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To Josh.
This story was, is,
and always will be
for you
Journal Entry
Would a man kidnap his own daughter-in-law? The castle is in ruins, its people bloodied and broken. I suspect my father was behind it. We are counting the dead and missing, and I’m in despair because I can’t find her anywhere. My beloved Princess Arien, eight months’ pregnant with our first child—and such a difficult child to come by, after years of trial and loss.
Aldo and Ezra have instructed me to meet them at their mother’s cottage, nearly a mile from the castle. They believe the princess was indeed kidnapped, and that her captors will demand ransom. What else would they want from the royal family?

Jacob tossed his favorite hand-held video game onto his bed, then grabbed his basketball and dashed down the stairs. As he entered the kitchen, he paused, glancing out the window to check on Amberly—still playing in the sandbox out back—then turned and bolted through the front door, eager to take advantage of the last rays of sunlight.
Matt, Jacob’s sixteen-year-old brother, was working in the garage. “Hey, I wanna shoot too,” he said as he popped his head out from under the truck.
“Fine, but I really need this practice. So challenge me.”
“Don’t I always?” Matt said with a laugh.
They played a quick game of one-on-one, with Jacob barreling past Matt and leading the game consistently by fifteen points or more. He ended it with a spectacular three-point shot and bent over panting, hands on knees.
“Yeah, well, I can still beat you at football.” Matt grinned.
Jacob laughed, then tossed the ball to his brother. “Here. You need to practice more.”
“You still trying out tomorrow?”
“‘Course—I have to.”
“Uh-huh.” Matt tucked the ball under his arm and glanced at Jacob. “You know . . . letting Kevin win at something might not be a bad thing. ‘Sides, you could both make it.”
“No, we couldn’t. You know Coach—he’s not going to let two fourteen-year-olds on varsity.”
A rustle in the trees next to the driveway made Jacob turn his head. It sounded like a large animal or a person. “You hear that?”
“Hear what?” Matt was back to shooting hoops again.
Jacob motioned for Matt to stop and took a step closer to the trees, squinting to see better. But the sun had already set, and the brush was dark. “Hey, turn on the light. I think something’s in there.”
Matt’s footsteps faded, then light flooded across the concrete driveway, deepening the already ominous shadows in the forest. That wasn’t much better.
“Hello?” Jacob called.
Matt came back and stood next to him for a moment. “Nothing’s there, man.” He dropped the ball at Jacob’s feet. “I’m gonna go work on the truck some more.”
Still unsure, Jacob slowly picked up the ball and started shooting again. After several satisfying swishes, he forgot the sound in the trees, picturing himself on the court at Mountain Crest High School, playing in front of Coach and the varsity team. He had to make it. He just had to. He’d never live down Kevin’s teasing and Coach’s patronizing glances of pity if he didn’t.
Thirty minutes later, he dropped the ball, caught it with his foot, and pushed it up the driveway, watching it roll toward the open garage door. It bounced off the truck’s tire closest to Matt. Jacob was ready for tomorrow. He could do this—he really could. He just had to make sure he got plenty of sleep that night and warmed up before tryouts began.
“Matt,” he called into the garage, “we need to get Amberly inside and to bed.”
A grunt came from under the truck. Jacob pushed the hair off his forehead and wondered what his mom would say if he bleached the tips while she was gone.
Leaves rustled in the forest again, a twig snapped, and he jerked to the right. A large form shifted in the moonlight, then froze. Light flashed across a pair of eyes almost level with his. He’d been right—something was there! The form moved again. It was too bulky to be human. Jacob stepped back, fumbling for his pocketknife. Nothing that big lived in this part of the mountains.
A scream raked the air—Amberly!—and he nearly fell over, stumbling away from whatever it was that had been watching him from the forest.
“What’s going on?” Matt asked, scrambling out of the garage.
“Amberly—back yard!”
They raced around the garage and jerked to a stop as they spotted the sandbox, lit by the back porch light. A monstrous black wolf towered over Amberly as she sobbed, with her shoulders hunched and hand held up as if to shield herself. It sniffed her hair and clothes, then growled at Matt and Jacob. Footfalls sounded behind them and they whirled—another huge wolf lurked at the forest edge.
“What do we do?” Jacob asked under his breath.
At the sound of his whisper, both wolves bared their teeth. The one closest to Amberly lifted its nose, then took several steps toward the boys. Jacob almost stopped breathing as he waited to see what it would do. Intelligent green eyes locked with his. He tried to look away, but couldn’t. Neither wolf paid attention to Matt as he edged closer Amberly. Jacob wondered if he should follow, but something about the wolves’ behavior made him decide to stay in place.
The gentle August breeze ruffled his hair. Both animals sniffed the air, then stiffened. The one closest to Amberly snarled and took a few steps in Jacob’s direction. Suddenly, to his horror, both of them lunged forward, pouncing straight for him.
Matt made a run for Amberly, while Jacob had a split-second decision to make—his only escape route was through the forest that bordered their property on most sides. A low fence separated the yard from the trees.
The decision was made. In an instant, he had hopped the fence and was racing through the forest, running as fast as he could into the darkness. He glanced over his shoulder—Matt grabbed Amberly and dashed toward the house, and both wolves leaped over the fence and bounded after Jacob. Amberly’s screams were cut off by the slamming of the back door.
Jacob’s breath came fast, and his lungs were starting to burn. He dodged trees and darted through tight spaces and underbrush, looking back every so often in the hopes that he’d lost the wolves. There was no way he’d be able to outrun them.
He heard the wolves’ paws thundering on the ground behind him, and adrenaline shot through his veins as he realized how close they were. They growled and snarled, but didn’t leap. Jacob gripped his pocketknife tighter, not sure it would do any good, but wanting something—anything—to use to defend himself. The weight in his hand was comforting.
Stumbling onto a game trail, he veered a sharp right, hoping to have an easier time maintaining his distance from the wolves. The trail led him toward a small canyon. The moon offered just enough light for him to see, and he searched through the darkness for a place to take shelter. Why hadn’t they caught up with him yet? He risked another glance backward—they weren’t there anymore. Where’d they go? He continued running a minute longer, just in case they showed up again.
The path became springy under Jacob’s feet, the bushes on either side of him thickening. The rich smell of old wood assailed him, and he looked up in surprise. The aspens and evergreens had given way to maples and magnificent oaks—trees he’d never seen in this forest. Had he gone farther now than he’d ever been before? How was that possible? He and Matt had thoroughly explored these forests on numerous occasions. For a moment, hysteria nearly overcame him. He started to look for markers, familiar trees, other paths—anything so he could find his way back.
Jacob’s foot caught on something and he tripped, falling onto the rocks, knife flying through the air. Groaning and gasping in pain, he rolled over and squinted as lights flashed before his eyes, his head pounded, and his breaths came in short, shallow bursts.
After several moments, he propped himself up, moaning as something warm trickled down the side of his face. He touched the liquid and held up his hand. The exact color was hard to tell, but it looked like blood. A wave of nausea suddenly hit, and he put his head between his knees.
The sick feeling was soon replaced with panic, and Jacob hurriedly pulled himself to his feet. The pounding in his head nearly forced him back to the ground, but he leaned against a tree and bit his lip to keep from crying out.
Jacob’s mind became clearer with each breath he took, and soon he was able to straighten again. Blackness was everywhere and the path was overgrown—he couldn’t even tell which direction he’d come from.
Suddenly, the sensation that he was not alone swept over him once more. Something was watching him. Was it the wolves? His muscles tensed and he held his breath. Could they hear his heart pounding? He didn’t move—maybe they’d leave him alone. Small flickers of moonlight shone through the dense scrub oak, and it wasn’t difficult to imagine animals watching as the shadows danced around him in odd shapes and sizes. Something, either blood or sweat, tickled his forehead, but he didn’t want to move to wipe it away.
Something rustled in the brush. Jacob spun around, ignoring the throbbing pain in his head. There was a glint of light from a pair of eyes, followed by movement and a growl. As he gingerly took a step back, a bird startled from the branches behind, and he raised his hands to shield himself from its panicked flight path.
A howl pierced the still air, and was answered by a closer howl. He tried to swallow, but couldn’t get his throat to function.
Then a growl came from what sounded like only ten feet in front of him. Should he run? How many wolves were there? The underbrush rustled again, much louder this time, then another long growl, coming closer, and fast. Something was racing at him through the bushes.
Jacob turned and ran. Thistles snagged at his clothes as he sprinted, and a branch whipped him across the face.
As he struggled forward, he could sense the animal closing in from behind. Right when he thought it was over, he burst through the trees and fell into a moonlit meadow.
A huge tree stood in the middle of the clearing. He lurched forward, head pounding, guided by the moonlight.
As Jacob got closer, he was surprised to see that the tree was as big as a house. It was old and its branches were large and twisted, without a single leaf. He ran toward it as fast as he could and circled to the left, looking for a low branch to climb.
As he approached the tree, he was surprised to see a door in the trunk swing open, revealing a hollowed-out interior. He stumbled in shock—a door in a tree?—but then let his breath out in relief. This was better than climbing. He changed course and made a dash for the door.
The two black wolves, bigger than bears, raced across the clearing, followed by several smaller, gray ones. The two wolves in the lead tried to cut off Jacob’s escape from the right, but were too late. He scrambled through the doorway, swung around, and slammed the door shut just as the wolves came within leaping distance. Leaning into the door with all his weight, he pushed as hard as he could and heard the latch click just as the animals collided at full speed with a deafening thud.
He pressed his shoulder into the door a moment longer, hoping it would hold. It did, but he could still hear the wolves snarling and clawing to get in. It was darker than coal inside the tree. Jacob put out his hands to feel around, searching for a way to bolt the door, but there was nothing but the knob. The inside of the tree smelled musty. It reminded him of woodshop class on the first day of school—the scent of projects from years long gone. Several seconds passed as he listened closely at the door—it was now quiet outside. The wolves must have left. Slowly, Jacob turned around.
Everything was completely silent. From the hollow sound of his breathing, the tree seemed spacious. He tested the air in front of him with an outstretched hand and took a step forward. He grunted when his shin bumped against something hard. As he bent down to rub the spot, blood rushed to his injured head. He was overwhelmed by the intense throbbing and, forgetting the pain in his shin, straightened and took some deep breaths.
Jacob couldn’t stay in the tree—he had to get back to help Matt with Amberly. Were they okay? What would Matt do if he were in Jacob’s place? He always knew the best way out of tough situations. He’d find a weapon—some way to defend himself. Jacob had to think like Matt. He put his hands down low in front of him, feeling his way in the dark until his fingers brushed against a short, small table. A table? Obviously, it was unusual to find a tree with a door in it. But furniture?
Then it occurred to him he might not be alone. “Hello?” he called out.
Several seconds passed. No response.
Moving as quickly as possible, he found a small chair next to the table and lifted it to see if it would work as a weapon. It was too awkward, so he resumed his search, wishing he hadn’t dropped his pocketknife. A little ways past the chair, he found what seemed to be a bookshelf and shuffled around it in frustration. There had to be something he could use!
Finally, Jacob’s hands wrapped around something that felt like a walking stick. Perfect. Despite the disorienting darkness, he returned to the door without further injury. Stick in hand, he readied himself, then pulled the door open slowly, an inch at a time.
Nothing happened.
A moment passed, then Jacob took a step through the frame. A growl alerted him right before one of the gray wolves jumped into view. He scrambled back into the tree and slammed the door shut, making sure it clicked again.
Breathing hard, he turned around, putting his back against the door. Stupid wolves!
He frowned, wiping the sweat off his brow. What were his options now?
He could go back outside and use the stick as a weapon. His heartbeat raced at the thought of that, making his head hurt even more. Could he face four or five wolves, exhausted as he was, and with nothing but a stick to defend himself? Probably not.
He could wait for a while until he was sure the wolves were gone, but how would he know they’d really left? Trapped in darkness, there was no way he could be sure.
Or he could wait until morning and get some rest in the meantime. That was the most logical solution, given the circumstances. Jacob moaned in frustration and impatience.
He was curious, though—why had the wolves chased him without attacking? Maybe they weren’t hungry. And what on earth were wolves doing in this area anyway?
After a few moments, Jacob decided to try finding a more comfortable place to wait. He moved past the now-familiar table, chair, and bookshelf, and, in what felt like the middle of the room, found a larger table surrounded by four or five chairs. He slumped into one of the chairs. He felt around for the cut on his forehead, being careful not to touch the actual wound. It must have stopped bleeding, thank goodness.
Leaning forward, he rested his head in his hands, trying to ignore the pounding pain. Thoughts of his family helped distract him. His mom and dad had gone on a week-long vacation to celebrate their twentieth anniversary the day before. They were staying in some remote cabin halfway across the country and wouldn’t have cell phone service almost the entire time they were gone. A neighbor was supposed to check on Jacob and his siblings in the meantime.
Jacob and Matt were in charge whenever Mom and Dad went on one of their frequent trips, and Matt would take good care of Amberly. Jacob was so relieved Matt and Amberly had made it back inside the house. They had probably locked everything up and would be okay even if the wolves came back.
Jacob lifted his head. Was the wood tabletop getting warmer? He ran his hand across the surface, but it was cool to the touch. He frowned—had he imagined the wood’s change in temperature? He didn’t think so, but was too tired to focus on it anymore.
Jacob lowered himself to the floor near the chair and stretched out, breathing in the warm aroma that was almost pine, but not quite. As eventful as the evening had been, he couldn’t imagine sleeping well, especially in a strange place. But after a while, he was able to relax, and finally fell asleep.
But later, something startled him awake. A touch on his forehead—light as a whisper. He kept his eyes shut, trying to decide if he’d imagined it. He waited for a moment in the pressing silence, then felt a hand on his face.
Someone was in the tree with him.
I left the castle to meet Aldo and Ezra at the cottage. But when I arrived, I found that Ezra was dead. Someone had broken into the cabin and ransacked it. Aldo was nowhere to be found, and neither was his mother.
I spotted a piece of paper crumpled in Ezra’s hand. Several notes were scribbled on it: “Lorkon behind attack?” “What motive?” “Pregnant.” “Fury of the Elements.” What is a Lorkon? And how will I know where to find my Arien?
