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For my brother...always willing to step into an adwsa with me.

—NMuichael Stagliano



Thanks, Dad



“Somewhere off the green coast,
where leaves blaze tangerine-red:
Dragon scales cut the sky
and magic whispers songs, like

fireflies under a moonlit elm.

There you'll find my heart.
—The child in me, running, flying,

with eyes as big as worlds.”

—MES
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Story 1

The Forest Witch

“Wesley, why don’t you just go talk to her,” Davsdid, leaning over his friends
shoulder. “What if she likes you too...just go day” Wesley breathed deep and
looked around the hallway to make sure the coastalear of anything that would ruin
the tense moment and make him look foolish. Amgteght. As he took his first step
towards Steph’s locker only a few feet away, heabeig feel his heart pumping harder
and harder under his faded blue t-shirt. Insigeytbung boy’s head, thoughts of doubt,
nervousness, anxiousness, and just plain frightheddo be attacking different parts of
his body. His chest was first. It became hardraathe, like somebody had filled the
hallway with smoke. As soon as he had left Davsikie, he had stepped into the fumes,
and it was now compressing his airway. Had he snlydleveloped asthma?

His stomach was an intense mass of feathers apded helium, swirling and
tickling the insides of his once-calm tummy. Hedat a slight fart with his next step, a
popping whistle-like sensation escaping from treg ¢ his pants. He paused for a
moment with curious, darting eyes to see if anylwe noticed the small tremor,
especially Steph. Again he got the green lighteré were now only a few feet between
him and his love of the past 11 years. She hadmaiperfectly since she and Wesley
were toddlers. Wesley remembered Steph’s deepelye®the first day of pre-school. It
seemed like only more light and color and beauty$eeped into them today. Her short

blonde hair fell lightly on the sides of her faaed bounced just a little bit as she walked.



She was almost the same height as Wesley. Herscoseched up just a little as she
laughed at something her classmate said in theadgor This is where the third body
part became infected: his sweat glands. Weslaggubescent body could go through
enough physical activity to kill a bull and stibinsweat a drop. But, as soon as “his girl”
came around, his hands became unmistakably clani®eymembering how he had
dreamt of one day taking Steph’s hand in his, dirgpfo a knee and setting a tender kiss
on her soft skin—It looked like that was now olithe question.

The second-to-last step towards her gave himnangdir of hope, and set those
intense bodily feelings to rest. He got a smie had turned towards him and, although
she didn’t seem to be looking right at him for somason, he saw her lips part and her
cheeks spread. With his heart stopping tempordrédyfroze, but it was jolted back to
life when she floated in his direction with her arsiretched out for a hug. He panicked,
stumbling over his feet with excitement, and lookiegvn at the floor to catch his
balance. Recovered, he looked back up and readiezelf for the best hug of his life.
The hopeful situation had changed. Steph wasojest his left shoulder. It was now
clear that the embrace was not meant for him. ihgraround, he followed her passing
body as though a string were attached from hislgleosito hers. He spun around 180
degrees and saw her hugging her best friend Jetiseheart sank as he continued to
spin and made his way past the two girls in theosfip direction. It was a crushing
blow. A water fountain caught his attention andyjbekly bent down to get a drink.

The jet of water smacked his lips and then dropgpele metal bowl without being

consumed. Rising up from the fountain slowly, éyes fixed on Steph, who was now



talking and smiling with her friend, and wishedwll his heart that he could be the one
she was talking to.

Behind her he saw David approaching, so he gatheneself and prepared for
the coming criticism.

“Hey,” David said casually, as he passed by Steghand Jenna.

“Hey David,” they both replied as he walked byheTtwo girls went back to their
conversation, and when David caught up to the deded/esley, his head was shaking
with frustration.

“Another failed mission, huh?,” David said witlsampathetic-but-flat voice.

“Ya,” Wesley sighed, still looking at his Steph.

“That’s alright, buddy, you will get her next timieDavid put his hand on
Wesley’s shoulder and they turned down the hall.

School was over and the boys planned to go to &yashouse. The buses were
lined up outside the door down the hall and, theglentheir way toward the distant buzz
of rumbling engines, and the sounds of hundredhaftering students at Wilson Junior
High.

It was early October in the old town of Trumb@bnnecticut, and school had
now been in session for about a month and a f[dlé familiar smell of the season
changing from summer to fall was beginning to taker the quaint town. Although
summer vacation was still only a month or two ia gast, the town was beginning to
brace itself down for the long winter ahead. St @eere less active now in the afternoon
and the familiar sounds of kickball, waffle-balhdastreet hockey echoing from every

neighborhood in the area, had vanished. The wvassted area was beginning to take on



its seasonal colors. Acres upon acres of trees sle@dding their green skins, and spots
of oranges, reds, and yellows were blooming aliadotown. It would be a breathtaking
sight in the coming weeks.

Change was on its way.

“So what do you want to do today?,” David askethay stepped onto the bus.

“l don’t know... play basketball, or play with my goor do a puzzle?” David
was not intrigued.

“Why don’t we build a tree fort, in the woods bethiyour house?”

“All right.” Wesley agreed. David always had godéas. The week before,
they’d gone to the creek across the street fromd=and caught minnows. And the
week before that they went and played hide and settle hayfield near school.

Wesley and David had been best friends for sixsyezver since first grade when
they were made cubby buddies. They shared a $patleeir jackets and lunch boxes the
whole year and became inseparable. Over the ya&sley noticed David had become
very witty and developed a good sense of humorgbaple liked. He knew that David
was probably more popular than he was—and evenezkt have a few girls after him.
He was athletic and outgoing, and great to hangwitht and he was over at Wesley's
house enough to be his brother.

“So how was your day, other than the slight bohdi t got to witness at the
end?,” David asked.

“It was good. We are reading this awesome bodknglish, and today we read
this chapter where there was fighting and swordisgarblins and a princess, all battling

over a castle. Uhhhh! It was just awesome!”



“OK, let’s try that again,” David replied sarcastily. “Outside of actual school
how was your day?”

“Like what? Like in between periods, and lunchl atuff?”

“Ya...”

“Oh it was good,” he lied. David and he had d#f& lunch periods and, because
Wesley didn't really know anyone else, he had eatene and read his book for the
entire 45 minutes. Before junior high, they hatéedunch together in their classroom.
But now the boys barely saw each other during thea day.

“In lunch today, this kid, Chris, across the tabi@s drinking a carton of
chocolate milk, and | was just finishing up thdtgdhat I told you with the pool table
and the tree, remember?”

“Oh yeah, kind of, | don’t think | got it thougltay it again.”

“OK. What is big, green, fuzzy, has four legsdaifit fell out of a tree and hit
you, it would kill you?”

“What?,” Wesley shrugged, equally as puzzledhaditst time he heard it.

“A pool table,” David said with a hopeful expremsi Wesley didn’t reply. He
was thinking. David sat staring, still hoping Bopositive response. It didn’t come.
Rolling his eyes, he continued.

“...0OK... So, | finished the joke and, just as | sthé word “table” Chris began
to laugh. His eyes bulged up real big, and hisifethback and then, like somebody had
flushed a toilet, the chocolate milk came pouring @ his nose, all over his shirt and all
over the table. It was awesome! It just pourgttrout of his nose. Oh, man, you

should have seen it!”
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“Hahaha...that’s funny,” Wesley said, half-heartedie looked out the window.

