suit yourself! Eymah will have your skin for this idiocy . . . just like your father’s!”

      Upon the mention of her father, a taut cord within Lily snapped. The fear that so crippled her turned over like a rolling wave, and in its wake, determination stormed to the surface.

      The beast’s roar shook the trees, and he leaned on his haunches to pounce. Lily stepped backward a few more paces, but she still faced him. She raised her arms.

      He charged. Rigel, limping on the ground with a broken wing, screeched in panic. Flint rushed in, only to be trampled underfoot by the lumbering beast.

      Lily closed her eyes.

      Adam, perched atop a boulder in the middle of the clearing, pelted the cat with rocks. The monster ignored him and charged with another roar, then launched through the air.

      Suddenly the soothstone, which until that moment glowed red, spilled white-blue light into the clearing. A crack like an earthquake split the night, and Adam yelped as the rock on which he sat reared up and tossed him from its smooth surface. The stars disappeared behind a massive, cragged silhouette that blocked out the treetops.

      Lily heard a whoosh, a thud, and then the whine of an injured animal. She opened her eyes.

      There in the clearing, where a boulder once hunched, a colossal bear, seemingly carved from granite but moving and alive, towered above them. The cat, struck by the bear’s ponderous paw, lay against a tree in a daze.

      The cat floundered to his feet and shook his head as if to free himself from cobwebs. The bear thundered toward him and roared, and the cat hissed and bared his fangs just in time for the bear’s paw to strike across his face, sending him crashing into a tree trunk that splintered beneath the impact.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Lily shouted. She scooped up Rigel and Flint and waved for Adam, who sat on the ground in terror. Lily dragged Adam to his feet, and the band of four tore through the forest.

      As they raced through the brush, the familiar, unsettling scent of smoke filtered through the air. The cool aroma of the woods now smelled dirty and ashen, and the heavier the scent grew, the more dread seeped into Lily.

      They burst into the open. Lily slowed and glimpsed the moonlight illuminating the Cascades as if they were a plume of snow. She slowed her pace and gulped deep draughts of the cool night air.

      Then it struck.

      Pain seared into Lily’s shoulders. Something had hit her from behind, and then lifted her into the air. Panic seized her as smoke sifted around her, and she kicked the air wildly to free herself. She dared to look up.

      The gnarled, hideous face of a harpy leered back at her.

      The bear crashed from the woods in pursuit and dredged furrows in the ground as he bounded forward. He beat at the harpy in midair, but the monster evaded every strike, and its talons dug deeper into Lily’s shoulders. Lily’s vision blackened from the pain.

      I’m going to die, she thought.

      “That’s it, steward,” the harpy rasped. “I can smell your fear. Just wait. If you’re afraid now, imagine how you’ll feel before the power of Eymah!”

      The sound of the name flooded Lily with despair, as if she dangled over an open grave. As they glided over the basin, Lily kicked and thrashed her legs, only to suffer deeper wounds as the harpy tightened its grasp. As it beat its wings, the harpy churned up air that smelled of decay and made Lily retch.

      Suddenly the harpy lurched in midair and careened toward the pool. It spun out of control, and in the chaos Lily’s head plunged under the water. She fought and twisted, desperate for breath. Finally, she broke through the surface to cough and gasp.

      To her amazement, her arms were free. Lily glanced up in time to see a boulder sail through the air. It narrowly missed the harpy, then shattered the placid surface of the pool, stirring up a wave that submerged Lily again. Lily surfaced, then searched the shore for the source of the flying boulder.

      In the moonlight, the bear stood on the bank and hurled giant rocks at the harpy, which in turn barreled toward him, baring its talons as it screamed. It slashed at the bear, and to Lily’s horror the harpy’s talons melted through the rock and left wounds that glowed orange like lava.

      As the bear knelt to the ground and hid its face in its paws, the harpy swept down and clawed him across the back. Then the bear arched backward, only to suffer more wounds on his chest, then his forelimbs.

      “No!” Lily cried in agony. Upon her outburst, the harpy’s eyes darted toward her, piercing through the dark like two flames. It lifted into the air, spun in triumph, and with a howl jackknifed toward Lily, who lurched in the water like a fish on a line. She plunged beneath the surface, praying the harpy might miss her.

      As soon as she ducked under, the air above her blazed as if lit afire. She fought to hold her breath and to stay under, and she counted the seconds that passed while the fire raged just above the surface. Nine. Ten. Eleven. Her chest ached. Eighteen. Twenty. Panic gripped her as her need to breathe grappled with her fear of the fire raging overhead.

      Just when she could hold her breath no longer, the flames disappeared like a candle snuffed out. Lily surfaced, gulped the air, and scanned the pool with wild eyes. Charred debris rained down like drifting moths and floated atop the water. The harpy was gone, and the bear, his gashes still simmering, lay motionless on the bank.

      A cloud veiled the moonlight just as Cedric, propped on his forelimbs, smoke spiraling from his nostrils, collapsed on the shoreline.
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      Chapter 14

      The Flying Emerald

      Dawn spilled over the basin in bands of rose and gold. Lily awoke to find one of her arms draped over Cedric, the way she used to cuddle with her old golden retriever as a preschooler. Cedric hadn’t moved since she’d carried him away from the water’s edge and laid him down on a mat of hickory branches.

      She surveyed the demolished campsite. Cedric’s fiery breath had scorched away every blade of grass, and ash carpeted the ground. Rigel slept in the hollow of a log, his right wing jutting at an unnatural angle despite Lily’s binding. He occasionally trembled in pain, even as he slept, and Lily knew his efforts to weave more bandages had further exhausted him. Flint curled within the spent campfire, resembling a lone ember that glowed and dimmed like a breathing thing among the extinguished coals.

      Alongside the bank, a bowl-shaped hollow in the earth marked where the bear had fallen. He’d refused her offer to tend his wounds, and instead had lumbered off into the woods in silence. A twinge of guilt nagged at Lily, as she realized she’d never thanked him for helping them. She’d never even given him a name.

      Lily rose to her feet, stretched, and plodded to join Adam, who sat by the cold logs and drew designs in the dirt with a twig. She plopped next to him, then looked out over the water, which shone like burnished bronze in the rising sun. If it were not for the dreariness of their situation—ash and wounds and no idea about what to do next—the moment would have delighted her.

      “Are you okay?” Adam said, gently. “Those look like they still hurt.”

      She touched the bandages at her shoulders. The purplish stains of old blood had seeped through the dressings, but thankfully the harpy’s talons had cauterized the wounds. Still, they did hurt.

      “I’m all right. Thanks for asking, though.” She looked at him, but he focused on his doodling. “What about you? I mean . . . are you all right?”

      Adam dug further into the ground, upending a dry clod of dirt. He didn’t answer.

      “I’m sorry, Adam. I know you really miss your dad and just want to go home.”

      Adam tossed the stick. “It’s not just wanting to get home,” he said. “It’s what he promised. I guess I was stupid for believing him. He’d never say such a thing, and that should have been a giveaway.”

      “What did he say?”

      Adam squinted through the glare reflecting off the water. “He promised to come home and to be with me and my mom and sister again. He said he’d make everything right and stay with us for good.” He picked up a black fragment of wood and hurled it toward the water. It skipped seven times before disappearing beneath the surface. “I was so stupid to believe him.”

      Lily’s throat tightened. “You’re not stupid. If my dad showed up and said that, I’d want so badly to believe it too. Even if it didn’t make sense.”

      “Yeah, but it’s different. Your dad can’t come back. Mine just won’t.” Adam looked down at the ground again and swallowed. “It was the promise that got me. My little sister doesn’t really get it, but my mom cries a lot.”

      “I didn’t know you had a little sister.”

      Adam nodded. “Her name’s Kirsty. She’s five.”

      “Moms crying are the worst. When my mom misses my dad, I want to, I don’t know, be strong for her or something, but I don’t know how. You know what I mean?”

      Adam nodded. He motioned to say more, but a shuffling on the ground beside them interrupted him. They turned to see Cedric struggling to his feet.

      Lily ran to his side and put a hand on his shoulder. “Sit back down, Cedric. You’re too hurt.”

      He flopped back onto his haunches and blinked several times with a befuddled expression. Then he saw the incinerated turf, and his eyes widened. “Is it—is it gone? Are you okay?” he croaked.

      Lily nodded. “It’s gone, Cedric. You saved us.”

      Cedric closed his eyes. He seemed ragged, like a worn-out dishrag fraying at the edges. Lily asked Adam to scrounge for some water and food while she examined Cedric’s wounds. Most had stopped bleeding, although their margins remained ratty. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      “Knackered, frankly.”

      “I’m so sorry. I tried to stop the shroud on my own, but I couldn’t. I seemed to make the stone work once to help us, but when that—that thing grabbed me and started flying . . .”

      “Even seasoned stewards would have struggled, Miss Lily. Don’t fret about it.”

      “All the same, I’m sorry you had to breathe fire. I know you don’t like doing that.” Cedric closed his eyes, and Lily worried she’d overstepped her bounds again. “I’m sorry, Cedric, I shouldn’t have said anything about it.”

      “It’s not your words, Miss Lily. It’s the truth. I can’t hide from what I am.”

      “But Cedric, you’re wonderful.”

      His eyes flashed open, and his face hardened. “Wonderful? Do you know anything about my kind, Miss Lily?”

      She flushed. She’d read enough fairy tales to have an inkling, but the stories she knew didn’t match what she saw in Cedric.

      “Dragons are among the vilest creatures ever conceived,” he answered for her. “Think for a moment about my ancestors. They hoarded treasure, terrorized entire kingdoms, ate dwarves, and burned knights to a crisp. They threatened all that was good and true, all so they could wallow on a pile of coins.” He pointed to himself with a single claw. “That’s my heritage, Miss Lily. The corruption that compelled them courses through my veins, too.”

      “But you’re different, Cedric! You’re so brave and kind!”

      He heaved a sigh. “I am a dragon, Miss Lily. If you knew the things I’ve done, you wouldn’t be so eager to spare my feelings.”

      Lily’s eyes misted with tears. “You’re my friend, Cedric.” She wanted to wrap her arms around him, and to reassure him that he was courageous and good. Yet as Cedric shook his head and hid his face in his claws, she knew her words would fall flat.

      A fish slapped onto the ground beside them, and they both looked up to see Adam poised with his fishing line.

      “Lily said you’d probably like it raw,” Adam told Cedric, “but I can cook it if you want.”

      Cedric heaved a weary sigh. “Thank you. That won’t be necessary.” He stared into the distance, and made no motion to touch the fish. Adam clenched and unclenched his fists, as if he didn’t know what to do with his hands.

      “Thanks, Adam,” Lily said. “That’s great.”

      Adam took her remark as permission to sit down beside her. “So, what do we do now?” he asked, smoothing back his cowlick. Given the fish slime on his hands, his efforts only worsened the wayward angle of his hair.

      Lily turned to Cedric, expecting him to take the lead as always. Instead, he sat with his eyes shut, inching toward sleep again.

      “Cedric, how far away is Castle Iridyll?” Lily finally asked. “Do you think we’re close enough to walk now?”

      “By air we could be there this afternoon, weather depending. By river,” he motioned with his snout, “we could get there tomorrow. But by foot? It will still take days.”

      “Could you do that boat thing again, and sail us down?” Adam asked.

      Cedric opened one eye to glare at him, then closed it again and sighed.

      “He’s way too hurt,” Lily told Adam under her breath. “Don’t even go there.”

      “Well then, can we build a boat?” Adam asked. “There’s plenty of wood here, and that bird of yours can give us tools.” He pointed to Rigel, who gingerly cleaned the feathers of his broken wing.

      “Actually, he can’t give us tools right now because he can’t fly,” Lily interjected. “He only makes silver when he flies.”

      Adam groaned. “I guess we still have the knife he made me for cleaning our dinner last night. Maybe I can cut some vines, and we can bind some logs together.” No one answered. “Well, if no one’s going to help, I’ll see what I can do,” he said. Then he marched off into the forest, shaking his head and grumbling to himself.

      Lily knew she should follow him, but she was loath to leave Cedric’s side. She worried that a shroud might return, or an internal injury start bleeding, or the ground itself yawn open and swallow him up. Cedric’s breathing deepened again, and soon he snored, exhaling thin ribbons of smoke with each grunt. Too bedraggled to think and too nervous to move, Lily lay back on the ground and stared at the sky. The daylight dimmed as an enormous cloud, bright at its margins but heavy and gray at the center, passed in front of the sun. Lily squinted and concentrated on its shape. Was it a car? No, it was far too top-heavy. A train? No, too triangular.

      A ship, she realized. The edges of the cloud sharpened into the image of a schooner, complete with mast and sails, drifting through the sky. Who’s sailing it? she asked herself, and the more she pondered, the more the ship became real to her. She imagined a privateer swabbing the deck in the early morning as the boat glided above a blanket of stratus clouds. She saw the ship cut through the sky toward the Cascades, then wheel about when the wind filled its sails. It swooped downward, following the slope of the waterfall.

      As it sailed across the basin, the clouds dissipated to reveal the wooden frame of the ship, painted forest green. It drew closer, and she half-expected to see barnacles clinging to its prow.

      Actually, she could see barnacles.

      Lily sat up and rubbed her eyes to brush away the daydream. When she opened them, she anticipated the ship would return to the sky high above her and resume its role as just another cloud amid the jumble.

      Instead, it sliced across the air above the basin and headed straight for her. Lily jumped to her feet. At her neck, the soothstone emanated its steady, pale glow.

      “Oh no! Cedric! Cedric, wake up! I made something happen, and I think it was a mistake!” She jostled him awake, and Cedric darted backward at the sight of the ship barreling toward them.

      “Merciful heavens, what is this?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me! I didn’t mean to do it!”

      Cedric tripped and cried out as he landed on his wounded hind leg. Lily grabbed him to drag him away, but she was too late. The ship raced toward them, and water dripped from the keel to puddle on their heads. Lily and Cedric hunkered low to the ground, and Lily screamed as the ship bore down upon them. She crouched with her arms covering her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and waited for the impact.

      It never came. She felt only the drip of water, salty and smelling of seaweed. Lily lowered her hands and dared to look up. The ship hovered in the air directly above her, with fringes of cloud wavering at its edges.

      Lily reached out a hand. She envisioned her arm passing right through the ship, as through a dense fog, but as she sank her hand into the mist, her palm settled on a beam of damp wood.

      “Miss Lily,” Cedric said, panting and limping toward the ship. “What happened?”

      “I—I was looking at the clouds, and—” Her face reddened, and Cedric’s eyes widened as he listened. “One of them looked like a sailing ship. And, well, it became one.”

      Cedric brightened. “Indeed, Miss Lily! Indeed it did!” He touched the prow in awe. “You’ve been withholding your talents, Miss Lily. When my Master told me to scout for a missing steward, I’d no idea I’d also be searching for an artisan.”

      “A what?”

      “Ahoy, there!” A man with a ponytail leaned over the railing and waved a triangular hat. “Where away, landlubbers?”

      Cedric smiled and hobbled closer to the ship. Although wounds and bandages pockmarked every inch of him, the appearance of a ship from the clouds seemed to revitalize him. “My dear chap,” he shouted up to the privateer, “do you know how to get to Castle Iridyll?”

      “I’d be a blaggard if I didn’t!” the privateer answered. He swung the hat back onto his head, a motion that scattered swirls of mist down toward them.

      “Jolly good, stout fellow,” Cedric said. “Would you be so kind as to take us there?”

      “If the lady approves, sir, I’d be glad to.”

      The remark caught Lily off guard. “Me?” she asked, pointing to herself.

      “Cap’n Jaggers M. Scallywag at your service, m’lady.” He bowed low. “I’m most gratified for yer enlistin’ me vessel. It’s been ages since a steward’s called me to cap’n’ a new ship! And I’d be especially gratified if ye’d name her on this, her maiden voyage.”

      Lily remembered how Flint had awaited her command when he first materialized from the campfire. She watched the wisps of cloud curl from the sides of the ship and considered the elegance with which the schooner had glided down from the sky.

      “What about the Lady Guinevere?” she said.

      “Ah, I’m afraid her ladyship would have to consent to that, Miss Lily,” Cedric said. “And given all the rumors she fought against in round table times, I’d wager she’d not be pleased.”

      Lily frowned. “How about the Fairy Queen, then?”

      “Not sure she’d consent, either.”

      Lily screwed up her face. As she concentrated, sunlight reflected off the pool and cast threads of light across the prow of the ship. They looked like ribbons of sunlight, or the facets of a jewel. That was it, the facets of . . . 

      “An emerald,” Lily said. “That’s it! She’s the Flying Emerald. And a trip to Castle Iridyll will be wonderful, thank you.”

      The privateer bowed low, churning up a cloud that misted Lily’s face. As he did, the letters FLYING EMERALD appeared on the prow of the ship in gold script.

      “Incredible,” Lily whispered.

      “Hey, nasty chap!” Cedric yelled for Adam. “We’re on our way, if you’d care to join us!”

      Adam emerged from the woods dragging a couple of downed limbs. As he stepped into the sunlight, he protested about Cedric’s name-calling, then stopped midstride at the sight of the ship. “What . . . ?”

      “Our way out of here,” Lily answered. “Looks like you’re finally getting home, Adam!”

      “You, too, fine fellow!” Cedric waved to Rigel. “And you—what? What the blazes is that?” Lily chuckled at Cedric’s dumbfounded expression as Flint tore out from the underbrush and skittered up her arm.

      “All hands ahoy!” Scallywag shouted, lowering a gangway for the party to climb aboard. Once all stood on deck, he jibed, and the main sail swelled taut. “To Castle Iridyll!” he sang out, waving his hat in the air as he took the wheel and steered the ship skyward. Lily cheered with him, then marveled as the basin and the Cascades, the forest and the river shrank away below them in a kaleidoscope of color. She lifted her hands into the air and savored the cool wind through her fingers as they sailed.

      In her delight, she didn’t notice the soothstone glowing faintly red, or the swirl of smoke gathering at the edge of the woods.
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      Chapter 15

      Castle Iridyll

      The Flying Emerald sailed through the sky without a sound. Its gentle rocking nearly lulled Lily to sleep, but she forced herself awake and leaned on the railing to savor the mountains, valleys, and forests that unfurled like a tapestry below. After several hours, Cedric cried out in excitement, and pointed.

      “Now that is cool,” Adam said with a gasp.

      Just ahead, Castle Iridyll pierced through a film of stray clouds. The fortress loomed atop a bald mountain peak, and in the late-afternoon sun it sparkled as if etched from crystal. It rose in a spiral of towers, the highest of which split the sunlight like a prism and cast fragments of rainbow down the mountainside. A waterfall tumbled from a bulwark in the central court, feeding a stream that flowed out along the ramparts to join the river in the distance.

      Cedric bantered on about the history of the castle, but Lily didn’t hear him. Instead she gaped in disbelief as a single thought turned over and over in her head like a wave: Dad was here.

      In each spire, Lily recognized the lines and curves her father had sketched into her book in charcoal so many years ago. She’d always assumed her dad concocted his stories of the ten-spired castle to inspire her, but now she realized he wasn’t imagining. It was all real. Rather than spinning fairy tales, he had been recounting to Lily the things he’d seen with his own eyes.

      But why? What strange purpose would have brought him there?

      A low rumble in the distance disrupted Lily’s thoughts. Far to the north, past a cracked expanse of desert, a pile of black clouds blotted the landscape. A strange shadow stained the surrounding land like a bruise, and Lily could discern ghostly flashes of lightning skidding through the haze.

      “It’s the Underlands,” Cedric said, reading the discomfort on her face. “Don’t let your eyes linger there, Miss Lily. No good can come of it.” He stretched his wings, cringed at the sting of his wounds, and then clapped his claws together. “Oh, this is a marvelous sight!” he said, gazing at Castle Iridyll. “At long last! Welcome home, Miss Lily!”

      “You mean welcome to our ticket home, right?” said Adam.

      “Yes, yes, of course. Not to worry. We’ll get you back to your small, humdrum world of football games and smashed sandwiches straightaway.”

      Adam flushed. “Baseball, not football. And that’s not why I want to go home.”

      “Whatever suits you.”

      “Let him be, Cedric,” Lily said. “Adam isn’t even supposed to be here. We’ve put him through enough.” Lily smiled at Adam, but he had already plunked down onto the misty deck and hugged his knees with a faraway look.

      Cedric fanned out his wings and posed beside Scallywag at the wheel like a first mate beside his captain. “Yo-ho, down we go, my good fellow!” he cried.

      The ship banked, and the wind swept their faces as they rushed toward the mountaintop. The Flying Emerald didn’t land, but instead paused in a hover above the ground. Cedric, invigorated by his return to Castle Iridyll, disembarked down the gangway first, although he led with a limp.

      The mountain summit was a moonscape of granite, with lichen and scrubby conifers clinging to life on the windswept surface. A few purple-gray pools filled crevices in the rocks, and Lily spied a delicate bush of wild blueberries clinging to a cliff face. Just like we used to see on hikes back home, she thought with nostalgia. Her mouth watered at the thought of fruit that didn’t taste like curry.

      Scallywag stood at the gangway to see them off. “Thank you, friend,” Lily said, extending her hand.

      “Aw, m’lady, I wouldn’t dream a sullyin’ yer hand,” he said, declining the handshake. Instead, he removed his hat again. “Fair winds, m’lady!” He returned to the wheel, and when Lily exited the gangway, the ship rose to mingle with a gathering crop of rainclouds. As she watched the ship depart, her heart skipped a beat, and a twinge of longing tugged at her chest.

      “Cheerio, my friends! Right this way!” Cedric called. Using his tail for a crutch, he hobbled across the peak to the fortress gate. Two sentries, their faces hidden behind visors, stood watch on either side of the portcullis.

      “Hello, Martin. Floyd.” Cedric nodded to each soldier as he tottered toward them. “Grand to see you! How are things?”

      Steel clanged. The sentries crossed their spears, blocking the path forward.

      “Hey now, what’s the trouble?” Cedric exclaimed.

      One of the sentries lifted his visor, and at the sight of him Lily gasped and retreated several paces. While his burly figure suggested he was human, beneath the helm was the grizzled, bristling face of a warthog.

      “State your business,” the creature bellowed.

      “The same business as always, Floyd. I’m here to see the Master.”

      “Toggybiffle? I didn’t see your name on the ledger,” Floyd retorted, his upper lip curling in a vulgar sneer.

      “That’s because the Master expected me days ago. Floyd, look at me. Do I look like I’ve been on holiday?”

      The warthog eyed him suspiciously, then glared at Lily, on whose head both Rigel and Flint now perched. “What of them?” he barked. “You know we don’t allow visitors in the spires.”

      “They’re not visitors. Two of them are residents of the Realm, and the other is one of the missing stewards. And oh, this last,” he motioned to Adam, “is the steward’s, um . . . honored guest.”

      The warthog’s eyes narrowed, and disappeared beneath wiry tufts of hair. “Do you really expect me to believe that this child is a steward?”

      “Well, don’t take my word for it,” Cedric said in exasperation. “Miss Lily. Will you kindly show him the soothstone?”

      Lily looked to Cedric, to the warthog, and back. If she showed him the pendant, wouldn’t this grotesque soldier chomp her hand off and keep the stone for himself? But Cedric prodded her, so with trembling fingers she stepped forward and lifted the stone. As it caught the sunlight, a swirl of color, like lightning, flashed from within the stone, and then flickered out.

      Floyd snorted, and Lily tried not to flinch at the putrid odor that wafted from his nostrils. “Very well,” he grunted. He and the other sentry stepped aside, and Floyd commanded the raising of the portcullis. The gears engaged, the massive gate clinked upward, and Cedric led the way into the gatehouse. Out of the corner of her eye, Lily glimpsed Floyd watching her over his shoulder, his eyes glacial and wary.