I plan to return to the cottage as soon as I can.

Jacob jumped with a start, hands swinging, but it was too late. Nothing was there. The tree door opened, and he was momentarily blinded by the late-afternoon sunlight before the door shut.
“Hello?” Jacob called out. No answer. He shook himself, trying to get rid of the creepy feeling that surrounded him.
A roar from outside made him jump. Oh, no, not the wolves again.
He forced himself to calm down. Wolves don’t roar, and it didn’t sound very close. Maybe he had time to get away! He couldn’t stand the idea of being trapped again. Jacob raced to the door, but jerked to a stop as soon as he’d swung it open.
The biggest bear he’d ever seen charged at top speed toward the tree—and it was coming straight for him.
Terrified, Jacob slammed the door shut, then backed as far away from it as he could. Bumping into a staircase, he dashed up a couple steps, and tensely waited for the impact. Only, there wasn’t one.
He could hear heavy breathing outside—it must be the bear. The knob shook … then jiggled a bit. There was a thump and Jacob froze, expecting the bear to break through at any second. Another loud roar, and the knob jiggled again. Jacob stared at it, wondering if the bear had the intelligence to figure it out. He hoped not. The crack of light around the doorway shifted as the bear continued looking for a way in.
The knob turned, the latch released, and the door swung open. Jacob straightened in fright. The bear roared, opening its mouth wider than Jacob thought possible—the largest set of teeth he’d ever seen dripped with saliva. He stumbled backward, nearly falling, as he tripped over the edge of the step behind him.
The bear roared again, then lunged toward Jacob, who spun around and dashed up the stairs.
Jacob felt the bear grab at his back. He expected pain, but felt nothing. Relief flushed through him, but it was short-lived. There seemed to be nowhere to hide in this tree. He kept running up the stairs, passing rooms as he did so. Beds, books, shelves—what was this place? He could feel the hot breath rushing over his neck, making his skin crawl.
The bear took another swipe at him, but again, the claws didn’t catch. Still tripping over himself, Jacob finally reached the top of the stairs, a room with no exit—just windows. He ran at them, hoping to jump through, but his body merely slammed against the glass. Jacob whirled as the bear roared and pounced, knocking him to the ground. Spittle flew across his face.
Expecting to have his head bitten off, Jacob was surprised to feel large fingers grip his shoulder and start dragging him down the stairs. He jerked around, looking for the person who’d grabbed him, but only the bear was there. It had a human hand? How was that possible? More surprised now than afraid, Jacob twisted so he could see the other hand—it was human too! His surprise lasted merely seconds as pain shot up his back and rear with each step he hit on the way down. He flailed around, screaming for help, desperately trying to escape, but nothing worked. The fingers dug into his shoulder too tightly.
The bear—or whatever creature this was—dragged him out of the tree. It paused for a moment, but didn’t loosen its grip on Jacob’s arm. It seemed undecided as to where to take him—it looked to the forest on the left, where Jacob had come from the night before, then looked to where the forest continued on the right, leading up the canyon. Canyon walls towered above them to the front and right. Jacob hollered for help when he saw groups of people scrambling down a rope ladder that led to a large cave-like split in the rock. The meadow wasn’t very big—he was positive they’d hear.
Suddenly, the creature pulled Jacob to the right. They rounded the tree, and Jacob was momentarily surprised to see that the canyon wall on that side also had a large fissure in it. People climbed down the side of the wall from the crevice, hands and feet gripping small holes in the rock.
As the creature dragged Jacob on the ground, gravel tore through his pants and started digging into the skin of his ankles, and he screamed. The creature charged into the forest, heading up the canyon, and the walls on either side were obscured.
A small group of people raced after Jacob and his captor. In the lead was a short blonde woman, followed by a small, black-haired boy wearing a top hat—a top hat? The boy raced to a tree and, in a deliberate yet unassuming manner, placed his left hand on the trunk. Suddenly, a sharp crack—like a rifle shot, but much louder—sounded through the air and the bear-like creature collapsed, releasing its hold. Jacob rolled, limbs sprawling across the ground, and cried out in pain.
The woman caught up and issued orders to the others. A group of men—all of whom were very, very short—threw a net over the bear creature, dragged it to a nearby tree, and tied it down.
“Jacob, are you hurt?”
“I don’t—”
“He’s bleeding, Ebony—his legs.”
“Yes, I see,” the woman replied.
Jacob looked down and nearly fainted. Sure enough, his pants were tattered, and blood was oozing from several deep gashes. The skin on his lower legs stung, and he could only imagine how much dirt and gravel was embedded in it.
Ebony motioned to the boy with the top hat. “Akeno, call Early and September.”
Akeno ran to a dandelion head that had gone to seed, lifted it to his mouth, whispered into it, then blew the seeds away. Jacob frowned—what an odd thing for someone to do. A sharp pain in his leg made him look down—Ebony was ripping the right pant leg off, causing it to rub against his wounds, and exposing more deep cuts. She pointed to another person. “Find Jacob a pair of pants and shoes. He can’t get the Key dressed like this.”
Key? What in the heck was she talking about? And who were these people, anyway?
She glanced at Jacob. “You’ll be fine. As soon as we call Kenji, he’ll bring the Kaede Sap.”
Kenji? Sap? Jacob wanted to ask what was going on, but Ebony ripped the other pant leg off. The pain of the cloth ripping from his flesh was almost unbearable. He dug his fingers into the grass, trying not to call out.
A bright flash of light blazed in front of Jacob, and he jerked backward in shock. A miniature person—no, two miniature people—hovered in the air. Without wings. How on earth was that possible? He must’ve gone crazy. He pointed at them, his mouth open. They were only about two inches tall!
Ebony addressed the little people. “September, go tell Kenji to come here as soon as he can, and to bring a Kaede Sap package and a Rog cage.” One of them, dressed in green pants, saluted her, a large grin on its human-like face. Ebony turned to its companion, this one wearing a white dress. “Go tell Brojan that Jacob is awake and that a Rog attacked him.” The girl flitted a couple feet away before Ebony stopped her. “Oh, and Early, when you’re done, find Jaegar and tell him to get home at once—he’s in big trouble.”
The two creatures flitted to each other’s sides and placed their palms together. Their hands started to glow and white rays swirled around them, spinning faster and faster. A burst of light engulfed them and then diminished as they disappeared. Little glitters of silver floated to the ground.
Had Jacob gone crazy when he hit his head? Somehow he’d entered one of Amberly’s pretending games! He touched his forehead, confused to find a bandage there. When had he fixed up the cut?
“You can remove that now, Jacob,” Ebony said. “Your forehead is fine.”
He winced when she pulled something out of his shin. “Huh?”
“I fixed it last night while you were sleeping.”
He took off the bandage, gingerly touching the skin underneath. There was no evidence anything had happened. “You fixed it?”
“Yes. Now relax. As soon as Kenji comes—oh, there he is now—he and I will have to clean your wounds, and that won’t feel very good.”
Jacob sat up. A large—but short—man with curly, thinning brown hair rushed up the path toward the group, package in hand. He wore light-colored denim jeans.
“How is he?” Kenji asked, breathless.
“Hurting, but he’ll be fine. Let’s get started.”
Ebony ripped open the package and pulled out a jug, bowl, small pouch, and several strips of white cloth. She handed everything but the cloth to Kenji and started separating the strips on the grass nearby. Her eyes were very dark—darker than most eyes Jacob had seen before.
Kenji opened the pouch and poured the contents of it, along with those of the jug, into the bowl, and mixed. He and Ebony finished their tasks at the same time and turned to Jacob.
“Lie down,” Ebony said. “This will hurt—especially since you’re awake.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Clean your wounds.” She pushed him down all the way.
Jacob couldn’t see what she was doing, but felt it when she started. “Holy cow!” he said, and gritted his teeth as he tried to control the wave of pain that overcame him.
Akeno removed his top hat and scrambled to Jacob’s side. “I’ll talk to him, if you’d like—keep his mind off what’s going on.”
Ebony nodded. “Yes, son, that would be good.”
“Jacob, what do you want to know?”
“I . . . ” He took a deep breath, trying to ignore what Kenji and Ebony were doing at his feet. “I’m not sure.” He felt dumb asking where he was, although he really wanted to know. He’d run here last night, after all, and he knew where his home was. Instead, he asked the next most important thing. “Who are you?”
“We’re Makalos. We live here.”
Since when? Jacob had lived here his whole life. “How come I’ve never seen you in school?”
“Because I don’t go to your school. I’m from Eklaron.”
Eklaron? There wasn’t a city with that name around here, unless it was farther up north. Jacob had never heard of it before. He sighed to himself in frustration. His mind was tired, and he relaxed as Ebony continued to work and the pain started to fade.
Just then, he felt a sharp pain in his left leg and winced. Of course, that would happen as soon as he finally became comfortable. He blinked away the sudden tears. Not wanting the others to see, he closed his eyes, feeling warmth from self-consciousness spread across his face. Fourteen-year-olds don’t cry about these sorts of things.
He tried to distract them from his embarrassment by asking another question. “What kind of bear was that?”
“It’s a Wahberog. We call them Rogs. They’re not usually this dangerous, but Jaegar and his friends like to tease them.”
Jacob scowled. Rog. Weird name, and yet another thing he’d never heard of before. He thought he had watched all the nature shows ever made, but there was no way he would forget seeing a show about a bear with human hands. Speaking of which, how did it get hands? Jacob mulled this over for a moment, then sat up when an idea occurred to him. “Genetic mutation!” Akeno looked at him curiously. “The bear. It’s been genetically altered. Though I’m not sure how you guys pulled it off.” A wave of exhaustion rolled over him. “Whoa—I’m tired.”
“That’s normal with the Sap,” Kenji said. “You can rest, if you like. We’re nearly finished.”
Jacob shook his head, fighting off the sleepiness. He forced himself to watch as Ebony laid the last strip of white cloth across a deep gash in his left shin. His legs were covered in fabric. She rocked back on her heels, a smile spreading across her face.
“There! You’ll be good as new in just a few moments.”
Jacob stared at her, all exhaustion gone. “Good as new? What did you do—give me a different set of legs?”
“Just about,” Kenji said. “Wait a moment, then take a look.”
What if they had given him new legs? Freaky idea. But being taller would be cool.
Finally, Jacob couldn’t wait any longer and lifted the edge of one of the strips. He quickly forgot about his height. “How’d you do that?” The skin was nearly smooth—almost no sign that anything had happened. Just pink stripes where the gashes had been, which, as Jacob watched, faded before his eyes.
Kenji smiled. “We put on the Kaede Sap and allowed it to do what it does best—heal.”
“Sap healed me?”
Ebony nodded. “Yes. Your forehead, too.”
“Amazing!” Jacob lifted all the strips—his legs were, as Ebony had said, like new. “No way. I can’t believe it. Why isn’t this stuff used in hospitals? It’s incredible.”
Ebony nodded and glanced at Akeno. “Go check on the Rog.”
Akeno left, and Jacob, with Kenji’s help, got to his feet, astonished at how much his legs didn’t hurt. He’d be okay for basketball tryouts today . . . then the realization hit him.
“I missed tryouts!” He stepped away from Ebony, who had reached to brush dirt off his shirt. “Oh, man! What have I done?” He turned to Kenji. “The wolves! This is their fault!”
Kenji frowned. “Technically, it wasn’t their fault, though it might seem that way. I’m sorry.”
Jacob stared at Kenji. He was sorry? He didn’t even know how important this was! Jacob paused. “Do you have a phone? Can I use it?”
“We use Minyas,” Ebony said. “Much better than—”
“Maybe Matt could go talk to Coach Birmingham. Maybe Coach’ll still let me shoot a few hoops, and it’s not too late. Oh, I can’t believe I missed tryouts!” Jacob slumped to the ground and put his head in his hands.
“You’re understandably upset,” Kenji said. “Here, eat this. Food will make you feel better.”
Jacob took the food and, without looking at it, shoved it in his mouth. The taste of jerky was familiar—one of his favorite snacks—but this time it made him feel like throwing up. He’d missed the most important day of his life, of his future NBA career. Months and months—even years—of practice wasted. He had to get home. He jumped to his feet, but was stopped by Kenji’s arm.
“Hold on a minute, Jacob. We’ll discuss everything—including your tryouts—soon. Let’s take one thing at a time.” He paused when Akeno approached.
Jacob scowled at Kenji. “Fine. Five minutes. That’s all.”
“Did you bring the cage, Father?” Akeno asked. “The Rog is about to wake up.”
Kenji pulled a little wooden box—like a jail cell—from his pocket, and opened one side of it. Jacob smirked—how was that going to help? Was Kenji going to throw it at the Rog?
The creature roared, awake again. It thrashed around in the net, and the little men struggled to keep him in place. Kenji took several steps back and stretched his arm straight out in front of him. He made a scooping motion with the cage, then let go of it. It disappeared the moment it left his grasp while, simultaneously, a life-size cage appeared and scooped the Rog inside, knocking it off its feet.
Jacob jumped backward. “Holy cow!”
The men rushed over to lock the cage up. The Rog roared, furiously grabbing and rattling the bars with its human hands.
Jacob looked at Kenji, then the Rog, and back. “What on earth just happened?”
“You’re not on Earth, Jacob,” Akeno said. “This is Eklaron. It’s a different world. Things aren’t the same here.”
“What do you mean, I’m not on Earth? You’re kidding, right?” Jacob turned to face the forest. He was tired of these games. “Okay, Matt, you can come out now!”
Akeno grabbed Jacob’s arm, pulling him back around. “No. I’m serious.”
Was he telling the truth? Jacob bit his lip. Could he be on a different planet? Was it possible? After everything Jacob had seen this morning, he wasn’t sure. Maybe something happened to his brain the night before when he had fallen.
A bear with human hands. Miniature people who appeared and disappeared with flashes of light. Healing sap. And Kenji just enlarged and teleported something! Jacob ran his fingers through his hair and stopped with his hand on the top of his head, staring at Kenji in disbelief. His mouth opened, then shut. “Uhhh . . .” was the only thing he could articulate.
Kenji gave him a sympathetic smile.
Jacob looked back at the Rog. He tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. Finally, he managed to say in a croaky voice, “You guys are telling the truth, aren’t you?”