“It sucks we don’t have lunch together, man.”

“It's all right; 1 know a bunch of people in myrah period that | can talk to,” he
lied again. The rest of the bus ride was pretigtgand, when they came to their stop,
they got up in silence.

“Hey, boys,” Wesley’'s mom said as they walkedha tront door of their old
New England home. “How was your day?,” she asleith@y sauntered into the kitchen.

“Good...OK, listen to this one,” David tested hishu “What is green, fuzzy, has
four legs, and, if it fell out of a tree and hituat would kill you?”

“What?,” Mrs. Terrell replied with a similar ex@®on that her son had made
moments before.

“A pool table,” David answered with a confidentilon his face.

“Hahaa...haa...ha,” she laughed, mimicking her sogestion.

“OK Well, I made at least one person laugh tod#h that joke, and—you know
what?—That is good enough for me.” David tookat a¢the kitchen table frustrated,
arms crossed.

“And how was your day, sunshine?,” Mrs TerrelledkVesley, who was sitting
at the table quietly.

“Good Mom...how was your day?,”

David looked up at Mrs. Terrell with a frown. Wegls mom knew her son was
not the most outgoing person in the world and thatside of David, he didn’t have very

many friends.
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“My day was wonderful,” there was a brief paust®obeMrs. Terrell smiled and
changed the subject.

“What's on the agenda for the afternoon? Nintedsketball, Barbie Dolls?”

“We’re gonna build a tree fort,” Wesley announca@hocolate chip cookie half
crammed in his mouth. “Way back in the woods Vaitloby traps, secret passages,
ladders, and a zip-line.”

“Were you guys planning on going to school tomatror just working round the
clock on your fort?,” Mrs. Terrell teased.

“We will be back before dinner,” Wesley said asgnabbed David and headed
for the garage. Wesley motioned to David to grstblackpack. When they got to his
father’s workbench in the back of the garage, ie@avid emptied their bags and started
packing for the project. A box of nails, two hammsjg/ards and yards of string, a tape
measure, and a small hatchet: They headed favabes behind the house.

It was still pretty early in the afternoon wheeytreached the tree line, and they
paused for a moment to mark down their locationtarghze at the forest before them.
Wesley figured they had about two or three hoursuoldight left and, as he took the first
step into the woods, his heart was racing. Bwiai$ a different kind of racing than he
had experienced earlier in the day when standimgtoeSteph. He was psyched to get
free from the whole world of junior high school.n#dcipation caught in his throat, he
looked at the trees like an obstacle course.

He was ready for adventure.

“C’'mon,” Wesley shouted as he ran ahead of Dad.hopped over small sticks

and branches and left David in his dust. But Davas an athlete and was soon by his
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side. The two boys raced along the forest flda Indians hunting down a deer. They
leaped high over large rocks that were stickingadomhg the ground, swung off of low
hanging tree branches, and threw in a few unnegespan moves. They didn’t say a
word to each other as their backpacks bouncedeif backs, like toddlers getting piggy
back rides. It seemed the only thing that matteras to run and be free. Wesley looked
back over his shoulder and could no longer seaduse. It was a good feeling. He
could see nothing but trees and leaves; nothingatbald ask him questions, make him
nervous, or embarrassed. Alone in nature, he @widDeveled in their freedom.

Nothing looked familiar. After running for whatesaed like an hour, he heard David
stop and call to him from a few yards back.

“Wesley, we better stop. We have to run this whehy back. Besides, we came
out here to build a fort and, unless the treedbgter and better the further in we go, |
think we have gone far enough.” David had his lsasmd his knees and was gasping for
air. Wesley, on the other hand, was not. Hefifedt even though he had clearly run just
as far and just as fast as David. While David euoén his breath, Wesley began to
survey the surroundings for a good place to biérthideout. He surveyed the canopy
above and found the changing autumn leaves werk #lfliaround him. Very little
sunlight made it through from above. There wertehgs here and there behind where
David stood but, deeper in towards Wesley, the vagie becoming scarce. It seemed as
though the light behind him was being pulled awaypushed.

His eyes drifted until he couldn’t look any furtheShuffling his feet around 180
degrees, his glance arrived back at eye levela@iedd he saw a completely different

forest floor.
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Starting two feet in front of him, the ground wasnpletely covered in thick
moss. Caked on the forest floor like a carpegxiended for several hundred yards into
the darkness. Surrounding the moss like a cage &rermous birch trees, so tall their
tops were not visible from where Wesley stood. Wwhée trunks stood lean guarding the
patch of soft green moss below them, like soldi&sarrounding the entire base of the
trees and rising two feet off the ground was adbitgray fog. Like a freezing cold cloud
that decided to take a nap in the middle of thedor

50 yards away stood a single house in the midtiefstrange environment. The
house (shack would be more appropriate) appeareed tompletely water-logged and
ruined. It seemed, like it was tired, ready tdaqmde from all the water weight. The roof
was a dark, faded-grey covering, comprised of simypgles, warped and out of place.
Made of dirt-brown boards, the walls formed a sienpbx shape. Aside from the roof
and the walls, the only other visible structuresestée two beams on the front porch that
held up a crooked overhang, and a small woodpiteddeft of the door. An axe rested
against its edge. The house looked like it wask#d from the Outback of Australia.

Wesley turned his head to get David’s attentioth @mnmake sure that he had not
moved. He was reassured that all he had donetaassd turn around to wait for David
to catch his breath, and then turn right back adouBut why had he not seen the house
while he was running?

He thought all of this at the same time that laized that David was standing
right beside him, with his jaw dropped.

“So this is why you were running so fast,” Davalds “Looks like we won't

have to build a fort after all, someone beat us’to
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He took a step onto the moss—and, as soon asdtipdt pressure on the green
substance, an orange-red juice came up from betteagurface. David immediately
took a step back and when his foot left the aréadtbeen on, the liquid vanished back
into the ground. Wesley was speechless.

“What do you think, Wes?” David said nervous amdited. Wesley didn’t
respond and, instead, took a daring first step trgonoss. The reaction was the same.
Walking slowly and cautiously towards the curiowsie before them, the liquid bubbled
from the ground, then vanished, then bubbled andgskiad again. Their eyes were fixed
on their footing, so they didn’t notice the tenytavalkway they were fast approaching.
Stopping at the first board, they saw that eacleestgive board got smaller. The first
board was the largest at five feet wide, and teedae before the house, two feet wide.
They crossed the planks easily and found themsealvii® front door. A strange feeling
enveloped them. Blood pulsed through their bodgethey nervously stared at the door
handle, then at each other.

“You do the honors,” David said, motioning for ls@mpanion to open the door.
Wesley stepped forward and pushed on the old @k dt creaked open with surprising
ease, as they had expected a lock of some kindsléyked the way and, for the second
time that day, he felt his jaw drop at finding stihmeg else in the forest that wasn’t what
it seemed.

They entered a huge room, twice the size it agoketar be from the outside. They
stood in the doorway looking in and noticed thaiitleyes hadn’'t needed to adjust to the
light. It had been so dark outside already thatdlwasn’t a change in brightness from

outside to in. Briefly Wesley recalled that whéey had entered the woods they had
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about two hours of good day light left, but theyl lnealy been gone for a half an hour at
most, why was it so dark?