      As they passed into the inner bailey, Adam and Lily stopped in their tracks. The courtyard bustled with activity. All manner of creatures they’d ever imagined, and dozens they hadn’t, ran amok, talking, yelling, buying, and selling. A fleet of mice carrying a Persian rug scurried over Lily’s feet. Two dwarves manning a forge quenched a newly minted blade in a barrel of oil. A rabbit and a talking mushroom haggled over prices at a market stall draped in crimson, and an enormous gecko swatted away a fairy who tried to swipe a strawberry from a cart. Most marvelous of all, the entire courtyard danced with color, with the crystal spires tossing flecks of rainbow across every surface.

      “Well, come on, don’t just stand there gawking,” Cedric urged. “It’s the third spire for us. We’ll find the Master there.”

      Cedric limped to a cylindrical wall and placed his claws flush with one of its stones. The wall suddenly slid open, and Cedric beckoned them into the chamber within.

      “Third Spire, please,” Cedric said as the doors closed. They heard a clink and then a whirr, and then their stomachs dipped as the chamber propelled upward.

      “An elevator?” Adam said, incredulous. “There’s an elevator in this place?”

      “Well,” Cedric said with a smirk, “just because we do things with style doesn’t mean we shirk efficiency. This is the Realm, after all.”

      The elevator ground to a stop, and Cedric guided them into a dim hallway. Oil paintings of puckered-faced gentlemen in stiff collars and powdered wigs lined the walls, and decrepit, claw-footed furniture, with threadbare upholstery and peeling false-gold paint, skulked in the corners. As Cedric knocked on a door, a plume of dust flew into their faces.

      “You may enter!” a whiney voice answered. Cedric tried the tarnished doorknob, but it wouldn’t budge. “Oh, flibbertigibbet!” the voice squeaked from within. They heard a hum, like the grinding churr of a remote-controlled car stuck in acceleration against a wall. Then a snap and a click resounded. “Try now!” the voice called.

      This time the knob gave way, and the door creaked open. They crept into the room to discover a figure silhouetted against a wide picture window. He was eight-feet tall, and his wild hair radiated from his head like dandelion fuzz.

      “Cedric!” the figure cried, his voice again whiney despite his impressive height. “Great snails, what’s happened to you?” The mechanical hum sounded again, and the man crossed the room in just three paces. He peered down at them, but in the dim light Lily could see only his frame and frizzy hair. “Cedric, you’re a catastrophe! And who are these people? Great snails! What have you done! You know children aren’t allowed here!”

      “I know Master, but—”

      “No, no, no, Cedric! No more excuses! Do you have any idea how much I risk, sending you into the field? Do you realize the accusations I contend with? This is preposterous, Cedric! How can I support you, when you go gallivanting off with children at a time like this and come home a wreck?”

      Cedric hung his head. “Master, I did what you asked of me. I’ve brought you—”

      “Enough, Cedric. This is the last straw. You’ve failed me. Serves me right, hiring a dragon.”

      “Don’t call him that!” Lily blurted. With a mechanical whirr, the man swiveled to confront her. Although she couldn’t see his face, she felt his eyes on her, and her own face grew hot. “Um, I mean, please don’t call him that. Sir,” she said. “He saved our lives. He’s the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

      The figure tramped two steps toward her. Then, to her astonishment, his head, shoulders, and arms hovered to the ground, as if he’d split himself in half at the waist. Lily saw two ridiculously long, spindly legs still silhouetted against the window, while something much shorter waddled toward her.

      Lily tried not to stare when he stepped into the light. He was a tiny man, like a dwarf, but more rotund. An unkempt white mustache complimented his flyaway hair, and the longest beard she had ever seen trailed behind him for several yards before it ended in a coil like a round bale of hay. He stormed up to Lily and shot her a furious look over his spectacles.

      “Just who are you, exactly?” he said.

      “I’m—I’m Lily.”

      “That tells me nothing. Who are you?”

      “She’s a steward.”

      Cedric, Lily, and the man all turned at the same time to gape at Adam, who shuffled in place and crossed his hands in front of himself, then behind, then in front again. “Well, at least that’s what everyone keeps saying,” he said.

      “And who are you? What’s the meaning of all this?”

      “He’s a stowaway, but that’s not important,” Cedric said. “What he says is true, Master. I followed a soothstone to Miss Lily. You’ll see it there, around her neck.

      Lily leaned over, then held the pendant out for the funny little man to examine. He peered at it through his glasses, and then his face lengthened in awe. “You?” he said, studying Lily’s face. “But, you’re just a child!” Then he pointed his spectacles at Lily as if they were an extension of his finger. “Where did you get this? Did you steal it?”

      “No, I didn’t steal it. It was my dad’s.”

      “So you stole it from him, then?”

      “No! I would never steal. I found it in my book.”

      “So he misplaced it? Then why didn’t you give it back to him? Instead you kept it for yourself?”

      Lily squeezed her fists in frustration. “I didn’t give it back because I couldn’t.”

      The man clucked with his tongue and shook his head. “Excuses, excuses. Another one who makes excuses.”

      Tears welled in Lily’s eyes, and she strained not to shout. “I’m not making excuses! I couldn’t give it back because he died!”

      Her outburst stunned the man into silence. He paced the room and rubbed his bushy eyebrows with two crooked fingers. Lily wiped away her tears, and to calm herself she focused on the ticking of a clock somewhere in the room. A long pause ensued.

      When the little man finally spoke, he assumed a much gentler tone.

      “I’m sorry, my dear. I’ve been rude. Please, join me in my study.” He glanced up at Adam. “All of you.”

      As they followed him, Lily saw that the “legs” he’d abandoned were mechanical, all pistons and gears, with a set of controls bolted into a seat. He ignored the contraption and led them into an octagonal room, with seven of the eight walls lined from floor to ceiling with books. The eighth wall was an enormous window that overlooked the valley and featured half a dozen telescopes of different sizes and configurations. An ancient glass chandelier hung from the ceiling, and would have glittered in the light had cobwebs and dust not clouded its ornaments.

      He hoisted himself into a chair at a writing desk strewn with scrolls, papers, and an assortment of rusted instruments. “Please, have a seat,” he said to the group, more out of decorum than sincerity, as there were no other chairs in the room.

      “I fear I’ve completely forgotten my manners,” he said. “Please, forgive me, but given the state of affairs, I think you’ll understand my—jitteriness.” He pulled a ball of already chewed gum from a vest pocket, and to Lily’s disgust, he wadded a piece into his ear. She hoped he didn’t notice her wrinkled nose when she refused some for herself.

      “Ah, that’s better,” he said, “When my nerves get rattled, it knocks my eardrums off kilter! My name is Rupert Toggybiffle.”

      “Sir Toggybiffle, actually,” Cedric added.

      “Yes, yes, Cedric, but let’s not put on airs. We’re all friends here.” He eyed Flint as the kindler climbed out of Lily’s pocket and scampered across the room. “At least, I think we are.” The professor leaned back in his chair and interlocked his fingers over his protruding belly. “I am Master Interpreter of the Realm.”

      “Is that like a king?” Lily asked.

      He laughed and smacked his abdomen with a pudgy hand, sending a ripple across his belly. “Oh no, no, no! Great snails, that would be atrocious!” After another hearty laugh, Sir Toggybiffle wiped his eyes with a handkerchief. “You flatter me, my dear! No, I am not king. I’m a surveyor of sorts.” He pointed to the array of telescopes lining the window. “I oversee the goings on and report to those better fit to lead than me. I also coordinate with the keepers to ensure things are shipshape.” He wiped his spectacles with a corner of his dingy cloak, and when he seated them back on his nose, a new, sandy-colored smudge obscured his right eye. “Which is why you’re here, I believe, although Cedric has yet to indulge me with the details.”

      He awaited her reply, but Lily had no idea what to say. “I’m Lily McKinley,” she finally said again, feeling her face flush even redder.

      “McKinley . . . ,” he shot a surprised look at Cedric. “We do have a McKinley, I believe.”

      Lily felt a spark of hope. “Could it have been my father?” she said. “His name was Daniel McKinley. The stone belonged to him, and I’m pretty sure he was here before.”

      “And you just found the stone, you say?”

      “After he died, yes. I found it in my favorite book. I figured he must have given it to me, before he left, and I just never noticed.”

      “Strange. Strange indeed. Can you please remove it from around your neck and bring it here?” With a sprightliness that didn’t seem possible given his physique, Toggybiffle hopped from his chair and trotted to the window, his every curve jiggling as he went.

      Lily’s hand traveled to the chain around her neck, but then she hesitated. “You’re not—you’re not going to keep it, are you?”

      “Certainly not, young lady! If it’s rightfully yours, the stone won’t let me take it from you anyway, not even by force, unless you relinquish it willingly. I just need to do, well, a test of sorts.”

      Lily looked to Cedric, who nodded and smiled at her. With reluctance, she removed the pendant from around her neck and followed Sir Toggybiffle.

      He passed by an array of telescopes, then paused and hauled several yards of his beard off the floor. He parted the knotted hair in the middle, and from its wiry depths extracted an instrument Lily had never seen before. It resembled a brass staff and ended in a diamond-shape loop, like a bubble wand. Sir Toggybiffle planted the apparatus in a stand on the floor.

      He directed Lily to wedge the soothstone into the aperture of the staff before swiveling it to and fro. After several adjustments, a shaft of sunlight struck the stone. Then, with a crackle and a spark like a miniature fireworks display, the light bent and shot a brilliant beam against the opposite wall.

      All present leaned in to examine the beam. They saw projected on the wall the image of a woman in plain robes and a head covering, with a parched landscape at her back, reaching into a well to draw out water. With a flash she disappeared, and in her place stood a bearded man in a turban, arguing with a merchant at an open-air market. Another flash, and a monk in a monastery stooped over an illuminated manuscript by candlelight.

      “I don’t understand. What are we seeing?” Lily asked, but Sir Toggybiffle shushed her.

      The montage continued like scenes from a movie. An Indian girl in a tangerine-colored sari practiced a traditional dance. A knight in full armor removed his helmet and knelt before the altar in a chapel. A Maasai cattle herder draped in red cloth walked across the African savanna beneath a sky that stretched as wide as the sea. On and on, the images flickered.

      A few pictures especially sparked Lily’s interest. An elderly gentleman with bushy white eyebrows and prominent earlobes, who sat in a tweed jacket and smoked a pipe, reminded her of the author depicted on the back cover of her father’s favorite books. She was also certain that she recognized a woman with cropped hair who stood beside a propeller plane. But as quickly as the images appeared on the wall, they disappeared again, offering Lily little opportunity to examine them. Soon, Lily’s mind wandered. Adam, too, shifted in place as boredom took hold.

      “Aha!” Sir Toggybiffle exclaimed, jarring them from their daydreams. Lily glanced up, and her jaw dropped.

      There, emblazoned on the wall, was her dad.

      He sat tucked into the living room chair that Gran now perpetually occupied. A younger version of Lily curled in his lap as he pointed to words from a picture book. The image froze on the wall, as if Sir Toggybiffle had paused it. Lily stepped forward with a hand outstretched and her heart on the verge of bursting. She touched the picture, longing to feel the familiar scratch of his untidy beard. Instead, her palm only rested against the cool, dusty face of the wall.

      “This is my dad,” she whispered. The instant the words left her lips, the image vanished, and her heart sank. Before she could protest, another figure appeared, and Lily backed away from the wall.

      “Hey,” Adam spoke up. “Isn’t that . . .” He pointed to the image of a girl dressed in a flannel shirt, who lay on a bed and studied a pale stone between her fingers.

      It was Lily.

      “What is all this?” Lily asked. She looked to Sir Toggybiffle, then to Cedric. “What do all these pictures mean? Why are me and my dad . . .”

      “It seems I owe you an apology, Cedric,” Sir Toggybiffle said. “I shouldn’t have underestimated you. And this is rightfully yours, my dear.” He gestured for Lily to remove the soothstone from the wand.

      Lily retrieved the stone from the aperture with shaking hands. “Can you please tell me what all this means? Why were all those pictures stored in here? And why did they show me and my dad?’

      “What you just observed was a record,” Sir Toggybiffle said. “Each and every person you saw was a dream steward who once bore that stone.” He paced the room with his hands behind his back. “There are twenty-four stones, all chiseled from the rocks of Eden in ancient days, before mankind fell. Before your kind corrupted all that was good.”

      “Cedric mentioned something about Eden,” Lily said, grateful to latch on to something familiar.

      “Well done, Cedric,” Sir Toggybiffle said, and Cedric bowed his head. Toggybiffle heaved himself back into his chair. “Mankind is a race of creators, young lady. It’s in your nature, because you bear the mark of the one who created everything. Surely, you’ve known the joy of molding a kingdom from a lump of clay, or a jungle from a heap of grass clippings?”

      Lily nodded. Or a mountain city from a pile of leaves, she thought. Or a tree-house fortress from abandoned plywood, and an invisibility potion from molasses . . . 

      “The power to create is a gift, my dear. And at one time, your people could do so much more than produce clay kingdoms.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his bulbous knees. “Long ago, when all was still good, your ancestors would envision a harvest, and trees would drip with ripe fruit. Creating was effortless, and it was always good. But then,” he leaned back into his chair, “evil broke into the world and corrupted everything. Mankind created for his own selfish gains, for self-worship, rather than for stewardship. And so, to prevent destruction of all the earth, his creative powers were limited. He could create only through toil, and what remained of his richest abilities were relegated to dreams. The Realm was founded so the imaginings of man could be monitored, cared for, and—in the case of malicious forms—confined.”

      “By the keepers.”

      “Precisely. For millennia, the stones have chosen the dream keepers to guard and steward the Realm. Twelve keepers are guardians of the nightmares in the Underlands. The remaining twelve are stewards.” He paused and peered at her over his smudged spectacles. “Like you and your father.”

      Lily’s heart skipped a beat. “Both of us?”

      “Well, your father first, and now you since his death. To be a steward means you were chosen by a power more ancient than time itself to care for the dreams created by men. To oversee the flourishing of what man himself cannot faithfully shepherd.”

      Lily shook her head. “My dad never said anything about being a steward. How can I be one? I’m just a kid!”

      “Are you sure he never said anything about it?”

      “Well, I know now that he was here. But he never told me he was a steward. He was a paramedic.”

      “A paramedic?”

      “Yes. He drove an ambulance at night, and during the day he took care of my grandmother.”

      Toggybiffle drummed his fingers against his ample belly. “Let me ask you a question,” he said, turning a large gold ring in circles on his little finger. “How exactly did your father die?”

      The question stabbed Lily like a knife. Cedric limped forward and objected on her behalf, but then shrank back when Toggybiffle shot him a glance of warning.

      “He was lost at sea.” she answered flatly.

      “The ship went down?”

      Another stab. “No, not exactly. There was a storm, and an accident. He was headed for Madagascar, to serve on a medical mission. He disappeared.”

      “Are you sure he’s dead?”

      The hair on the back of her neck prickled. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, did you see the body?”

      “Please, Master!” Cedric said, limping another step forward.

      Lily met the odd little man’s steady gaze. “No. They didn’t find anything.”

      “Peculiar,” Toggybiffle said to himself. “So very peculiar.”

      “What’s peculiar?” Lily asked.

      “If he’d died on that ocean, with the soothstone in his possession, the stone would have returned to us. It would have come to me, here in the third spire. But he gave it to you before he left?”

      “No, that’s not what happened. He was wearing it when he left for Africa. But then, after he died, I found it in my book. I only think he must have left it, but I don’t know when or how.”

      Toggybiffle paced again, but now he wrung his hands. He paused to wipe sweat from his brow with a grubby corner of his cloak. “Inconceivable. It makes no sense.”

      “What makes no sense?”

      Toggybiffle studied her, then grunted and took another pinch of gum, in the left ear this time.

      “Stewards are bound by oath never to part with their soothstone,” he explained. “When a steward dies, by old age for the fortunate, by calamity for the ill-fated, his or her stone always finds its way here. Then, we—the Council, I mean—meet to identify the next steward. Often the stone guides us toward the next bearer. It chooses the keeper, and we provide the training, if you will.” He leaned forward, and the chair creaked as he rested his elbows on his knees. “But never, ever, in all my years as Interpreter, have I seen a soothstone bypass this process.”

      “You mean it came to me, when it should have come to you first?”

      “Precisely. And frankly, young lady, I don’t know what to make of it.”

      The unicorn’s words returned to Lily, as if breaking out of a fog: He will be proud of you. Will be. A flicker of hope flared up within Lily’s heart, and she dared to hold on to it.

      “So, what shall we do now, Master?” Cedric asked.

      “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do.”

      An awkward pause ensued, during which Lily glanced back and forth between Cedric and Toggybiffle, waiting for one or the other to offer help. Adam finally stepped forward. “What do you mean, there’s nothing to do?”

      Toggybiffle raised a bushy eyebrow and sighed with irritation. “I mean that I don’t know how to find any more answers.”

      “There has to be a way,” Adam said, suddenly seeming much older than usual.

      “I’m sure the Master will still find a way to get you home, young man,” said Cedric. “Although it’s not in your nature to be reasonable, I can assure you that you needn’t fret on that point.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Sure, I want to get home, but after everything Lily’s been through, doesn’t she deserve to know what this is all about? About her dad, and why she’s even here?”

      Sir Toggybiffle stroked his beard and drew a long sniff. He wound a few gray ear hairs around his index finger. “The Council,” he finally replied. “I need to confer with the others.”

      “What does that mean?” Adam said.

      “It means we go to the tenth spire. Immediately.”

      “Master,” Cedric said, “there’s more to tell you. When I first collected Miss Lily, we saw—”

      “It will have to wait, Cedric. The Council takes priority.”

      “I know, Master, but I think this concerns them as well. You see—”

      “Later, Cedric.” He flashed a warning glance at Cedric, then led them out of his chamber. Cedric’s shoulders slumped, and his brow creased with worry.

      As they left the musty room, questions buffeted about in Lily’s head. She wondered what it all meant. She saw the unease in Cedric’s eyes and wondered if, even now, the shrouds still hunted her.
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      Chapter 16

      The Council

      The elevator opened onto a long hallway with a scarlet carpet leading to a gilt door.

      “Cedric,” Lily whispered. “What’s the Council?”

      “An assembly of the most important authorities of the Realm, both keepers and dream-born.”

      Lily swallowed. Rigel hunched on her shoulder, and Flint, tucked into a pocket of her dad’s shirt, gave her a reassuring pat.

      A centaur stood guard before the door and asked them for a password. Toggybiffle whispered in his ear, then with a loud creak, the door, which stretched twenty feet high, swung open.

      “We cannot defeat him,” a voice echoed as they crept inside. “The more shrouds there are, the stronger he grows. We cannot subdue him without the guardians!”

      An enormous mahogany table stretched across the room, around which sat all manner of people and creatures: humans and fairies, dwarves and talking animals. Lily squinted to discern which of the many individuals spoke, but she couldn’t tell.

      “Which once again brings us to the matter we’ve debated all along,” said a gravelly voice. “Where are the guardians?”

      “Three more disappeared yesterday,” said a third voice. “The signals from their soothstones just vanished. Our scouts have no way to track them.”

      “Ah-choo!”

      All heads turned toward the sneeze, and Cedric buried his head in his claws. “Uh, sorry,” Adam stammered, wiping spittle from his chin.

      “Rupert?” a commanding voice at the table echoed. “This is most irregular. Why have you brought children?”

      “My liege.” Sir Toggybiffle bowed, and his spectacles dropped to the ground. He fumbled for them, then cleared his throat, stirring clouds of dust and a moth from his beard. “Forgive the intrusion, Master Merlin. I wouldn’t dare interrupt if it were not urgent.”

      Lily’s eyes widened. Merlin? The wizard?

      A growl rippled through the air, followed by the scrape of a chair against marble. A dark figure lumbered from the table, and as it stepped toward them, Lily realized it was a minotaur, monstrous in size, its slack jaw revealing grimy green teeth.

      “What is your business here?” he roared, the veins bulging across his chest. “And what are you doing here?” He pointed a meaty finger at Cedric, who shrank back and averted his eyes.

      “Barth, please, control yourself,” Merlin said. Lily traced the wizard’s voice to the middle of the table and spied his crooked hat silhouetted against the light.

      As she strained to see, Adam leaned over to her. “The minotaur’s name is Barf?” he whispered. “Barf the minotaur?”

      “No! Barth!”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Old man,” Barth growled, “we were just talking about someone who looks remarkably like this one here.” He glared at Cedric. “He doesn’t belong here! No dragon I’ve ever met can be trusted!”

      “May I remind you, Bartholomew, that we’ve been talking about others who resemble you as well,” Merlin said, his voice even and cool.

      The minotaur wheeled around to face him. “How dare you! You know this isn’t my original form!”

      “Yes, yes, but it’s your current one. So if we’re to accept your situation, let’s extend the same grace to our guest, shall we?”

      The minotaur grunted, then huffed back to his seat. Lily gagged as his scent, musty like an unwashed dog, blew over them.

      “Why are you here, Toggy?” asked a man seated beside Merlin. His wore a suit and necktie, and his accent revealed him to be from east Asia. “You know the challenges we face. We have no time for games.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of wasting your time, Mr. Tanaka,” Toggybiffle said, with another bow that pitched his glasses to the floor yet again. “I present to you one of our missing stewards, Miss Lily McKinley.” He pushed Lily forward, and she cringed as murmurs circulated through the room.

      “Sir Toggybiffle.” Merlin leaned forward. “You claim this is a steward?”

      “I do.”

      “You must be mistaken. In five thousand years we’ve never had a dream steward younger than twenty.”

      The minotaur pounded the table. “This is outrageous! We’re at war, and we’re wasting our time with children!”

      “I agree with Barth.” A man with shoulder-length hair and a quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder rose to his feet. “An army of shrouds has assembled in the Underlands. Their cavalry patrol the barrier daily, ready to breach it at any minute. We don’t have time for distraction.”

      Cedric stepped forward. “The barrier has already been breached.”

      A heavy silence overtook the room. After what seemed like an eternity, Mr. Tanaka rose to his feet and approached them. Lily noticed that a scar, the remnant of some encounter with a blade, knotted the side of his face.

      “What do you mean?” he said. “Do not toy with us, little dragon. If you lie, we will send you back to your homeland, where some here say you already belong. Do not prove them right.”

      “Kind sirs, I don’t know anything about the barrier,” Sir Toggybiffle said with a hand raised, “but I can assure you that Cedric is no liar. Upon my instruction, he tracked a soothstone to this young lady. The record confirms she’s the rightful bearer. She is a steward.”

      Mr. Tanaka narrowed his eyes and returned his attention to Cedric. “Tell us what you know about the barrier.”

      Cedric drew a breath. “A shroud attacked us in the waking world.” Gasps filled the room.

      “Are you sure? You’re certain it wasn’t another scout, undercover?”

      “Definitely not. It shifted forms. And at its most fearsome it looked like a smaller version of him.”

      More muttering. “Just one you saw?”

      “Yes, but I do believe they are following Miss Lily. They attacked us again in the Wilderness, and at the basin below the Cascades, and both times they pressured her to hand over her soothstone.”

      The murmuring escalated. “We have to act now,” the minotaur shouted. “If they’ve broken through the barrier—”

      “We all know what will happen, Barth,” Merlin said. “You needn’t shout about it.”

      Despite this admonition, shouts followed, and the room soon devolved into chaos. “May I have order, please!” Merlin shouted. When no one heeded him, the wizard raised both hands toward the ceiling. A purple orb materialized between his palms, and then erupted in a pulse of light. Everyone in the room snapped to attention.

      “There, now.” He glided across the room, his robes flowing, and leaned forward to examine Lily. His eyes were pale blue, almost white, and Lily felt the impulse to cower under their gaze. He seemed to peer through her, mining for answers.