Kenji nodded.
“I’m not on Earth anymore, am I?”
Kenji shook his head.
“Oh, man,” Jacob said. He sank to the ground and buried his face in his hands.
I returned to the cottage a short time later and, after further investigation, found another note attached to the underside of a chair—this one from Aldo. It was addressed to me, with instructions to go to the nearest Kaith tree, not far from the castle. When I arrived, I found a more detailed note protected by spells, allowing me—and only me, its intended recipient—to read it. It seems that the attack wasn’t led by my father after all, but by a group of evil creatures known as the Lorkon. I was to choose several trusted companions of varying talents to embark on a journey to find my princess, who, he believes, is being held in the land of the Shiengols.
I have chosen Kelson, my closest friend. He was one of my followers when I was living under my father’s rule in Troosinal. I’ve also chosen Kenji the Makalo. I don’t know the Makalos very well, but formed a close bond with this one. These two are each recruiting a few good men. In all, there are eleven of us—six humans and five Makalos.
Several of our group have been affected by the Lorkon attack. A few have lost loved ones, and five, including Kelson and myself, have been unable to locate their wives.
Arien’s mother, Queen Ara Liese, is very closely associated with the Shiengols, and instructed me to bring one of them along for protection and guidance. However, we were unable to locate any on such short notice, and are still in need of a Minya. I’ve never found one I trusted, though, so I’m not sure what to do. We may have to use Arien’s—a sour old Minya who hates me, possibly more than I detest her. I can’t even remember her name.
Aldo’s note, similar to Ezra’s, also mentioned the elements—fire, wind, water, and earth. He believes they will be used as a deterrent to keep me from reaching my Arien.

“Where should we take the Rog?” Akeno asked Kenji.
“Far away—to the other side of the farm. Knock it out again so it doesn’t struggle while being transported.”
Akeno put his left hand on the nearest tree. “Plug your ears, Jacob. We don’t want you to experience too much hearing damage.”
“Huh?”
Akeno waved at him to hurry. Jacob did as he was asked, noting that the others had already covered theirs. A loud crack, similar to the one he had heard earlier, pierced the air, and the Rog slumped inside the cage. Jacob shook his head. He felt like he’d just been in a blender—he couldn’t keep his thoughts straight.
“Akeno, help them carry the Rog,” Kenji said. “We’ll get Jacob up to Brojan’s place—join us there once the Rog has been deposited.”
Akeno nodded and ran to join the others. On the count of three, the group heaved the cage onto their shoulders and lumbered down the trail.
Ebony reached for Jacob, motioning for him to follow her and Kenji.
Jacob stared at her. Her eyes were more circular than they should be, the irises too large, and she had no eyelashes. How did she keep stuff from falling into her eyes? “Uh . . . it’s time for me to go home.” He looked at Kenji. “I told you only five minutes, remember?”
“Jacob, you can’t leave,” Kenji said. “Not yet. Everyone is so excited that you’re here.”
Jacob paused. “How do you all know my name?”
Ebony and Kenji glanced at each other. “We need to take you to meet Brojan now. He’ll explain everything.”
Jacob nodded and followed reluctantly.

The Makalos led Jacob back down the trail and stopped at the edge of the meadow, near the first canyon wall Jacob had seen. He looked up at the split in the rock and watched as someone lowered the rope ladder.
“You first,” Kenji said.
Jacob raised his eyebrow, studying the ladder, then shrugged and began climbing. He stopped just as his head peered over the ledge of the fissure. His eyes widened. The split in the rock was a massive natural cavity, hollowed out of the side of the canyon wall. It was filled with little stone buildings cut into the rock—many brightly colored.
A large group of Makalos stood in front of him, waiting. Their average height looked to be around four feet, and their heads and bodies were proportioned like a regular adult human. Most had blue eyes, though there were some whose eyes were green, but none with Ebony’s dark hue. They watched him closely. Several nervously whispered to each other, while others smiled at him confidently. Everyone looked excited.
A few of the men approached Jacob, who let them help him over the ledge. Framed by small stone buildings, the area looked like a sort of gathering place and market area for the people.
As Jacob came closer, he was surprised by what appeared to be a wide age gap in the group. Most looked older, with graying hair and wrinkles, while the rest looked as though they were Akeno’s age or younger. There weren’t any in between.
The group of Makalos parted, allowing Kenji, Ebony, and Jacob to pass through the crowd. Kenji smiled at many, while several of the women approached Ebony and whispered to her. She smiled, nodding in reply.
Jacob did a double take when he noticed that all of them had something in common—their left ring fingers glowed blue. How had he missed that earlier, when Ebony and Kenji were working on his legs? He’d probably been too confused and in too much pain.
After passing through the crowd, they walked along a well-worn path—skipping around holes in the ground, skirting houses, and running parallel to the ledge and back wall of the cavity.
Jacob stayed behind Kenji and Ebony, letting his eyes wander as he took in the surrounding scenery. Above them were dark spots where the Makalos’ fires had left smoke marks, and Jacob realized how similar this village was to Mesa Verde, the deserted Indian village in Colorado. There were only a few differences—painted buildings, rather than stone-colored, and people still lived here.
Jacob was amazed at the craftsmanship of the buildings. Drapes hung at windows made of what looked like real glass. He spotted a few Makalos watching him, but they quickly looked away. Children ran all over the place, climbing ladders and jumping across the closely-built roofs.
They walked for about five minutes before reaching a small red-and-blue sandstone house. Kenji strode to the door and opened it, waving the others to enter ahead of him.
The front room was dark at first, the only light coming from under one of the doors at the back. Kenji touched his left ring finger to the wall, and a strip of silver lit up in the rock. The light raced upward, where it was soon one of many streaks that crisscrossed the ceiling, illuminating the entire room.
“Wow,” Jacob said. “That was awesome.”
Kenji grinned broadly, and Ebony smiled. “Yes, it’s how we light our buildings here.”
“Cool!”
The room was clean—stone floors with a few grass-type rugs here and there—but it smelled musty and old, like the home of the elderly lady who lived next door to Jacob’s family. He wrinkled his nose.
The door in the back opened, and another Makalo entered the room. Jacob figured it must be Brojan. He looked much older than the others, with a very wrinkly face and long, gray, curly hair. He was a little overweight, but stood tall—though still shorter than Jacob. He approached, hand extended.
“Jacob, my name is Patriarch Brojan, and on behalf of the Makalos, I welcome you to both Eklaron and Taga Village.”
Jacob shook the older man’s hand, then followed as Brojan motioned the group to join him in the other room. The patriarch sat at the head of a large, rectangular table surrounded by chairs. Everyone took a seat.
He leaned forward. “I’m going to get right to the point. Two weeks ago, an object was stolen from our village. It’s a magical key that was made hundreds of years ago, along with one other, which has also been lost. This key was created to save a princess from an evil king.”
“What does it do? Open a treasure box or something?” Jacob asked.
“Yes—every treasure box ever made, and more,” Ebony said. “It’s a powerful instrument. When placed into any lock and turned to the right, it opens the door—or box—regardless of the spells or locking bolts used. When turned to the left, one can go through any door, anywhere, regardless of one’s current location.”
Kenji nodded. “Because the Key is magic, an evil race called the Lorkon sought after it. They started a war about fifteen years ago that almost destroyed the entire Makalo civilization. That was not an easy feat—Makalos used to rule over the lands and people in our world. Millions died. We are all that remain.” He paused and stared off into the distance. “It was horrendous. So much bloodshed and destruction.”
The room was silent for a moment. Jacob couldn’t imagine a war like that. He’d seen things in movies before, or heard stories in his history classes, but still, it was difficult to process. And it was obvious these Makalos had lost many loved ones—the pain was written across their faces. Fifteen years wasn’t enough time to lessen their suffering.
Kenji met eyes with his wife. “Many of our loved ones were murdered. Slaughtered.”
“We hid here, in Taga, to protect the Key of Kilenya from the Lorkon,” Brojan said, leaning back in his chair. “But they were able to break through our safeguards and steal it. Our alarms didn’t even sound.”
Akeno entered the room, top hat in one hand and a book in the other. “We deposited the Rog on the far side of the corn fields.” He handed the book to Brojan. “What did I miss?”
“Not much—have a seat,” Brojan said.
Akeno sat next to Jacob and smiled at him.
“The fact that the Key opens any door anywhere isn’t the only reason it can be dangerous, though,” Kenji said. “It creates links between worlds.”
Jacob frowned. “Are you telling me whoever has the Key could use it to get to Earth?”
“Yes.”
“But why is that bad?”
“Because the Key is in the possession of the Lorkon,” Kenji said. “And they seek power. Your world is far more advanced than ours, and they want knowledge and technology. They won’t ask for it—they’ll take it, and make sure your people don’t get in the way.”
Jacob smiled. He knew too many people obsessed with their game stations to let that happen. “How?”
“Violence. Murder. Destruction of everything.”
“Is that possible? We have a pretty good military in my country.”
Kenji leaned forward. “There aren’t many Lorkon, and yet, in a matter of weeks, they were able to annihilate nearly the entire Makalo civilization. Millions died in the first week. So, yes, they could do it.”
“If the Key is in their possession, shouldn’t they have already come and gone from Earth?”
Kenji shook his head. “We put protective measures on it a few years ago, and they must be holding up, but we don’t know how much time we have before the Lorkon figure out how to get through the spells.”
“What does all this have to do with me?”
“We need you to get the Key for us.”
Jacob paused. “Wait, what? You can’t . . . there’s no way. I . . . I can’t do that.”
A sympathetic expression crossed Ebony’s face, and she and Kenji exchanged a glance.
“We’re unable to get it, Jacob,” Kenji said, rubbing his shoulder. “How many youth have you noticed here? The war killed them all off. We who remain aren’t in any position to go on a trip like this. We’re old—slow. We need someone fast and powerful.”
Jacob shook his head. “Powerful? You must be confusing me with someone else—Matt or someone. Matt’s captain of the football team and he’s only sixteen. He can date any girl he wants. He’s strong. And he figures things out faster than anyone I know.”
Ebony leaned forward. “Jacob, you are not yet aware of your abilities. Magic resides within you, waiting to be unlocked. We want to help you find it—we want to know what skills you have.”
Was what Ebony said possible? Did Jacob have Magic? He frowned, trying to remember if anything special had ever happened to him. Nothing came to mind. “But . . .” Jacob paused, then squinted his eyes when something occurred to him. “Why do I feel like I’m being used?”
“You are.” Brojan shrugged, then spoke over the resulting noise of disagreement. “But only with the best of intentions. Jacob, you’re a celebrity here. We’ve known of you since your birth, and have watched you closely.”
“You have? That’s really creepy. Why? And how?”
“We have ways,” Brojan said. “Besides, you’re the only one who can get the Key, since we haven’t been able to leave this part of Eklaron for years—we can’t get more than several feet past the entrance.”
“Oh? How come?”
“As you’ll see, when the Lorkon came, they tore through the barrier. But they did something to the forest on the other side of the entrance—weird things happened to us the instant we stepped through the tunnel. Our minds were rendered useless, basically. Self-doubt and fearful memories from the past started surfacing. We think it’s because of our age, as it didn’t happen to the younger Makalos.”
Kenji leaned forward. “Our people believe in you—they feel hope when they see you. Didn’t you notice how excited they were?”
Brojan didn’t wait for Jacob’s response. “And don’t think we haven’t tried other ways to get the Key—we have. We tried to contact old alliances, but to no avail. Aldo, for example. He stayed back in Gevkan to guard the entrance to Taga. But none of the Minyas we sent could make contact with him, so he’s either sick, dead, or has been kidnapped. And we don’t want to send more Minyas because the last time we did, one of them perished. Anything could be out there.”
“And . . . if I agree? How am I not going to die?” Knowing Jacob’s luck, he would. He took a deep breath. He couldn’t believe they were asking him to do something so dangerous. “This sounds like a plan for failure.”
“Don’t underestimate your abilities,” Ebony said. “You are more powerful than you know.”
Jacob slumped in his chair. Their confidence in him was overwhelming. What would they do if he couldn’t get the Key? “How long would it take?”
“Not long—maybe four or five days,” Kenji said.
“I still can’t imagine that you guys wouldn’t be able to do it on your own. I’ve seen what you can do. Akeno knocks out Rogs, Kenji makes things bigger, and Ebony heals with sap.”
“But if we can’t even get past the forest?” Kenji asked. “There isn’t another way to travel—not without the Key.”
Jacob rubbed his eyes. What a nightmare this was becoming. “What about my family? How would I explain all this to them?”
“We had a couple of Minyas give Matt instructions to let your parents know where you are as soon as they call in to check on you. And he’s pretty capable with your sister, isn’t he?”
“Yes . . .”
“And school doesn’t start for another two weeks—this is the best time for you to go, isn’t it?”
“I guess. But this could mean the end of my NBA career—you know that, right?”
Kenji sighed. “We understand you’re making sacrifices. We know this won’t be easy for you.”
“Yeah, it . . . it won’t be.” Jacob pushed his chair away from the table. “I need to . . . I need to think things over.”
“We’ll be here when you return.”
Jacob left Brojan’s house and turned left, skipping the path altogether. He went around the houses until he reached the ledge, then leaned against a stone wall and looked down at the meadow and the big tree with the door.
A gentle breeze swept his hair off his forehead, and a faint smell of spice lingered in the air, mingled with the mountain freshness. The sun was about to set and Jacob closed his eyes, enjoying the warmth on his face.
He was so confused—there were too many new things to think about, too many new ideas. What if he really did have magical abilities? Impossible. He wasn’t Harry Potter.
He ran his hand through his hair, then smiled, momentarily distracted. Matt was always getting on his case about playing with his hair. “Chicks don’t dig guys with hair that stands up on end. They prefer perfectly messy hair—gelled, you know—like mine.” It seemed like forever since Jacob had last seen his brother, and he wondered how Matt and Amberly were doing back home.
There was no way he could get the Key—regardless of what the Makalos thought or said. They would quickly discover how badly they’d misplaced their trust, how he didn’t have any magical abilities. The only power he had was in basketball. He’d been playing for as long as he could remember—since he’d learned to walk. And he didn’t want to miss the opportunities that had come his way because of years of dedication and practice.