Their eyes carried them deep into the room angl ltegan to explore. David
veered left; Wesley went straight ahead. Bothatimas proved to be gratifying.
David’s hands passed over countless books on thedlh He read a few of the titles in
their vertical position in front of himBook of SpellsSorceress’s Scripture, Book of Life,
Book of Death Numerous unlit candles were scattered betwembdbks, as David
passed them they felt like eyes.

Wesley explored a huge black cauldron in the ceoftthe room complete with
logs underneath it—a large spoon resting on thee sh simple wooden table with two
chairs looked like it hadn’t been used for a huddrears. Wesley set his backpack on
top of it.

“Pretty weird,” David proclaimed from across tloom. He looked up to find
Wesley’'s eyes and was surprised at how far awayréedly were.

“Ya,” he replied, still examining the room. Dauinhs done looking at the library
and began to make his way across the room to Wesbtiging how thick and smoggy
the air felt, almost stale. The boys felt colddes like they had aged 50 years in just a
few minutes. David passed the cauldron and oraseanough he began examining the
far wall.

“Take a look at this, Wes.” David was hunchedrdeeused on a cage hanging
from the ceiling. Inside was a raven, one of hasvs missing, lying on its side, head
down, eyes shut.

“Is it dead?,” Wesley asked.

16



David took a pencil out of his pocket. “Let'sdimut.”

“What are you going to do?”

“l am going to ask him if he can write my name.”

“What!!!”

“What do you think | am going to do?! | am goitagpoke him to see if moves.”

Before David even got the pencil up to the calge raven’s one good eye opened
and stared intently at the intruders. The all-e/leye shocked the boys and they stepped
back in surprise. The bird remained perfectly.stil

The boys heard a distant whisper cut throughdlgeotitside and blow through the
open door, like a ghost, sending the oak slab agtie wall.

Wood under the cauldron exploded in flames, liggtip the dark room. The
boys went stiff. Their eyes darted back and fémdim the bird to the fire, to the open
door, to Wesley’s backpack, and then back to edoro

“What was that?,” David whispered.

“l dunno.” Wesley replied.

“What do we do?”

“I dunno, | dunno.” Wesley stuttered. David tiat@d for a moment, biting his
lip. Fear in his voice, he wondered aloud, “Whe# this far away from everyone?”

“Just calm down,” Wesley assured David. He loo&exlind and spotted his bag
on the table where he had left it. “I have tomgtbag,” Wesley whispered, making his
move. Slipping behind the cauldron, he slowly hestfor the backpack, pulling it off
cautiously, so the contents wouldn’t shift and ma&ise. As he glanced at the door he

saw something that made his breath halt: an oltavostanding at the edge of the
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mossy patch. The moss had changed. Now the craddeyuid had come back to the
surface and their foot prints were clearly visiblEhe old woman stood hunched over,
studying the tracks like a hound dog. She violejattked her head up towards the door
and Wesley felt his knees go numb. Had she had ppell on him or was his own fear
paralyzing him? He couldn’t seem to move, but eainately hidden well behind the
cauldron.

“She’s coming,” Wesley said to David who starethiat from the side of the
house, by the raven and its unsettling eye.

“A girl? What does she look like? Is she preftyfe asked, not understanding.

“God no! Look out that window over there,” Wesleymmanded, pointing
frantically at the glass. David scooted over ®tihy window a feet from the cage. The
sight of the frail old lady moving across the maasking her way toward the house,
destroyed his hope of a possible young femaleifartb pursue. And worse, she wasn’t
walking. She waBoating. Her pale grey cloak dragged behind her as sdedyhbove
the footprints.

“That was a booby trap!! Holy Crap, that's awesditi David stared in
amazement.

“David! Get down! Find a place to hide!,” Weslesdered from his hiding place
under the table. He watched David looking back fanith from left to right, and he saw
his friend’s eyes settle on an open cabinet irctraer. He crawled over to it and
opened the door. It was empty and he easily cchil@and shut the door almost all the

way, leaving just a small crack that he could peakof.
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The old woman entered the house with the grace$sliof a cat and the silence of
a whisper. The grey hood of her cloak hung wedlrdwer eyes, which were like the
raven’s: completely devoid of color. Getting a ddook at her, Wesley realized the
significance of the one-footed bird.

She instantly darted over to the cabinet whereidawas hidden pulling open the
door. Why had she gone to him first? Wesley wearty closer to the door than David.
Had he not been noticed by the bird or the womE®?00k a deep breath and watched
carefully. The heat from the fire was so intensddit like he was beingooked

The old woman grabbed David’s left ear and pulied over to the raven’s cage.
She pressed his head firmly against the rusty metas and brought her face down right
next to his. David started nervously sputteringanything and everything he could
think to say.

“Hi, yea, this is a great place you got here. Wé¢ee just walking, well running,
through the forest, and this place looked desextede thought we’d check it out, and
we’re actually just about to leave, but | must 88/Kool-Aid-colored moss garden is a
nice touch. How did you get it done?” The old wvaonwasn't listening, but —
surprisingly—the bird seemed somewhat interestechiat David was saying. The black
creature was no more than an inch away from Dagdhorrific albino eye running up
his face and down again. He saw his reflectioimécloudy eye and noticed that the
Woman'’s eyes were closed.

Wesley rose up from beneath the table and posititnimself behind the black
pot a few feet away. The steam rising up fromuthienown liquid inside was clouding

the room more and more. It was already incredilrty and thick inside the walls, so
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Wesley struggled to see his friend. He unzippsdhckpack and took out the thin rope
and a nail. Quickly tying a knot on the back df thall, just in front of the head, he, then,
slowly placed the nail over the rim, and lowerenhio the scorching hot liquid until it
was submerged. Meanwhile, David seemed to besisdame panicked state.

“So, do you have any kids? | wonder if | go tb@al with any of them? Wilson
Junior High? It's just down the road from Weslelytause... | mean Leslie’s house, this
girl you don’t know, who lives far away from hertn fact, there aren’t any houses
around here for miles, I'd say ten, at least, iarg\direction...So, do you like the woods
out here? The trees and leaves and dirt anddrekstuff?” His voice was really
trembling now. “Must be nice to not hear cars atudf and just get away from it all,
which is all we were doing really, just getting awfar a little while. And ya know
what? It's been great. This was fun and niced #atl you what. I'm about ready to go.
This is a lovely bird here, and you seem like allafd lady, so | think | will just go and
leave you to your big pot of soup.”

“You will not return,” she commanded from behie tcloak with a deep raspy
voice.

“Quoth the raven nevermore,” David said with aglaand a nervous smile.
Suddenly Wesley let out a small grunt, pulled tleasing hot nail out and hollered to
David.

“Catch!”

He launched the scalding-hot nail towards therstheélis shout turned them both
around. Dauvid first, then the bird and the womannison. She had been caught off-

guard. The nail left a streak of steam acrossdbm.
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David quickly grabbed the rope and plunged théinto the bird’s eye, piercing
the soft white jelly. The old woman fell back witler hand over her face, a line of steam
rising from her black hood. David staggered oveMesley as they watched the frail old
woman silently shake with pain. She was bent avéer hips and backed up into the
corner gradually, until she suddenly stopped. h#ards slowly lowered from her face
and hung like grey curtains from her sides.