      “You are a young one, aren’t you?” he finally said, in a voice that reminded her of cobwebs and dusty attics.

      “I’m older than I look,” Lily said.

      “What is your name, child?”

      “Lily. Lily McKinley.”

      The long-haired archer who’d spoken earlier rose from his chair. “McKinley? As in, Daniel McKinley?”

      Lily’s heart skipped a beat. “Yes! He was my father.”

      “It is my honor to meet you, Lady Lily.” He removed his hat. “Your father has spoken of you often, and always with such fondness.”

      “You knew my father?”

      “He and I have served together on many a keen adventure. My name is Robin of Locksley. I am at your service.”

      “Robin . . . wait, you’re . . . ?”

      “Robin Hood, yes,” Merlin answered. “In your world, the legendary advocate for the poor. In the Realm, a great ally of the keepers, and frequent troublemaker.”

      “Most importantly, a great admirer of your father’s,” Robin added with a smile.

      “Where is your father, Miss McKinley?” Merlin asked. “I still do not understand how the stone is in your possession, when your father is its rightful owner.”

      “It seems Daniel McKinley has died, Master Merlin,” Toggybiffle answered for her. “The stone came to her in his absence.”

      Merlin furrowed his brow. “Strange,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “We’ve lost many keepers, but—I do not recall his name among them. I sense no emptiness where he would be.”

      “Perhaps because the young lady has filled that void?” Toggybiffle offered.

      “Perhaps,” Merlin answered, studying Lily again. He lifted Lily’s chin to stare into her eyes. His hand felt like a jumble of gnarled branches against her skin. “And perhaps it doesn’t matter. Although the daughter of a steward you are, and a stone-ordained steward you may be, you are still far too young and inexperienced to help us now. With our enemies on our doorstep, there’s simply no time to apprentice you.”

      “But Merlin, what do we do?” said Robin Hood. “We can’t just leave her idle and unprotected while we’re tied up in battle. If what the dwarf dragon says is true, as long as she possesses a soothstone Eymah will pursue her. And if the shrouds have breached the barrier, he’ll follow her into the waking world to do it.”

      Merlin stepped back and locked Lily in his chilling gaze. “Do you want to go home, child?”

      Lily thought of her mother, haggard and abandoned. She felt every ounce the child Merlin presumed her to be, and started to cry.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “I’m worried about my mom.”

      “Then, it is settled,” Merlin said. “We must return you to her.”

      “Does that mean I get to go home, too?”

      All turned to frown at Adam, who until that moment had cowered behind Cedric.

      “And you are?” Merlin asked, with a single eyebrow raised.

      “I’m—well, I guess you can say I’m—”

      “He’s my friend,” Lily said. She glanced at Adam, whose eyes widened in surprise. “And he needs to get home too.”

      “Then it is decided. We will assign a keeper to escort you both home,” Merlin said.

      “But whom can we spare?” the minotaur grunted. “We need every keeper in the Realm right now. May I remind you again, Merlin, that the guardians have vanished?”

      “Master Merlin? I would be honored to escort them home.”

      The voice sounded like chimes on the wind, and a girl floated toward them. She was regal, with lavender hair that draped to her waist and a crown of silver leaves adorning her head. A single crystal earring hung from each pointed ear. “Ah, your Highness,” Merlin said with a smile. “Young steward, this is Isla, daughter of the King of the Mist Elves. She is also, I am honored to say, one of the few dream stewards not born of man. As a bearer of a soothstone—” he pointed to a dark pink bauble set into a ring on her index finger—“she can usher you safely home.”

      “But, Master Merlin,” Robin urged again, “we’ve still not addressed her safety. Sending her home will not keep her from Eymah. While she holds a soothstone, Lily will be in his sights.”

      “That is why,” Merlin said, settling back into his chair with a creak, “she’s leaving the soothstone with us.”

      Lily’s hand traveled to the pendant as if by reflex. She yearned for home, and the burden of the stone felt heavier the more she learned about it . . . but how could she give it up? How could she part with something so caught up with her father’s memory, especially when her understanding of him was just beginning?

      “Young lady, I don’t know why the stone came to you after your father’s death, instead of to the Council,” Merlin said. “But while you hold it, your life is in danger. And right now the entire Realm is imperiled. We simply must find another steward to bear this stone.”

      Lily’s head swam. She felt pressure on her shoulder, and glanced to see Cedric at her side to reassure her. “It’s the best way, Miss Lily,” he whispered. “I promised I’d get you home. I know that’s what you’ve wanted all along. This is the best way.”

      Lily clenched her teeth. She lifted the chain from around her neck and felt the stone roll in her palm. It felt slippery, as if she’d just extracted it from a creek bed, just as her father had claimed to have done so many years ago.

      Merlin stretched out his hand. “If you are indeed a steward, I can’t take it from you. However, I ask you, please give it to me.”

      The moment slowed down, and the din of the room hushed. Cedric’s words cycled in her mind: This is the best way. Lily closed her eyes, tipped her hand, and the necklace tumbled out.

      It never reached Merlin’s palm. In midair, the stone suddenly burst aflame. The wizard cried out and withdrew his singed hand, and all in the Council room, both human and dream-born, watched in awe as the stone took flight. It sailed halfway down the length of the table, then paused.

      Etched upon the table’s surface, as if upon a scroll of ancient parchment, a map of the Realm sprawled in gold lines and lettering. As the stone hovered over the map, a single, brilliant beam, like moonlight against fresh snow, shot from it and illuminated a single point.

      Merlin pushed aside a dwarf who stood on his chair. He leaned over the table, and his bushy eyebrows knitted together into one line as he studied the resting place of the beam.

      “The Cave of Lights,” he said.

      Lily’s heart lurched. Forgetting she was just a kid who ached for home, she ran across the room and joined Merlin at his side.

      “What did you just say?” she asked, gripping him by the elbow.

      Merlin started at her sudden grasp. “The stone is showing us the Cave of Lights.”

      Before she could stop herself, Lily burst into laughter

      “Good gracious, child, what is it?” Merlin said.

      She put a hand to her chest, and heaved a few breaths. “It’s my dad,” she said. “My dad is alive!”
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      Chapter 17

      The Song

      The moment Lily mentioned her father, the soothstone snowballed toward her and landed in her open hand. To her amazement, although it still smoked and crackled, the stone felt cool to the touch and left her skin unburnt.

      “Most curious, indeed,” Merlin said.

      “Why do you think your father is alive?” Tanaka asked.

      “The Cave of Lights,” Lily said. “My dad said I could always find him there.” A groan rippled throughout the crowd. “I’m telling the truth!” she cried. “Not even I could make up something like this. He was always singing rhymes, but this one song was different. He sang it every night, and it was about the Cave of Lights!”

      “Young lady.” Merlin stepped forward. “I’ve no doubt that your father sang to you about the Cave of Lights. He was a steward, after all.” He patted her on the head as if she were a helpless lap dog. “But his lullabies do not prove that he lives now.”

      “Please. I know it sounds crazy, but this is a signal from him. He’s trying to tell me he’s alive. Please, believe me.”

      “We are wasting time!” the minotaur hollered.

      A shout rose through the crowd like a wave, and Lily felt herself drowning amid the rising voices. She searched the room for help. “Robin Hood!” she cried. “You’re my father’s friend. You must know he’d try to reach me, if he could?”

      “Master Merlin,” Robin said. “She might be right. The Cave of Lights was Daniel’s hiding place. He told me to look for him there if we ever became separated on a mission.”

      “Across the Desert of the Forgotten?” the minotaur scoffed. “At the very edge of the Underlands? Some hiding place.”

      “The shrouds avoid it too,” Robin said. “It’s more clever than it seems.”

      “Even if he once hid there, we have no proof he’s there now,” Barth said. “I will not risk the Realm on the basis of a reckless child’s speculation!”

      “Young lady.” Merlin peered at her over his spectacles. “Besides your father’s song, do you have any evidence that he’s alive? Any proof?” Dozens of stares focused on her at once. Many of the Council members frowned, and at least one drummed his fingers against the table in impatience.

      Lily’s tongue felt like sand in her mouth, and she was tempted to stand down. But then, she thought of that moment on the cliff, when the possibility that her father was still alive first struck her like a cool wind. She drew a breath. “Pax,” she said. “Pax told me.”

      The room erupted with shouting. “Absurd!” a dwarf cried. “Impossible!” yelled a woman with orchids in her hair. Barth pounded the table with his meaty fist. “Prince Pax has not been seen in the Realm for a thousand years!” he bellowed.

      Merlin commanded silence. He drew so close to Lily that she could see the pores on his crooked nose. “You saw Prince Pax?” he said. “Do not lie to me, child.”

      Lily nodded. “I did.”

      Clamor filled the room again. “Where did you see him?” Merlin asked.

      “He saved Adam when he fell off a cliff, by the river.”

      “What exactly did he tell you?”

      “That my father will be proud of me. He didn’t say, ‘was proud.’ He said, ‘will be.’ As if I’d see him again.”

      “So the prince didn’t explicitly say your father was alive. You just inferred as much.”

      Lily crumpled in defeat. “No, sir. He didn’t actually say those words.”

      Merlin rubbed his hands together and slid back into his seat. “If indeed Prince Pax has returned, it might mean marvelous things for our cause,” he announced. “But until he makes his presence known to this Council, I suggest we continue with the proceedings. Sir Toggybiffle, please attend to the young lady. We will consult with an appraiser and see if we can break whatever force has bound the stone to this child. Then she may go home.”

      “Wait.” A tall woman, beautiful, with a dark complexion and gold strands woven through her hair, emerged from the crowd. “Do not dismiss her yet.”

      For reasons Lily couldn’t discern, a hush overcame the room. Even Barth fell silent.

      “This song you speak of,” she said in a refined Ethiopian accent, “Sing it for us.”

      Lily stuttered an excuse about her crummy singing voice, but before she could finish, the woman thrust her palm against Lily’s forehead. Rigel squawked, and Flint climbed on to Lily’s shoulder to defend her.

      “It’s all right, Miss Lily,” Cedric whispered in her ear. “Nyssinia will not hurt you.”

      Nyssinia’s eyes fluttered closed, and a golden light irradiated from her palm and traveled up her arm like an advancing sleeve. To Lily’s astonishment, a pair of wings, brushed with gold and wider than the wingspan of the greatest eagle, unfurled from Nyssinia’s back.

      In a voice that made all in the room ache, Nyssinia sang Daniel McKinley’s song:

      Carry me past the silver stream

      Into the realm of living dreams

      There in the still and whisp’ring night

      I’ll wait for you in the Cave of Lights.

      When she concluded, all remained silent, clinging to the moment as if it might shatter.

      “She speaks the truth,” Nyssinia said, opening her eyes. “The person who held this stone? His heart still beats.” The noise in the room surged again. “I cannot confirm his whereabouts now,” she continued, “but in the recent past, he has been in the Cave of Lights, as the girl states.” She nodded at Lily.

      Sir Toggybiffle, until then cowering in the background, raised his voice. “Friends, the keepers are disappearing from our midst. We cannot abandon yet one more to the shadows. The soothstone is seeking one of its bearers, and I propose we help it find him.”

      “That’s easy for you to propose,” the minotaur growled. “It’s always the same with you, Toggy. We risk our necks, while you tinker with your telescopes and books!”

      “Enough, Bartholomew!” said Merlin. “Sir Toggybiffle is right.”

      “But who will go?” Mr. Tanaka asked. “When our world is in such danger, whom can we spare for such a journey?”

      “I will go,” Robin Hood offered. “I would be honored to rescue a friend.”

      “And he would be honored by your rescue,” Merlin answered, “but we cannot allow it. All the rogues of Sherwood Forest answer to you, Sir Locksley, and we cannot risk them straying to the other side in your absence.”

      Isla, until then watching from afar, stepped forward, her long hair sweeping in a wave. “My offer still stands, Master Merlin. Daniel McKinley was a mentor of mine during my apprenticeship. Out of gratitude, I will gladly help him.”

      Merlin nodded. “Very well, your Majesty. But I urge you to go quickly. We will need you on the front imminently.” He turned to Sir Toggybiffle. “The child remains in your care until her departure, Master Interpreter.”

      “Of course, my liege.” Toggybiffle’s beard dangled to touch the floor as he bowed, but thankfully he retained his glasses. “But if I may ask, your excellency, what of her friends? In particular, this gangly fellow has no part in this business.” He pointed to Adam.

      “Indeed,” answered Merlin. “Isla, before you embark, please escort the girl’s acquaintance to his home in the waking world.”

      “Actually, no thanks.” Adam scuffed the shimmering carpet with the toe of his dirty sneaker. “I’d like to go with Lily.”

      “You have no role here, young man,” Merlin said. “You will be far safer in your own world.”

      “I know. But I’d still like to stay and help.”

      “And I intend to go along as well, Master Merlin.” Cedric limped forward, leaning on his battered tail. “I’ve made a vow to see her home safely, and I’ve no intention of breaking it.”

      Merlin sighed. “Very well. This matter is finished. Let us move on.”

      “I also will join them.” Nyssinia stood before them, her wings folded in a graceful arc. Before Merlin could answer, Isla raised her hand.

      “Esteemed members of the Council, if you can hardly spare me, surely you cannot spare Nyssinia. She’s far too valuable to the cause.”

      “My value is not determined by those who sit at tables,” Nyssinia shot back.

      “That what does determine it? Your deeds?”

      “Enough!” Merlin rubbed his forehead with a bony hand. “Nyssinia, your intuition may help in this quest. Thank you. You may accompany them.”

      Isla scowled. “Really, Master, I—”

      “This matter is finished!” Merlin pounded the table. “Toggybiffle, care for your party. May your memory of Pax, and all that is good, speed you all on your quest. Now, I must ask that you all leave, so we can return to the more pressing situation at hand.”

      Toggybiffle ushered them out. As she slipped from the room, Lily noticed Isla and Nyssinia glaring at each other. The eyes of both women flashed with scorn.
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      Chapter 18

      The Quest Begins

      “Octavia! Oslo! Come, please!”

      Sir Toggybiffle clapped his hands, and the massive wooden door creaked open. Lily, slumped on a sofa beneath a stained glass window, jolted upright as two giant octopi, their arms overburdened with dishes, rags, and a steaming teapot, slithered into the chamber. Each wore a plastic bubble around its gelatinous head, like an astronaut’s helmet but filled with water.

      “Miss Lily, may I present Octavia and Oslo, my assistants. If you require anything at all, just ask, and they will make sure you are satisfied.”

      Lily had never thought it possible for an octopus to curtsy, but Octavia offered a flourish with three of her eight arms. Rigel, nested on the seat beside Lily, cocked his head in surprise.

      “She will need her wounds dressed, a hot bath, fresh clothes, cakes, and tea,” Toggybiffle said. “And this evening, a roast dinner. Young steward, would you prefer rabbit, boar, or venison? Or all three?”

      “Um, just chicken please, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Such a skimpy appetite! Ah, well, whatever you say. Roast chicken, Octavia! And bring it piping hot, not like the last time!”

      Octavia folded two tentacles in front of her in offense, then plunked the teapot and a milk server onto a table beside the couch where Lily sat. As Oslo slunk off to fulfill Sir Toggybiffle’s orders, Octavia slid behind Lily and examined her shoulder wound. Lily lurched at the first touch of a tentacle, but Octavia was so gentle that soon she overlooked the sliminess.

      “Ah, tea.” Sir Toggybiffle dragged several lengths of beard from the ground, parted the hair in the middle, and withdrew two cups and saucers. He pulled up several more yards of beard and procured a sugar bowl and a pair of tongs. “One lump, or two?” he asked, after pouring Lily a cup.

      “One, please.”

      “Quite right. Two sounds perfect.” He dropped two cubes into her cup, splashing tea across her face. Flint, until then asleep in her lap, scooted up to mop Lily’s face with the collar of her shirt. “Great snails!” Toggybiffle said, leaning back in a chair and resting his teacup on his ample belly. “There’s that little one again. He’s new, I believe? I remember when the bird came to the Realm years ago. Fascinating creature, if I do say so myself. But I’ve never seen this fiery fellow in my field glasses before.”

      “He’s a kindler,” Lily said with a smile. She rested her hand on the table, and Flint scurried onto her palm. “I dreamed him up when we were camped by the Cascades. He’s been a friend ever since.”

      Toggybiffle dropped his cup with a splatter. “Did you just say you dreamed him up?”

      Lily stroked Flint’s head with a finger. “Mm-hmm. By the basin. He relit our fire when Cedric was so hurt.”

      “But, you imagined him? Not in the past, but at that moment? And then he appeared in front of you?”

      Lily nodded.

      “Well, great snails! We have an artisan in our midst! You are full of surprises, aren’t you, young lady?”

      “Cedric mentioned that word, artisan. What does it mean?”

      “Oh ho ho,” Toggybiffle chortled. “It means you are especially gifted, my dear! You see, stewards can use the soothstones to call out beings in the Realm that already exist. That’s how they keep track of and care for those in their flock. But an artisan! An artisan can create new beings, right on the spot.” He scooped up a broken half of his cup, and with his spoon swirled the puddle of tea left in it. “I owe you an apology, Miss Lily. There’s much more to you than meets the eye, that’s clear.”

      He slurped his tea, and Lily tried to ignore the film that clung to his mustache. “What do you think is going on, Sir Toggybiffle?” she asked. “If my dad is alive, why do I have the stone?”

      “I suspect only the Cave of Lights holds the answer to that mystery. But if I were to guess,” he mopped his mouth with his cloak, and then corkscrewed his face in concentration, “I would wager he bequeathed the stone.”

      “Bequeathed it?”

      “Yes, bequeathed it. He relinquished ownership of it, freeing it to pass on to the next rightful steward. It’s something that’s rarely done, because it places the soothstone into the hands of a keeper without any training. But for one in dire straits, it’s an option.”

      “So you mean he gave it up for me?”

      “Not quite. Gave it up for its next owner, surely. But he couldn’t have known it would be you. Only the soothstones themselves know the line of keepers, although, I suspect the stone itself never intended to come to you at such a young age.”

      “Then, why did it? And why would my dad give it up in the first place?”

      Sir Toggybiffle’s face fell. “I fear the answer to that question, Miss Lily. Almost as much as I fear the army gathering in the hollows of the Underlands.”

      Lily’s heart pounded. She wanted to know more, but was afraid of what she might learn.

      A bang wrested Lily from her thoughts, and with a flurry of writhing arms Oslo burst into the room carrying a tray of tea cakes. Robin Hood and Isla both entered behind him.

      “Ah, recovering well, I see!” Robin said. “You have the best nurse in all of the Realm, my lady.” He leaned forward, and whispered too loudly, “She’s a bit soggy around the ears, but second-to-none in her trade.”

      Octavia gurgled her offense. Having cleaned and medicated Lily’s shoulder wounds, she placed fresh bandages as a finishing touch, then coiled a tentacle around Rigel. The kestrel had been asleep, and he squealed as she prodded his broken wing.

      Lily laughed, but quieted when she glimpsed Isla. She seemed to glide as she walked, her every movement graceful and elegant. I wish I could be like her, Lily thought.

      “Thank you for your help, Princess Isla,” Lily ventured.

      Isla laughed. “Just call me Isla. It’s my pleasure. Your father is a patient and gifted teacher, and I have him to thank for my apprenticeship. Helping him now is the least I can do.”

      “I brought you something,” Robin told Lily with a wry smile. He pulled a dingy cloth from his pocket and handed it to her. Lily unfolded the corners, and there at the center of the parcel gleamed a glass scallop shell. Bubbles of air suspended in its center, and threads of rose gold trimmed its ridges. Lily gasped at the sight of it, and turned it in her hands as if it might shatter at the lightest touch. The contours, all so perfect, transported Lily back to days by the sea with her family, with the surf at her ankles and the sand that never quite cleared from her fingers after an afternoon building castles.

      “It’s a ricoshell,” Robin said. “Your father wanted you to have it.”

      “It’s beautiful! Thank you so much!”

      Robin folded his arms. “Well, go on. Throw it.”

      Lily clasped the shell between both hands. “What?”

      “Give it a hurl.”

      “No, I can’t! If I do—”

      “It won’t break. Trust me.” Robin grinned.

      Although throwing such a fragile treasure defied logic, the kindness in Robin’s eyes persuaded her. Lily wound her arm back. Sir Toggybiffle darted from the room, spilling his remaining tea in the process. Octavia skidded under the couch, and Isla backed against a wall.

      Lily let it fly, and braced herself for the crash and spray of splintering glass as it struck the floor. Nothing could have prepared her for what happened instead.

      The glass bauble arced through the air, struck the floor, and then bounced. It darted toward the ceiling at one hundred miles per hour, shattering the crystals from the chandelier as it sped. Then it ricocheted off the ceiling, raced toward the door, and rebounded straight for Lily’s head. She ducked, only to see the ricoshell smash Octavia’s teapot. Rigel screeched and dodged the projectile as it careened off the fireplace.

      Back and forth it flew like a racquetball run amok, destroying everything in its path, until Robin, with a hearty laugh, caught the shell in his hand. He returned it to Lily, and it twitched in her palm, but not a dent marred its surface.

      “Your dad saved this for you, but he was worried your mum wouldn’t approve until you were older,” Robin said, still laughing. “I’d say he was right.”

      “He was!” Lily said with a nervous laugh. She pictured the damage she could inflict upon her mother’s glassware with such a trinket.

      “Your dad bested a band of ruffians with such ricoshells once,” Robin said. “He lured them to a beach where he’d scattered dozens of the shells on the sand. When the scoundrels barged onto the shore, their footfalls triggered the ricoshells all at once. It was genius.”

      Lily smiled. Talk of her father felt like a blanket on a wintry night.

      “Great snails! Oh, good gracious! I do hope you’re prepared to compensate for this damage, Sir Robin!” blustered Sir Toggybiffle as he tottered back into the room. “You’ve ravaged the place!”

      Robin winked at Lily, then turned to Isla. “Will you do the honors, my lady?”

      “I will, but kindly control yourself,” Isla said. “My presence is no excuse for buffoonery. And Lily, please keep that thing tucked away. Our quest is dangerous as it is, without the help of flying shells.” Isla’s hands danced in the air like a pair of doves, and a cloud of lavender mist materialized between her palms. With a flick of her wrists, she sent the cloud toward the ceiling, where it engulfed the chandelier. Then it drifted to the table with the shattered teapot. To Lily’s astonishment, as the mist receded, every fragment of broken glass and pottery had reassembled, without a single crack or seam.

      “Is this how we prepare for a quest?”

      They all turned. There in the doorway, Nyssinia stood with her wings folded against her back. “I assure you, Eymah is not trifling with ball games and teapots.”

      “The young steward is wounded, Madam Nyssinia,” Toggybiffle said. “She needs a night to rest and heal.”

      Nyssinia didn’t answer, but instead studied each of them with her piercing eyes.

      “Thank you for coming with us,” Lily said, mustering her courage to speak. “And for finding out the truth about my dad.”

      Nyssinia cocked her head, like a hawk examining movement in the underbrush. “I am a siren,” she said, as if this would explain everything.

      “How—how did you know my father was alive?”

      “As I just said, I am a siren. I deal in songs. It is what I do.”

      “Tell her what else you do, Nyssinia.” The friendliness had drained from Isla’s voice, and she glared at Nyssinia with ice in her eyes. “Tell her more about the power of your songs.”

      “Do not challenge me, Isla. You have won before, but you will not again.”

      “Time will tell.”

      As Lily watched the exchange, she saw Isla’s hands clench into fists. Nyssinia clicked her tongue and set her penetrating gaze on Lily again. “Rest and heal well, steward. We leave at first light.”

      “Thank you. And thank you again for your help.”

      Nyssinia softened. “It is my honor,” she said. Then with a whisper of wings, she turned and left. Even after she’d gone from the room, Isla stared at the door, her faced frozen in contempt.