He left the ledge, heading toward the rope ladder and the path back home. The Makalos would have to find another way to get the Key.
Our journey has finally begun, after a week of preparation. It was with much trepidation that I bade farewell to King Roylance and Queen Ara Liese. Neither of them is in good health, and with the stress of their daughter’s kidnapping, is it any wonder?
I’ve been trying to get in contact with the Makalo Patriarch. It would be wise to have his opinion on the situation. I hope he will be helpful.

Jacob had nearly made it to the tree when Akeno caught up with him, hand on his top hat to keep it from falling as he ran.
“You didn’t come back. They were worried—sent me to check on you.”
“Yeah, I’m heading home. Let them know I’m not going, and tell them I said good luck.”
Akeno stopped walking, then hurried to catch up. He met Jacob’s pace, glancing sidelong at him. Jacob ignored him. He wasn’t about to let the Makalo convince him to stay.
“Well . . . I’ll come with you.”
Jacob looked at him in surprise, but continued on. If that’s what Akeno wanted, that was okay. The Makalo would have to explain to Jacob’s family why he was there—some random alien in their town. That would definitely make the news.
They entered the forest, walking in silence for a while. It wasn’t nearly as awkward as Jacob had expected it to be—Akeno didn’t act disappointed or disapproving.
After some time, Jacob groaned in frustration. “I don’t understand why I’m the one they chose to go. I mean, Matt’s older, stronger, and he always knows what to do. So, why me?” He hesitated, but Akeno didn’t say anything. “I mean, this isn’t even my planet. And it’s not my problem. I’m not the one who lost the Key, and I’m not the one who thinks it should be protected. And I don’t have magical abilities!”
Jacob paused to think. “Besides, I’ve got my own things to deal with. I was supposed to try out for varsity today. And I know I would’ve made it. I’m actually really good at basketball. If it weren’t for those . . . those stupid wolves . . .” He let out a long breath. “Oh, forget it. It doesn’t even matter.”
Another silence. Jacob guessed they were about halfway through the forest. Akeno stopped, and Jacob slowed to see why.
“Hold on a second,” Akeno said. He plucked a couple leaves and sat on the ground. Rummaging through a bag strapped across his chest, he pulled out a tape dispenser and started taping the leaves to his shoes.
Jacob’s eyebrows went up as high as they could. “Tape?”
“It keeps the leaves on my shoes, and the leaves keep the dust off me. I use my Rezend—which is our form of magic—and as long as the leaves are fresh, they do what I ask them to do.”
“But . . . where did you get tape?”
Akeno glanced up. “From the humans. They gave me a lot of it last time they were here, along with a ton of books—I love reading books from your world.”
“Humans? What humans?” For some reason, Jacob had assumed he was the first human to step foot on this world. The fact that there had been others caught him off guard. Were they like him? Did they have special abilities? And why did Akeno care if some dust got on him?
“Oh, they didn’t tell you? Humans used to live in the tree. That’s why it’s human-sized.”
“What? Where’d they go?”
“They moved. They used to visit, but it’s been a long time—several years, in fact. We still keep in contact with them through the Minyas.”
“Oh, yeah, Minyas. You guys sent them to tell Matt where I was, right?”
Akeno taped the last leaf to his shoe, put the tape dispenser back in his bag, and got to his feet. “Yeah. It took them a while to convince Matt that they were real, living things. And even longer for him to believe you were safe.”
Jacob turned, but Akeno grabbed his arm.
“What?” Jacob said in irritation, facing Akeno again.
“The wolves.” Akeno gestured with his other hand. “I should’ve made sure they weren’t here before we entered the forest.”
Jacob looked ahead and froze. The two black wolves, now all too familiar, were sitting on their haunches about twenty feet away, just staring at them. There was a rustling sound on either side of them, and at least ten more wolves—the smaller, gray kind—appeared, stepping forward to form a semi-circle around the boys.
“What’s going on?” Jacob whispered.
“I don’t know.” Akeno’s low voice had taken on a high pitch.
Jacob didn’t blame him. He was so scared he could barely breathe. “What do we do?”
Akeno shook his head. In fact, his whole body was shaking.
Jacob stared back at the wolves, unflinching, waiting to see what they would do. Nothing happened. Why weren’t they attacking?
“Should I knock them out?” Akeno asked.
“No—don’t. They’re not doing anything.”
“Maybe we could go around?”
Jacob shook his head. The last thing he wanted was to step any closer. “You think we should?”
“No . . . but what else is there?”
Jacob’s emotions were conflicted. Fear—that was the strongest. The night before had been horrendous. He hadn’t been that afraid in a long time—if ever. But he also wanted to go home—desperately needed to go home. He wanted to play basketball, yes, but more than that, he just wanted the comfort of his house and family. He wanted the last twenty-four hours to be erased—rewound, if possible. He wanted to be normal. He wanted to forget all about this other world.
Jacob took a deep breath. Go around. That’s what they should do. He took a step to the right. Nothing happened.
His heart was racing, and he willed it to calm down. What were the animals doing? It seemed unnatural for them to sit so quietly. Then he remembered Kenji saying that the Lorkon had sent the wolves to get Jacob. Was it possible that’s what they were trying to do? And they wouldn’t let him pass? That didn’t work for him—he had to get home, and no “otherworldly” creature was going to stop him.
He cautiously took another step, trying to make a wide arc around the wolf formation. Akeno stayed close, only moving when Jacob did. A low grumble came from one of the wolves, but still, none of them moved.
“Maybe they’ll let us pass.” Jacob doubted it, but hoped that saying so would make the Makalo feel better.
He took another step. This time, one of the black wolves growled and jumped to its feet. Jacob nearly fell as his knees went weak in fear, and Akeno jumped. It took a moment for Jacob to realize what was going on. The wolf stood, pointing its muzzle toward Taga. The message was clear: go back. Jacob’s heart pounded so hard he felt he would have a heart attack.
“What are they doing?” Akeno asked.
“Stopping me from going home.”
Akeno took a deep breath. “They can’t stop you. They can’t force you to do anything.”
“So . . . what do they want you to do?” came a voice from behind. Jacob whirled, half expecting a phantom or Lorkon or something to be standing there. It was only two Makalos—a shorter one, and one with lots of facial hair.
“Don’t do that!” Jacob hissed. “You scared the heck out of me!”
The hairier Makalo grimaced. “Sorry. We . . . uh . . . heard your voices and came to investigate.”
“And Jaegar, aren’t you supposed to be home with Mother?” Akeno asked.
The shorter Makalo looked away. “Yeah, well, I . . .” He cleared his throat. “What’re the wolves doing?”
Jacob looked at the animals. “Trying to keep me from going home, I’m guessing. They want me to turn back.”
As if in response, the other black wolf jumped to its feet and stepped forward to join the first.
“You don’t want to go back to Taga?” asked the hairy Makalo—or Butch, as Jacob decided to call him. “Then don’t. How are they going to stop you?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Kill me, maybe?”
A concerned expression crossed Jaegar’s face. “They can’t kill you. You’re too important to everyone here. We wouldn’t let them.”
“Okay, well, it’s probably better if I go on alone.” Jacob nodded to Akeno. “Thanks for trying to come with me. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
He took one full step away from the Makalos and toward the wolves. The wolves responded by growling and shuffling closer together as if to form a wall. It felt like they were pushing him back. Well, he wasn’t about to let that happen. He took a few strides forward, almost a jog, but came to an abrupt stop as the two black wolves leaped in front of him, blocking his path. Then the gray wolves rushed at the Makalos. Jacob whirled in time to see some of the wolves chase Butch up a tree. Others charged at Jaegar, who spun around, trying to shield himself with his hands. Jacob sprinted toward them, but it was too late—Jaegar was already pinned to the ground, with two wolves on top of him, barking and slashing with their teeth and paws.
“No!” Akeno screamed. A loud crack filled the air, and all the wolves fell to the ground.
“Help me get them off!” he shouted. “We’ve only got a few seconds. The effect doesn’t last as long on them.”
Jacob caught up with him—two wolves had collapsed on top of Jaegar, who was unconscious. Together, Jacob and Akeno rolled the wolves off.
Already the beasts were beginning to stir. Jacob lifted Jaegar’s small frame in his arms and ran with him toward Taga, following Akeno.
Butch climbed down from his tree as Jacob ran past, then trailed behind. He wasn’t as fast as Akeno or Jacob, and it wasn’t long before Jacob heard scuffling. He stopped, knowing the Makalo was in trouble, and turned around. The wolves had attacked.
“Knock them out!” Jacob shouted to Akeno.
“I can’t—it’s been too soon. It loses effectiveness.”
“Then take him and run!” Jacob shouted as he shoved Jaegar into Akeno’s arms. He ran back to Butch and the wolves, trying to distract them by flailing his hands wildly. Seeing him, the gray wolves snarled and leaped, but were stopped by the black wolves.
With the black wolves in front, the pack backed away as Jacob neared. He held his hands out in front, ready to defend himself if the wolves decided to charge. Keeping a distance of about twenty feet, they snarled and showed their teeth—seemingly dissatisfied, but unwilling to move any closer. Jacob scooped up Butch, glad Makalos were smaller than humans. Butch was bloodied, but awake.
“Sorry, man . . . I tried to . . .”
“It’s okay.”
With Butch in his arms, Jacob backed up, then turned and ran as quickly as he could through the trees. It wasn’t long before he could hear the yelps of the wolves behind him, once again in hot pursuit. His breath heaving, he nearly dropped Butch a couple of times. This Makalo was much heavier than Jaegar.
As Jacob entered the meadow, he spotted Akeno halfway across, running toward the edge of the village opposite from Brojan’s place. He made a beeline in that direction. He was almost at the tree when he made the mistake of looking back. As he did, his stomach tightened in fear and he nearly tripped.
The wolves were gaining on him quickly, having already gotten to the edge of the meadow.
Akeno had reached the stone wall. No ladder there, handholds had been carved into the wall. He shifted Jaegar to one shoulder, attempting to climb, but failing when the boy’s body got in the way. Jacob put Butch down, took Jaegar from Akeno, and motioned for Akeno to climb the wall. Akeno scrambled halfway to the top. With one hand securely anchored in a handhold, he bent and took hold of Jaegar by the arm. He lifted the injured boy as high as he could, and a Makalo from above reached down and hoisted Jaegar to safety.
Jacob picked up Butch and shoved him up the wall to Akeno, who tried pulling him up as he’d done with Jaegar.
“You gotta help,” Akeno said to Butch, grunting. “You’re too heavy.”
With Akeno’s help, Butch hauled himself up, crying out in pain.
“Hurry!” Jacob said. The wolves were only yards away. The same Makalo from above grabbed hold of Butch and, with some effort, pulled him the rest of the way.
Akeno climbed up, then leaned and offered his hand to Jacob. Jacob took it and hoisted himself over the edge, with the wolves snapping at his heels.
Kenji stood with Jaegar in his arms. Jacob looked around for Butch and saw him with an elderly man who was supporting most of Butch’s weight. They hobbled to the right, disappearing between the buildings.
Kenji addressed two of the Makalos who were anxiously peering over the ledge. “Watch the wolves. Tell me when they leave.” He turned and headed swiftly down the path to his left, Jaegar limp in his arms. Jacob and Akeno had to jog to keep up with him.
“My son, my poor son—” Kenji said to no one in particular, the pain in his voice evident.
“I’m so sorry,” Jacob said.
“If he dies, I . . .” He cleared his throat. “Jacob, before you came, the wolves never dared enter Taga Village.”
Jacob bit his nail, overwhelmed by guilt. If only he’d listened to the Makalos, none of this would’ve happened.
They entered a stone house, painted bright blue, with streaks and spatters of white. Kenji gently placed Jaegar on a large table situated along the left wall of the room. Ebony burst into tears at the sight of her tattered young son.
“What happened?” she asked.
“The wolves attacked while . . . ” Akeno started.
“While I was trying to go home,” Jacob finished. Guilt poured over him again.
Disappointment flushed across Ebony and Kenji’s faces before they turned their attention back to Jaegar.
“Oh, Jaegar, Jaegar . . .” Ebony said. “What if those wolves were poisonous? Will sap help?”
“We’ll need to work quickly,” Kenji said. “This is hard, but I need your help. Gather yourself. You know what to do.”
Ebony nodded, sniffling as she tried to hold back the tears, and ran from the room. She returned moments later with some familiar items—a small package, an armful of cloth, and a bowl.
Kenji mixed the sap while Ebony separated the cloth. Most of it had been cut into strips, but there was one piece that formed a sheet.
Jacob leaned forward, curious to watch everything they did, since last time he had been the injured one.
Kenji poured the contents of the jug and the small package into the bowl, creating a thick, brown liquid. Jacob recognized the smell immediately. Maple syrup. Why on earth did it smell like maple syrup?
Akeno and Ebony hurriedly cut off Jaegar’s shirt, revealing severe bites all over his chest and arms. Jacob shook his head. He felt helpless and at fault.
The Makalos saturated strips of cloth with the mixture and laid them on Jaegar’s wounds. Very soon, Jaegar was almost completely covered in cloth pieces. Ebony let out a worried breath as she and Akeno stepped back. Kenji covered Jaegar with the larger sheet, and the three of them looked on as they stood near Jacob.
“Was it too late? Will he die?” Jacob asked, but Ebony held up her hand.
“Give it time.”
Every few moments, she lifted the edge of one of the strips and looked under, a deep frown on her face. Kenji paced near the front door, hands behind his back.
At first, nothing appeared to be changing. But a few moments later, Jacob was relieved to see that the wounds were healing and disappearing.
After what felt like forever, Ebony let out a breath, this time of relief, and pulled off all the strips. Every single wound was gone, leaving only pink skin underneath. Jaegar’s breathing was now steady.
“All right,” Kenji said. “Now he needs to rest.” He picked Jaegar up and carried him out of the room.
Today we encountered the first element. It was lucky we were not killed. Or drowned, I should say. The Lorkon had placed a magical waterfall to completely bar passage from the castle and neighboring city to anything beyond. The water was totally invisible and difficult to feel. Perhaps it would be more correct to say that it was mostly invisible. When riding up to it, it appeared as a great wall of air, shimmering in the hot sun.