They paused, didn’t breath, or even dare to ma@vedrop of sweat slowly ran
down Wesley's nose and hung at the tip. Both lvest® rigid with fear. Nothing
moved. Even the fire beneath the cauldron seemdtdown.

Wesley began to open his mouth to point out toi@#wat the bird was on its
side, seemingly dead, when the woman sat up indheer and stared at them: A black
figure, faceless, long grey hair cascading ousitles of her hood. The heat from the fire
went fleeing from their bodies, as a cold chill csded on the boys,

“Run!!,” David screamed as he bolted for the dMigsley just a few feet behind.
As they made their way out of the house, the oldhewo lunged forward like a cat. Her
arms were drawn up as if armed with fierce cla®ke began to maneuver around the
cauldron towards Wesley, who began to move muderfasie bolted out the door,
caught up with David, and—powered by pure adreaaktook the lead in the sprint
towards home. Raising the orange fluid from thessnavith much more impact than
before, it was strange that the liquid only bubliethe surface—instead of splashing.

Made sure that David was OK, he turned his eyek ttavards the house and the
old woman. He blinked twice in disbelief. Justlaes forest witch approached the

doorway, she raised her hands up above her heddilted her head back. She spread
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her fingers out as far as they could go, and tlieadht them in slightly, like she was
holding a ball. The fog behind the house seemeédrtoits attention to the woman, like
an orchestra to its conductor. It became sigmtigadenser and swarmed together like a
pack of bees. She threw her head and her handarband, with astonishing speed, the
blue/grey mist advanced towards the boys. It ghbgaVesley as he turned his attention
ahead of him, and watched it pass by David as Ww&lthin a matter of seconds, they
were engulfed in the fog. Wesley couldn’'t see Davie looked to the trees for
reference, but only found more fog. All he couldk®a out were the orange-red
footprints in the mossy ground below. That wamitil he turned around again and saw
the old woman had left the porch and she was adwvaewards him, cutting through the
mist which swirled behind her flailing cloak. Hesinds were outstretched again and her
long, menacing nails sent Wesley a very clear ngesgUN!!

He took off; running faster than his legs couldg&im, arms pumping, feet
beating into the ground like a drum, over and ofaster and faster, a machine powered
by fear. Looking straight ahead, he tried despéyab block out the image of the witch
chasing him.

His breath became heavy, both from fatigue aneh fitee lack of oxygen in the
frigid fog. His heart raced—and his blood surtfedugh his body like oil burst into
flames. He felt his legs start to turn to rublbergive out and break down. A large
cramp began to develop at his side, and he gradtieds he ran. It was like he had been
stabbed. He focused, hoping to find David soon.

Faintly through the fog ahead he saw David’s hzaotk, bouncing up and down

giving him a new found hope—if only it remedieé ttain... Taking an exhausted
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breath, he attempted a full sprint. From up cl&8esley could see that David’s shirt was
cut and there was a rather deep scratch just dbneyeant line. He hadn’t seen the old
witch grab at David’s back, so he wondered howctlitecame to be.

“The hatchet,” Wesley thought to himself. He ledkat the bag and saw the
outline of the hand ax flopping up and down. Ademrush of adrenaline rushed
through his body. Glancing over his right shoulderfound the ghost-like woman 10
yards behind him. Her posture had not changedhandhredding clothing hung off her
nimble body like a torn sheet blowing in the wirBhe was gaining on them.

He gathered up the last bit of strength remaimngs tired bones and lunged
towards David’s backpack. The zipper gave him stmoble, until he was able to grab
forest witch grabbing hold; David felt the pressarehis back and increased his speed
dramatically. Wesley didn’t have enough wind tefxg@ace and desperately reached for
the handle of the small ax inside. His fingertypsshed the base of the handle before he
fell back a few steps. Pushing harder still, heaged to pull the small ax out as David
went racing forward in the mist.

Wesley was overcome with fatigue, his head poumdiis mouth dry, his
muscles aching. He wanted nothing more than tope with it all. Gripping onto the
handle, he slowed his pace down and began toligmight arm at his side, with the
hatchet resting limply in his fingers. His eyesisted, peering through the cold mist
like a hawk searching for its prey. Only he waareking for the hideous shape of the
old witch. There she was, slicing through theaaywith ease. He brought the hatchet

back behind his head and hurled the weapon atlhsoared through the air becoming
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less and less visible as it traveled head overlbaodards the target. Wesley stopped
breathing for a moment, praying for a good strikle was not disappointed. The throw
was perfect. Its edge came around just at the ngiment where it would have slit the
woman'’s chest right in half. But this was not dase. On impact, her arms shot forward
as her body was pounded back. For a second ietbak though the hand ax had gone
right through her body but, through the mist he sawd cloudburst where she’d been
floating. It expanded outward like the hatchet patced a gas can, then instantly
sucked back in. As if drawn in by a vacuum cledherblue fog rolled back from

behind, and from above and below, and all arouftte fog vanished just as quickly as it
had come to be.

Wesley looked down at his feet and the moss was;dte looked out in the
distance and the house was gone! Looking to #estne found the tall, thin birch trees
were also missing. All that remained was the wosiamoke-colored cloak, lying on the
floor beneath where she had been struck down.

He turned to find his friend facing him but notkimy eye contact. David was
observing the surroundings, in shock at the sudtienge of scenery. Wesley ran up to
him and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Hey...you OK? | thought you were right with me whee ran from the house
but, when | looked back, all | saw was that fog.”

“It's OK, We're fine now,” Wesley assured him tumg towards home.

When the boys spotted Wesley's house less thaa#ls away, they locked onto

the structure like getting there was the only thimat mattered in the world. The two
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battle-hardened boys walked in silence as they rttegleway through the garage into
the house. But Wesley paused before opening tbe do

“We better not tell my mom about this,” he saidkimg back at David. “First of
all, I don’t think she will believe us; and, secoifcshe does, | don't think she will ever
let me leave the house again.”

“All right,” David agreed.

The next day at school went surprisingly well, adasng the previous
afternoons events. Wesley really didn’t see mudbavid until they met later in the
hallway, same place as before. Wesley was altegéthactive the entire day and even
though they were reading the same book in Engle$scWesley could not pay attention.
It seemed like years ago that he had been readnstory. He felt like he had aged so
much since yesterday, like he had grown up. Wglliround the halls with his head
down all day, he tried to comprehend the eventeenvoods. His lunch had the appeal
of a maggot sandwich and he spent the whole 45tesmaf that period alone in the
corner. A group of boys by his table had throwgrape or a carrot, something small
from no more than ten feet away. It struck hinntigghere the hatchet had hit the forest
witch in the woods. He put his head down, not frembarrassment or anger, but from
weariness. It all seemed like a dream now. The thing that ensured him it was not
was when his best friend was standing beside hitharhallway with the same weary
expression.

They were both looking down the hallway at Stepbcker...