      “Why don’t you like her?” Lily asked.

      Without looking at her, Isla raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you familiar with Greek mythology?”

      Lily didn’t answer. Years ago she had dabbled in stories of Zeus and Hera, the Pegasus and Bellerophon, but having long since delved into stories of Camelot, her memory of sirens was fuzzy.

      “Sirens have lured many a seafarer to his death with their songs,” Isla explained. “They are not to be trusted.”

      “But Lady Isla, you know Nyssinia is of a different house,” Robin Hood said. “Her family has served the Realm faithfully for generations.”

      Isla didn’t reply. She leaned over to Lily. “Just stay close to me,” she whispered. “I’ll keep you safe.” She smiled. “Nyssinia is right about one thing: the sooner we embark, the better. We leave at dawn on the morrow.” She beckoned to Robin, who gave Lily a last wink as they exited the room.

      Hours later, after Lily had savored a bath, some fresh clothes, and a long time gazing out over the beauty of the valleys below the castle, Sir Toggybiffle again knocked and shouted through the door. Before she could reply, the door swung open, and Octavia and Oslo shuffled into the room balancing platters on their jiggling arms.

      Lily motioned to help them, but Oslo gurgled in protest and insisted upon serving her unaided. With a flourish of tentacles a beautiful spread soon adorned the central table, and the aromas of roast chicken, herbed potatoes, chestnut pudding, and chocolate souffle perfumed the room. Lily had eaten little since their departure from the Cascades, and her stomach growled at the sight of the feast.

      “Ah, there we are!” Sir Toggybiffle clomped in and searched his beard for a cloth napkin. When he procured one, he tied it around his neck, but its coverage—a mere flap under his chin, compared with the yards and yards of beard dragging behind him on the floor—was pitiful. He surveyed the table, then lifted his hands in applause. “Well done, Octavia, well done! You’ve certainly delivered this time!” Oslo grunted in disapproval. “Oh, of course! You too, Oslo! You did, the, um, gelatin mold, I believe?”

      Oslo grumbled, and then slithered from the room with a huff. At the door he ran into Cedric, who leaned forward to ask if dinner included anything still wriggling. Oslo replied with a blub and then continued on his way, leaving a greasy splotch on Adam’s shirt as he bumped into him.

      Cedric hobbled in alongside Adam. A patch concealed his left eye, and clean bandages covered his wounds, but even these dressings couldn’t hide that he was broken and bruised, his tail crooked, his scales ragged and beaten.

      Lily forgot her hunger for a moment. She dropped to one knee and put her arms around him. “Cedric, thank you so much,” she said. “If you hadn’t brought me here, we never would have found out my dad is alive.”

      Cedric stiffened as she pressed a shoulder wound too roughly. “Just doing my duty, Miss Lily,” he said, pulling away and avoiding her eyes. “It was an honor.”

      “Enough dither-dather, blither-blather!” Toggybiffle cried. “I’m famished! Let’s eat.”

      Adam sat beside Lily. He said nothing at first, and wordlessly stuffed himself with two drumsticks and a hunk of bread. Finally, after chugging a cup of chocolate milk, he turned to her. “Your dad sounds really cool.” He studied a chicken bone, and turned it between his fingers like a spit.

      “He is,” she answered.

      “So he really knew all about this place? Did he ever tell you about it?”

      “He told me a lot of stories, and drew pictures of this castle in my favorite book. But I didn’t know it was all real.”

      Adam tossed the chicken bone onto his plate and drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry I threw your book in a puddle. That was really stupid of me.”

      “It’s okay. Believe me, I do stupid stuff all the time. But are you sure it’s okay that you come? Will your mom be all right?”

      “Ah—I’m never home much anyway. I’m probably more of a headache when I’m there.” He shrugged.

      “Well, thanks. It’s good to have a friend here.”

      Adam nodded and, without making eye contact, he smiled.

      They ate and laughed, savoring food and memories until the sun sank behind the mountains and the stars awoke from their dusky beds. When the room braced with chill, Flint kindled a roaring fire in the hearth, and Rigel sidled onto the table beside Lily to peck the meat from a few stray chicken bones. Lily coaxed Cedric to try the souffle, and although he protested against stationary food, the glint in his eyes revealed that he loved it. As evening deepened into night, they said their goodbyes and for the first time in months, Lily slept soundly.

      The next morning they met outside Castle Iridyll, on granite slopes of Bald Peak that shone blue in the early sunlight. The pools reflected the sky like mirrors, and when Isla waved a hand over one of them, a mist gathered over the water. As it dissipated, a map of the Realm shimmered on the flat surface of the pool.

      “The Cave of Lights is here, at the border of the Petrified Forest,” Isla said, pointing to a mark at the edge of a wood. “To reach it, we cross the Desert of the Forgotten.”

      “That’s Midland territory, and no scouts have reported shroud activity there,” said Sir Toggybiffle. “Once you reach the cave, however, you’ll be on Eymah’s doorstep. Anticipate peril, my friends.”

      “Agreed,” said Isla. “We are wise to make haste. On foot, the journey will take several days. By air,” she glanced up at the clear sky, “we can be there by sundown.”

      “The choice is simple,” Nyssinia said. She spread her wings like a golden banner. “Can you fly that far?” she asked.

      Lily turned to follow Nyssinia’s gaze, and saw Cedric sauntering up to the pool. At the sight of him, her jaw dropped. The bandages and the eye patch were gone, and no hint of a wound or scar blemished him. How had he healed so quickly?

      Cedric stood at attention. “Yes, my lady,” he said. “I would rather give up my life than fail the cause.”

      Isla placed a hand on Lily’s shoulder, right atop the site of her wounds, and Lily withdrew back.

      “I wasn’t going to harm you,” Isla said.

      “Sorry. It’s just that my shoulder’s hurt.”

      “Is it?

      Lily frowned, and then realized she felt no pain. She glanced at her shoulder, and through the collar of her shirt she pulled aside the bandages. Her puncture wounds had completely healed.

      Isla laughed. “You appear surprised. Why else do you think Octavia dressed your wounds yesterday?”

      “But . . . I’ve never seen . . .”

      “You’re in the Realm, Lily McKinley,” Isla said. “You should expect to see things you’ve never witnessed before. Now.” Isla pointed to Lily’s soothstone. “Have you had any practice with that bauble?”

      “I’ve made things happen, but I don’t know how.”

      “The key is to ask for help, and to know it will come.” Isla raised her fist skyward, and her own soothstone, mounted on its gold band around one of her fingers, glowed in rose color. It emitted a flash, and Lily and Adam staggered back as a griffin reared before them. Its screech echoed through the mountains, and its talons etched lines in the granite slopes of Bald Peak. Isla motioned to Lily. “Now you try.”

      Lily closed her hand over the stone, and broke into a sweat. What was she supposed to do? Please help, she prayed.

      Nothing happened.

      “You’re asking, but you’re not believing,” Isla said. “You have to know that an answer will come, even if it’s one you don’t expect.”

      Lily tried again, but anxiety churned within her. The stone remained dim.

      “We are wasting time,” said Nyssinia. “We must go!”

      “It is never a waste of time to train a steward,” Isla snapped back. “Surely, you appreciate the value of apprenticeship?” At this comment, Nyssinia’s wings quivered with anger.

      “Your Highness, Nyssinia is right,” Sir Toggybiffle interrupted. “The sun climbs higher. You cannot delay.”

      Isla heaved a sigh. “Very well. Perhaps opportunities for you to practice your skills will arise on the journey. You and your companion can ride with me.” She mounted the griffin’s back and plunged her hands into his feathers, then motioned for Lily and Adam to join her. Rigel turned a quick pirouette, and a silver bridle with long reins floated down. The griffin thrashed as Rigel looped the harness over his head, but with a caress and a whisper from Isla he quieted.

      “My, young lady, you truly have created something special,” Sir Toggybiffle said as Rigel alighted on Lily’s shoulder.

      Lily smiled at Rigel, then climbed onto the griffin’s back and grasped the bridle. Adam followed behind her, muttering about heights.

      “You okay?” Lily whispered.

      “Yeah. But I liked your pirate ship better. The risk of falling seemed lower.”

      “Onward, my friends!” Sir Toggybiffle cried. “Northward!”

      They launched into the sky. Nyssinia led the way, with sunlight glinting off her golden wings. The griffin soon followed, with Cedric and Rigel trailing behind, and Flint peeked every so often from within Lily’s pocket. As Lily looked over her shoulder to see Castle Iridyll recede into the distance, its spires and walls scattering prisms like flames across the landscape, her heart ached.

      The wind whipped through Lily’s hair as they flew. Below, forests scrolled by in gold and green, punctuated by towns with cottages, bell towers overlooking village squares like sentries, and mill wheels churning streams and rivers into froth. As she admired every shimmering detail of the land, Lily imagined her father walking the cobblestoned streets and dipping his hands into the brooks. She wondered how much of the lush terrain he’d explored, how many gnarled tree trunks he knew by their corrugated bark.

      Gradually the trees spread apart, and the mossy turf gave way to withered grass. Eventually even this sparse foliage dwindled away, and the land beneath them sprawled in a vast, dusty parchment of cracked earth. Sand dunes billowed in the distance, and beyond them the Underlands loomed against the horizon, their shadows encroaching like a murky tide.

      Suddenly both the griffin and Rigel screeched. Nyssinia cried out something unintelligible, and Cedric, flying beside them, halted in midair. Lily’s soothstone glowed blood red, and the sky before them, pristine and bright just a moment before, suddenly darkened with gathering smoke.

      A fleet of harpies, their black wings cutting the air, emerged from the smoke and glutted the sky.
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      Chapter 19

      Fire in the Air

      The harpies blocked out the sun like a plague of locusts. At the sight of the horde, Lily recalled the harpy at the basin, how the foul beast’s stench had filled her lungs and how the puncture wounds in her shoulders had sizzled and burned. That had been only one harpy. Now, the entire sky teemed with them.

      “Hold on!” Isla cried. Lily felt Adam gripping her shoulders, and she tightened her hold on the reins. Isla spurred on the griffin, who shrieked and sped toward the oncoming army. Cedric and Rigel, miniscule against the darkening tide, flapped just behind, while Nyssinia drew a sword and readied herself for the onslaught.

      The monsters struck Nyssinia first. Two harpies attacked at once, slashing at her torso and wings. She spun to meet them, and with a single slice of her blade felled them both. They hurtled downward, spiraling like a pair of crippled insects before disappearing into the desert.

      She’d barely raised her sword again before three more were upon her. Nyssinia sang out a single, beautiful note, and the resulting shockwave flung the beasts from her. The moment they flew loose, another plunged toward her with an awful scream, and then another, and still another. When a skulking harpy with a twisted neck slashed at her, its talons hit their mark, tearing through one of her wings. Nyssinia cried out in pain and reeled off-kilter through the air.

      Isla prodded the griffin onward, and with a screech it burst into the front. Harpies clawed at the griffin’s face as it slashed and kicked. With a whip of her hand Isla released a thick cloud of mist that swallowed up the legion, and a clamor arose as confused harpies collided with one another in the fog. Then the mist cleared, and the beasts emerged gnashing their teeth and snarling. Isla tried again, this time procuring a storm cloud that shot lightning across the line of harpies. A few blackened and dropped from the sky, but the rest burst through the storm and surged onward in waves.

      Nyssinia regained control and drew a dagger from her belt to defend herself with both hands. “Little dragon!” she cried. “We need you!”

      Cedric joined her and whipped a harpy with his barbed tail.

      “That’s not what I mean!” Nyssinia yelled. “We need the fire in your belly!”

      Cedric hesitated, and while he paused, a harpy three times his size burst from the crowd and rammed him in his middle. Cedric spun out of control and disappeared beneath a cloud.

      “Cedric!” Lily screamed, her eyes fixed to the spot where he’d vanished. At Isla’s urging, the griffin tore away from the fight and dived after him. The air whipped past as they plummeted ever faster, and Lily’s knuckles blanched as she grasped the reins and struggled to hold on.

      Just when Lily feared the rushing wind would pry her from the griffin’s back, they shot below Cedric. The griffin banked, then leveled as Cedric hurtled down from above. He flew by in a blur of red, and for a sinking moment Lily feared they’d missed him. Then the griffin lurched, and with a cry Cedric swung into view, his legs flailing as if he were an overturned beetle thrashing to right itself. The griffin had caught Cedric by the tail with his talons, and Cedric dangled and flapped beneath them.

      Adam pumped his fist, and Lily laughed with relief, but their celebration ended abruptly. The clouds above darkened and the harpies burst through, spewing out like maggots from rotten fruit. Nyssinia barely outpaced them. “We cannot outrun them!” she yelled over their shrieks.

      Isla raised the soothstone on her finger, which glowed and then emitted a brilliant flash of magenta light. A pair of phoenixes, their plumage iridescent and their tails ablaze with fire, sailed into the fray. A line of harpies caught flame in their wake and howled as they dropped from the sky. Another throng replaced them, but these too burned. As they fell, Lily dared to hope. Perhaps we’ll be okay, she thought. Perhaps we’ll get through this.

      Her hope soon fizzled. A regiment of shrouds flanked the phoenixes, and even while they caught fire, their numbers overwhelmed the birds. Lily, Adam, and Isla looked on in horror as harpies swallowed them up, the way ants swarm upon and consume a crust of bread. With a fury of feathers and smoke, the last of the phoenixes disappeared.

      Nyssinia brandished her sword and dagger and swung at the oncoming flood of claw and fang. Sweat drenched her hair, and her movements slowed with exhaustion. In a desperate maneuver, Rigel cast a silver net across the sky, but the knife-like talons of the harpies tore right through it.

      On they came.

      Isla lifted her soothstone again, and with another flash an eagle appeared. It followed the same fate as the phoenixes, and succumbed to the murderous torrent.

      Still, they came.

      Lily clutched her own soothstone and strained to focus her mind on a source of help, to believe it existed out there, waiting, and would answer if she called. But the sight of the dreaded army advancing ever closer, each harpy gnashing its grisly jaws in its thirst for blood, filled her with dread. How can there be any help against this?

      Lily felt a jab on her arm. She glanced down, and saw that Flint had climbed from her pocket. He pointed to himself, then to the mob of harpies.

      “I don’t understand,” Lily said. “What are you saying?”

      Flint repeated the pantomime again, and then again. Finally, in frustration he jumped in place, and motioned as if he were throwing a baseball.

      “Throw him,” Adam shouted from behind. “He wants you to throw him.”

      A harpy struck the griffin in the neck, and the impact sent them all teetering, on the verge of falling through the air. Flint pleaded with Lily to act.

      “Flint, I can’t do that. How will we help you afterward? You’ll—”

      Another strike. Isla shouted to the griffin to steady itself as it wobbled under the impact.

      When they righted themselves, Adam reached over Lily and grabbed Flint.

      “No, Adam, don’t! You’ll kill him!”

      Adam wound back his arm. Lily clawed at him, but he held Flint high, out of her reach. Then, with a quick pitch, he hurled Flint across the empty expanse.

      Flint struck a harpy dead-on, igniting the beast into a ball of flame. Where the phoenixes had failed, the kindler succeeded—he triggered a chain reaction that consumed every shroud with raging fire. A single, anguished howl split the air, compelling both Lily and Adam to cover their ears.

      “Down to the desert! Now!” Nyssinia shouted.

      “What? No! Flint’s still out there! We can’t leave him!” Lily cried.

      “He’s given us our chance,” Isla said. “We have to go.”

      “No! He’s saved us! We can’t just give up on him!”

      “We must use the chance he’s given us!” Nyssinia said. “Do not let his death be in vain!”

      Isla spurred on the griffin, and they swooped from the blistering heat and landed on a plateau of parched terrain. A few yards away, a mound of rocks hulked around a series of caverns.

      “Into the caves!” Nyssinia ordered. They rushed through the mouth of a cave as a shower of ash and fiery debris rained down and lit the dry earth.

      As Lily peered from the cool of the cave, she saw the sky, amass with smoke, lighten and clear. Gradually, the tongues of flame littering the ground flickered and died out.

      Flint was nowhere to be seen.
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      Chapter 20

      Lost in the Desert

      Lily slid to the ground and buried her head in her hands. Cedric, his crippled wing askew, inched toward her and put a claw on her back. “He was a brave chap, Miss Lily,” he said. “I’m glad to have known him.”

      “He deserved better than this,” Lily said through tears.

      “Stopping those harpies was his choice, Miss Lily. If not for his bravery, our mission would be over. In fact, we wouldn’t be alive.”

      “Cedric, you say that I’m a steward, and that somehow I’ve been chosen to take care of things here.” She raised her head, and looked at him through a sheen of tears. “How can that be true, when I can’t even protect someone as small as Flint?”

      A clink interrupted them. Adam sat in a corner of the cave, tossing pebbles at the opposite wall. At the sight of him, all Lily’s grief spilled outward.

      “Adam, I told you not to throw him!” she said, marching toward him. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

      Adam looked as if she’d just slapped him across the face. “It was the only way for us to get out,” he said. “Flint knew that. That’s why he asked us to do it.”

      “Don’t you care that he’s gone?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No, you don’t. Of course you don’t! You never care about anybody!”

      Adam stood up to face her. “Hey. I wasn’t even supposed to be here. I could be home now, but I came along to help.”

      “I wish you hadn’t. I wish you’d just leave me alone, and go back to beating on Atish Patel!” She scooped a handful of gravel from the cave floor and threw it into his face.

      “Miss Lily!” Cedric cried, stepping between her and Adam.

      “Lily. This isn’t going to help us find your father,” Isla said.

      Lily glared at Adam through her tears. “He was my friend, Adam. Do you even know what that word means? Friend?”

      Adam’s face reddened, but he said nothing. Lily turned her back on him and slouched against the wall.

      “Enough of this childishness, please,” Nyssinia said. She stood at the entrance and scanned the burning horizon. “We must go. I do not see any shrouds now, but more will come if we delay.”

      “I don’t think I can fly,” Cedric said, gesturing to his crooked wing.

      “Even if you could, the sky is not safe,” Nyssinia said. “Those harpies mean sentries are patrolling. Our chances are better in the desert.”

      “The desert?” Isla frowned at Nyssinia. “Surely, our defenses are better in the air than on the ground?”

      Nyssinia shook her head. “While we are on the ground, the enemy will stay away. There are things in the Desert of the Forgotten that even shrouds fear.”

      Isla joined her at the entrance and studied the landscape. The heat made the air shimmer, and the creak of a single insect sounded from across the windless plain.

      “We’ll need cover from the sun. And water,” Isla said. “I can call a steed to help speed us along.”

      “We should limit use of the soothstones,” said Nyssinia. “Shrouds flock to them like moths to a lamp.”

      Isla lifted her hand, and her soothstone flooded the cavern with light, then flashed and went out. Lily expected to see a griffin in the cave, but all remained still and quiet except for the insect humming in the distance.

      Nyssinia and Isla crept out of the cave and searched the sunbaked surroundings for tracks or a flurry of a tail. Still, all remained quiet. Adam stood up, and Cedric neared the door.

      “Look out!” Nyssinia suddenly shouted. She ducked, dragging Isla into the cave with her as something enormous thundered to the ground in front of them. The impact shook the cavern, and rocks and stalactites rained down from the ceiling.

      An enormous foot, clawed and covered in scales the color of a nighttime sea, had planted itself at the cave entrance. The group dared to approach, and towering above them they saw a reptile as big as a house, its thick tail churning up clouds in the dust. An orange pattern mottled its back, and its forked tongue flicked the air.

      “We need a steed. Why did you call a dragon?” Nyssinia said to Isla.

      “That’s no dragon,” Cedric said.

      Adam crammed between them. “No, it’s not. It’s a Gila monster!”

      “Obviously it is a monster!” said Nyssinia.

      “No, no, a Gila monster. A desert lizard. I took care of one when I volunteered at a nature center one summer.” Adam stepped into the sunlight and marveled as the creature investigated him with another flick of its tongue. “I’ve never seen one this big before, that’s for sure!”

      “Will it hurt us?” Nyssinia asked.

      “They are poisonous, but they bite only if they feel threatened,” Adam replied. “They’re usually pretty slow, so I’m not sure it will get us where we need to go quickly. But maybe a big one like this will be faster?”

      “It’s what the soothstone called for us,” Isla said. “So it must be what we’re to ride.”

      Adam held out his hand, and the beast lowered its head as if bowing to him. “No harm in trying it out,” Adam said. He climbed up the beaded hide of the creature’s foreleg, using the bumps and marbling as footholds. After a few heaves and two or three awkward stretches, he sat atop the lizard’s back and waved to the others to follow.

      “Come on!” he shouted down. “It’s fine!”

      The rest joined him, except for Nyssinia, who watched the spectacle from the ground, and Rigel, who swooped to and fro just above them. “I will coast along beside you,” Nyssinia said. “I trust my wings more than a monster.”

      Isla leaned forward and whispered to the lizard. With a grunt it lurched into motion, its spine snaking in a sinusoidal pattern as it tramped over the desert.

      Isla fashioned a broad cloud of mist, which she floated into the air above them to shade them from the blazing sun. Every so often rain pattered down from the cloud, and Isla encouraged Lily and Adam to cup their hands and collect the drops to drink.

      Although grief over the loss of Flint still burdened her, the appearance of the strange beast and the gift of a mist that shielded and cooled them lifted Lily’s spirits. She leaned toward Isla, eager for her mentorship. “Could you teach me how to make clouds, like you do?” she asked.

      Isla glanced at Lily with an eyebrow raised. “That’s a gift of my people. It’s not a talent I can teach you.”

      “Oh. I see. Thanks anyway.”

      Isla said nothing, and Lily searched her mind for something better to say to convince Isla of her potential. “So, how do you like being a steward?”

      Isla regarded Lily with curiosity, as if the awkwardness of the comment amused her, and Lily cringed and felt her cheeks redden. Over her shoulder, Lily saw Nyssinia staring at them.

      Isla leaned over to Lily. “Don’t mind her,” she whispered. “She lost the role of steward to me.”

      “You mean, she was supposed to be a steward, too?”

      “Well, if she was supposed to, she would be. For a moment, the Council thought she might be the next in line for my soothstone, and told her so, only to retract the promise when the stone chose me. The bitterness eats away at her heart.”

      “Still, I’m glad she came with us. She was so brave against those shrouds.”

      Isla gave her a stern look, and Lily’s hope of mentorship petered away. She regretted ever opening her mouth.

      The heat surged as the day dragged on. No matter how many times Lily replenished her thirst from the hovering cloud, moments later her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, and her throat burned. Hot winds swept across the plateau and kicked up dust that stung her eyes and raked against her face. As she scanned the quavering horizon with the air flickering in the rising heat, Lily saw strange shapes: first a puddle of water, then a shadowy figure lurking in the distance.

      Mirages, she thought at first. Yet the farther the Gila monster marched, the more numerous the shadows became. They loitered like ghosts, floating across the ground as the lizard stomped. They always disappeared from view before Lily could discern their forms.

      Without warning, the Gila monster slugged to a stop, pitching his passengers headlong into the dirt. Lily coughed from the sand in her throat, and Cedric cried out in pain as his crippled wing struck the ground.

      “Look out!” Adam cried, and he dragged Lily out of the way just before a tidal wave of sand crashed down upon her. Cedric scrambled away on all fours, and Isla ran with an arm shielding her eyes. They all watched, dumbfounded, as the Gila monster dug into the dirt with his massive claws and sent a shower of sand into the air.

      “What is it doing?” Nyssinia asked as she landed beside them.

      “He’s burrowing,” Adam said. “Gila monsters don’t like extreme heat.”

      “Is that a pun? A desert lizard that doesn’t like the heat?”

      “They live in hot places, but they spend a lot of their time underground and out of the sun. It’s gotten a lot hotter, so I’ll bet he’s burrowing to stay cool.”