One of our men entered first, and he and his horse started to drown before our eyes. It took several seconds for us to realize what was happening. They were standing as if in plain air, and yet could not breathe. We acted as quickly as we could and pulled them out, barely in time.
It took us at least an hour to discover the true size of the waterfall. It rose miles upon miles into the air—Arien’s Minya was unable to reach the top—and it was at least four hundred feet thick, most likely more. We couldn’t measure. We knew the Lorkon must have created a means of escape, as they’d returned to attack Aldo and Ezra, so we searched for a way through. By trailing my hand in the water as I walked alongside it, I found a tunnel of air that led us and our animals to safety.
Once we reached the other side, we were surprised to find that Arien’s Minya was unable to go back through the tunnel, even though she now knew where the entrance was. Her magic will no longer allow her to find it. What is this the Lorkon have done, and how will we communicate with the king and queen?

Jacob, Akeno, and Ebony were left standing in the front room, waiting for Kenji to return.
Jacob fidgeted with his hands, afraid to look at the other two. “Jaegar’s friend got hurt, too.”
“Oh, dear,” Ebony said, sounding worried. “Is he being treated?”
Akeno nodded. “They took him to his home—I’m sure Mara is doing everything she can.”
“Good. He is lucky to have her for a mother.” She paused and took a shaky breath. “Jaegar has lost a lot of blood. It will take several hours for him to completely recover. If there was any poison in those wolf bites and scratches, hopefully it has all been removed.” She grabbed a rag and wiped the table down several times, scrubbing at food stains that wouldn’t go away.
“Are these wolves poisonous?” Jacob asked. He’d never heard of poisonous wolves. Though, this world wasn’t the same as Earth, and anything could be possible.
Ebony paused. “We’re not sure. I really hope not. There wasn’t any pus, no redness around the wounds.” She scrubbed for a moment longer, then spoke to Akeno. “I can’t stand this. Jaegar will be fine with your father here. Let’s take some sap to Mara.”
Akeno nodded, scurried out of the room, then returned, holding a Kaede Sap package.
“We’ll be back in five minutes,” Ebony said before shutting the door behind her and Akeno.
Jacob took a deep breath and studied the room. Everything in the small house was beautiful, including the windows. The glass had a silver sheen that made it sparkle. The stone walls were painted scintillating shades of yellow, red, orange, and blue, with silver streaks. The doors were large and wooden. The stone floor was painted red, with a bright blue mat on it, and the wood furniture, which was lower than what Jacob was used to, was simple, yet elegant. The ceiling was plenty high, even for him, and Jacob looked at it in awe, studying the intricate design created by the streaks of metal. The room glowed from the silver in the stone, and Jacob found himself wishing his room back home could be given light from the same source. It was really cool.
He walked to the closest wall to trace one of the streaks of silver with his finger. He felt warmth in places and stopped tracing, putting his whole hand over one of the spots. The heat increased considerably where his palm touched it and he recoiled, looking at his skin. This was the second time he’d felt warmth like this. Was there a reaction between his skin and the materials in this world?
It hadn’t hurt, so he ran his hand along the wall again. After a moment, he noticed that the longer he held his hand in one spot, the warmer that place became. Holding still for several seconds, he closed his eyes, enjoying the heat.
A door behind him opened, and Jacob jumped when someone chuckled.
“It looks like you’ve decided to leave your mark here,” Kenji said with a slight smile, stepping through the door to the back of the house.
Jacob looked down and felt himself blush when he saw there was now a deep handprint in the wall. He lowered his arm. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I . . . I didn’t mean to—I was just feeling the warmth.”
Kenji frowned, crossing the room to Jacob. “What warmth?”
“Right here.”
The Makalo felt the spot where Jacob’s hand had been. “I can’t feel anything. Has this happened before?”
“In the tree last night, but I don’t think I left a mark.” Jacob frowned, trying to think of something he could do to remove the print.
“And before then?” A smile played at the corners of Kenji’s mouth.
“No, that was the first time.” Jacob shook his head. “I’m really sorry.”
There was a twinkle in Kenji’s eyes. “That’s fine—it’s a nice addition to the décor of the room.” Interest flitted across his eyes. “See if you can figure out why you felt heat. That is definitely fascinating.”
The front door opened, and Ebony and Akeno entered the room.
Kenji put his arms around his wife. “Jaegar will be fine, but we need to talk.” He led her to the table, and Jacob and Akeno followed.
Kenji addressed Jacob after sitting. “What happened out there?”
Jacob couldn’t meet his eyes. “I . . . I left. I wanted to go home. Akeno came with me. The wolves stopped us and attacked.”
Kenji nodded. He didn’t question Jacob’s decision to go home, which made Jacob feel even more uncomfortable. The need to defend himself rose—even though it was apparent he didn’t need to—but he didn’t dare say anything. He’d almost been responsible for the loss of two lives.
Kenji finally broke the silence. “Jacob, I do not believe the wolves will leave the villagers alone until . . .” He sighed, then looked at Jacob, a worried but tender expression on his face. “Until you leave to get the Key. If they won’t even let you go home, there really isn’t another choice. It’s too dangerous for all of us—you included—to have you here.”
Jacob’s face tightened. He stood and paced near the front door. Kenji was right. The innocent were in too much danger if he didn’t leave. The wolves wouldn’t let him go home, and they had no hesitation in attacking others to coerce him into following the Lorkon plan. He wanted to curse. He wanted to throw things, to rip something up. He clenched his fists, frustrated at how things had turned out. Why now? It wasn’t fair. He looked at the expectant Makalos.
“Okay, I’ll go. It’s just so annoying . . .” He scowled. He sounded so selfish. He sat down in resignation, trying to think how the Makalos must feel. They were practically helpless. “But I can’t do it alone.”
Relief spread across Kenji’s face, but he quickly replaced it with a serious expression—the expression adults got when they were planning something important. “Akeno will accompany you, along with the Minyas, September and Early.”
Jacob nodded and glanced at Akeno, who smiled back. “But you’re sending more than just us, right?”
“There’s no need. The four of you are enough.”
“What?” Jacob frowned. “I don’t want to offend Akeno, but I figured you’d also send an adult with us. At least, someone a little older than me, and more experienced.”
Kenji smiled. “Actually, Akeno is older than you. He’s the oldest of the Makalo youth here.” Kenji said it with pride in his voice.
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “He looks like he’s ten. Maybe eleven.”
“He’s thirteen, but Makalos age differently than humans.”
Akeno leaned forward. “If I were human, I’d be seventeen or eighteen. Our bodies mature physically, mentally, and emotionally much more quickly than do the bodies of humans.”
“Kind of like my dog,” Jacob said. He flushed, realizing how that would sound to the Makalos. “I’m not saying that you’re dogs or anything like that, or animals, or . . .” He stopped talking, wanting to kick himself for not being more tactful, but relaxed when the others laughed.
Kenji stood and walked over to the window. “The sun is about to set. You need to leave now—even though night is coming. It isn’t safe for you to stay any longer.”
Jacob knew he was right, and nodded. “Which way do we go?”
Kenji motioned to Akeno. “Get the map, please,” he said.
Akeno left through the back door. He was gone for several minutes, and while waiting, Jacob spoke to the others. “I still don’t understand why an adult doesn’t come with us. I’m really glad Akeno will be there, but if he’s never left the village . . .”
Kenji sat at the table again. “The adults can’t leave. Only the youth were unaffected by those trees outside the entrance. Plus, Akeno’s Rezend is fairly strong. Stronger than most other Makalos, and he can control it really well. He’ll be the best company for you.”
“What’s Rezend again?”
“The magic of the Makalos.”
Akeno entered the room with a slab of stone nearly half his own size. He carefully placed it on the table in front of Jacob.
Jacob leaned forward, eager to see. A fragile, two-foot square piece of leather was mounted, and on it was a map drawn in ink. It was a fairly standard-looking map, with markings to show mountain ranges, villages, and roads. He looked to Ebony and Kenji for an explanation.
“We’re right here,” Ebony said, pointing to a spot near the top left corner of the map. “And this is where the Lorkon live.” She pointed to a spot several inches south.
“Don’t let the small distance between here and there fool you,” Kenji said. “Even though it’s just a portion of the map, it will still take a long time to get there. Three or four days, as we said.”
Kenji then showed Jacob the way to the Lorkon castle. It was fairly simple. If the path on the other side of the entrance had grown over, they would need to head south through the forest until they found the main trail. After that, the only thing Jacob had to remember was to stick to the path that led them closest to the mountains. It was the only one that would lead to the Lorkon castle.
Kenji pointed out two cabins on the map. One of them was just outside the forest, not too far from the entrance to Taga. The other was quite close to where the Lorkon lived. Each cabin belonged to a friend of the Makalos, and Jacob and Akeno could go there for help and information.
“Remember,” Kenji said, “don’t spend time in the forest outside our village. Stick to the path. It’ll lead you out of the woods and to Aldo’s cabin. Stop and talk to Aldo—he’ll give you additional information.”
“I thought you said you couldn’t get hold of him last time you tried.”
“We hope he’s still there. He’s the only person we trust who is within a day’s travel. We don’t know anything about the Land of Gevkan anymore. It might have changed drastically since we last lived there. If he’s not around, let us know.”
Jacob took a deep breath, feeling overwhelmed at what he had to accomplish in only a few days. “How do you know the Key is at the castle?”
“We don’t know for sure,” Kenji said. “But it’s a starting point.”
“And what happens if it’s not there?”
“We’ll look into other locations—and send you back home.”
Jacob nodded in relief. He felt like a wimp, but was really scared of what he might have to go through to get the Key.
A frantic knock sounded on the door. Akeno jumped to answer it and a Makalo rushed in, addressing Kenji.
“The wolves have left. They guarded the path to Jacob’s town for a while, then disappeared. We waited five minutes, but they haven’t returned. Now might be the best time . . .” He shot a glance at Jacob.
Kenji quickly stood. “Thank you. Continue to keep watch and alert us if anything changes.” He held the door as the Makalo left. “We’ll need two bags prepared—Ebony, you and Akeno do that. Gather whatever they’ll need for the trip. I’ll summon Early and September.” He stepped out of the house.
“I’ll get a Minya box,” Akeno said, going into a back room.
“Grab that jerky while you’re at it,” Ebony called after him, then yanked open cupboards and drawers, stuffing things into one of the bags.
Jacob, not knowing what to do, stood awkwardly by the table. Kenji came back, and seconds later, Akeno raced back into the room, still shoving things into a knapsack.
“Jacob, you and Akeno will leave immediately,” Kenji said. “September and Early will meet you in the morning. Send them back with updates as often as you feel is necessary. You should always have one of them with you for emergencies. Don’t worry about sending messages to your family, Jacob—we’ll take care of it for you. I wish we had more time to tell you everything you need to know, but we’ll fill you in as you need more information.”
“How’re we going to keep the wolves from attacking us?” Jacob asked.
“Akeno is able to make Rezend-strengthened shelters that will keep predators out. You’ll be safe while you’re sleeping. And as long as you stay on the move during the day, the wolves won’t harm you. But don’t provoke them or stay in one place for too long.”
Jacob nodded, feeling panic start to well up within him. This was seriously the craziest thing he’d ever done. Why’d he agree to it? He found himself wishing again that Matt were here. Jacob took another deep breath, put away his thoughts, and tuned in again to what Kenji was saying.
“The entrance to Taga is up the canyon from here. Akeno will lead the way, using Rezend to distract the wolves. You will need to stay close to him and do exactly as he says. Find a safe place to spend the night between here and the barrier, and once you get there, send a message back to us.” Kenji rubbed his left shoulder. “I’ll walk you to the ledge.”
Akeno put on his top hat and picked up a leather knapsack. Jacob grabbed the other, darker in color, with two straps. He put it on the way he would his own backpack.
Ebony choked down a sob and grabbed Akeno, giving him a big hug and making him promise to be careful. She then wrapped her arms around Jacob. He patted her shoulder, not sure what to say. Kenji opened the door, and Jacob and Akeno followed him through.
“The wolves couldn’t have gone far,” Kenji said as they hurried to the ledge. “So go as fast as you can.” He gave them quick hugs. “Godspeed. Akeno, be careful when shrinking or enlarging things. Stay together. As long as you follow my instructions, you should be safe. Now go!”
Jacob had to scramble down the canyon wall to keep up with Akeno. They stood still for a moment, watching the shadows for any sign of danger.
Seeing nothing, they waved goodbye to Kenji, who watched from above. Once they reached the sparsely vegetated forest, Akeno took off down the path, and Jacob almost tripped as he hurried to keep up. He expected a wolf or a Rog to jump out at any moment.
After running for about half an hour, Akeno stopped and put his hand up against a tree—just listening, it seemed. “Nothing,” he said, steadying himself to catch his breath. “We’ll stop here to rest. I don’t want to be too close to the barrier while it’s dark.”
Jacob readjusted his bag. “I hope the whole trip doesn’t consist of us running from wolves.”
He followed Akeno into the forest, and they looked around for a place to set up camp. After searching for a few minutes, they found a large, overturned tree surrounded by thick bushes. Akeno put his finger to the tree’s trunk and muttered.
“What are you doing?”
“Telling the tree and the bushes to form a tent.”
The branches of the tree and bushes started to move, encircling Akeno and Jacob. Jacob stared at them, hardly believing his eyes, then jumped out of the way as a squirrel darted across the ground, followed closely by intertwining branches. Akeno wasn’t kidding when he’d said he could tell living things what to do.
Moments later, a somewhat round little fort had been created. There was a small opening in the roof, and the walls were made of tightly woven branches. The floor of the hut was matted and springy—perfect for sleeping on.
“Will this be strong enough against the wolves?” Jacob said.
“They won’t be able to get in.” Akeno sat close to the wall on a bouncy section of branches. He pointed to a spot on the other side of the hut. “You’ll need all the rest you can get.”
Jacob agreed, and they both lay down and fell asleep.

Jacob awoke an hour or so after sunrise, feeling refreshed and energetic. He rolled over to face the other side of the hut and saw that Akeno had already left. Alarmed, Jacob jumped to his feet and started pushing against the walls of the hut, but nothing gave.