“Wesley, why don’t you just go talk to her?,” Dd\said, leaning over his

shoulder with a smile. “What if she likes you tod@st go say hi.”
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Wesley took a deep breath and looked around th&dyato make sure that the
coast was clear of anything that would ruin the rantn He got the green light and took
the first step towards the locker with a rush afitement and nervousness flooding his
mind—~but his body remained cool. Pausing for awerat, he collected himself and got a
really good look at Steph’s delicate figure gathgibooks from her locker. He
proceeded forward and arrived at her locker justh@swas shutting it. She looked over
at him and smiled making his heart sink, and hisslenbegin to buckle, but he stood firm
in front of her, silently jumping for joy.

“Hi,” he mumbled, with a humble smile.

“Hey Wes,” she said, standing calmly before hit8he knows my name”, he
thought to himself. “She knows my name”, he repeat his head, as the smile on his
face grew to a beaming grin.

“What?,” She asked as a smile developed on harfage. She bent her head
down slightly to look at his eyes. “What?,” Slaéds as her face became bright red from
a combination of embarrassment and flattery. Wesleked up from the floor and, for
the first time in his life, stared right into Stépbeautiful blue eyes. He noticed her light
blonde hair, her soft perfect lips, her cute, dlighointy nose, and her flawless skin. He
had never been this close to her in his life ardsight of her beauty up close caught him
off-guard. Melting inside, he wanted to tell hdmile he was smiling. He wanted to tell
her that he had been trying to do this every dageshe moved here in the first grade. To
tell her about all the times that he had imagirnesl ¥ery moment. He wanted to explain
how amazing he felt inside, just because she hackdrhim with one her smiles.

But all he could do was smile...
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“We better get going,” David said, coming to tlesecue and grabbing Wesley’s
shoulder. “Places to go, buses to catch, axdwtavtat witches, right buddy?”

“Axes to through at witches?,” Steph inquired.

“That’s guy code...for...a video game that just camg”o

“Well you boys have fun.” Steph raised her eyelw@and closed her locker.
Turning him down the hallway, David skipped inte thir and ducked his head in front of
their bodies.

“That’s what I'm talking about, Wes! Man, | thoughlihat happened yesterday in
the forest wasn’t real. | mean | know it was, Wwaking up this morning it felt like a
dream, ya know? But | guess talking to Stephadake-walk compared to dealing with
creepy raven-loving witches with bad taste in |@age, right!? ”

“Ya | know. That felt like a dream too.”

“Well next time we will work on you actually sayirspmething,” David teased.

“Oh Yea,” Wesley grinned. “You're a real wordsmunder pressure too.”

Arms around each other, they exited the hallwal/raade their way to bus
number 21. Wesley climbed the steps first, folldveg David, and after sitting down in
a seat towards the back, they shrugged off thekpmcks and felt the bus pull forward.
Outside, lurking in a tree near the parking ladtrange black bird with an injured eye
waited patiently. Poking its head up then to tlde,gt turned its mangled eye and

watched the boys make their way home...
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Story 2

The Blue Light

It was another busy week at school for Wesleyedillvith homework assignments
and quizzes, very typical for the fourth week di@al. The grace period of post-summer
“blow off” days were long over. It seemed like $leegrace periods were getting shorter
and shorter each year. Wesley was'irgifade and he had remembered that, last year,
class had been filled with “get to know you” cirgjames, and very little homework for
the first couple weeks. He had been shocked bglthgpt end to this year’'s grace period
when Mr. Barnaby assigned a reading assignmertiethtrd day of class. This, of
course, was followed by a clever, “Make sure yadrthe text, cause there is a chance
that there will be a quiz on the material tomorrow was actually bothering Wesley that
his teacher was a man. This was the first malehtyahat he had ever had, and it just
didn’t seem right for a man to be teaching. Alhif other teachers were so easy to talk
to, and always smiled and had endless amountstiehpa. Mr. Barnaby, on the other
hand, was dry and stale. His large pointy nosekesu eyes and yellow teeth, made his
previous teachers seem like saints. Wesley pictamradas a principal, or maybe the
warden of a jail.

Inevitably, class ended and, as always, the hadle filled with students rushing

in every direction. Wesley’s best friend, Davidgsnapproaching. David’s class was
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right across the hall from his own, and they mghtrioutside the two classrooms every
day since school began.

“What's up, Wes?,” David said, whipping his bac&pap over his shoulder.

“Nothing much. I'm ready to be done for the d#nat’s for sure.” They turned
down the hallway and walked towards the bussewadtstill rather warm outside in the
small town of Trumbull, Connecticut. The monthS#ptember was almost as warm as
August- just not as much fun.

“I sweatr this is the third Wednesday this weekavidl whined as they weaved in
and out of the flow of rushing students, all of wheeemed to be traveling towards them.

“I'm just glad it's Friday,” Wesley replied. Daviwas right. This had been a
particularly long week and the fact that it wasdsi seemed more a hope than a reality.

The two were about to finally make it outside wiaeyoung boy in front of them
was tripped from behind and took a spill on the tibor. Wesley couldn’t tell whether
he had been tripped on purpose or whether it waseidental fall, but he knelt beside
him and helped him back up.

The year earlier as a sixth grader, Wesley had bethe bottom of the junior
high food chain, so to speak. An eighth graderexh@ary Carsen had been on Wesley
and David’s bus that year, and he took pleasugiving them a hard time. He sat in the
back of the bus with the older boys and would oftenw small remnants of lunch at the
rest of the riders. Nothing serious, carrots amis of fruit that their moms had packed
were common, since no adolescent boy would eveabght dead eating a well-balanced
meal in front of his friends. They would yell tgmat the bus driver and out the window

and one time threw a lock out the window, shattearcar window. Wesley had feared
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and avoided Gary since the day he’d laid eyes om IAs he helped up the young boy,
he recognized him as Gary’s younger brother buldrdiuremember his name.

Some contents of the boy’s bag had also spilled the floor and David quickly
gathered them up and stuffed them back into the Bdan bag. A name tag hung from
the bag that said:

Mark Carsen
67 Salem Rd

Trumbull, Connecticut 85002

“Thanks,” Mark mumbled quietly. He lowered his Hemd made his way out the
door, disappearing into the crowd.

“Do you know who that was?,” Wesley whispered asih@ David continued on
their way out to the busses.

“I don’t think so, but he looked kind of familiar.”

“That is Mark Carsen, Gary Carsen’s younger brother

“Are you kidding me?” David’'s eyebrows squishedlisbelief.

“Nope.”

On the bus, they saw Mark sitting by himself upiagfethe window with his hand
on his chin, looking outside. As the bus left plaeking lot, Wesley wondered what is
was like being the younger brother of a kid likerfsaHe was glad that he had helped
Mark in the hallway and he could tell that Davitt tae same way.

When they finally came to their stop, David andslgg bounced up, and bumped

their hands on each seat they passed by. Markgdiseh off a few stops earlier.
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“You wanna come over today?,” Wesley asked addréesl down the street.

“l can’t today man, sorry. My parents are taking and my sister back to school
shopping,” David said regretfully.

“But you've been in school for a month already,&$ley said confused.

“Yea...those are my parents for you. But | haveatuse if | get bad grades. |
can just say | was unprepared. Anyways, what gonha be missing?”

“Not much. | am in the mood to explore a littig Imaybe head to the back of the
neighborhood,” Wesley said. He was disappointati Bravid would not be joining him
this time, but he was also excited to go off ondvis.