      “Watch out!” Cedric cried. They barely missed a blow from the lizard’s bulbous tail as it writhed, snakelike, into the tunnel it had dug. A flick of its tail stirred up a final spray of sand, and then the Gila monster disappeared.

      “When will it come back?” Nyssinia asked, her keen eyes focused on Adam.

      “Maybe at sundown?”

      Nyssinia kicked the dirt. “That is hours away!”

      “Can we call for help with one of the stones again?” Cedric asked.

      Isla weighed in this time. “Too risky,” she said. “Perhaps we should just wait until he comes back after nightfall.”

      “Are we certain he will return?” Nyssinia asked. All eyes suddenly turned toward Adam.

      “Um . . . maybe?”

      Cedric groaned, and Nyssinia kicked the dirt again.

      “I’m sorry,” Adam said, “it’s just that Gila monsters spend a lot more time underground than out in the open. I can’t say for sure when he’ll be back.”

      “Well, if we have no guarantee of the beast returning,” Isla said, “and no other options for transport, the answer seems obvious. We walk.”

      The hiss of a lone vulture echoed over the plain.

      “In this heat?” Cedric said. “Miss Lily and Adam are exhausted as it is. Surely we can’t prod them on over miles of desert?”

      “I suppose it depends on how many miles. Nyssinia, how far do we have left to go?”

      Nyssinia hovered above them. “Only ten more miles,” she said once she had scanned the landscape.

      “Lily and Adam, can you walk ten miles?”

      “I’ll manage it, if Lily can,” Adam said.

      Lily didn’t answer immediately. Her face burned, and stars seemed to swim before her eyes. Her stomach flipped at the thought of trekking miles beneath the broiling sun, with only sparse raindrops to slake her thirst. What she wanted to do most was to lie down and sleep away the hours. Rigel, sensing her weariness, nuzzled her chin.

      “Okay. I can do it, too,” she forced herself to say.

      Isla nodded. Without another word, they trudged on foot into a sea of sand. As Lily turned to go, a ghostly figure, tattered rags weighing down its frame, faded from her vision.
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      Chapter 21

      The Forgotten

      Hours and miles stretched behind them. Isla’s cloud continued to mist their faces every so often, but the way ahead still remained a vast, sizzling expanse of depleted earth. The oppressive heat and searing wind had burned away every sign of life.

      Cedric snuck Lily pieces of fruit that he’d stashed, each one another odd flavor (jambalaya was especially startling). He told riddles and sang witty songs to lift her mood. Every so often his efforts coaxed a smile from her, but without fail the heat would press on her and her spirits would sink again.

      The mirages in the distance played with her mind the longer they walked. A flickering shadow the color of the earth would catch her eye, but when she turned, she’d see only the metallic glimmer of a mirage masquerading as water. Gradually, the ghostly figures multiplied and drew closer.

      The travelers happened upon a lone desert willow and paused to eat and to rest under its branches. Its leaves had withered into brittle scraps of paper, leaving only its skeletal limbs for shade. Cedric sank beside the trunk and fell asleep. Nyssinia stood apart from the group and searched the horizon, while Isla distributed parcels of bread and dried fruit.

      While Lily chewed her portion, she felt the ricoshell in her pocket. She withdrew it and studied its smooth lines and delicate details. That moment when Robin Hood gave it to her, when she’d relished mountains of food and the company of friends, seemed oceans away.

      Lily heard the crunch of shoes beside her and glanced up to see Adam.

      “Wow, cool. Is that a scallop shell?”

      Lily ignored him. She couldn’t forgive him for sacrificing Flint.

      Adam toed the sand. “I used to collect shells all the time, when my mom brought me to the beach out on the Cape when I was little. I made a coloring book about all the different types. My dad said he would try to get it published, but . . . you know. It never happened.”

      When Lily didn’t reply, Adam shook his head and pulled something from his pocket.

      “I get why you’re angry, and I’m sorry about Flint. I didn’t want to hurt him. And I do care about people.” He held out a square of paper. When Lily still didn’t acknowledge him, he dropped the paper beside her and stomped away.

      The square fluttered open, and Lily realized it was actually an old birthday card, so worn from repeated readings that its front picture had faded and its cardstock had degraded. She eased the folds open, taking care not to tear the flimsy creases. The card read the following, in hurried script:

      Happy 8th Birthday, big guy! I’ll take you to the zoo again soon to see the reptiles. In the meantime, have your mom get you something special with this. Love, Dad.

      A pang of guilt twisted at Lily. She strode over to Adam, who sat against the tree and doodled in the dust with a willow branch. Lily joined him in the dirt and opened her palm. “It’s a ricoshell. If you throw it, it bounces off everything like crazy.” She held it out to him. “I’d like you to have it.”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “Please, I mean it.” She grasped his hand and placed the ricoshell into his palm, along with his cherished card. “Keep it. I don’t know much about scallop shells anyway.”

      Adam turned the ricoshell in his hand, admiring the metallic bands woven across its surface. “Thanks.” He smiled at her.

      Then his smile faded. “What was that?”

      Lily followed his eyes, but noted nothing unusual. “What?” she asked. “What did you see?”

      Adam stood up. “Something just shot by. It was the color of the sand, but—moving.” He studied the land and focused on a pile of rocks several yards away. “There,” he said, pointing a finger. “See the dust cloud? It was there.” A plume of dust swirled around the rocks, and then dissipated on the wind.

      “I’ve been seeing weird things, too,” Lily said. “Although in this heat I think they’re just mirages. Maybe even my imagination.”

      “It’s not your imagination.” Isla padded toward them. “We’re being followed.”

      “By who?” Lily asked.

      “By the Forgotten.”

      “Who are the Forgotten? What do they want with us?”

      “This desert is where abandoned dream-born dwell. Most likely, they want you and Adam.”

      Lily’s skin crawled. “Us? Why?”

      “Every so often, dream-born reject the Realm,” Isla explained. “They become too attached to their creators, and so they cling to them, hovering like shadows in the waking world. In most cases, the creators are children.” She stooped to pick up a jagged rock from the ground. “When those children grow up and forget the fantasies of their youth, the Forgotten are stranded here. They’re apart from the Realm, but can’t return to the creators for whom they pine.” She threw the stone. It clinked against the pile of rocks, and then a moan echoed from the heap. “And here are some now.”

      Two shadowy figures emerged from behind the rocks. One was a boy, gaunt and filthy, his clothes torn in rags that hung from his frame like moss draping from a tree branch. The other was a robot, toylike in its boxy dimensions, but rusted and worn, with one eye missing, a smashed light on its head, and a body corroded and pockmarked with holes.

      At the sight of them, color drained from Adam’s face. “Willie?” he whispered, aghast. “Cyber?” He shook his head, unable to comprehend the decrepit figures before him. “How is this possible?”

      “You know them?” Lily asked.

      “I made them up, when I was little. Willie was my imaginary friend in kindergarten. I drew Cyber in second grade.”

      The robot groaned, its frozen joints grinding and squeaking as it shuffled forward. The little boy, his eyes empty pools in the hollows of his face, stretched out his arms as if to embrace Adam.

      Just then, another figure emerged from the sand—a dingy teddy bear, its face half-eaten by moths. Beside it stooped an ancient superhero, his hair grayed and his cape tattered in shreds.

      More figures broke through the sand, as if rising from graves. Animals, people, fairies, goblins. Trains, cars, flying aliens. They shimmered like the mirages Lily had seen in the distance, transparent like ghosts, their outlines discernible but fluid.

      Soon a small army of the Forgotten encircled the willow tree. With creaks and groans, they closed in on the small party.

      Lily nudged Cedric awake, and Nyssinia drew a blade. Sensing the mounting danger, Rigel cast a net over an advancing group of decrepit figures. The apparitions passed right through, as if stepping through a doorway, and left the net glimmering in a heap on the ground.

      “Little dragon, can you fly yet?” Nyssinia asked.

      Cedric stretched his wing, then winced as pain shot from tip to root. “I’m sorry, Madam Nyssinia. I’m still a rock on the ground.”

      Isla swished a hand in the air, and the mist that had shielded them across the desert blackened into a storm cloud. With an ear-splitting crash, a bolt of lightning crackled through the air and struck a group of the Forgotten. It left a charred circle in the ground, and the air bristled with electricity.

      The mob marched on, untouched.

      “All of you, cover your ears,” Nyssinia commanded. She drew a deep breath, then sang a note that stirred up the earth into a sandstorm. Wind blasted Lily’s face, pelting her with grains that chafed her skin.

      The dust settled, and the throng, unfazed, continued their march.

      “We cannot defeat them,” said Nyssinia. “We have to run.”

      “The small one, over there,” Isla said, motioning to a mouse with a chewed ear. “I think we can break past him.”

      Nyssinia nodded, and Lily dug her toe into the ground to sprint. “On my mark,” said Isla. “Three.”

      A mangy dog growled at them. Closer they inched.

      “Two.”

      A snake with a worm-eaten tail hissed.

      “One.”

      Isla, Nyssinia, and Cedric burst through the line of the Forgotten, and sprang over the mouse as he pawed the air after them. Lily darted to follow them, but a gnawing concern prompted her to skid to a stop. Adam, she thought. She turned around. Adam stood with his hands raised, backpedaling as a crowd of the Forgotten closed in on him.

      “Hey, guys,” he said, his voice shaking. “Willie, I’ve not seen you in forever. You too, Cy. You guys doing okay?”

      They didn’t answer. The robot clacked its tarnished jaws. Willie wiped away a string of drool with the back of his scarred hand.

      “I’m sorry I stopped playing with you both. I didn’t mean to.”

      Both stretched out their arms, their fingers twisted into claws.

      “Can you guys answer me? We’re still buddies, right?”

      A giant insect, its antennae bent at a sickly angle, scuttled forward and clamped its jaws onto Adam’s ankle. Adam toppled into the dust, then propped himself on his elbows just in time to see Willie and Cyber pounce on him.

      Lily bolted forward as the Forgotten swarmed over Adam, tearing at his clothes and clawing his face. She swung a kick at them, but her foot passed right through them and swiped the air.

      “Lily, we need to get out!” Isla called. “You can’t save him!”

      A roar sounded, as if the Cascades suddenly pounded at their backs again. The sand shifted and gave way, and Lily gaped in horror as a sinkhole yawned open in the ground at Adam’s feet. Hosts of the Forgotten spewed from the hole, gripped Adam by the legs, and dragged him toward the abyss.

      Lily grabbed Adam’s arm and screamed for help. With his free hand Adam swatted away Willie and Cyber, who jeered and spat at him as he flailed. He raked the ground to gain purchase and shake himself free, but his hand only sank into the sand. More minions mobbed him and lugged him toward the bowels of the desert.

      Cedric and Nyssinia rushed back into the fray. Cedric pulled an arm along with Lily, while Nyssinia snatched Adam around the torso and took flight. A trail of ghouls dangled from Adam’s clothes as Nyssinia lifted him into the air, but one by one they lost their hold and plummeted to the ground. Only the robot still clung to him. It clamped its metal jaws around Adam’s leg in a last, desperate effort to reclaim what he’d lost so long ago. Adam gave a last kick, and Cyber broke loose and tumbled to the earth.

      Cedric still clung to Adam’s arm, but as Nyssinia ascended, Lily lost her grip. She slid into the sand, and before she could pull herself to a stand, the Forgotten flooded over her.

      Lily kicked and thrashed but the grips around her ankles only tightened, cinching down with a force that cut through her skin. They tugged at her hair, yanked her clothes, and scratched her face. Lily punched and flailed, but her fists swiped empty air, thick with groans and foul breath as the horde hauled her across the sand.

      Her head struck a rock, and upon impact sound muted and lights swam in front of her eyes. Her vision blurred. She felt disconnected, as if the clamor around her were only a dream.

      Cedric called her name, but his voice sounded far away. She glimpsed the sky above her, brilliant blue, an ocean without blemish. For a moment she thought she was once again in the canoe that summer in the White Mountains, her mom and dad paddling, she reclining in the boat, gazing upward into that same scroll of blue. She heard her mother’s laughter like birdsong on the wind, and her dad’s, an octave deeper, follow.

      Mom. Dad.

      Lily snapped to awareness. Her feet dangled over the cavern. No. I have to save Dad.

      She thrashed again and scrambled backward in the sand. Still, the Forgotten crawled over her, snarling and groaning.

      Please, no. Please help. I need to live. I need to find my dad.

      Her knees passed the lip of the precipice. A hot, foul wind, like the exhale of a monster, wafted up from the depths of the sinkhole.

      Lily clenched her teeth. She kicked the air, but found nothing to stop her fall into the pit.

      Please! Please, help!

      She wasn’t sure whom she asked. Then, in her mind’s eye, she saw him: the unicorn from the cliff, his wise eyes holding her.

      Suddenly, a blinding flash of light obscured her vision. All of the Forgotten squealed in terror and scattered like roaches caught in a flashlight beam. She felt herself drifting, sinking. She grasped at the ground, but the sand slipped through her fingers. Another blast of monstrous, hot breath filled her lungs and burned her throat.

      She heard Cedric call her name again. Perhaps he was racing to rescue her. Perhaps he was calling goodbye. Before she could decide, the outline of a bird, his wings splayed, emerged through the light.

      Lily felt the ground disappear beneath her, and the world went black.
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      Chapter 22

      The Cave of Lights

      Lily awoke in a bed of sand. At first she thought she still lay in the desert, on the verge of tumbling into the pit. Then she sat up and saw that Adam, bruised and scratched, sat beside her.

      “Here. Your head is bleeding a bit again.” He folded up one of Rigel’s silver bandages and offered it to her as a cloth.

      “Am I glad to see you awake, Miss Lily,” Cedric said, sidling up to her. “You were very brave back there.”

      She pressed the cloth to her forehead. The surface beneath her felt grainy, like sand, but her fingers didn’t sink into it. She blinked a few times and realized that all of them—she, Cedric, Adam, Isla, and even Rigel—sat on the back of a giant bird of prey forged from sand. It cast a wide shadow upon the desert below them, and a fine dust streaked behind it like a jet contrail as they flew.

      “We’re nearly there, Miss Lily,” Cedric said, as if reading her thoughts. The murk of the Underlands loomed ahead, its jagged peaks suddenly visible through a mantle of smoke. Green lightning webbed between the crags.

      “How did we get out of there?” Lily asked. “Did Isla decide to use her soothstone after all?”

      “No. You used yours.”

      “What?”

      “You called a sandhawk, Miss Lily.”

      “Oh no. We weren’t supposed to use the soothstones! I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to. And we’re flying! Nyssinia said the sky isn’t safe. I hope I didn’t attract—”

      “Hush, hush, it’s all right. Everything’s all right. We were concerned, too, but we’ve not seen any shrouds since we took off. They seem to be occupied elsewhere.”

      “I don’t like it,” Nyssinia said, as she glided alongside them with a few wingbeats.

      “Now, Madam Nyssinia, let’s be glad for small mercies. Miss Lily wielded her stone at exactly the right moment. For now, we are safe.”

      “I am not ungrateful. But why do the shrouds not pursue us? I am concerned that something has diverted their attention. Some greater evil is at work.”

      The hawk banked, and Lily saw the Desert of the Forgotten end abruptly in a cliff. A gust of wind spilled sand over the edge, which swirled in a cloud and then vanished. The hawk plunged into a nosedive, then veered toward the cliff with such speed that Lily feared they might ram into the sheer rock.

      Just short of impact, it reared up and hovered over a ledge. Nyssinia landed on the platform and waved to them.

      “What are we doing?” Lily asked.

      “We’ve arrived,” Isla answered. “This is the Cave of Lights.”

      Lily shuddered. The narrow ledge prefaced a cavern gouged out from the cliff face. She had expected a cave in some enchanted wood, flanked by the beautiful things in her father’s stories. This chasm in a cliff unnerved her. Even its doorstep warned of danger.

      “It’s too narrow for the sandhawk to land,” Isla said, leaning over to examine the situation. “We’ll need to jump onto the ledge.”

      “Jump?” Adam said in alarm. “Lily’s hurt. I don’t think she can jump.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” Isla’s voice bristled with agitation. The stress has finally frayed her nerves, Lily thought.

      Before the argument continued, Rigel launched into the air. A silvery rope ladder soon slunk down to the ledge surface, and they all scuttled down safely. After all disembarked, Lily waved to the hawk, who cried out in reply, soared upward, and disappeared over the cliff.

      “I will stand guard,” Nyssinia said, folding her wings and stationing herself outside the mouth of the cave. Rigel perched beside her and signaled that he, too, would serve as sentry.

      Lily hesitated at the mouth of the cave. “Go on,” Nyssinia said. “Go to him. Call if you need help.” Lily took a step forward, but Nyssinia startled her with a hand on her shoulder. “And be careful,” she said, her copper eyes grave.

      The cave entrance was pitch black. Lily reached for Cedric to steady herself in the dark, but instead found Adam’s hand, which she grasped. Her heart pounded in her ears.

      The first thing she noticed was the music. It echoed from deep in the cavern and resounded in low, mournful tones, like the chime of harbor bells in a slow wind. Then she saw a light, turquoise in color, oscillating across the rock floor.

      He’s here, Lily thought as she walked toward it. He has to be here. Sweat beaded her forehead, and she fought to steady her quickened breathing. Two months ago, she thought she’d lost her father forever. She’d endured wounds, monsters, and fear in the dark to find him. And in just moments, she would again see him, again collapse into his arms. Just another minute. Just a few more steps. Just one hallway carved from the rock and lit up by magic.

      The tunnel opened into a large chasm, with stalactites spiking down from the roof and depositing mineral-rich droplets into a vast, hazy pool. The water—if it was, indeed, water—shone with the same turquoise light that spilled into the tunnel. Lily turned in a circle, and gasped. Thousands of pinpoints of light littered the chasm like fireflies. Some suspended in midair, while others rose up from the pool to spin and glow.

      She tried to speak, but no sound came. She understood, finally, why her father might retreat to such a place when danger threatened him.

      “What are they?” she whispered when she found her voice.

      “They’re fledgling dreams, Miss Lily,” Cedric said. “They’re the seeds our Creator whispers into the minds of your people. Surely you’ve known them before, when you had an idea that seemed to come from outside yourself?”

      “Inspiration, you mean.”

      “Indeed, Miss Lily. The Cave of Lights is a sort of nursery for dreams.”

      “And Dad would come here?” She held out a hand to one of the lights, but it arced away from her touch. “No wonder he always had such amazing stories.”

      “Speaking of your dad,” Adam interjected, “where is he?”

      Lily peered through the interplay of light and shadow. Adam was right. Aside from themselves, the cavern was empty.

      “Dad?” Lily called. Her voice echoed throughout the cave and stirred the surface of the pool. Then it faded, and only the eerie chiming of the unseen bell and the hollow dripping of minerals into the water, broke the silence.

      She jogged around the edge of the pool. The cave was a single chamber, with the tunnel through which they’d come the only passage in or out. She found no secret nook in which her father might hide.

      Panic clenched Lily’s throat. He has to be here. He has to be. “Dad, where are you?” she called. She pawed the rock walls, and even stooped in the dirt to search for some sign of him. Please don’t let him be gone. Not after all this. Not after everything.

      “Lily . . .”

      “Leave me alone, Adam. He’s got to be here. He has to be.”

      “Lily, I—”

      “I said leave me alone! He has to be here! We have to find him!”

      “There’s blood on the ground.”

      Lily caught her breath. No. Oh please, no. With her heart racing, she turned to see where Adam pointed. Cedric also rushed over to examine the scene.

      A pool of blood had seeped into the dirt, staining it a deep rust color, almost black.

      Lily’s knees gave way, and she fell to the ground with her head in her hands. Adam knelt beside her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, but she didn’t even notice. Her heart, first broken to pieces when she’d learned of her dad’s death, was splintering and cracking all over again.

      Cedric stooped to study the stain, and his eyes widened. “Hang on, Miss Lily. Not all is lost.” The earth around the stain heaped and swirled from some disturbance, and Cedric traced the lines with a single claw. “He struggled, before they wounded him. But before that struggle . . .” He traced the prints to a wall of the cave, then ran his forelimb up its face. His claw sank into a depression in the rock face. Gently, as if it were a tuft of dandelion seeds that might disintegrate at the slightest touch, Cedric felt within the indentation. “Miss Lily, your father tried to leave us a message.”

      Lily wiped tears from her eyes. “What?”

      “Look at this marking here. He made it right before he was attacked. He must have known he was in danger.” He traced the indentation. “The stone!” he cried. “It’s the same shape as the stone! Bring it here, Miss Lily!”

      Lily removed the pendant from her neck and held it up to the indentation in the wall. It fit perfectly, like a piece from a puzzle. She situated the stone into the impression, then jumped back as a beam of light emanated from the stone and projected an image onto the cave floor.

      It was her father.

      Lily knelt down and stretched her fingers toward the picture, as if somehow she could recapture him through the image. It moved and shifted like a movie, just like the record of stewards projected on the wall of Sir Toggybiffle’s study.

      “My name is Daniel McKinley, and I am a steward of the Realm,” he said. “If you’re watching this message, you’re in danger.” Lily’s heart thudded in her chest. “Eymah’s forces are hunting the keepers and destroying the soothstones, and I don’t know how, but they broke through the barrier and found me in the waking world. I’ve run from the shrouds for days, but they’ve tracked me down, and if they don’t kill me, they’ll lock me in the Catacombs with the others. I’ve bequeathed the stone, and if you’re holding it, you’re its next rightful bearer. You must keep it under guard.” A muffled snarling sounded in the background, and his eyes darted to the cave entrance. “They’ll be after you next. You must keep the stone safe. Find Merlin at Castle Iridyll, and confide in him, but trust no one else. There is a traitor in the Council.” Then there was a clamor of steel and boots, and the message blinked out.

      Lily crumpled to the ground. I’m too late. I’ve lost him again.

      Cedric sat beside her, sharing her grief in the silence, and Adam put an arm around her again. “I’m so sorry, Lily,” he said.

      Suddenly, a crack of thunder broke through the quiet. A thundercloud hovered over them, bristling with the glare of a gathering lightning bolt.

      “Hand me the stone, little girl.”

      Isla blocked the tunnel, her arms outstretched, her eyes burning with malice.

    

  
    
      [image: Lightning]

    

  
    
      Chapter 23

      Treachery

      “Isla, what are you”—

      “Give me the stone, or I will kill you.”

      Lily glanced up at the looming storm. That lightning is meant for me? “Isla, what—what are you doing?”

      “Quiet! Your stammering is almost as insufferable as your incompetence. That a soothstone ever came to you is a disgrace.” She stretched her palms, and the electricity within the cloud intensified. “It was never really yours. You don’t deserve it. Remove it from the wall, and give it to me.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “It’s simple. The future belongs to Eymah. Ally with him, and my people flourish; oppose him, and we die. As will all of you.”

      Cedric stepped forward. “Your Highness, you don’t have to do this. This is not—”

      With a whip of her hand Isla commanded a lightning bolt to charge down from the storm. It struck Cedric, and he convulsed, teetered against the wall, and fell.

      Lily rushed to help him, but another crack of thunder halted her. “Now,” said Isla, taking a step forward. “Remove the stone from the wall, and give it to me. Or shall I roast another of your pitiful companions?”

      Lily glared at Isla through tears. “You’re the traitor, aren’t you?” Lily said. “You’re the one my father spoke about. Did you betray him, too?”

      Isla didn’t answer, but narrowed her eyes in a glacial stare.

      Lily clenched her hands into fists. A strength she’d never felt before welled in her chest. “You did. I can see it. You gave him up. You’d give them all up to Eymah, if you could.”