“Akeno! Hey! How do I get out of this thing?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t tell you,” Akeno’s voice sounded muffled through the wall. “I’ll always leave a place for us to exit. Once you’re out, though, you won’t be able to get back in, so make sure you don’t leave anything behind.”
The branches quivered and shook around Jacob, and before he knew it, he stood in the open, next to the bushes and fallen tree that looked as they had the night before. It was a clear morning, and a brisk breeze ruffled Jacob’s hair. A feeling hit him—excitement? Was it possible he was excited for this trip? He frowned, not yet ready to let go of his grudge over having to go at all.
Akeno sat on a log and put on his shoes, which had fresh leaves attached to them. “That ought to do it,” he said.
“That’s so weird.”
“Hey—at least it keeps the dirt away.” He stood up, adjusting his top hat. For the first time, Jacob took notice of Akeno’s other clothing. His black T-shirt had the word “dare” spelled out across it in bright red, and he wore brown pants. Dare?
“The Minyas came while you were sleeping,” the Makalo said, “but I let them go play. We’ll need to call them again.” He walked to a dandelion plant and picked one of the bigger, fluffier heads. He whispered into the seeds and blew them into the air, turning the head so he wouldn’t miss any.
Jacob watched the seeds float off. “Why dandelions? And what do the seeds do?”
“They’re available during a large part of the year. The seeds carry the message to the Minyas. I don’t know how, so don’t ask.” He smiled to show he wasn’t trying to be rude. “Okay, they’re coming.”
“How do the Minyas fly without wings?” Jacob asked.
“They use their magic as a way to maneuver, and choose what does and doesn’t affect them: gravity, resistance, laws of physics—things like that.” As the Minyas arrived, Akeno motioned toward Jacob. “September, Early, this is Jacob. He’s here to help us get the Key back.”
“Don’t they remember me from earlier? When they were helping with the Rog?”
Akeno laughed. “I doubt they do. They probably didn’t pay any attention to the cause of the commotion.”
“Hi, Jacob,” Early said. She spoke to September. “My, isn’t he a big Makalo.”
September laughed, slapping his knee. “He’s not a Makalo,” he said. “He’s a human!”
Jacob shook his head. Akeno was right.
“Oh, another one?” Early looked at Jacob, tapping the side of her face with a finger. “Why’s he here?”
“Don’t care. Come on!” September grabbed Early’s hand, and they flitted away.
Akeno called to the Minyas to stop, then told Early to deliver a message to his parents, telling them the group was heading off. Jacob was a little surprised when she acted thrilled to do it. After a bright flash of light, she was gone.
“How fast do they go?” Jacob asked.
“They travel at the speed of light when they combine their powers.”
“Are you sure?” Jacob asked. Akeno had to be exaggerating. “That’s really fast. I don’t think it’s even possible.”
“In normal cases, obviously it wouldn’t be possible. But remember that the laws of physics don’t apply to them. Their magic makes them invincible to anything that might cause a resistance. There are drawbacks to using their magic, though. In order to travel that way, a Minya must have been to, or seen, the place where he or she is headed. The magic draws on their memories and propels them forward, taking them to their destination. If they don’t know where the place is located, it can be very dangerous, since the magic will then take the shortest route, which is sometimes through solid objects.” Akeno paused. “Oh, and don’t say please to them—they don’t like it.”
“What? Why not?”
“Hundreds of years ago, they were slaves. You don’t say please to slaves. Now it’s just a weird thing about them. Honestly, no one really knows how the mind of a Minya works.” Akeno looked up and frowned, searching the air. “Early should be back by now.”
They continued waiting in silence. After a moment, Jacob spotted Early zooming toward them.
“What took you so long?” September said as soon as Early was close enough.
“Kenji gave me some honey. And they say hi and are happy that nothing bad has happened yet.”
Akeno laughed out loud. “‘Yet?’ Are they expecting us to have that much trouble?”
Jacob picked up his bag. “Let’s get going.”
“Yes, good idea. We can eat while we walk.” Akeno pulled bread and jerky from his knapsack, handing some of it to Jacob.
Jacob fell into step behind Akeno, munching on a piece of bread, appreciating the beauty of the morning and tranquility of the thin forest. The sun was bright, but not too warm, and the sky was almost cloudless. The leaves and grass glowed light green in the sunny morning light, and there were flowers everywhere.
After several minutes of walking, the trail turned sharply upward and looked like it would be difficult for about a hundred feet or so. Large weeds and underbrush grew over the path, and they had to push their way through.
“Not . . . much . . . farther,” Akeno said, panting.
As predicted, the path stopped. The sheer canyon wall rose up before them, with a gaping hole in it and broken boards on either side of the hole. The boards appeared to have been ripped off, and several were strewn across the ground. The canyon wall was solid rock, and the hole looked man-made.
Jacob picked up one of the smaller pieces of board. It was attractive, somehow, in its coloring. It was very light brown, with silver streaks flowing through the grain. It was thick and sturdy. “I’m guessing this is where the Lorkon came in.”
“Yes, this is the entrance.” Akeno said. He motioned to the wood in Jacob’s hand. “That comes from the Kaede tree—the same tree which produces the healing sap.”
“Oh, yeah. The sap smells like maple syrup. Why’s that?”
“It’s a type of maple tree—but don’t eat it. It tastes disgusting.” He laughed—probably at a memory. “The trees are awesome. They’re grown naturally, but with some . . . help from Makalos.” He smiled. “Rezend makes them grow stronger than other trees, and steel develops in the grain, making it nearly unbreakable.”
“It looks really cool,” Jacob said.
He dropped the board and studied the area. The ground had leveled, forming a small meadow in front of the entrance. There were only a few trees up here, and they looked as though they had some type of horrible disease. Their leaves were shriveled, the bark had a slight red shade, and the grass around them was yellowed.
“It’s sad to see the trees like this,” Akeno said. “Normally, Kaede trees live through everything.”
“The Lorkon did it?”
Akeno nodded. “Let’s get going.” He walked to the tree closest to the entrance, putting his hand on it for a moment. A frustrated expression crossed his face. “I can’t sense anything. I hate running blind like this.” He frowned at the tree, then turned to Jacob. “Are you ready?”
“I guess so,” Jacob said. “I can’t tell which emotion is stronger right now—nervousness or excitement.”
“Me neither.” Akeno motioned to the hole. “After you.”
“I’ve got a better idea. You go first, and I’ll make sure no one kills us from behind.”
“Right,” Akeno said, laughing. He entered the tunnel.
The hole was the perfect height for Akeno, but Jacob had to duck to get through. It was cool and dark inside, and Jacob’s eyes had just enough time to adjust when suddenly the tunnel ended.
Akeno stopped and Jacob ran into him, squinting in the brightness of the sun. Looking ahead, his jaw dropped. A wave of shock and apprehension came over him at what he saw.
We finally managed to contact the Makalo patriarch and beg his assistance. Luckily, he is just as determined as we are to remove the Lorkon from our land. The Lorkon have amassed a huge force, and the patriarch is sending an army of Makalos to assist in the war that is surely coming.

The trees on the other side of the tunnel were dead, misshapen, and shriveled. They were almost painful to look at. The land around the trees also appeared to be dead, and there were animal carcasses strewn across the ground. The stench was so strong that Jacob’s stomach lurched, and he was hit with a sharp feeling of nausea.
All of this, however, was not what had caught Jacob off guard.
Everything—including the sky—was completely devoid of color.
Coming up beside Akeno, Jacob was disturbed to see that the Makalo, too, was colorless. Akeno’s mouth was set in a grim line. He’d obviously seen this before—most likely when they tried to get the Key themselves. The Minyas were oblivious to the situation and continued flitting around in the air.
“Why is everything black and white?” Jacob asked. Even his own body was in shades of gray.
“We don’t know,” Akeno said.
While he was taking in the surroundings, Jacob had the slight sensation of being on a boat, rocking side to side. He couldn’t put his finger on why he felt this way. He studied the forest around them, trying to figure it out. After a moment, he noticed something odd about the trees. “Akeno, are the trees moving?”
“I’m not sure.” Akeno walked up to the trunk of the tree nearest them.
“Oh, wow!” Jacob said. “Did you see that? The tree leaned away from you!”
“Yeah, I saw. But why’d it do that?”
“I don’t know.” Jacob joined Akeno and noticed that most of the trees shifted as they got closer. “It’s as though they’re trying to get away, like they’re repulsed by us or something.”
“I don’t like this.” Akeno reached out with his left ring finger to touch the tree. As soon as he made contact with the bark, a branch whipped through the air and smacked his hand, causing both of them to jump.
“Ouch!” Akeno looked down at the skin on his hand, where a large welt was already forming. “Why did it do that? Stupid tree!”
“Maybe it doesn’t want you to touch it. Or maybe it’s possessed or something.” Jacob backed away quickly, careful not to get too close to the trees on the other side of the path.
Akeno shook his head. “I’ve never heard of this happening before.”
“Should we send one of the Minyas to ask Kenji about it?”
“I don’t know, I don’t know!” Akeno said frantically. “What could he possibly do to help?”
“He might have an idea about what’s going on,” Jacob said, looking around at the trees.
“I doubt he would.” Akeno started wringing his hands, his voice almost shrill now. “Why didn’t he come with us? Why didn’t Brojan come with us? This is such a waste of time!”
Jacob looked at the Makalo. What was wrong with him? “Akeno? Are you . . . feeling okay?”
Akeno turned on Jacob. “Of course I’m not! What makes you think I would be? I just got attacked by a tree!” An anguished expression crossed his face. “If it won’t let me touch it, how will I know what’s going on around us? Th—these things don’t just happen for no reason! I’ve always been able to use my Rezend!”
Jacob was astonished to see that Akeno was almost in tears.
“Can I see your hand? The one the tree just whipped?” Jacob reached out, but Akeno jumped away from him.
“Don’t touch me! What are you doing? Keep away!”
Jacob put his hands in the air. “Okay! Sorry. I won’t do it again.”
Akeno pulled off his top hat and crumpled to the ground, sobbing.
“I’m sorry!” Jacob said, exasperated. “I really didn’t mean to upset you.”
“I don’t need your pity!” Akeno said, throwing his hat at Jacob.
Jacob caught the hat and turned away, muttering to himself. Someone had to act logically here.
Brojan and Kenji would know what to do—they must have some advice. He started running to the tunnel to go back to Taga, but thought better of it and stopped. Jacob turned around.
“September, go now—” He paused when he saw that September was pretending not to hear him. “Come on—it’s for Akeno, not me.”
September turned to him. “Fine.”
“Is it possible for the two of you to throw yourselves, or whatever you do, at the same time?”
“Yes, it is,” September said.
“Then you go to Kenji, and you, Early, go to Brojan. We need to figure out what’s going on.”
“On it!” Early said, and with a bright flash of light, they were gone. Jacob faced Akeno, who was no longer sobbing, but glaring up at him.
“Okay . . . uh . . . well, hopefully we’ll figure things out soon,” Jacob said, giving the hat back to Akeno.
Akeno jammed the hat on his head. “There’s absolutely nothing going on that wasn’t supposed to happen, Jacob.” The amount of venom in his voice was shocking. “Are you so stupid you can’t see that?”
Jacob tried not to look at him, but couldn’t help it. “Well, uh, I’m sure this wasn’t planned by anyone . . . except maybe the Lorkon.”
Akeno’s fist hit the ground. “You’re wrong. My father and Brojan knew this would happen. They sent us here to fail.”
Jacob shook his head slowly. He couldn’t figure out why Akeno was acting this way. “I really don’t think they did.”
Thankfully, September and Early returned, putting a stop to the conversation. Early flew to Akeno and stuck her tongue out at him. Akeno snarled, his face contorted with anger, and he jumped up, lunging at her. His hands swiped the air, but she was already several feet away from him, grinning. He ran after her, yelling at her to come back.
Jacob turned to September, who, like Early, thought this was hilarious. “What did they say?”
September stopped laughing and turned to Jacob. “Kenji and Brojan were at Akeno’s house. They said you should always keep one messenger with you and to send only one of us at a time from now on, just in case something happens and you need the other Minya’s help.” He looked at Akeno, who was still trying to get Early. “You need to get Akeno out of the forest right now—the trees are poisonous to him.”
Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Poisonous trees? What else are we going to come across here? Animal-eating flowers?” The Minya ignored him. “At least the tree didn’t hit me, too. One of us had to stay sane.”
September shook his head, watching Early and Akeno. “Brojan said Akeno isn’t acting that way because he got hit. The trees—their influence—are poisonous to him, like they were to the adult Makalos. He must be getting older.”
Jacob rolled his eyes. Of course the Makalo was getting older. “Was there anything else?” he asked.
No response. Jacob waved his hand in front of September. “Hello? Was there anything else?”
“Oh, yes, there was.”
“Well?”
September finally turned back to Jacob. “Brojan said, ‘Absolutely do not go into the forest.’ And Kenji said, ‘Don’t tell Akeno you’re moving him. Just grab him and go.’”
“Okay. And that’s all?”
“Yes, that’s all.”
Jacob motioned toward Akeno. “Have Early bring him back.”
Akeno’s ranting became louder as he and the Minyas drew closer. Jacob waved his arms. “Hey, Akeno!”
“You stay out of this, you good-for-nothing human!” Akeno screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. “Who cares who you are? Who cares where you come from? I could’ve done this just as well as you, only I could’ve done it alone!”
Jacob frowned, trying to decide the best way to move the Makalo. Bribery? He dismissed that idea as soon as it came to him. Akeno wasn’t acting logically right now, and wouldn’t respond well to any sort of quiet approach. That meant there was only one thing Jacob could do. Grab Akeno and run—just as Kenji had suggested. “I’m really sorry for doing this,” Jacob said, and then he rushed forward, picked up Akeno, and swung him over his shoulder.
“Put me down! Put me down right now!”
With a sudden squirm, Akeno turned and clawed at Jacob’s face. Surprised, Jacob dropped him, and Akeno took off, running full speed into the forest.
“Oh, no!”
Jacob dropped his bag and sped after Akeno. He wasn’t surprised when the trees started thrashing around him.
Dodging branches, dead animals, and stumps, he stumbled through the forest, doing his best to ignore the angry, moving trees. He kept his eyes on Akeno, but the Makalo was much faster than Jacob had given him credit for, and it was difficult to keep up.