“All right man. Well have fun and don’t do anytigi | wouldn’t do. And
remember a man is only as brave as his abilitg&otisrough his fears.”

“What?,” Wesley said with an eyebrow raised.

“I don’t know. Just something | heard in clasgay that | kinda liked.” David
said, impressed with himself for remembering thetgu

“You're weird,” Wesley watched David turn arounadshead back towards his
home. Smiling, Wesley spun around and made hisdeswn the sidewalk. He closed
his eyes for a moment and felt the sun warminddas. With his nose in the air he took
in a large helping of the neighborhoods afternaoels. He hooked his thumbs in the
bottom of his backpack straps and chugged alonigingtthe treetops and the way the
leaves broke the sky up into hundreds of piecessl®y always enjoyed, this time of the
day. And walking home after he got off the busatpdas no exception.

“Hey Mom,” Wesley said as he entered the house.
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“Hey there, good looking. How was your day?,” lmem called out from the
kitchen. She leaned back, and he got a glimpserfiead as he made his way up the
stairs to his room.

“How was your day Wes?,” she asked again as Wesksshed the top of the
stairs.

“It was good,” he replied, just loud enough sa stee could hear. He threw his
backpack on the floor in the center of his room trah threw himself onto his bed. His
eyes were closed before he hit the pillow. He ¢dckis mind and his thoughts inside
themselves for a few seconds, before they wereruged by his mom’s footsteps. They
got louder, closer and closer until they were awetsy her voice.

“You must be tired from working so hard in youass$es today, is that it?” His
mom joked as she sat down beside him on the besslay/didn’'t answer. He kept his
eyes closed and enjoyed the feeling of his chee&gad up against the pillowcase
beneath it.

“What do you have planned for the afternoon?” Timee, his mom insisted on a
response.

“l don’t know. David can’t come over, so | wapably just going to go outside
and explore.”

“Well, after you discover Atlantis in our neighlhmod, will you be doing any
homework?”

“Of course, of course,” Wesley assured her.

“Well | expect you home by no later than five, mim is at 5:30pm, and Dad will

be home a little after that, knowing him.” She gd¥m a kiss on his forehead and went
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down the stairs. It took Wesley a few minutesebugp, mostly because he had thought
about coming home and taking a nap several timelmgs. But, the day was still young—
and there was adventure to be had. So he empgetbnhtents of his backpack and
restocked it with essentials for the day’s explorat He put in: a lighter that his dad had
given him a few years ago, a flashlight, a smalgta of rope, and a sweat shirt in case it
got cold. He zipped up the bag and left for pantsnown.

“Bye Mom. Love you,” he called stepping outsiddis mom replied but he was
already out of ear shot when she said it. Westegthed easy, with a bounce in his step
and calm in his chest. The air had lowered a fegreks in temperature, and the horizon
was golden yellow—a cascading warmth of orangedwgth honey. He squashed
acorns as he went. A squirrel on his left scangateng the ground searching for an
acorn and hadn’t noticed Wesley was walking behinad. The squirrel kept on along a
seemingly calculated route, until he pounced onta@rn a few feet away from a tree.
Wesley bent down to watch, when all of a sudderattimal noticed the much larger
creature behind him. He scampered towards theesietaee and, within seconds, was on
the opposite side, out of Wesley’'s view. Wesleg Alvays felt a relation with squirrels
and the way that they hid themselves from passerglth little difficulty, they could
disappear from sight, like they knew exactly whgva were going to be, and know
where to be on a tree so that you had no way aiged them. He had always admired
that.

After a short walk Wesley found himself at a pafrthe neighborhood that was
still under construction. There was a new housegdauilt at the base of a large hill and,

by looks of it, the house was going to be rathelaied from the rest of the subdivision.
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A bulldozer was stationed in the front yard, whingtd no grass, and a smaller vehicle
was on the opposite side with a red tool box ornoits. Wesley scanned the area for any
signs of workers and, when he saw that no one nexe the made his way down the hill.
Behind the unfinished house was a densely forestesl and it gave the bare house a sort
of “lost” feeling to it, as though it was goingbe sucked back into the forest and
forgotten. Once Wesley reached the front of tloperty; it became apparent that, if he
was going to do any exploring on the grounds, & gaing to require a heavy trek
through the overturned earth. A slightly cooldre came upon his face, as he zoned in
on the new terrain. He plotted a path that seaimédve the most amount of dry space
possible and then began making his way toward&dné of the house. A few
challenging leaps lay before him and a few oneddd&ndings had kept his eyes off the
road so, when he picked up the sound of a truckimgats way down the hill, his feet
reacted with clumsiness. Panic swept over himhendas sent scurrying along the yard
like his young squirrel friend moments before. kil the mammoth bulldozer was
between the truck and the boy, so he was confidehiad not yet been seen. The truck
backed up towards the house, buying Wesley a feansis to make his move. As the
truck came to a stop, he darted to his right amddocover in the woods surrounding the
house. He kept a steady pace until he spottele affiallen logs a short distance ahead.
Holding onto this backpack, he lunged for the o#ide of the pile, and waited. His
heart was beating hard and, though he was reagowahblied about being caught, he
couldn't deny the excitement. A few moments cbgpthen he cautiously poked his

head above the top branch of his small hiding pland stayed silent.
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He saw a man get out of the driver’'s side of thek, close the door, and head to
the work site. Another gentleman remained in thespager seat. The first man kept his
head down and he looked a little upset. From whereas crouched Wesley got the
sense that the man wasn’t the friendliest persothemplanet. He wore a thick flannel
shirt, worn denim jeans, and heavy workman bobts. hair was a dark brown and caked
with sweat and dirt.

“Here it is, Bob,” the man said, turning his hdstk towards the truck. The man
in the car gave a slight nod of approval as hisngarmade his way toward the red
toolbox on top of the machine. He checked thatdbk was fastened tight then picked it
up and headed back to his friend. “They must hastleft it”, Wesley thought as the
man reached the truck door. He got back in angldneve off.

Wesley let out a small sigh of relief as he gofrgm his hiding spot and began to
move back towards the house. He was startleditwcametallic bang from behind him,
and he dove on the other side of the pile, hidimgeaagain. It sounded like a door
slamming on a porta-john. He held his breath etapg@nother construction worker to
yell. A few seconds passed by, and then a few naor@ Wesley tried to remember if he
had seen a porta-potty as he was running. He @nlldrecall a blur of images, but was
puzzled that he did not hear any footsteps appimgctAs these concerns raced through
his head, he heard the loud bang again...

Maybe the man had a bad case of diarrhea and sneedied number two. A
chuckle escaped his lungs at the thought of thé&mvan running back into the toilet and
he popped his head up over the logs again. Henedathe woods for the brown porta-

john that had so cleverly avoided his eye sighbieef There was nothing. He heard the
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loud bang again, and his eyes focused in on aasmit twenty yards ahead of him. Like
a snake fixed on a scavenging mouse he made hisowayds the sound.

Wesley kept his eyes fixed ahead. He noticedtalrfence blocking off a large
portion of the forest to his left. Dark brown iggvered the chain-links, keeping it
camouflaged with the natural colors of the fordstooked as though it had been there
for quite some time, but Wesley still could not gd®at was making the noise. A final
loud bang helped Wesley pinpoint the location efiysterious sounds. A large metal
sign was pinned up against the gate of the fenddgrewind had been picking up the
bottom half of the sign and slamming it into thede. Another strong gust hit Wesley's
face and the air seemed to penetrate into his Bodyexit out his back.