      “Yes, I would!” Isla shouted. The beauty that had always blossomed on her face turned terrible and sinister. “For ages my people have guarded the wisdom of the storms, yet you treat our gifts like parlor tricks! You muddle everything you touch, and yet expect us to follow you, even bow to you. No more. The reign of humans is over. Your time is done!”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Lily saw Adam shuffle and reach into his pocket.

      Keep talking, she thought. “I’m sorry if my people have hurt you.”

      “Hurt me?” Isla cackled. “Don’t flatter yourself. Offend me, yes, but you mortal swine don’t have the power to hurt me.” She raised an eyebrow, and a new air of cruelty darkened her face. “Your father’s capture is proof that you can’t hurt me.”

      Lily’s anger flared. “So, you admit it. You did betray him.”

      “He brought his fate upon himself!”

      “But he taught you. He trusted you. I trusted you!”

      “Taught me? He patronized me. The very notion that he could teach me anything is an affront. But none of this matters.” Another peal of thunder sounded. “All will be made right. Now give me the stone.”

      Lily could see Adam staring at her, as if prodding her on. He grasped something in his hand, and suddenly she intuited his plan. She stepped over the stain of her father’s blood and grasped the chain of the soothstone.

      “There we are,” crooned Isla. “You wakers are so predictable. Throw it here, little girl.”

      “Throw it?” Lily repeated, prying the stone from the wall.

      “Yes, you imbecile! Throw it!”

      At that moment, Rigel soared into the cavern and slashed Isla with his talons. As Isla turned to block the attack, Adam skipped forward a step, wound up, and let the ricoshell fly.

      Lily dived for cover, and Isla doubled over as the projectile struck her in the abdomen. The shell gouged ruts in the rocks behind her, then knocked stalactites from their foundations. Before Isla could react, the ricoshell rebounded off a far wall, then struck her in the head, and she slumped to the ground. Adam leapt and caught the shell, waving his hand to cool off the sting.

      “I guess there’s a benefit to being stuck in the outfield,” he said with a sheepish grin.

      Lily scrambled to help Cedric, then said a prayer of thanks as he sat up and shook off his dizziness. “That one smarted,” he said. “Thankfully, when you have a belly full of fire, sparks are of little consequence.”

      Footsteps pounded down the tunnel, and Nyssinia appeared, her wings opalescent in the ethereal light. She surveyed the scene—Isla unconscious on the ground, Lily with an arm around a singed Cedric—and shook her head as she pieced together the details.

      “So, at last she reveals her loyalties,” she said, looking down at Isla’s limp form. Then she met Lily’s eyes. “Your father is not here, is he?”

      Lily shook her head. “He was taken by the shrouds.”

      Nyssinia clicked her tongue, and sympathy softened her face. “I am sorry, young steward. It is so hard to lose a parent.”

      “But he’s not lost for good, is he?” Adam said, still wringing his hand. “You said back at the Council room that he’s still alive.”

      “He is alive, but he is still lost. If the shrouds have captured him, they have locked him in the Catacombs. With the guardians gone and Eymah commanding the Underlands, rescue is impossible.”

      “I can’t leave him,” Lily said. “I can’t just give up on him.”

      “I understand your grief, young steward, and I respect it. But in these times, no one who enters the Catacombs leaves. Even if you could survive, you cannot get there without a guide, and I cannot be that person. I am needed elsewhere.”

      “But you said you’d help her,” Adam said. “You can’t turn back now, when you promised to help her find him.”

      Nyssinia drew a breath, as if she were mustering her patience. “While you were searching in here,” she said, “I sang a song to the mountains. They showed me Castle Iridyll.” She looked at Cedric, who straightened upon the mention of the castle. “It is under siege.”

      “What?” Cedric said, horrified.

      “Eymah’s forces attacked soon after we departed. This is why we crossed out of the desert undisturbed. The shrouds are all there.” She strode toward the light of the cave entrance. “I must join the forces at the Castle.”

      “But Lily’s come all this way,” Adam said. “She almost died in the desert. She can’t just give up, when she’s so close. Besides, if the shrouds are all there, we should have an easier time getting into the Catacombs.”

      Nyssinia studied him, and a smirk graced her face. “I admire your determination, young man,” she said. “I can take you as far as the Petrified Forest. But after that, I must depart. I have been honored to help you in this quest, but I am first and foremost a warrior. Where the battle for good rages, especially the good of the Realm, there must I go.”

      Lily thanked Nyssinia, then slung the stone around her neck. Isla stirred, and Nyssinia urged them down the tunnel to the ledge jutting from the cliff face.

      “I will have to take you down one at a time,” she said, surveying the steep incline that plummeted into the valley below. “Never reveal this to the minotaur, but I am not strong enough to take you all at once.”

      “I think we’ll be okay,” Lily said.

      “Yes, you will be, but it will take time.”

      “No, I mean I don’t think you need to carry us.” Lily held out the soothstone, and her mind turned back to that moment in the desert, with the Forgotten scrabbling over her and towing her into the sinkhole. Stepping to the rim of the ledge, Lily closed her eyes, and reached for the same assurance which she’d grasped amid the groans and the shrieks, the flurry of limbs and claws. She searched her mind for the same pale, glittering profile of Pax against the backdrop of the Wilderness.

      Help, please. Help us get to the Catacombs. Help me save my dad.

      The familiar blue-white light burst forth from the stone, spraying the valley below. From high above, the screech of a sandhawk pierced the air, and its enormous wings blotted out the sun.
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      Chapter 24

      The Petrified Forest

      When they landed, the first thing Lily noticed was the air. It was cold and cloying, like walking through pond scum. Despite a cloudless, sunlit sky above, gloom draped around them, and strange shadows darkened the ground.

      They stood before a wall of gnarled trees. A single entryway, rectangular as if someone had carved it from the forest with a knife, gaped open before them. Lily could see nothing beyond its black, yawning mouth.

      “This is where I must leave you,” Nyssinia said. She pulled her dagger from her belt and handed it to Lily by the hilt. “Take this, please. The forest houses many dangers, and you may need it.”

      “What is this place?” Lily asked with a shiver.

      “The Petrified Forest.”

      “Wait,” said Adam. “Aren’t petrified forests in the desert? With wood that turned to stone ages ago?”

      “In your world, perhaps,” said Nyssinia. “Here in the Realm, the Petrified Forest is a labyrinth. The Catacombs lie on the other side of the maze.”

      “On the other side?” said Adam. “Couldn’t we just fly over the forest? And you could drop us off right at the Catacombs?”

      “I wish I could, but the forest will not allow it. It is enchanted, and the sky above is poisoned. But solving the labyrinth will not be your greatest challenge.” She cupped Lily’s cheek with her hand. “The forest knows your fears, young steward. If you are not strong, it will use them to take your life.”

      “You mean, the forest will kill me?”

      “It will turn you to stone.”

      Lily shuddered, and Rigel trilled anxiously.

      “I wish I could accompany you,” said Nyssinia. “I am sorry I must leave you here, but my countrymen need me. Castle Iridyll is burning.”

      Lily felt like she was going to be sick, but she forced herself to nod. “Thank you, Nyssinia. For everything. I would never have made it here without you.”

      “May our High King, the Creator of all, speed you on your way, young steward.” She looked at Cedric. “And may he fulfill your yearnings, little dragon.” A look of shame flickered over Cedric’s face.

      Nyssinia spread her wings, and with a running start she took flight. Lily watched her until she dwindled into a speck on the horizon and then disappeared over the desert. When Nyssinia vanished from view, Lily fiddled with the cuffs of her sleeves and replayed Nyssinia’s words in her head: it will turn you to stone. How could she risk the lives of her friends in such a place?

      “Maybe I should go alone,” she said, turning to Cedric and Adam. “This is my quest. It’s my dad I’m looking for. You don’t need to risk your own lives.”

      “We’ve risked them many times already, Miss Lily,” Cedric said. “I’ve no intention of turning back now.”

      “I know, Cedric, but something . . . something feels different this time.” Dread sank further within her. “I think I’m meant to go alone.”

      “Out of the question, Miss Lily. I promised I would get you home. And until I fulfill this promise, my place is beside you.” He placed a claw on her shoulder. “And even thereafter, my dear.”

      “I’m going too,” Adam said. “No way should you go in there alone.”

      Rigel landed on her shoulder and nuzzled her face.

      Lily bit her lip to keep from crying. She clasped the stone, centering herself in its smooth contours. “Thank you all,” she said, and then she stepped into the forest.

      The moment they entered, the sky disappeared. A dense canopy of gray leaves blocked out the sun, with only the dimmest light penetrating to the forest floor. Lily had hoped Rigel could fly ahead and show them the way, and perhaps weave a thread for them to follow, as a hero had done in a Greek story she vaguely remembered. Unfortunately, she now realized that the tightly interwoven branches blocked any view of the path ahead.

      They approached their first fork in the maze, a junction of three separate paths. Lily examined the trails and strained her eyes to appreciate some difference between them, but she could see none. Each one disappeared into the shadows without any hint as to its destination.

      “Which way do we go?” she asked her companions. “Rigel, can you see anything?”

      The star kestrel didn’t answer. He flapped from one path to the next, then repeated the exercise. After four cycles, he returned to perch on her shoulder, his head drooping in defeat. Lily noticed as he landed that his eyes were glazed over, and he quivered like a brittle leaf in the wind.

      “I see fog along the floor of that one,” Adam said, pointing to the third path. “That might be something to avoid.”

      Two choices, then. Lily studied each, and searched for some hint as to the right way. Her head hurt from the concentration.

      “One guess is as good as another, Miss Lily,” Cedric said.

      She picked the path in the middle, and they plunged into the darkness. Soon they came to another intersection. And another. And yet another. Each one looked the same as the last, diving into the pitch dark, without a ray of sunlight or a single landmark to guide the way.

      After the fourth or fifth junction, the others lost interest in choosing paths. Adam plodded at the back of the line in silence. Cedric walked beside Lily, but his wings sagged, and he had lost his spark that always instilled Lily with hope. Rigel wouldn’t even nuzzle her, but instead huddled on her shoulder and trembled.

      We’re never getting out of here, Lily thought to herself. My dad is locked away in some dungeon, and after all this we’ll still never save him. They reached another fork in the road, and Lily trudged onward in dejection and picked her path without scrutiny, throwing her arms into the air in exasperation as she walked. “I mean, what’s the point?” she blurted, turning around to the others.

      They had all disappeared.

      Lily’s eyes darted about wildly. She searched every margin of the woods, every dying leaf for some sign of life. Instead, all of them—Cedric, Adam, even Rigel on her shoulder—had vanished without a trace.

      Her first thought was that she’d wandered away from them while lost in her own thoughts. Lily called out their names one by one, presuming they must be close by.

      The only answer she received was the echo of her own voice.

      She scoured the path and the walls of trees for some sign of where they’d gone, but the forest floor was clean, and the papery bark of the tree trunks offered no help. Panic welled in her throat, and she called their names again. Where can they be? What’s happened? When again no one answered, her gut sank with the realization that she was all alone.

      Her teeth chattered. What did I drag them into? she asked herself, choking back guilt. She broke into a run. This can’t be happening. I can’t be alone in here.

      Then, she stopped cold.

      Three coffins, each adorned with a single white lily, stood in the junction of the paths ahead of her. Lily heard weeping, although she couldn’t locate the voice. She stared at the coffins in horror. Three coffins. Cedric, Rigel, and Adam? But no, it couldn’t be. They were too big. Then she knew: Dad, Mom, and Gran.

      Fear gripped her like ice. No, please, she prayed. This can’t be. As she approached the caskets, every step seemed to suck more life and warmth from her. This can’t be real. Please. They can’t be gone.

      She drew close enough to the coffins to run a hand along the polished mahogany. She heard a heart beating, its dull thud an ominous clock. Swamped with fear, she didn’t understand that the sound was her own.

      With her chest heaving, she stood before the first casket and glimpsed her reflection on its surface. I’m alone, she thought. I’m entirely alone. Then, another thought, creeping upon her like a spider, gripped her and awakened a new horror: It’s my fault. I don’t know how, but this is my fault.

      Lily wheeled about and scrambled down a path. Tree branches suddenly encroached on the trail and slapped her in the face as she ran, but her panic compelled her on, as adrenaline prods on a buck after it’s wounded.

      Suddenly, her movements slowed, even as she urged herself to run faster. Her feet felt leaden. Her hands, too, felt heavy, as if encumbered by weights.

      Lily paused and looked down. A margin of deep gray seeped from the edges of her sneakers where her feet contacted the ground and crept upward, over the muddied star embroidered on the right shoe, into the laces. As the color advanced, her feet numbed. She tried to shake off the strange feeling, but to her horror, she couldn’t move.

      Her feet had cemented to the ground.

      The same chilling, deadening sensation seized her fingers. Lily held up a hand, and discovered another gray wave creeping along her fingertips to swallow her palm. She tried to scream, but no sound came.

      She was turning to stone.

      As the rock claimed progressively more of her limbs, her fear deepened to despair. This was the end. There was no way out. She felt the cold, dead marble subsume her knees, and she longed for one last embrace from her parents. One last glimpse of the sky. One last hint of goodness in the world.

      A white light flooded the path. Lily glanced down at the soothstone, but it dangled dim and quiet from her neck. She squinted into the glare.

      Pax.

      He stood in the distance, enveloped in brilliance. At the sight of him, Lily’s fears scattered like insects retreating from sunlight as it floods a forgotten room. Her feet and hands still felt like lead, but in Pax’s presence she feared nothing. Nothing could harm her. Nothing could wrench her from the love that poured out onto that dreadful forest path.

      Pax didn’t speak, but in her mind she heard his voice. You are not alone, my child. Follow me. The next moment, the stone dissolved from her limbs. Liquid granite dripped onto the ground, sizzled, and then vaporized.

      Lily stretched her fingers and kicked the toes of her sneakers against the earth to prove their existence. Then she ran toward Pax. Distant, but never departing from her, he guided her down tortuous paths she could never have navigated alone. Then he halted, and Lily slowed. She heard scuffling.

      Cedric huddled against a wall of brambles, weeping and scratching his forelegs. “I didn’t mean to! I didn’t mean to!” he cried, over and over. Lily stooped beside him and said his name, but he didn’t respond. Tentatively, as if too rough a touch would shatter him, she placed a hand on his back.

      Cedric roared, then reared back. His head darted first in one direction, then in another. “Get away! Get away! I can’t take it!” he shouted.

      “Cedric, what is it?”

      He crumpled into a ball. “I didn’t mean to,” he moaned. “Oh please, oh please, forgive me. I can’t fix it. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I’m so sorry. I never wanted to be a dragon. Please forgive me. I’m so sorry.”

      “Cedric, you’re okay. You didn’t hurt anyone. You’re imagining all of it.”

      He howled, then continued to scrape himself, scattering scales into the dirt.

      “Please don’t, Cedric!” Lily said through tears. She wrapped her arms around him, then drew back in alarm. The leathery spines on his back suddenly felt cool and hard. Before Lily’s eyes, a gray tide inched down Cedric’s neck.

      “No, Cedric, no! This isn’t real! You didn’t hurt anyone! Don’t give in to the fear!”

      She held his head in both of her hands, and Cedric’s eyes turned savage. He pulled away from her and thrashed, tossing her to the ground. Still, she maintained a grip on him, and directed his wild gaze down the pathway, into the light emanating from Pax, who stood watch over them.

      “It’s Pax, Cedric! It’s him! He’s here!”

      The aura reflected off Cedric’s face, but his eyes didn’t focus. Lily looked down the path. Pax, shining like moonlight, still stood and watched them both, but Cedric gave no indication that he could see the prince.

      “Cedric,” Lily said, still cradling his jaws in her hands. “You must trust me. Pax is here. You don’t have to be afraid. We have help, the very best kind of help.” Cedric stared at her with wild, unseeing eyes. “Don’t forget your promise,” she urged. “You promised to bring me back home. You can’t give up now.” His crazed look softened, then gave way to agony. Lily released him, and Cedric fell face down to the ground, shivering as Pax’s light poured over him. “I can’t escape it, Miss Lily,” Cedric whimpered. “I try, and I strive, but fire still burns in my belly.”

      She rested her head against his. “I think Pax can help even that, Cedric.”

      Gradually, his taut muscles relaxed, and the stone encasing his spines cracked and fell to the ground.

      Cedric tossed his head and wiped his eyes with a forelimb. He glanced down at his claws and turned them over, as if seeing them for the first time. “I’m sorry, my dear. I thought that. . . . I was so scared I’d hurt someone again.”

      Lily looked down the path. Pax stood in the distance, his radiance illuminating their way.

      “Can’t you see him?” she asked Cedric.

      Cedric followed her gaze and squinted, then shook his head. “No, Miss Lily. I don’t see anyone.” He drew a breath, and his voice quavered. “But I believe that you do.”

      Before Lily could respond, another cry cut through the dark.

      Adam.

      Lily grasped Cedric and raced down the path toward the sound. After a few paces, she discovered Adam lurking behind a deformed tree root. He was curled into a ball, crying and groaning.

      “No, Dad, please don’t leave!” he cried. “Whatever I did, I’m sorry! I promise I’ll be better! I promise I’ll make you proud! Please, just stay!” He crawled on his hands and knees, then dropped his head down into the dirt and covered the back of his head with his hands.

      Before Lily could plead for help, Pax shook his head and neighed. His mane tossed against the dark like a wave crashing against the shore, and Adam sat up. He unclenched his fists, then blinked several times.

      “Lily?” he said, surprised to see her. “My dad . . .”

      “It wasn’t real, Adam. It didn’t happen, and you’re okay. Pax saved you.”

      “Who?”

      “Pax.” She pointed down the path, but Adam looked back at her blankly.

      Pax stamped, beckoning Lily to follow. She helped Adam to his feet.

      “Where’s Rigel?” she asked.

      Cedric, still overwhelmed, only blinked. Adam shrugged his shoulders.

      Lily called for Rigel and expected a familiar shriek or chirrup to resound, as it always did. He’d always come when she’d called; surely he would do so now, when friends were as vital as air.

      She called again. Her voice echoed through the contorted trees, but otherwise she heard only the whisper of the wind.

      She broke into a run. Where is he? she asked Pax, who had moved farther along. She could discern his presence only as a distant glow, like a star flickering far away on the path.

      Pax didn’t answer, and Lily’s concern mounted as she searched the narrow pathway and the blue-black trees tangling together on either side. She pumped her legs to run faster. “Rigel!” she called. The thick, cool air felt like sludge against her face, and her limbs wearied, but she urged them to continue. “Rigel!” she called out again.

      She struck something hard.

      Lily stepped back and massaged her shin where it had collided with a solid object. She looked down. Then she cried out in grief.

      Rigel stood before her in the middle of the path, his wings spread, his neck craned into a call, perhaps out of fear, perhaps to beseech help. The silver-blue shimmer of his feathers had dulled. From talon to tail, he was solid stone.

      Cedric reached her and caught his breath at the sight of their friend locked forever in rock. “Oh no. No. He was such a decent little chap.”

      Lily touched Rigel’s head and clung to the memory of his down soft against her hand. She leaned her cheek to rest against him, pressing her face to him as he’d nuzzled into her so many times. Where she once felt warmth and the fluff of feathers that smelled like pine, she felt only cold, hard marble.

      She gazed at Pax. Can you bring him back? she asked.

      No answer floated on the wind or broke through the thoughts cluttering her mind. There was only silence, and the heft of her sorrow. And yet Pax’s light still burned, beckoning her to follow.

      She kissed her beloved friend, then motioned for Cedric and Adam to follow her. As they walked after Pax, the corkscrewed pathways unraveled like jumbled twine. The way ahead straightened into a long, dark corridor, without twist or turn, until it reached the Catacombs.
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      Chapter 25

      The Catacombs

      The labyrinth ended at the foot of a mountain. Lily, Adam, and Cedric stumbled out of the maze, then turned in circles to gawk at the enormous, sharp crags that reached skyward all around them, scraping the stars like a savage thing’s teeth. A black mist engulfed the peaks, and starlight winked in and out from behind its cloak.

      Lily looked around for Pax, but he had disappeared. In his absence, the darkness pressed upon her, and she felt hollow inside.

      “Man, am I glad to be out of there,” Adam said, brushing leaf litter from his shoulders. Lily couldn’t share in his relief. A pit, fuming with orange fire, gaped like a ravenous mouth on the ground in front of them, and the sight turned Lily’s blood cold.

      “What is that?” she asked, drawing near to Cedric.

      “Where we’re going, my dear.” His voice was grave. “That, Miss Lily, is the entrance to the Catacombs.”

      “My dad’s in there?” She inched forward and peered into the chasm, but she could neither see the source of the flickering light nor gauge the distance to the bottom of the pit.

      “Along with many other things, surely. We’re on Eymah’s doorstep. Be on your guard, both of you. Where we’re going, nothing can be trusted.” Cedric nosed around the rim of the hole, then suddenly vanished into it. Lily gasped, but in a moment his head reappeared at the entrance. “This way,” he said, waving a claw to beckon them on. Then he scooted out of sight. Lily readied the dagger Nyssinia had given her and inched after Cedric down a spiral staircase that snaked under the mountain.

      As they walked, the air broiled with rancid vapors. Sweat slicked their brows as foul steam coiled around them. Lily couldn’t shake the idea that they were descending into an underworld, far removed from all things true and good.

      After an age plodding down the stone steps, holding their breath every so often when the sulfuric vapors choked them, they entered a long corridor. There, Lily realized the source of the eerie, orange glow: instead of torches, spouts of lava lined the walls of the stone tunnel, spurting and bubbling before they emptied into a trench that dove under the rock. The heat was oppressive.

      Cedric paused at the tunnel entrance, and his eyes flitted from one wall to the next. A grim expression darkened his face.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “It’s too quiet,” he said. “I’ve been here only once, Miss Lily, but on that visit the Catacombs teemed with all manner of shrieks and howls, and the gurgling of foul things.” He shuddered, then took a step forward and peered into the long tunnel. “Mind you, I’ll be glad not to hear such gruesome noises again . . . but where have they all gone? I’d have thought this place would be crawling with shrouds.”

      “The castle?” Adam offered. He absentmindedly placed a hand against a stone wall, then sprang back as it sizzled. “Didn’t Nyssinia say the shrouds were all attacking Castle Iridyll?”

      “True. But Eymah has claimed the Catacombs as his stronghold. Surely he wouldn’t leave his fortress totally undefended?”

      Lily looked back at the staircase, which coiled up into the darkness like a serpent. She strained to spot some movement in the shadows, but saw none. Somewhere in a distant cavern a single drop of water plunked to the ground and echoed throughout the Catacombs, but after that, all was silent.

      “I say we run for it,” Adam said. “We’re alone now, but who knows how long that will last?”

      “Cedric, do you know where exactly my dad could be?” Lily asked.

      Cedric shook his head. “The Catacombs are a vast hive of cells and chambers. Only the guardians have mapped it.” With another flick of his claws, he motioned for them to follow him into the corridor. Adam coughed, and Lily, too, fought against wheezing as fumes choked her. Cedric paused in front of an entryway carved into the rock, with a padlocked iron grate across it.

      “That’s a cell,” he said.

      Lily peered through the grate. A chain lay rumpled on the ground, and dark stains marred the swirled dirt. A few potato rinds moldered in a corner. Otherwise, it was empty.

      “If your father is indeed in the Catacombs, Eymah has doubtless locked him away in such a cell,” Cedric said. “In his own, corrupted way, it would be poetic justice—the dream keepers, especially the guardians, locked away in the very prison cells they once oversaw.” Cedric shook his head and shuddered. “Such evil freezes the bones.”

      Lily thought of her father chained in the dirt, with decayed roots for food, and her stomach twisted into a knot.

      “How do we find his cell?” she asked, trying to focus.

      With a puff of steam from his nostrils, Cedric motioned down the tunnel. “We look.” Lily peered in the direction of his gesture and saw that cells lined the walls on both sides for as far as the eye could see.