The forest was much thicker now, with almost no visibility. Panic hit Jacob when he noticed that the distance between himself and Akeno was growing. He couldn’t tell for sure, but it seemed that while the trees were still trying to stop him, they were now letting Akeno through. Each breath he took was agonizing, as the air tasted disgustingly stale and dirty. Jacob tried to limit the amount of air that entered his lungs, but the stench of death was unavoidable.
The forest grew thicker, making it nearly impossible to see, and what little light there was danced around as the branches thrashed. After only a few minutes, Jacob could no longer see Akeno, and very soon couldn’t hear him, either. The trees thinned and he stopped running, not sure where to go since Akeno hadn’t exactly been running in a straight line.
Something cold and smooth brushed against Jacob’s cheek. He frantically wiped it off his face, spinning to see what had touched him. Nothing was there besides the moving branches.
He started forward again, cautiously peering ahead. He gasped as another cold, smooth thing ran through his hair. He bent over and shook his head as hard as he could, trying to rid himself of the animal—or whatever it was.
Seconds later, he felt an extra weight on his shoulders as something slid across and over them, circling his neck. Reaching up to grab it, he recognized the feel of the creature. It was a snake about two feet long, and in the dim light, he could see that it was pale in color. He yanked, flinging it off. As it flew through the air, Jacob stumbled from shock as he watched it flatten and float swiftly to a nearby tree.
The trees stopped moving. With the stillness, the light no longer danced, and Jacob could see better. Nearly every surface was covered with snakes—the ground seemed to have come alive. Several of them floated through the air.
Worried that the trees had stopped moving because something even larger and scarier than flying serpents had entered the forest, Jacob peered through the darkness, gingerly treading forward. He tried not to step on any of the snakes and grimaced when he did, but they weren’t reacting to him now that the trees were still.
As he walked cautiously, watching the trees in case they started to fling their branches around again, something large brushed against his leg. He looked down and made out the shape of a snake, two feet in diameter, as it slithered slowly past him, then stopped.
Jacob’s body stiffened with fear as his mind raced. He flipped through all his Scouting memories—what kind of snake was this? Was it poisonous? He couldn’t remember ever having seen one as big as it, with its coloring, before, even on TV. He gasped when he felt the snake coil around his feet. He tried to step away, but couldn’t. Not only was the fear overwhelming, but his feet were being held too tightly.
The snake hissed, and suddenly it was eye-to-eye with Jacob, its intelligent green eyes piercing into him. Pressure around his knees told him the snake was increasing its grip there. He tried to move again, but couldn’t—the massive serpent had coiled around his chest and tightened its hold.
The snake’s tongue flicked out, barely touching Jacob’s skin and hair, testing the air around him. Then its body tightened so much that it squeezed the breath out of him. Lifting him completely off the ground, the snake leaned in about a foot from Jacob’s face and gave a loud, menacing hiss, revealing six-inch fangs that glistened in the dim light. It whipped its head away and started dragging him through the forest. Jacob gasped desperately for air and was finally able to pull in a short breath.
After a few moments, they were joined by a second snake just as big as the first. This snake slithered alongside them for a moment, then headed off to the right.
The forest ended as the snake reached the edge of a clearing. Toward the center was a hill with a very large manor sitting atop its crest. There was no sign of Akeno.
The manor must have been impressive in its day. The large columns looked to be made of granite, and the windows, most of which had either been boarded over or smashed open, were massive and elegant. The wide, concrete porch that circled the house was now cracked and disheveled, with vines growing unchecked through the cracks and up many of the columns. The front right corner of the foundation had begun to sink, and rotted wood lay strewn about.
In front of the house, to the right, was a large pit. Jacob thought he could hear Akeno’s voice coming from it, and he struggled to break free of the snake’s tight grip. But the snake ignored his attempts and continued slithering across the ground, up the stairs, and through the open front door of the house.
It was musty and dirty inside. Dim light shone through several of the smashed windows. The front entryway was spacious—at least two stories high, maybe three. The floor was marble, and there were grand marble pillars lining the edges of the room. Stained-glass windows, most of them boarded over, were placed between the pillars.
Just before they went up a large, curved stairway, Jacob caught a glimpse of a side room with sheet-covered furniture. There was a hallway at the top of the stairs, the first half overlooking the front entry and the second half lined with doors on both sides. All the doors were shut, and many of them had a slight greenish glow coming through the cracks. The snake stopped abruptly at the end of the hall. In place of the door was a silvery, translucent sheen that filled the entire doorway.
The snake paused before entering. The moment its head passed the frame, there was a loud clap, and the sheen disappeared. The snake wriggled forward a few feet, then released its hold on Jacob. He stumbled to his feet and whirled, ready to defend himself, but the snake had already slithered back into the hallway and was biting the top, bottom, and sides of the door frame. The translucent veil materialized again, sealing the doorway, and the snake slithered down the hall and stairs.
Jacob rushed to the nearest window, barely noticing the junk and oddly placed rolls of cloth on the floor, and watched as the snake disappeared into the thick forest. He waited a few moments longer, but the snake didn’t return.
The pit was beneath the window. It wasn’t very deep—maybe two or three feet—and Akeno was there, thrashing around with the remains of charred furniture and other debris. Jacob pounded on the window, trying to get Akeno’s attention, but the Makalo didn’t seem to notice.
A cold wind blew on the back of Jacob’s neck, making his hair rise. He turned and nearly yelled in horror—about a foot or so away was a partially decomposed body sitting in a chair, seemingly on the verge of tumbling over.
Afraid it would fall at any moment, Jacob kept his hands up as he stepped to the side, barely missing another body that lay across the floor with arms stretched toward the door. He jumped away from it, realizing that what he’d assumed to be rolls of cloth were really bodies sprawled on the ground, reaching for the exit. He made his way to a clear spot and looked around.
The room was very large. There was a massive bed against one wall, a fireplace on another, and several chairs placed in random positions around bookcases, tables, and the fireplace. Nearly every chair held human remains, ranging from full skeletons to decomposing corpses that had been dead for only a few weeks at most. In one corner of the room was a table. On top sat two stone or clay jugs and bits of both fresh and moldy uneaten food.
The smell of death and decay became so overpowering, Jacob felt as though his lungs would burst. Desperate for fresh air, he steeled himself, then rushed past the dead bodies back to the window.
But the window wouldn’t budge.
Jacob’s gaze landed on the jugs, and he grabbed one—it was heavy with water. He smashed it against the window as hard as he could. The result was water splashing all over him and the nearest body, the jug shattering, and the window remaining undamaged. He grimaced. He should have dumped the water out first.
Then he looked down and noticed several other broken objects on the floor below the windows—byproducts of others’ attempts to break the glass.
Jacob groaned. “Oh, man, I’ve really got to get out of here.”
The sound of his own voice startled him, and he looked over his shoulder at the bodies. He felt stupid when he realized he was checking to see if they’d moved. He forced himself to take a deep breath of stale air to calm himself, and studied them. What if, like them, his only way out was through the doorway? But why hadn’t the others gone through? They weren’t tied up or anything. They weren’t even near the door. None of them was closer than five or six feet.
Resolving to get out, Jacob crossed the room toward the shimmering doorway. He stopped about three feet away, peering at it. There was a slight movement, a few swirls in the silver. Light pink and blue mists emanated from it, and Jacob was distracted by the color for a moment—it was the first he’d seen since he got here. Reaching toward the portal, he felt something pass over his skin as his hand went through the mist. It was cold—very cold—and a sharp pinpricking sensation started at his fingertips, moving up his wrist to where the mist stopped. Alarmed, Jacob retracted his arm and examined his hand. No blood, no mark, nothing.
He looked up, took a step closer, and put his hand out again, this time determined to touch the shimmering barrier. The same cold, prickly feeling started at his fingertips and reached his elbow. He held his breath and plunged his arm forward. Nothing happened. But then he saw the sheen separate where he touched it.
Jacob stepped forward, pushing himself into the veil. The cold mist encompassed him, and he felt the pinpricking cover him from head to foot. An enormous pressure enveloped his entire body, making movement difficult, and he felt the air start to swirl around him. As the wind gained speed, he could feel his shirt being pulled up and his hair ruffled.
An intense pain suddenly hit him, starting in his chest and moving to his extremities. He felt electrocuted—he couldn’t move, and his body shook. He couldn’t even breathe. His fingers felt pulled from their joints, and there was no sensation in his feet. He tried to back out of the doorway, but felt as though some invisible force was holding him in one spot.
After what seemed like an eternity, but was probably only a few seconds, the feeling left him and he doubled over, gasping for breath. The pain in his muscles was replaced with numbness and he lost his balance, falling back into the room.
Jacob lay awkwardly on his side, no feeling in his body whatsoever. Had he been hit by lighting? Zapped with a Taser? Even his brain seemed paralyzed.
Sensation slowly returned to his limbs and he rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. What on earth had happened? Or, more precisely, what on Eklaron had happened? Had he been electrocuted? And why hadn’t it killed him? Did the people in the room try the same thing with similar results? He flipped onto his stomach and gradually got to his knees, ignoring the dead body only a foot or so in front of him.
He stood and turned around to face the barrier. It was the only way out of the room—he was sure of it. Did he dare try to walk through again? He grimaced, imagining going through the pain once more. Or two or three times. Who, after experiencing something like that, would volunteer for a repeat? He looked around the room at the dead bodies. There was no way he was going to stay here and die like they did. He had to get that Key. He had to get Akeno out of the forest. He had to see Ebony and Kenji and Matt and his family again. And he definitely had to try out for the basketball team before he died. A fierce determination hit him. He would get the Key. Nothing was going to stop him.
With new resolve, Jacob held up his hand and took a step, frowning as the tingly sensation moved from his fingers and up his arm. This time, however, he steeled himself against the pressure of the swirling air and pushed as hard as he could. The same intense pain began, stopping his breathing once again, but he was already moving forward and continued pushing.
A loud pop made him jump, and the pressure, the mist, the pain, and the wind were suddenly gone. There was only the simple door frame.
Relief coursed through his body and he paused, breathing deeply. Why did it work this time and not the first? Deciding to think on it later, he took one last look into the room, then sprinted down the hallway and the stairs. He crossed the front entryway and exited the house, expecting something to jump out at him any moment, and feeling relieved when nothing did.
Once outside, Jacob looked around for any sign of the snakes, but something odd caught his attention. The trees appeared to be pulsing toward the same point in the forest some distance away. And that spot appeared to be moving.
A sick feeling came over him as he realized that whatever was moving through the forest was coming his way, and that the trees wanted to be close to it—trees that had been trying to kill him earlier. His imagination spun wildly out of control, and he tried to push thoughts of thousands of snakes or huge spiders like the one in Lord of the Rings coming at him.
Jacob ran to the edge of the pit and saw Akeno randomly digging around in the pile of junk. The furniture had been burned a while ago—how long, he couldn’t tell.
He quickly headed down the three-foot slope into the pit toward Akeno. Not even waiting to see what mood he was in, Jacob took Akeno’s hands, pinned them tightly together with his own, and swung the small Makalo over his shoulder.
Then he practically flew out of the pit. Ignoring Akeno’s yelling, Jacob sprinted through the forest, praying he wouldn’t run into either of the snakes. It was difficult to keep Akeno on his shoulder—he was kicking and flailing his arms with all his might and almost got away several times.
The trees weren’t thrashing at them. Jacob figured they were distracted by whatever lay just ahead of them, and felt uncomfortable with the idea that he was running almost straight toward their focus point. But there wasn’t anything else he could do. He only knew one way to get back to the path, and that was to go the way he had come.
Jacob kept Akeno’s wrists pinned together with one hand. He used the other to push branches out of the way. Jumping across a flattened tree, he almost lost his grip on Akeno.
Veering right, Jacob tried to widen the space between the oncoming danger and themselves. He started to feel hopeful that they could get away after all.
As he tore through the forest, a snake flew out of the air in front of him, and he almost lost Akeno again. A memory of flying snakes he’d once seen on a science show flashed across his mind, and he had an “ahah!” moment. The snakes around him then were a lot like the ones he’d seen on TV. They must’ve been related somehow!
Something caught Jacob’s attention and he stole a sidelong glance. Completely unprepared for what he saw, Jacob lost his balance and tumbled headlong into the brush. The dark, piercing eyes of a beautiful woman had locked with his. She was at least a hundred feet away, but the trees were leaning over, almost touching the ground as they bowed to her, and he could see her clearly.
She was clad in flowing white robes that billowed in the breeze. Her long, dark hair mingled with the robes, drifting around her. She smiled mockingly at him, and it appeared as if she found his situation humorous. Her walk was graceful, and though she moved toward the house, their eyes met, and she stopped to face him.
“Danilo,” she said in a whisper. Her voice was haunting, carrying across the distance with ease.
Akeno whimpered, and Jacob, distracted by the woman’s beauty, realized he was probably squishing his little prisoner. Tearing his eyes away from her gaze, Jacob saw fear written all over the poor Makalo’s face. He looked at the woman again and saw that she was still watching him, though now she reached toward him, beckoning him to come.
Feeling an odd yearning to do so, Jacob got to his feet, hefting Akeno and brushing himself off with the hand that wasn’t holding the Makalo. What was a beautiful woman like that doing alone in the forest? There were dangerous things here, and . . . and she obviously needed him. He could take care of her. He’d even clean the manor and fix it up. Akeno didn’t need his help. The Makalos were probably just being pessimistic about the Lorkon and their old war. He took a step in her direction, but Akeno struggled on his shoulder, seemingly aware of what Jacob was doing.
Jacob scowled. Akeno was always getting in the way, trying to make Jacob do things he didn’t want to do. Jacob glanced at the lady, and she again beckoned.
He smiled at her. The picture she created was one of serenity and elegance. He wanted to look into her eyes and say something intelligent to make her like him. He took a determined step forward, but jumped when Akeno bit him and tried to escape.
“Stupid Makalo!” Jacob said, scrambling to cover Akeno’s mouth and hold him in place.