The wind was unseasonably cold, much cooler tharair back at his house or
even at the worksite. Strange.

He went up to the sign and held down its bottonh r@ad the words on its face.
At the top was a warning:

NO TRESSPASSING
FAILED CONSTRUCTION SITE
ALL TRESPASSERS WILL BE FINED
$250.00 AND SUBJECT TO

IMPRISONMENT

When he was done reading it Wesley looked dirgrist the sign, and spotted an

enormous hole in the ground! His face twisted, z#daas he took in the size of the great

void in front of him.
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“You would be able to fit a whole bus in that hdlee thought. He backed up a
few feet to get a better look at the incredibléngigput the thick brown ivy blocked him
from doing so. He ducked and jumped but had heraingle to look at the strange
phenomenon. And so Wesley began to climb the fehleecould barely grab the metal
rungs so he struggled to get a good grip, but meshémwork his way up to the top.
Once his head was over the wall, he paused to suakeno one was there. He gazed
over the abandoned area, and something lookedstenyge about the dirt on the ground.
It was grey. Unlike the forest floor behind hirhistwas a smoke color. His breath came
out of his mouth and was visible in the wintery air

He threw his foot over the top of the fence angldoeto climb down the other side
when he realized that there was no ivy on this.sltdlappeared the green-brown weed
was only growing on the outside face of the gadghaugh it was guarding this empty
space. Wesley hopped down and, as soon as hisijbéannis shoes hit the ground, a
small rise of grey dust puffed up around his anklde took off towards the enormous
hole and, upon reaching the lip of the great gapsgotted a natural staircase leading
down along the side of the wall. The air all arddine surface was unmistakably cooler
than the surrounding air, and he even felt a chitgeze coming from the chasm itself.
With that, he put down his backpack and pulledtosiigrey hooded sweatshirt and put it
on. He whipped the backpack over his shouldemaade his way around to where the
staircase began.

The first step down the side of the hole revealedned-shaped rock on the inner
edge roughly the size of a baseball. Each follgvatep had a stone as well, all the way

down until the stairs were out of sight. Weslegkt@ne more look around while he was
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still outside the hole. He looked up at the skg ahthe surrounding trees and after
taking in a breath of air, he made his way downstieps.

As he walked, each step kicked up a small pockdust. He kept his left hand
outstretched to the wall to keep his balance ampd is eyes focused on his feet. Though
the air was quite cool, he felt sweat forming atltviow and felt a chill of nervousness
creep through his body as the dark surroundingstaaly swallowed him. It wasn’t
long before Wesley came to a point where he coatdee the small stones at the sides
of the step. When he looked up, it seemed as ththegmouth of the hole, and the sky
above that, was only half its original size. Hedree uncomfortable, wishing that David
was there with him, so he would not have to makedgscent alone. Doubt began to
take over and he found himself questioning whatvae doing. The area was zoned off
and isolated for a reason, and perhaps he didavat &dny business being here. Cold and
alone, he turned around to make his way back upttyes. His first step brought
disaster; his feet kicked the top of the next steg he fell forward. His hands shot out
quickly, preventing his face from hitting the gr&teps. His right hand cushioned the fall,
and his left hand hit the rock resting on the st€pe small grey stone fell down into the
darkness, and Wesley stuck his head out over #irs giist in time to see it disappear
from sight. He closed his eyes with disappointnaritis own clumsiness and then
checked his body to make sure everything wasditriAs his eyes were closed, he
heard the stone hit something and continue crastomgh along the adjacent wall. He
picked himself up and attempted to brush off thet doat was now caked all over his
body. He patted it off and coughed as the airbgreg dirt surrounded his head. After

positioning his backpack securely on his shouldeesnade his way back up.
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After only going a few steps, his eyes fell over side of the staircase, and he
noticed a small-but-intense blue light jetting otithe face of the wall. Pausing for a
moment, he made sure his eyes were not being getehle lowered his eyebrows and
got down on his hands and knees. It appearedaghithe stone had made a small
puncture to the wall; and that there was more jhsina wall further down the hole. He
gathered himself up and made his way back dowflitie of stairs, keeping his eyes
glued to that blue light. Though he could not $eesteps in front of him, his pace
quickened. With his left hand stretched out to gthdn along the wall, and prevent him
from falling into the chasm. When he felt thatvires eye-level with the blue light, he
also noticed that there was a rather large stregtuting out from the wall, a few feet
directly above. The blue glow only gave the obpestight outline and Wesley could not
make out what it was. He shook off his backpéelk,around for the zipper and opened
the bag. At the bottom he felt the metal faceisfAippo. Pulling out the lighter, he
popped the lid, and gave it a flick. A small flasang into the darkness, and Wesley
held it out from his face. It was incredible howeh the small blaze lit up his
surroundings. It took him a minute to take itiall The large structure turned out to be
an old tree that was sticking out over the lightom where he stood, he could see that
the ancient tree was embedded deeply into the wid#. examined the branch closely and
found it to be quite thick. Bringing the lightepwin to his backpack he pulled out the
rope he’d brought along. With his right hand, kecpd the lighter a few steps above him
and prepared to throw the rope around the brakighbacked up, curled the rope into a
lasso, and aimed at a small stump on the oppadieo$ the branch. He placed the rope

above his head gave it a whirl and then gentlyetsisover at the stump. The rope
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bounced off and fell down the hole without reachtimg bottom. As he pulled it back up,
his eyes measure the distance to the ground—Hwdald not turn out very well. He
looped the rope again and tossed it at the stubhgs time he was successful. Pulling
slowly, he tightened the knot at the end of thelaatil it was secure around the stump.
After a few deep breaths and a quick look arouedpibked up the lighter, and made his
way down a few steps so that the rope was pulggd.tiHe flicked the lighter off and sat
for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkn&ssm this new angle, Wesley saw that
the source of the blue light was just a few incl@ay from the exposed branch. He
gave the rope one more good tug, and then satdightvback on his heels. The rope felt
secure so, with one swift motion, he swung himeatfinto the darkness. His hands held
fast as his feet wrapped around the remaining dapgling below his feet. Despite the
fact that he was dangling in the darkness, on a,re@nging from a branch that must be
ancient, he felt oddly comfortable...though, now th@twas out there, he realized how
stupid the idea really was.

Still, he began to climb. He made it to the taply quickly and with ease, but
struggled for a moment trying to pull his body atbp enormous log. He had a perfect
view of the blue light that had caught his fana@nfracross the cave. Cautiously, Wesley
inched his way to the grey wall and rested his kalmbve the tiny crevice. His eyes
surveyed the lip of the hole, hoping to spot theseafor the strange light. And then
something strange happened. The light seemed ¥e,00 maybe flicker, and he
flinched. Then the light source moved from thé¢ $ade of the small opening to the right

side, sending a small cloud of grey dust up odhefchamber.
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“Ah...AHH...ACHOOO,” came a petite voice from insid&Vesley’'s eyebrows
shot up, his jaw dropped, and he sat back on ks lstunned as a small fairy rose from
the crevice. As the little creature flew, the blight radiating from her grew stronger
and clearer, so that now the walls around Westaypli

“Hello. Can you understand me?,” Wesley asked.thdught it was a good
guestion since “achoo” wasn’'t exactly a good shmat the creature could speak English.