      They proceeded their slow march down the corridor. Every few paces they passed a pair of prison cells, one on each side, and Lily’s heart would leap at the thought that this one, this time, might reveal her father. Then she would find the cell empty, the dust on the ground disturbed but abandoned, and her hopes would sink.

      After half an hour of searching, the heat and the stench clouded Lily’s thinking. The corridor started to whorl, and she saw apparitions that weren’t there. A mangy dog, starved and bloodied, grimaced at her from within a cell and then disappeared. In another chamber a mist swirled, and Lily drew back in fear of another shroud, or perhaps Isla, but in the next instant the smoke died away.

      As her mind reeled with strange thoughts and fears, her limbs felt leaden. Adam, too, slowed, and Cedric dragged his tail across the ground. Lily was about to ask to stop for water and to rest, when a new sound broke the silence.

      Footsteps.

      Cedric darted to a wall, and Adam and Lily crouched beside him against the steaming rock. At first the footfalls sounded distant, like the hollow plip of a stone cast into a well. Yet after a few moments their trajectory was unmistakable. With a steady, measured cadence, the footsteps grew louder.

      They were coming closer.

      Adam withdrew the ricoshell from his pocket, and with a sweaty palm Lily grasped the hilt of Nyssinia’s dagger. Cedric stood at attention like a dog scenting the air in anticipation of trouble.

      A shadow loomed on the path. Lily could discern a mop of flyaway hair, slumped shoulders, and a limping gait. As the figure neared, the shadow shrank, then merged with its owner. Lily held her breath.

      There, in the haunting glow of molten rock, with his face grizzled and his eyes reddened, stood Lily’s father.

      “Dad!” she shouted. Lily dropped the dagger with a clang, and before Cedric or Adam could stop her, she dashed to embrace him. He staggered backward a few steps as she threw her arms around him and wept into his chest. At long last she could hold on to him, and hear his voice and his heartbeat thud beneath her ear. At long last, he was with her. All would be well. She was safe.

      Then, Lily opened her eyes. For reasons she didn’t understand, the hair on the back of her neck pricked up.

      He didn’t return her hug. Even more concerning, there was nothing about his arms, or his scent, that spoke to Lily of home. Lily pulled away from him and struggled to steady herself in the dizziness that swamped her.

      Something was very wrong.

      At first, she thought the red glow in her vision was another spout of lava, perhaps spurting from the ground. Then she glanced down and saw the soothstone blazing red at her chest.

      “Lily, get back!” Adam yelled. “His eyes . . . they’re like my dad’s at the waterfall!”

      He was right. The eyes were red, penetrating, as the shrouds’ had been when they impersonated Gran in the Wilderness, and then Adam’s father at the basin. Lily took a step backward.

      “Lily, what’s wrong?” the shroud said. It opened its arms wide. “You’ve found me! Come here, let me hold you!”

      No. This is not my dad.

      The shroud’s expression hardened, and its eyes shone with a viciousness Lily had never, ever glimpsed in her father. As she returned its gaze, her heart raced with terror. “Come here, Lily,” it said. “Haven’t you missed me? Don’t you want to go home?”

      “Lily! Get away!” Adam screamed. She took another step back.

      “You can’t escape, Lily, you know that,” the shroud said. “No one can escape his wrath.” He extended a hand. “Give me the stone, Lily. Then you can go home, and all of this will be behind you.”

      Adam continued to shout, and Cedric’s voice joined his, but she couldn’t decipher any of their words. She wanted to scream, or to run, but as long as the shroud’s eyes held her—so like her father’s, yet so horribly wrong—her joints froze her to the spot.

      “Give it to me, Lily. You know it wasn’t meant for you. You know you’re not really a steward.”

      Lily trembled. The tunnel whirled around her.

      “You’re no match for us, Lily. You’re no match for him. Now give the stone to me. It doesn’t belong to you. You’re just a little girl.”

      “Enough with your lies, shroud filth!” Cedric appeared beside her, shaking a fist in the air. Smoke churned from his nostrils. “Go back to your dreadful master, or we’ll incinerate you!”

      The shroud threw back his head and cackled, a grotesque, wicked laugh that sounded perverse in her father’s voice. Then its face spread into an evil grin, and it struck Cedric with a blow that sent the dragon spinning across the tunnel. Cedric thudded to the ground.

      “No!” Adam rushed forward, the ricoshell in hand. He let the projectile fly but the shroud ducked, then punched Adam and sent him sprawling across the ground. The ricoshell rebounded off a wall and then disappeared down the tunnel.

      The shroud turned his fiery eyes to Lily. “Don’t you see? You can’t win, you pathetic, sniveling child.” He extended his hand again, but this time the fingers crimped, contorting the hand into a claw. His voice sounded less like her father’s and more like the growl of a beast. “Give me the stone, and you and your friends will live.”

      Lily wrapped her fingers around the pendant. It glowed red through her palm, illuminating the veins in her hand.

      “That’s it, little girl. Hand it over, and everything will be fine. Give it to me, and all this will be over.”

      “No, Miss Lily!” Cedric cried after a fit of coughing. “Don’t do it! Don’t give in to him!”

      Lily took a step forward.

      “You know it doesn’t belong to you. Give it to me, and all will be made right. Give it to me, and all will be forgiven.”

      With her palm still closed around it, Lily held up the stone. The shroud salivated, and his eyes gleamed. Cedric yelled out again.

      Lily narrowed her eyes through the smoke that now swirled around her. She drew a deep breath and remembered the light guiding her through the Petrified Forest, how it never departed from her. She remembered Pax’s words: You are never alone.

      Her shoulders straightened. Cedric cried out in desperation as she opened her eyes and lifted up the stone.

      “Here it is.”

      A flash filled the cavern, and blue-white light surged from the soothstone and chased away the shadows and fire. A great beast, with the form of a jaguar but fringed in brilliant, white flame, appeared in the tunnel. As its tail whipped, tongues of pale flame flew from it and dotted the foul ground.

      The jaguar reared back on its haunches and snarled at the shroud, which held up both hands and drew back. With a roar that shook the cavern and knocked Lily off her feet, the jaguar leapt.

      The shroud howled a vulgar, wet cry that seemed unleashed from the depths of the earth. Then, in a burst of white fire and smoke, it disappeared. In its place, hundreds of rats suddenly burst into existence.

      Lily scuttled backward in panic as they carpeted the tunnel, screeching and scurrying over the ground and into cells. Lily tried to crawl away, but everywhere she placed a hand or foot, instead of solid ground she found rats that squealed and bit her. Smoke wisped from them as they raced.

      Movement on the walls caught Lily’s eye, and she squinted to see a writhing mass that suddenly spread over the boundaries of the tunnel like pestilence bursting from a wound. To her horror, she realized the waves were alive: snakes, roaches, scorpions, every crawling thing, swarming from the sides of the corridor to meet the flood of rats below.

      Lily struggled to her feet, but the rats again swept her to the ground like an undertow. The jaguar roared and swatted them as they surged over him by the hundreds, but soon they subdued him in a grisly black mob. His flames flickered and died out, and still the creatures gathered, piling one atop another, mounding higher and higher in the blood-red cavern.

      Soon, a black mass heaped toward the stone ceiling. Then that mass seethed with thick, black smoke.

      The smoke jolted and thrashed, as the shroud had done that very first day by Lily’s treehouse in the woods. Terror seized her as it assembled into the most monstrous shroud she had yet seen. It was five times the size of the one that had pursued her in the woods.

      “It’s him!” Cedric screamed. “It’s Eymah!”

      Out of the gloom, his eyes two pools of lava, an enormous black dragon snapped into form, reared on its hind legs, and roared.
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      Chapter 26

      Eymah

      Eymah towered above them in a mountain of smoke, fire, and oily black scales. Cedric rushed forward and belted a draught of fire, but against Eymah’s massive girth the flames died like snuffed candles. Eymah snickered, then slashed at Cedric with his claws. The impact propelled Cedric against a wall like a fly flicked with a finger, and Cedric whimpered as he slid to the ground.

      “No!” Lily cried. As she scrambled to her feet, she heard a shout. Adam raced from behind her, charging the monster with Lily’s discarded dagger poised high.

      Before Adam reached striking range, Eymah bludgeoned him with a sweep of his tail. A sickening crack resounded, and Adam screamed and clutched his arm. Eymah delivered another blow, to his midsection this time, and Adam doubled over, coughing.

      Lily pushed back tears and set her eyes upon the massive, hideous beast before her. She breathed deeply and said a prayer. Then she lifted the soothstone to eye level.

      No light pulsed from the stone. As despair weighed upon Lily, a sickening sound reverberated through the cavern: Eymah was laughing. All the horror was just a game to him. He delighted in their suffering and rejoiced at their powerlessness.

      “My, you are ambitious, aren’t you, little girl?” He lumbered a few steps closer, and the ground beneath Lily shook with each clawed footfall. Eymah stooped, and his hideous face hovered within inches of hers. His breath reeked of decay. “Just what do you intend to do with that plaything? Conjure up Sir Lancelot again? He would be a tasty morsel, but you know he can’t help you.”

      Lily closed her eyes, pushed past the smoke and the stench, and focused on Pax. As she clung to her memory of him, her breathing slowed, and then the creak of twisting metal groaned through the air. She opened her eyes to see the stone flashing a halo of blue light and one of the iron grates sealing a prison cell writhe to life. It wrenched itself from the stone archways binding it, then scuttled toward Eymah like an insect. As it crawled, it expanded to multiples of its size, then launched, landing on the ground with a clang and trapping Eymah within an iron net.

      Relief washed over Lily, but it died quickly when she heard Eymah laughing again. The monster drew a breath, then exhaled a plume of fire that swallowed up the cave.

      Lily dashed back to avoid the heat and crouched behind Cedric, who, despite his pain, stretched open his wings to shield her and Adam from the blaze. Even with Cedric’s protection, blisters bubbled to the surface of her arms as she covered her face. When the fire subsided, the lattice that had bound Eymah lay in a pile of molten metal.

      Lily lifted the stone again, and with another burst of light a phoenix, twice the size of those Isla had called, burst into view. Tendrils of fire cascaded down from its plumage. With a cry it encircled Eymah and bound him in tethers of flame.

      Eymah reared on his hind legs, raised his tail, and struck. With a burst like a firecracker the phoenix disappeared, and its luminous feathers rained down and carpeted the cavern floor.

      Next, Lily called a lion. Eymah eliminated him with a single swipe of his front claws. Then she called a centaur, but he met the same fate. So did an eagle, and a giant wolf of carved ice. Finally, with her heart pounding, Lily crafted a churning ball of light and flame, like a star that had descended from the heavens. It seethed with fire, and upon Lily’s bidding it ballooned to engulf the dark dragon. But as with the others, Eymah slashed, swiped his tail, and eliminated the orb in a shower of embers.

      Lily dropped to her knees. Confusion gripped her, and her vision started to blur. A ringing troubled her ears.

      Eymah’s sinister laugh again cut through the murk. “Very impressive, very impressive.” He thundered forward and fixed Lily in his penetrating gaze. “Isla underestimated you. She said you were a flounderer. A weakling. A flea to crush underfoot.” A wry smile curled his hideous mouth. “I see now, though, that she misled me. You’re not a flea. You’re an artisan, aren’t you? And a gifted one at that.”

      Lily blinked and choked against the smoke that billowed around her. The room started to spin.

      “But then, it’s no surprise that Isla didn’t see you for what you are, is it, Miss McKinley? No one sees you. Poor, neglected child. Always dismissed. Always infantilized. Isn’t it time someone valued you for your true potential?”

      The world swam. Lily fought to stay upright in the smoke and sweltering heat. Her thoughts jumbled together.

      “Don’t listen to him, Lily!” Cedric cried in a weak, raspy voice. “He’s feeding you lies. Don’t believe him!”

      “Dad . . .” Lily muttered, without even realizing she’d spoken.

      “Your father? Yes, he is here. You may have him, if you’d like. Although truthfully, I can offer you something far more worthy of your talents than that pitiful traitor you call Father.”

      “Traitor?” The word jarred Lily awake. “My dad is not a traitor.”

      “I don’t mean he’s a traitor against the Realm, Lily McKinley. He’s a traitor against you.”

      His words were poison in Lily’s ears. My dad betrayed me? How?

      “Look at all you’ve suffered for him. When has he come to your aid? You’ve been beaten and bruised and slashed by harpies out of love for him. But have you ever asked yourself, as you’ve borne so much pain, if he really loves you?”

      “Of course he does,” Lily said, wobbling to her feet.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “He’s—he’s my dad. He’s always loved me.”

      “Then why did he abandon you? Why did he leave you and your mother to believe him dead?”

      “That wasn’t his fault. You captured him!”

      “Did I? Or did he come to me voluntarily?”

      Lily opened her mouth to speak, but suddenly her words stumbled over themselves. Everything she knew was coming apart at the seams.

      “Why did he leave you, Lily McKinley? Shouldn’t he have kept you safe, instead of disappearing and dragging you into peril? He abandoned you, Lily McKinley. If he truly loved you, he never would have left you.”

      Lily fought tears. In the smoke and the fire, the heat and the despair, the words of this dark creature sounded plausible, even right.

      Eymah lifted a black claw the length of her forearm and stroked her cheek. “You know what I say is true, don’t you?”

      “Don’t touch her!” Cedric limped forward with anguish in his eyes.

      Eymah shot him an annoyed glance. “I’m growing bored with you, dwarfling,” he sneered. Then he struck Cedric again. Lily saw Cedric fall, and for an instant a pang of guilt stung her, but then the fog engulfed her mind and soon she was again locked in Eymah’s trance.

      “I see what you really are, Lily McKinley,” Eymah purred. “I see your potential. I can give you what your father could not. What you deserve.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Respect. More than that, adoration. I could make you queen, Lily McKinley. Just think of it! With your creativity and my power, we could rule the Realm together!” He crept closer to her. “All I ask, is for that trinket around your neck. Such a silly little thing, really, don’t you think? Such a small price for such glory.”

      Lily glanced down at the stone, and Eymah’s words sank into her. The longer she gazed upon the soothstone, the more she began to despise it. Hadn’t it brought her nothing but trouble? Hadn’t it ignored her when she’d urged it to help?

      Her hands wandered to the chain around her neck. Without realizing her actions, she slipped the necklace from over her head. The chain felt flimsy and weightless in her hands.

      “That’s it, my queen. Give me the stone, and you will be adored. Give me the stone, and all this will be over.”

      “Don’t!” Cedric shouted, mustering his last shreds of strength. “Miss Lily, don’t give it to him!”

      Lily extended her hands. What good has it brought, anyway? The stone dangled and swung like a pendulum from her fingertips.

      “All the Realm will be yours. All the Realm, for just this little pebble.”

      Tears glistened in Lily’s eyes. I just want this to be over. I just want to go home.

      “Yours is the last, and I must have it, Lily. Give it to me.”

      She held the necklace out to Eymah, and then let go. As it slid from her fingers, she heard Cedric cry out, but Eymah’s laughter, cold and bottomless, drowned out his voice.

      With a snarl Eymah caught the necklace. His eyes gleamed with hatred, and with terror Lily realized her mistake. The beast whipped the stone through the air by its chain, then let it fly. It struck a rocky wall, and with a burst of light and a tinkling as of broken glass, the soothstone fractured into a dozen pieces.

      Lily dived to gather the fragments, but all except a single shard, small as a marble, escaped her grasp. She held up the broken piece, and through tears urged it to work for her. Please, bring us help. Please, work.

      The stone remained dim.

      Eymah’s horrid laughter again echoed throughout the caverns. “Foolish girl!” he roared. “Did you really think I’d share my power with a flea like you?” He rose to his full height and filled the entire tunnel with smoke and quivering scales. “I shall enjoy killing you. Just as I will enjoy burning up the bones of your father and his fellow keepers, now that their precious pebbles can no longer help them. I will devour everyone in the Realm who dares to resist me . . . and thereafter, your world as well!”

      He drew back and, with a roar, he belched a curtain of flame. Despair rooted Lily to the spot as she braced herself for the end. She closed her eyes as the flames stampeded toward her.

      Something struck her. She landed sideways and skidded across the ground, then rolled onto her back. When she lifted her head, she saw Cedric, bent within the blaze, his limbs flailing. Just as on that first day in the forest, before she had any inkling of the Realm’s existence, Cedric had again pushed Lily out of the way. He’d saved her.

      The fire dwindled, and Cedric crumpled onto the ground in a smoking heap. Although his scales had always seemed impervious to fire, Eymah’s flames had scorched them.

      Lily rushed to his side, and Adam, sweating and wincing in pain, crawled to meet them. Steam sizzled from Cedric’s body. Lily placed a hand on his back, but quickly withdrew it as the heat from his charred scales singed her palm.

      “Cedric,” she said through tears. Her hands hovered over him. She wanted to soothe him, and despaired that she couldn’t. She watched for the rise and fall of his chest, the rhythm she’d grown to recognize during their long adventure together.

      He remained still, as if carved from stone.

      “Cedric!” she shouted. “Please, Cedric, no. Wake up! You can’t be gone! You can’t be!” She pressed her hands against him, ignoring the pain that seared her fingers. His scales scalded her palms, and the longer she touched him, the deeper the burns penetrated, but she didn’t care. She shook him back and forth, and cried for him to open his eyes, to breathe, to remain with her. Please don’t leave me alone, she pleaded. Oh, this is all my fault. Please don’t go.

      A shadow swallowed them up, and Lily looked up to see Eymah towering over her, his face twisted into a cruel sneer. “Now, with that out of the way,” he growled. He drew another breath, and Lily knew the horror that would come next. She glanced over to Adam, who still lay on the ground nearby, his broken arm bent. She looked to Cedric, his amber eyes half-open slits. In her palm, the fragment of the soothstone remained dull and dark.

      She closed her eyes, blocked out the smoke and the sulfur and the fire. She pushed her mind past the burning, acrid Catacombs, beyond the monstrosity before her. She cast her thoughts, her hopes, her joys outward, through the darkness, beyond the heat, to the places of her mind that still remained green and clear and good.

      There, in those places, she found Pax again. He stood silhouetted against the sunlight, brilliant white, luminous as he had been that first day on the cliff and again in the Petrified Forest when he guided her out of peril. You are our hope, she thought.

      A single note, plucked from a soprano’s aria, reverberated through the Catacombs. Even through her closed eyelids, Lily could see a blinding light chase away the darkness. She opened her eyes.

      Pax’s radiance flooded into every dark crevice of the tunnel.

      Eymah recoiled and shielded his eyes from the glare. He spread his wings and churned up a hurricane, the force of which pinned Lily and Adam against the scalding rock wall. Pax stood unmoved, his mane whipping in the wind, and stamped the earth, each strike of his hoof echoing through the chasm like thunder.

      Eymah screamed and thrashed at Pax with claws and tail, but each strike glanced off the unicorn, dug trenches into the tunnel walls and floor, and sprayed rubble into the air. Pax reared, his horn gleaming like iron fresh from the forge. When he struck the ground, a crack tore through the earth before him and lengthened beneath Eymah’s monstrous form like a vast spiderweb. The splintered ground gave way, then yawned open to reveal a fuming pool of lava beneath him.

      Eymah would not surrender. He drew a breath, the furnace in his belly rumbling and glowing as he inhaled. Then he blasted Pax with a wall of fire. Lily cried out to Pax and reached for him even as tongues of flame stung her own skin.

      The fire abated, and wisps of smoke rose like ghosts from the charred ground. Eymah’s eyes narrowed with a vicious hunger as the smog cleared.

      Pax stood at the center of a ring of scorched earth. He neighed and stepped toward Eymah through the smoke. The fire hadn’t touched him.

      Eymah howled with rage and slashed wildly with his claws. Pax avoided each swipe and reared again. The light from his horn intensified to a white-hot beam.

      Then he struck.

      A spark shot from Pax’s horn like lightning and impacted Eymah over the heart. Cords of light ensnared Eymah like an electric net, and as he writhed and thrashed, his roar devolved into a gurgling scream.

      Pax landed, and the impact of his forelegs widened the crack in the earth into a deep ravine. Eymah teetered over the fissure, scraping at the edges with frenzied grasps of his claws, but the light overtook him. With a final scream, he plunged into the crevasse.

      A heartbeat later, a foul wind burst from the inferno below, followed by a throng of shrouds. They spewed from the crack like a swarm of locusts, shrieking as they scattered. As Lily shielded her face, they dispersed into a haze, and then, finally, vanished.

      When the last shroud disappeared, a groan of steel split the air. All along the tunnel, the grates to the prison cells swung open, and out from many ventured a man or woman, some in rags, some scarred and filthy, all of them peering into the corridor as if they beheld sunlight for the very first time.

      “Come, my friends!” Pax called to them. “Come, keepers of the Realm! You are free!” He tossed his head, motioning for them to follow him to the staircase and out of the Catacombs. The dazed men and women shook off their confusion and broke into a run, darting through the chasm still brimming with steam.

      A final door to one of the cells swung open. A man, bedraggled in tattered clothes, his eyes reddened and his face smeared with dirt, hobbled out.

      It was Lily’s father.
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      Chapter 27

      The Escape

      “Dad!”

      His face was gaunt, and the hollows of his cheeks sunken and dark, but at the sound of Lily’s voice he brightened. Lily ran against the tide of captives, who alternated between rushing after Pax and trudging aimlessly with stupefied expressions.

      The last of the crowd parted, and there he stood, his eyes wide with disbelief. Lily’s heart threatened to fly out of her chest. She didn’t bother to greet him with words, but instead buried her head against him. He was filthy, with the scent of caked dirt heavy upon him, but as he returned her embrace, the arms were his, familiar and wonderful.

      “Lily, how did you—?” He held her face his hands, studying her as if she were a figment of his imagination.

      “You, Dad,” Lily said. “You brought me here.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but Pax ended their conversation. “Stewards, we cannot delay,” he cried. He cantered to Adam, who still huddled on the ground holding his middle, and touched him with the tip of his horn. A glow passed over Adam like a blanket, and color returned to his face. He sat up with sudden vigor.

      “Come,” Pax urged, and he again beckoned to Lily.

      Lily’s father grasped her hand and led her down the tunnel. The walls split around them as they sprinted, and the entire Catacombs rumbled as it broke apart. Rocks tumbled from the ceiling. Lava oozed from fissures in the walls.

      As they passed the ravine, Lily glimpsed Cedric’s body, limp and forgotten. She yanked away from her father.

      “Lily, what are you doing?”

      “We can’t leave him here!” she shouted, running to Cedric’s side. She placed a hand on his neck and felt a stab of anguish at how cold he suddenly felt beneath her fingers. She stooped to lift him.

      Her father approached from behind her. “Lily—a dead dragon? We don’t have time for this. The Catacombs are coming apart!”

      “I can’t leave him, Dad. He’s my friend. He saved me.” She heaved, expecting she would carry him as she had at the basin, but the Catacombs had taken their toll on her. In her exhaustion, she stumbled under Cedric’s weight. “You have to help me!” she cried, in a voice she’d never used with her father before. “Please, you have to!”

      He studied her, and for a moment Lily worried he’d refuse. But then, to her surprise, he leaned forward and lifted Cedric into his arms.

      “Keepers! We must go! Now!” Pax galloped down the tunnel, and Lily and her father chased after him. The ravine behind them widened, and the rain of rocks from above intensified into a shower. Lava bubbled from each gaping cleft in the walls.

      The heat blistered Lily’s skin as she ran, and the air grew stifling. Her father ran just ahead of her, Cedric’s head jostling limply from the crook of his elbow. Through the haze, she spied Adam running after Pax.

      “Come, now!” the unicorn urged. “Do not stop, and do not look back!”

      Lily pushed her legs to propel herself forward, but her weariness leadened them like weights. The stone staircase rose ahead, spiraling up toward sunlight, toward fresh air and the promise of home. Yet each step sapped her strength and, with each breath, her lungs blackened with smog.