The pain made him hesitate, however, and he frowned, struggling with himself internally. Something made him long to be near the woman. But then again . . . a gross feeling started in the pit of his stomach and spread to his heart. He blinked, his mind clearing, somewhat confused by the feeling. Something so beautiful and perfect couldn’t be bad, could it? But there was that feeling again. Take a step back, it warned him. He grunted, frustrated with the persistence of the ridiculous thought that was ruining his peaceful moment.
Finally recognizing that he couldn’t ignore the warning, he closed his eyes, willing his intuition to tell him why he shouldn’t go to her.
Logic entered his mind. The trees wanted to be near her, and they had been trying to kill him by whipping and slashing their branches. They’d been incredibly vicious and angry toward the intruders. He scowled and opened his eyes. She was still there, patiently waiting. He glanced down at his arms, the skin still scratched and scraped from being attacked by limbs.
Jacob sighed and looked at the woman, feeling wistful. Then he saw the hundreds of snakes swirling around her ankles. That wasn’t good. Snakes had taken him to a room full of dead people.
No, he couldn’t go to her.
With that thought, a feeling of warmth spread through his chest, as if to confirm his reasoning, and the disturbing feeling started to leave.
He took a step back, stumbled, and almost fell. A look of anger crossed the woman’s face. Again she beckoned, imploring him to come.
Shaking his head, unable to speak, he took another step back.
This time, an unmistakable expression of anger marred her exotic features. With a quick movement, she spread her arms, raised her face to the sky, and emitted a shrill, piercing scream.
Out of her mouth poured a thick, black cloud of air, made up of thousands of flying bugs and beetles which congregated around her. Dropping her head, she directed her scream toward Jacob, and the cloud came shooting across the distance between them.
No longer hesitant, Jacob took off in the opposite direction, running as fast as his legs would go.
“Faster!” Akeno yelled, still slung over Jacob’s shoulder. After what felt like an eternity of fighting branches, a bright patch of light came upon them, and Jacob fell to his knees onto the trail.
Jumping to his feet, he readjusted his hold on Akeno and grabbed both their bags from where they had dropped them earlier. He saw the Minyas and pointed at them. “You, come now!”
They immediately flitted into the air, following him as ran down the trail.
The trees were now bending toward something almost directly behind them. Jacob didn’t want to know if the lady was there.
After running for only a few hundred feet, he came to a crossroads. All three paths led into the forest, but one led to the south and looked less worn. Without stopping, Jacob made a split-second decision and chose that one.
Akeno yelled in fright at something behind them, and Jacob, who thought he was already running as fast as he could, piled on even more speed, nearly losing his balance in the process. Then came an angry buzzing noise.
The Minyas flitted alongside him. Both looked terrified and urged him to go faster. The smell of dead animals was overwhelming, and Jacob’s head spun from the stench.
Jacob looked up from the trail, and before long, he could see the end of the forest fast approaching. Relief coursed through him. Only that much farther to go. He could make it—he had to make it.
With one final push, he sailed through the last bit of forest at what felt like breakneck speed. A few strides from the forest edge, the buzzing sound dissipated, and he chanced a look backward. The cloud of black had stopped exactly where the forest ended. There was no sign of the woman.
Jacob ran a good minute or so before he simply couldn’t run any more. He released his hold on Akeno, who tumbled out of sight, and Jacob collapsed on his back in the tall grass alongside the trail.
After catching his breath, Jacob realized the scent of decay was fading. And he could see color again! He breathed deeply the warm fragrance of sun-baked grass and wildflowers. Rolling to his side, he reached over and grabbed a handful of the nearest flowers, pulling them out at the roots. He shoved them up against his nose, hoping the sweet aroma would remove the imaginary smell of rot that seemed to be forever imprinted on his brain.
A few minutes later, when his breathing had returned to normal, when his heart had slowed, and when he could no longer taste or smell death, he set the flowers aside and sprawled out on his back again, stretching out his sore muscles. Locking his hands behind his head, he gazed at the deep blue sky, unable to remember a time when he was more grateful to see it.
Today we experienced the second element: wind. As with the water, it was nothing like what we’d been expecting, and the form in which it came was a complete surprise to us. There was no warning at all, not even a wave of heat as before.
We were following the trail, conversing, when we noticed a pleasant scent. Kelson claimed it was his mother’s bread and soup. Kenji believed it was maple trees, pine needles, and mountains. To me, it was Arien’s perfume. The other Makalos and humans also listed their favorite things. Regardless of what we smelled, the effect was the same—we were made to feel completely happy and at peace.
We continued our trek, satisfied and content, and weren’t surprised to find the trail free from problems as we traveled.
However, an hour or two later, I felt someone pull me from my horse and drag me along the ground. I couldn’t focus on whoever it was, nor could I clear my thoughts long enough to remember what I was doing. The smell was so pervasive that my thoughts were completely centered on Arien. I’d even forgotten that she’d been kidnapped.
I felt water being poured over my head, and suddenly my thoughts were sharp again. When I looked around, I saw that I was near a small cabin, with its owner standing over me. Instead of fear, I felt joy as I realized who this woman was—a long-time friend of Ara Liese and Arien’s.
The Fat Lady—as she insists on being called—drew my attention to the trail and my fellow travelers. I was disturbed to see every member of the group standing still, a complacent smile upon their faces. But what shocked me most was that during the last two hours, we hadn’t moved an inch, and the horses had wandered away from us to graze. How had they done so, when we had been riding them?
Once my companions had been rescued and the horses rounded up, the Fat Lady explained everything.
The Lorkon created a type of everlasting potion and placed it in thick concentrations throughout the area. Whenever a person inhales the fumes of this potion, his mind is confounded, and he—or she—is rendered completely helpless. What was most frightening to us was this—the individual has no idea he is not continuing with his life because in his mind, he is. It is an invisible prison.

A timid voice interrupted Jacob’s reverie. “Jacob?”
He sat up and focused his eyes on Akeno, who sat not too far away. “Yeah?”
“Would you accept an apology? The way I behaved was completely childish and . . .” He hesitated, and Jacob rushed to forgive him.
“It’s okay, Akeno.”
Jacob watched Akeno closely to see if he was going to cry or start throwing punches. Satisfied by the contrition he saw in the Makalo’s eyes, he relaxed.
His mind drifted back to the forest. “Do you think that lady had an influence on what the trees were doing to us?”
Akeno shredded the leaves on his shoes. “I imagine so,” he said, then scratched his head. “Good thing I have another hat at home, ‘cause I think I lost mine somewhere in the forest.” He looked at Jacob. “Am I really so weak I couldn’t even handle a few negative emotions?”
Jacob shook his head. “No, I don’t think you are. It affected the Makalo adults, too.”
Akeno picked some grass near him, and Jacob pulled the petals off a flower. He could tell Akeno wanted to say something, so he waited. He hated awkward silences.
Akeno kept picking at the grass. Finally, he looked up. “Why didn’t the forest bother you?”
Jacob thought back to what he had felt while in the forest. He recognized he had remained rational the entire time . . . well, except when the woman was trying to lure him. But even Matt would have given in under those circumstances.
He sprawled on his back again. Why had Akeno been the only one affected by the trees? Why hadn’t they bothered Jacob? “Maybe the magic of your world doesn’t apply to humans,” he said.
“I don’t think that’s it,” Akeno said. “But you might be immune to bad magic.”
“How ‘bout we not do anything to test that theory.” Jacob wanted to avoid anything that would cause Akeno to go back to how he had acted earlier. He propped himself up on his elbow. “Why weren’t the Minyas overcome by it?”
“The same reason the laws of physics don’t affect them,” Akeno said. “Their magic doesn’t allow it. Very rarely do they come across something that does bother them.”
“We couldn’t enter the forest,” September said, floating above them. “We tried to follow, but something stopped us—perhaps a magic.”
Jacob sat up, shading his eyes from the sun. “But what if we hadn’t come back?”
“Then we would have informed Brojan and Kenji,” September said.
Jacob faced Akeno. “We can ask your dad about the forest and the room in the house and everything. They’d probably know why it all happened.” He spoke to the Minyas. “Early, take a message to Akeno’s parents and Brojan, telling them about how we saw an insane woman and found a manor full of dead people. Then let us know what they say.”
Early disappeared and Jacob sat and pulled food out of his bag. He was starving, and practically stuffed his mouth full of jerky and cheese. Once they’d finished, he put the food away. “Tell me more about Rezend. How do you target the wolves’ hearing?”
“I use Rezend to make a loud noise.”
“Gee, I would never have guessed.” He snorted. “Seriously. How does it knock them out?”
“Well, I concentrate on them while I create a sort of shockwave that targets ears. The shockwave is really powerful, and it knocks them out. It’ll target almost any living thing, but if used too frequently, it isn’t as effective.”
Jacob took a drink of water out of the canteen, then stared at it. It looked like it came from Walmart. He smiled to himself. They sat in silence for a while, waiting for Early to return.
“What other things can you do with your Rezend?” Jacob asked.
Akeno’s face turned thoughtful, and he took a moment to answer. “I can use it as a light. My left ring finger—where the Rezend is centered—will glow brightly when I want. Rezend can control electricity, and particles to an extent.” He rummaged through his bag, then popped a grape into his mouth and lay in the grass. “And water, too. Plumbing, lighting, etc.”
Akeno got to his knees, about to say something more, then stopped short.
The two black wolves sat on the forest edge, watching them.
“Not this again,” Jacob said.
“It’s definitely annoying.”
“Let’s just ignore them. I’m positive they’re making sure we’re not returning to Taga Village.”
Jacob looked at the trail in the opposite direction. Not far away was a grove of trees with a small cabin in the middle. Taller trees grew beyond that. The mountains to the south were tall, though not as big as the mountains even farther than them. There were acres and acres of gently rolling hills between the forest behind them and the mountains ahead.
When he turned back, he saw that the wolves had left. He breathed a sigh of relief.
Just then, Early returned. “Kenji and Brojan don’t have much to say. They gave me honey, though! They didn’t see the lady in the forest when they tried to leave Taga. But they said to go see Aldo. Ask him what he knows about the forest and the Key.” She pointed at the cabin. “That’s where he lives.”
The group gathered their things and followed the trail to the grove, soon reaching the path that led to Aldo’s place.
“Someone’s home,” Jacob said, motioning to the smoke that rose from the chimney.
Akeno nodded, stopping near one of the trees. “I wonder how these will treat me—I’m not feeling any negative emotions. Maybe I should check what’s going on around us?”
“Yeah, do. I’ll be right here to pull you away in case it tries to hit you.”
“Okay, here we go.”
Akeno reached his left hand to the tree, carefully touching the bark. When nothing happened, he visibly relaxed. “No danger here—the wolves must’ve stayed in the forest.” He plucked a bunch of leaves, then sat on the ground and started taping them to his shoes.
When Akeno was finished, Jacob led the way to the cabin. He knocked on the door, and after a moment, it opened. An old man with a large nose, a sparse, scraggly beard, and frizzy gray hair poked his head out.
“Squirrels said the clock was today?”
Jacob cleared his throat. “We’re looking for Aldo. Is that you?”
The man straightened and put his hand on his chest. “Aldo is me? Of course it is! The smile was pretty today. Why didn’t you take it?”
“Take what?” Jacob exchanged a glance with Akeno. “I don’t get it.”
“Sometimes, when purple raspberries come, they win plates. And you’re happy to be yesterday!” The old man’s lips lifted in a huge grin, revealing crooked, dirty teeth. “Children, children, children. Why even try? Squirrels are so much more effective.”
Akeno and Jacob looked at each other again, and Jacob raised his eyebrow. This was weird.
Aldo beckoned them into the cabin, ushering them to a couple of chairs next to a table. The front room, which doubled as a dining room, was small and dingy.
Sitting down, the old man picked up a teapot and motioned toward some cups on the table. “Stop here with bottles? I wouldn’t have gone to the store for a pixie if I were you.”
“Uh, no thanks,” Jacob said, wondering how long ago the man had lost his senses. No wonder the Makalos weren’t able to find out what was going on with him—he probably wouldn’t even let the Minyas near him.
“Oh, I forgot! Ladies! It means that they themselves once walked. Or maybe it was magic. Or perhaps it was that they couldn’t leave home if they wanted it.”
“Sure,” Jacob said. He looked around the room, noticing that the walls were covered with knickknacks, pots, and a few old photographs. Photographs? Jacob wished he were sitting closer so he could inspect them. Trying to remain focused on the here and now, he turned his attention back to their host, but caught himself staring at the man’s extremely large nose. He quickly looked away, realizing too late he should have been more discreet.
Aldo nodded. “The same place I’d be without my dazzling smile.”
Jacob noticed that Aldo was staring at him as well, but with an almost knowing expression. He avoided the old man’s gaze and instead glanced at Akeno, who had a big grin on his face. Jacob kicked Akeno’s leg under the table, frowning at him and shaking his head.
Akeno’s smile disappeared. He cleared his throat and looked at Aldo. “We were wondering what you can tell us about the Key of Kilenya.”
“The sunset is really cool. But if the dispenser’s broken—now, that’s irreplaceable.”
Jacob sighed inwardly. They were wasting their time.
Suddenly, the old man stood up, knocking his chair over in the process, and left the room through a door in the back wall. Jacob heard him moving things around. Both boys jumped at the sound of a loud crash, followed by a yell and a stream of angry words.
Jacob snickered. “I understood that,” he whispered.
When Aldo returned, he was carrying a bucket of nuts. He grabbed one of them, showed it to Jacob, and laughed, saying, “Squirrels don’t come here. I’ll show you why.” Then he threw the nut at Jacob.
Jacob jumped out of his chair. “Hey! That hurt!”
“You too?” Aldo turned to Akeno, but Akeno was too fast for him and jumped out of the way.
Jacob couldn’t help but laugh at the devastated look on the old man’s face when he realized he hadn’t hit his target.
Aldo’s expression turned to one of anger. He put the bucket down, grabbed a handful of nuts, and chucked them at top speed, hitting both boys. Then he laughed gleefully and jumped up and down, clapping his hands.
“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Jacob said. “He’s crazy!”
They ran outside, doing their best to dodge the nuts that were being flung at them. It only took a couple of seconds to reach the main trail, where they were joined by the Minyas. Looking over his shoulder, Jacob saw that the old man continued throwing nuts, even though the boys had already gone a fair distance.
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