      She stumbled, and winced as a sharp scraped her knee. The pain shot through her leg, and flickers of color swam before her eyes as she slumped to the ground. The cavern began to spin.

      “Lily, get up! You have to get up!”

      She recognized her father’s voice, but it sounded remote. Through her peripheral vision, she saw fire cascade down from the ceiling.

      “Get up!” A tug at her arms. A thud, and the lifeless form of Cedric dropped beside her.

      “You have to get up! Lily, don’t quit on me now!”

      She felt her father’s arms around her, lifting her. Then an ear-splitting crash boomed, and she tumbled to the ground again. More fire, more rocks. Her father groaned.

      She rolled and reached for him, but couldn’t find him. The fire continued to rain down. Gravel from the crumbling ceiling pelted her face.

      Then everything went black.
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      Chapter 28

      Beginnings and Endings

      Lily’s eyes fluttered open. At first she could see nothing, but gradually her vision cleared to reveal a vast sky with a few frayed scraps of cloud drifting across the blue. She stretched. Grass brushed against the backs of her arms.

      “You okay, Scout?”

      “Cedric’s the scout. I’m a steward,” Lily murmured.

      “Lily Bean. Are you okay?”

      Lily recognized the voice. She sat upright, and the world swirled about her for a moment before it snapped into focus. There before her, with creases feathering the corners of his eyes, sat her dad.

      She collapsed into his arms and memorized each second as he patted her head. “It’s okay, Lily Bean,” he said. “We’re safe now. Everything is all right.”

      “What happened? The Catacombs? Cedric—”

      “It’s okay, Lily. It’s over.” He squeezed her for a moment, and she reveled in the embrace. “My brave girl,” he said.

      Lily clambered to her feet. Several yards away, the entrance to the Catacombs smoldered, black like a blemish in the earth. Everything else, however, had transformed.

      The Petrified Forest sprawled as a gentle, green wood, with sunlight dappling ancient oaks and maples. The desolate earth at the foot of the crags now bloomed with grass and flowers, and the peaks rose majestic and stately toward the sunlit sky.

      What’s happened here? Lily wondered with awe.

      “Hey.”

      Lily turned, and there stood Adam, smiling at her. He kicked the grass with the toe of his shoe, and his cowlick protruded like the feathers of a cockatoo, but the scrapes had healed from his face.

      “Your arm,” Lily said. “Are you okay? It was broken . . .”

      “Not anymore. He fixed it. Along with the pain I had from that dragon gut punch.”

      “Who fixed it?” She turned to her dad, who stood with his arms crossed and grinned at her. “Don’t look at me,” he said. Then he pointed.

      Atop a hill, resplendent as a pearl, stood Pax.

      Lily ran to him and dropped to her knees before him. “Thank you,” she whispered. Pax laughed with a voice as deep as the ocean.

      “Please rise, brave steward,” he said gently. “You’ll find much has healed.”

      Lily remembered her scalded palms and realized her pain had gone. She examined her hands—the skin over them was smooth and intact, without a hint of injury.

      “Thank you, Pax,” she said with a smile.

      Pax laughed again. “You’re welcome, but that’s not what I meant.” He nodded toward the forest, and a rustling of leaves drew her attention. Lily traced the sounds to a cluster of saplings that danced and jostled. Then the branches parted, and a streak of silver shot from within the foliage, pirouetted, and perched on Lily’s shoulder.

      “Rigel?” Lily shouted. “Is it really you?” He nuzzled her, as he had so many times during their dark journey. As she returned the gesture, another light, close to the ground this time, burst from the underbrush. Lily crouched down to welcome Flint into her open palm.

      “How is this possible?” she asked with tears streaming down her face. “You’re alive! You’re all alive!”

      “Not only them.” Pax said. With a knowing glance, he motioned to the woods again. A few trees swayed, and twigs snapped underfoot as something strode toward them.

      Into the sunlight glided a creature unlike anything Lily had ever seen. It moved with the fluidity of a panther, but stood on two legs, with its long neck curving in a graceful arc. Two wings like iridescent silk floated from its back, and its skin shimmered like burnished copper.

      “Hello there, Miss Lily.”

      A shiver ran down Lily’s back. Cedric? She stepped toward the creature. While he was the same size as Cedric, not a scale or claw marked his body. She studied him and shook her head in disbelief. Then, she met his eyes. Cedric’s unnerving, reptilian stare was gone, but the amber color of the eyes was unmistakably his.

      “Cedric! It is you!” she cried, hugging his neck. All roughness and sharpness had gone from him, and he felt warm in her arms.

      “It’s me, Miss Lily. At least, a version of me. I think.” Cedric glanced around. “Does this mean we’ve done it?”

      Lily laughed and pointed to her father, who saluted.

      “Brilliant! Simply brilliant!” Cedric said with a laugh. Then his eyes widened, and Lily watched his entire body tremble.

      “My lord . . .” He fell to the ground, and shuddered in the grass.

      “Cedric—you can see Pax, too?”

      He tried to answer, but words failed him. He nodded instead.

      Pax shook his mane, then loped toward them. “Rise, scout. You have served faithfully.”

      Cedric shook his head. “I’m not worthy, Your Highness,” he said.

      “Your worth was determined before you were ever born, my friend,” Pax said.

      Cedric shook his head even more fervently. “Black blood taints me, my lord. I cannot face you.”

      “Cedric. I have washed your blood clean.” Cedric dared to lift his head, and Pax gazed upon him with the same benevolent eyes that had so arrested Lily the first time she beheld him. “You are made new, brave scout. You need not fear your past any longer.”

      Cedric rose and drew a deep breath. He spread his wings, then flapped them in a single beat, launching a flurry of stray weeds and dandelion seeds into the air.

      “A new era has dawned,” Pax announced. “Eymah no longer lays claim to this world. The fetters that for so long strangled the Realm have come undone.” He turned to Lily and her father. “And now, faithful stewards, it is time for you to depart.”

      Lily caught her breath. Depart? What does he mean?

      “But Your Highness, surely we can be of assistance—” her dad began.

      “Eymah has destroyed the soothstones, Master Daniel. With the Catacombs in ruins and the soothstones lost, keepers have little role here now. It’s time for you to go home.”

      “But we can’t leave, not after everything,” Lily said, her voice cracking. “Isn’t there something we can do? Some way we can help? Castle Iridyll was under siege, and there must be many who need help—”

      “You have used your talents for tremendous good here, my child. But it is time for your gifts as a steward, and especially as an artisan, to help those in your own world.”

      “I don’t understand. Why are you pushing us out? Why are you making us leave?” Her chin trembled. “This is home. We belong here.”

      Pax nudged her with his muzzle, and upon his touch she quieted. You are never alone, Lily, she heard him say into her mind, as he’d done in the Petrified Forest. You must trust me, even if you do not understand. I am with you. And you will see me again.

      “It’s time to go, Lily,” her dad said. “The prince is right. We’ve left Mom alone for far too long.”

      Lily didn’t answer, but gazed at Pax with her heart aching.

      “I beg your pardon, Your Highness.” Cedric stepped forward and bowed. “I would be honored to escort the stewards home. I made a promise to Miss Lily, and by your grace, my lord, I may still fulfill it.”

      Pax nodded. “As you wish. I will send you back with them. When you have safely escorted them, summon me, and I will return you safely home.”

      Lily studied the field grasses rippling like the sea and the mountains standing guard above them. She drank it all in, unwilling to forget a single detail.

      Then she felt a tug at her leg, and glanced down to see Flint pulling at the hem of her pants.

      “Thank you, my little friend,” she said, crouching down to him. “You saved us in the desert. I’ll never forget you.”

      A brush at her ear drew her to Rigel, whom she kissed. In a flurry of silver wings he took off from her shoulder. Her dad extended a hand to her, as Pax whinnied.

      “Stewards. Scout. Adam,” Pax said. “Are you ready?”

      Lily’s dad nodded, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything.

      Pax reared, a bolt brightened the sky, and the same white light that saved Adam on the cliff enveloped them. The next moment, the light receded, and the four of them stood in front of Lily’s house.

      Dusk cast an orange glow over the clapboard siding and reflected gold in the windows. Overgrown weeds spilled onto the driveway. A pile of envelopes peeked from the dented mailbox.

      It was as if she’d never left.

      Cedric turned to Adam. “Sorry chap, it seems we didn’t quite make it to your house.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not far from here. I’ll walk.”

      Cedric nodded.

      “So, see you at school?” Adam asked Lily.

      Lily nodded. “Thanks, Adam. For . . . you know. Everything.” To Lily’s surprise, he leaned forward and gave her a hug. Then he smiled at Cedric one last time, and strode off down the street.

      “Miss Lily.”

      Lily bit her lip. She didn’t want to turn around. A lump thickened in her throat.

      “I am grateful to know you, Miss Lily McKinley,” Cedric said.

      She turned around and saw that Cedric’s eyes misted with tears. She threw her arms around him and listened to his heart thudding against her ear. After a long moment, he pulled away and ducked his face to regather his composure. Then he bowed low with his usual decorum, which his new form made all the more graceful.

      “It has been an honor and a privilege to serve with you, my dear, dear friends.”

      Lily’s dad placed an arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into him as Cedric shut his eyes. He muttered a few words under his breath, and then with a flash, he disappeared. Lily watched the place where he had gone, as if fixing her eyes to the spot would somehow bring him back.

      In the silence that followed, Lily’s dad opened the screen door. Its rusty hinges creaked, and when Lily trudged forward, she tripped on the front stoop.

      She perched on her tiptoes to check her image in the foyer mirror.

      They walked through the hallway. Gran sat in her chair in the living room, her head slouched to one side, her mouth open as she snored. The television blared about a cleanser.

      Mom slumped at the kitchen table with her head buried in the crook of one elbow. Papers and notes, all of them scrawled in a harried script, littered the table, and a half-empty cup of coffee rested by her hand. Lily wanted to run to her, but she held back.

      Her father placed a hand on her mom’s back, and she startled awake. “Dan? Dan!” She leapt to her feet, sending the chair screeching behind her, and clutched on to him as he gathered her into his arms. Through her tears, she glimpsed Lily, and with a reach of her hand she pulled her into their embrace. In the dwindling light, they held one another, together at long last.

      In their joy, no one noticed that a fragment of stone in Lily’s pocket began to glow. No one saw a silver bird streak outside the window like a comet.

    

  
    
      

    

  
    
      Chapter 1

      The Pterodactyl

      This stuff is like ogre slobber.

      Lily screwed up her face at the paper-mache paste dripping from her brush, and cast a doubtful glance at the mess of newsprint that slouched on the art bench before her. She’d crumpled old advice columns into a lopsided pterodactyl, but the result fell far short from the vision in her mind. She slopped another brushful of paste and wrinkled her nose. I actually wouldn’t mind seeing an ogre right now, if it meant I could be back in the Realm, Lily thought. At least, a friendly one. Is there any such thing as a friendly ogre?

      A wadded up gum wrapper thunked Lily in the back of the head. She tried to ignore the kids snickering behind her and the snapping of gum that she knew belonged to Amanda Weatherby, who’d held a grudge against Lily ever since she’d accidentally spilled mac ’n’ cheese all over her dress in second grade (to be fair, it was picture day). Without looking, Lily knew Amanda smirked at her, with her head cocked to one side and with a sticky thread of gum wound around a single finger. Evan Kim would be sitting next to Amanda, elbowing her and joking about her great shot.

      Lily bit her lip and tried not to let their whispers bother her. She glopped another mound of glue, and the pterodactyl’s right wing sagged beneath the weight. Finally, she threw down her brush in defeat. This feels pointless. I’ve made flames come to life, but I can’t manage a pile of newspaper. She narrowed her eyes and studied the muddle. I guess that corner does look like its jaws. Maybe it doesn’t look quite so bad?

      “What do you think?” she asked the pterodactyl aloud.

      In response, the pterodactyl stretched its wings, flapped twice, and squawked.

      Lily’s heart leapt. She didn’t have to look down to know that the stone fragment in her pocket gleamed its brilliant, blue-white light. She reached for the pterodactyl with both hands, but with a few wing beats the reptile evaded her grasp and swept scraps of newspaper onto the floor. Lily caught the pterodactyl by the neck and shoved it, still gooey with paste, into the folds of her cardigan, then wrapped her arms around her abdomen in a mighty hug. She teetered as the creature thrashed underneath her sweater, and she barely kept her balance when she spun around to flee out the door.

      She came face to face with Keisha Reynolds. Keisha stared at Lily, a single beaded braid dangling near one eye. Her gaping mouth told Lily that she’d seen everything: every flying dollop of paste, every flap of the pterodactyl’s wings.

      Lily searched her mind for something to say, but nothing could explain away the monster wriggling beneath her sweater. When the pterodactyl squawked again, Lily ran for the door. She flew past benches of students who alternated between dabbing paint and flicking glue at each other. No one look at me, she pleaded. Please, no one else look. Then the pterodactyl bit her arm. Lily gasped, tripped, and stumbled toward the doorway, and all eyes turned toward her.

      “Lily! Where are you going?”

      Lily froze, then closed her eyes. She wrapped her arms tighter around her middle and prayed the pterodactyl wouldn’t writhe or screech as she turned around.

      To her horror, Keisha spoke up. “Ms. Gilson, she’s—”

      “I’ve got a stomachache,” Lily blurted, straining to hide the shakiness in her voice. “I need to go to the nurse’s office.”

      The art teacher raised an eyebrow. “A stomachache? Again?”

      “Yeah.” Lily gritted her teeth against a sticky poke in her gut. “I think I’m coming down with something.”

      Ms. Gilson twisted her maroon lips into a pincushion, and Lily feared she’d been caught. How am I going to get out of this one? she thought.

      To her relief, after a moment Ms. Gilson relaxed her mouth and nodded. “Okay, Lily. School’s almost over anyway. Feel better, all right? And get checked out so this doesn’t keep happening. Change your diet, or something?”

      Still clutching the pterodactyl in a gooey bundle, Lily raced from the room, past the nurses’ station, and out the school building. She ran several blocks until she reached the trail through the forest, the way she’d memorized years ago. She ducked in among the trees and didn’t realize until the cool shadows from the canopy touched her skin that she’d been holding her breath.

      The pterodactyl whined as Lily leapt over Silverstream and slipped on the muddy bank. She rounded the boulders, and her aching arms, still held tight around her middle, threatened to loosen like rubber bands stretched to the breaking point. The pterodactyl squawked and thrashed, as if it could sense her weariness.

      Finally, she reached the Fortress. The clearing still smelled of lumbered pine and sawdust, relics from her father’s efforts a month before to rebuild the burnt treehouse. Lily collapsed to her knees and relaxed her arms, and the pterodactyl burst free and flapped its wings in panic. It stirred up spirals of leaves that rolled like tumbleweed over the dewy earth, but to Lily’s relief it didn’t escape. Although her arms hung limp at her sides, some glue had dried and the creature, fight as it may, stuck to the inside of her sweater.

      Lily closed her eyes as the fanning of the pterodactyl’s wings lapped her face. In the colors that danced through her eyelids, she discerned flecks of sunset, fireworks, the crackle of a fire. For an instant she pretended that she was back at the foot of the mountains in the Realm, with Cedric stepping out into the sunlight, his eyes the same but everything else glittering and new.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      Lily opened one eye. Adam stood over her, his arms folded across his chest. He grabbed the pterodactyl by its awkward neck, and it squealed and flapped in protest. “Seriously Lily? Another one? This has got to stop!”

      “Just help me with her, please.” Lily pried the pterodactyl from the fibers of her sweater, and its wings promptly slapped Adam in the face. Adam held the creature at arm’s length and used his free hand to wipe a blob of glue from his forehead. He inadvertently smeared the paste into his cowlick, which stood upright like the comb of a rooster.

      “Sheila, stop fighting!” Lily scolded.

      “Sheila?” Adam said, scrunching his face. “Sheila the pterodactyl?”

      Lily shrugged. “It was the first thing I could think of.”

      “With a name like that, she should be mad.”

      “Hey. Look who’s talking. You named the scrambled eggs Glorf.”

      “No, you named him. I only made a suggestion.” With Sheila still flapping in one hand, Adam struggled up the rope ladder, and Lily followed behind him. Rigel swooped down from his perch on the Fortress roof, and together they fiddled with his handiwork: a silver net he’d draped over the treehouse to secure its occupants.

      “Your knots are super tight, Rigel,” Lily said, unraveling the cords to free the doorway. After tugging at a few strands that scratched her fingers, she loosened the netting and then shoved the wooden door open.

      The scent of new wood wafted toward them, and pine shavings clung to their sneakers as they stepped inside. Bizarre creatures teemed throughout the room, languished on shelves, and lined its walls from top to bottom. A pile of mutant scrambled eggs (that would be Glorf) had slithered atop Lily’s painting set, and now noisily munched some paintbrush bristles. Serpentine shoelaces coiled on the floor and dozed in a patch of sunlight. Beside the shoelaces, a rabbit in a top hat reclined on the floor, one foot lazily draped over the other as he perused an old copy of National Geographic. A fairy floated about the room like a tuft of milkweed silk, and an armadillo with horned-rimmed spectacles rummaged through a box of crackers. After much snuffling, he wedged his head into the box and waddled over to Lily for help.

      Lily crouched down to free the armadillo, then Adam, still struggling after ascending the ladder, pushed Sheila the pterodactyl through the door. She flapped a few times, circled the crowd, perched on a coat hook, and cocked her head as if to say, “Really? This is it?”

      Lily shrugged. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not home for you.”

      “So, do we feed them now?” Adam asked. “I can’t stay long, I’ve got baseball practice.”

      “Yeah, sounds good. Did you bring them?”

      “Yeah.” Adam swung his backpack to the floor. “But we need to figure out a better solution. I only have a few more s’mores bars left to trade. Plus, I’m getting a reputation as a food hog.”

      “Thanks, Adam. I wish they all liked something else, but they’re pretty picky.”

      “Picky? Glorf is eating your paintbrushes.”

      Lily giggled, and Adam shook his head and pulled a packet of brown paper from the knapsack. He opened the package to reveal a mound of tater tots, all of them procured during trades in the cafeteria. The heap was a sad little offering—half of them were smooshed, the other half soggy, and all of them were cold—but at the first glimpse of them the entire group of creatures pounced, clambering for each morsel and knocking Adam to the floor in their fervor for gummy potato goodness. Lily laughed, then dropped to her knees beside him and pulled a water bottle from her bag. When she unscrewed the cap of her bottle, a shrub in the shape of a dog bounded over to lap up a drink, and a mouse with wings soon joined it. Lily smiled at them and stroked the mouse between its ears with her index finger.

      “Lily, I wasn’t kidding about what I said earlier. This really has to stop.”

      Lily’s smile faded. “You told me that yesterday.”

      “And the day before. And now you’ve added a pterodactyl to the bunch.”

      Sheila squawked in protest.

      “You know I didn’t do it on purpose,” Lily said. “It just keeps . . . happening. I try to control it, but every time the stone starts glowing I can’t stop it. It’s like it has a mind of its own all of a sudden.”

      “I get that. But how much longer do you think we can hide all these guys? Especially if you keep making more? It’s only a matter of time before someone else sees these things.” He glanced up at the pterodactyl, who jeered like a blue jay, circled to the floor, and swiped a tater tot from the rabbit in the top hat. In response, the rabbit jumped to his feet, removed his hat, and swatted Sheila over the head with it.

      “Actually . . .” she glanced at Adam anxiously, “someone already has.”

      “What? What do you mean, somebody has? Who?”

      “Keisha Reynolds.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “She’s new. She moved here a few weeks ago, I think. She’s super smart. Anyway, she was sitting right next to me when Sheila came to life.”

      “What did you do? What did you say?”

      “Nothing! It was in the middle of art class, what could I do? I hid Sheila and I got out.”

      “Great. This is just great.” Adam raked his hands through his hair, then hugged his knees to his chest.

      “I don’t think we should panic about it,” said Lily. “I’ll just talk to her tomorrow.”

      “And say what, exactly?”

      “I don’t know, Adam. I’ll think of something. What else can we do?”

      “You can tell your dad.”

      Lily didn’t answer. A lump lodged in her throat.

      “You’ve said you could trust your dad with anything. I don’t understand why you don’t ask him for help with this. I mean, he knows about that soothstone better than anybody. Wouldn’t he be able to figure out something?”

      “Maybe. Probably.”

      “Then why not tell him?”

      Lily stood up. She tried to coax Sheila from the corner where she’d retreated, but the pterodactyl merely blinked at her. “He doesn’t talk about the Realm anymore. Not even when it’s just us. It’s almost like he wants to forget all about it.”

      “Wants to forget it? I know the feeling.”

      “You can’t mean that.”

      “Sure I do.”

      “Adam, you mean you’d never want to go back?”

      “Nope.”

      “Not even for just a little while? To see Cedric?”

      “Cedric hated me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “He called me a maggot!”

      “That was before he got to know you. And let’s be honest, at that moment, you kind of deserved it.”

      “Lily, we barely got out of the Realm alive the first time. Why would you want to go back and risk your life all over again?”

      Lily sat cross-legged on the floor, face to face with Adam. She pulled the soothstone fragment from her pocket and turned it in her fingers. One side of the stone, smooth and polished, still retained the pale wisps she remembered, like clouds frozen in the rock. When she flipped it over, however, she found the opposite surface cracked, and its edge charred and warped from its encounter with Eymah. “I hate keeping this from my dad,” she said. “I mean, I really hate it. But if I tell him, he’s going to ask me to give him the stone, and then I’ll never get back to the Realm again.”

      Adam pointed to the burnt edge. “Would that really be such a bad thing? You almost died, like, thirty-seven times. Plus, your dad is home now.”

      Adam stared into the distance, and Lily could tell his mind was whirring. “Did your dad come for Kirsty’s birthday?” she asked.

      Adam winced, as if he’d swallowed something sour. “Nope. That’s why I made all the stupid s’mores bars. I was trying to cheer her up.”

      Lily tugged at her shoelaces. “I’m sorry, Adam.”

      He shrugged. “I just don’t get why you’d want to go back, when your dad is here. He’s home.”

      “That’s just the thing. None of this feels like home. My family does, but as soon as I leave them, it’s like—I don’t know. Like I just don’t belong.” She looked up at him. “Do you ever feel that way?”

      “Sure. I think everyone does, sometimes.” Adam held out a crumb of tater tot to the winged mouse. “But why would the Realm be any different?”

      “All the ways I goof up here, seemed to—I dunno—actually mean something there. Like, it was a good thing to have my head in the clouds all the time.”

      “But Pax said you didn’t belong there anymore, remember? He’s the one who sent you back.”

      “Maybe he didn’t know. He thought Eymah destroyed all the soothstones, and maybe he didn’t realize I still had a piece of one.”

      “I don’t know much about anything, but after seeing the stuff he did, I’m pretty sure he knew.”

      Reluctantly, Lily nodded. She remembered how Pax had melted away their fear in the Petrified Forest and lit their path to guide them out. He’d banished Eymah to the fiery depths, and once the Catacombs crumbled, Pax made everything new. Adam was right.

      And yet, she wondered, why wouldn’t Pax want her to stay? If he knew she still had a soothstone, why would he send her back with it?

      “Anyway, I’ve gotta go,” Adam said, clambering to his feet. “Coach is gonna kill me if I’m late again.”

      “You’ve been late?”

      “Yeah. Tons.”

      “Why?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Can you take a guess?”

      Lily smirked, then packed up her own things and followed him out of the treehouse. Rigel lashed the doorway with more cords, and she kissed the top of his silky head, then waved to Adam.

      Lost in her thoughts as she headed for home, Lily didn’t hear the gigantic burp that emanated from the treehouse window, or the screech of alarm that followed.
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