“Timen Wind-ow Ah,” the fairy responded.

“I don’t know what that means,” Wesley said, digainted that he couldn’t talk
to her. They looked at each other awkwardly farament. Wesley deemed; he couldn’t
really make out emotion on the small being’s faeeause it was lit up too much- but he
could sense the language barrier between themdeBiyd with a quickness of a
hummingbird, she was on him. He felt a small handhis throat just above his Adam’s
apple. A warm sensation crept up his neck anecthea fstrange connection grow
between them.

She let go and gracefully sat down on his knek\&asley saw fairy biting her
lips, fretting. He opened up his mouth to askwleat that feeling was and out came:

“Rileen tow flooreen ta.” His face squished tdgpetat the sound of the strange
words he spoke and, before he could ask Wiattvas, he heard the fairy speak up.

“You can speak my language now,” she said, ondyssid it in her language,
which Wesley was also speaking. He paused, hegjtat speak again, but then said:

“Cool,” only it came out “Baam.” He started tautgh. ‘Baam” he thought to
himself. He howled with laughter because it somebeemed appropriate, and also

because he was speaking a new language!
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“So what is this place?,” Wesley asked in faoggdue.

“This is the door to Candlewood Forest,” she sdhile

“Ummm...But | don’t see any doors, and there arérees,” Wesley pointed out,
not meaning to sound rude, just curious.

“Oh yes, that would seem strange. Down thertheabottom of the stairs, there is
a hidden door that only | have the key to,” the bfa&ry declared, holding up a key
around her neck. Wesley got a good look at thdldraang standing atop his knee. She
was probably as tall as a baseball, maybe a liitjger, and that seemed a bit tall for
fairies. As he could recall, he thought that Titadl and Thumbelina were much
smaller. In addition to her “bigger than normatyaize,” she wore a simple one piece,
strapless blue dress that went down to her kngas. had a necklace with two small
keys, sharp blue eyes and her hair—short anddpakebrant blue—rested stiffly above
her pointy ears. Wesley noticed the little beirtgsnails were painted blue. ‘Wow,” he
thought to himself “Even fairies paint their todsdi He had always thought that odd
with human girls and, to see it on fairies, puzzied even more. He just didn’t get it.
Paint. On toes. He refrained from commentingt@nd, instead, said:

“l am sorry about your home there, that | seenodtbtve ruined with that rock,”
Wesley murmured apologetically.

“That’s all right. | don’t suppose you would mikfting the stone out though?”

“Oh certainly.” he said as he moved towards hercpured home. He reached in,
found the rock, and pulled it out.

“Thanks,” she said.
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“So what's your name?,” Wesley asked, still sugpdi that he was speaking this
new language.

“My name is Flin.” She put her hand on her clast slightly ducked her chin.
“And what'’s yours?”

“Wesley,” he said humbly.

“Well, Wesley, | don’t suppose you would like toroe and see the Forest that is
hidden from the eyes of humans.”

“l sure would! | do have to be home before 5 tffigumy mom is expecting me
for dinner.”

“5?” She looked puzzled. Wesley contemplatecbanent. Maybe the fairy
language didn’t have numbers in its inventory ofde®

“Yes, 5,” he said again, and held up five fingers.

“Yes, 5 what?” she asked again.

“I have to be home at 1, 2, 3, 4...5.” Wesley regjgah) counting out the numbers
on his hand. “For dinner...before dark.”

“You're funny,” Flin smiled from his knee and, Withat, took off towards the
bottom of the hole. “Come on,” she said, as her Woice faded away.

Wesley was still a little bit confused about tleaeersation that they had just had.
Even more confusing—how was he going to get deaflih from here? Flin had been
swallowed by the black abyss belomWe was just opening his mouth to speak when
Flin's voice called up from below. He strainedéar the faint voice, and from what he
could make out it sounded like:

“Plithem,” or “jump.”
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“Ummm,” Wesley stammered as he peered over treedithe log at the small
voice lost in the great black void. “I can’'t eXgct.| don’t think that would be such a
good idea,” Wesley asserted from above.

“Trust me. Just jump,” Flin shouted again. Végdklt a sense of security in
those words and, despite his better judgment, lkedroff the side. His hands
immediately flew up above his head, and he feltgetely free, falling through the
darkness. The shadows of the steps circled arbumas he fell. Searching past his
flailing feet for the light from Flin, the wind rbed up his body and sent his blonde hair
flying. Following the wind, his eyes moved upsie the mouth of the hole getting
smaller and smaller and, before he could look dagein. He looked around for a
second, a little bit confused at the sudden stog hw he hadn’t really felt any pain—
just a sudden stop.

After scanning the soft dusty ground around hiemglanced worriedly at the blue
light under his left sneaker.

“Oh no!!l OH MY GOD!! OH NO! Flin!!! FLIN are pu there?! | am so sorry |
was looking up and—"

“You're pretty light,” Flin’s voice started fromdmeath his feet. An acute warmth
crept over his body, and seemingly at the exact embrthe heat hit his feet, he fell three
inches and hit the floor. Flin appeared by hisfiebt, wiping of her hands and shrugging
her shoulders.

“l was going to tell you to jump, and that | wouddtch you...but | thought that
would make it a little bit less convincing,” Fliaisl proudly.

“Wait. You caught me?,” Wesley said standing abber.
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“Yes,” she said with a little fairy chuckle.

“You could be a superhero!!” Wesley squealed, la@ot down to look at Flin
with a new fascination. He looked her up and ddéovrihe hidden bulging biceps that
she must have possessed. Flin blushed from thetiath.

“Gotta eat those veggies,” she said, embarras&ite flew up above his head,
and over to the wall and, as she approached, Wealey small keyhole appear that
seemed to react to the light that Flin gave dffboelgan to glow more and more until she
finally hovered right next to it. Lifting the keg the glowing light jetting out of the
slither in the wall, she began to put it in.

“Get ready, young Wesley. You are about to seeetibing that no human has
seen in 1000 years. Wesley felt his heart dros. eiles widened in anticipation and his
chin raised, he was ready.

“Walit, sorry, hahaha—wrong key,” Flin said fronetight. Wesley sat in
awkward silence for a moment.

“That one was for my house,” she said clumsily. félea bit stupid for getting
all excited the moment before, and he kicked someund at his feet to pass the
tension.

“OK, here we go. This, Wesley, is Candlewood BbteThe wall in front of
Wesley radiated a gorgeous white light in the sheparge double doors. The light
shined fiercely for a few seconds and then dissbin® nothingness, like it had eaten
away at the wall. And there, before Wesley, stemthething that only his dreams could

have possessed until then:
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A vast number of trees stood before him in a abggathat looked infinite. A
landscape, thick with mystery and surpassing beaeity the young boy’s lungs in a vice.
Wesley found himself at the beginning of a dirthpttat extended a few yards into the
forest. The tress had almost no branches exteffidingthem except for all the way up
at the top. There, the skyscraper-like structareated an immense canopy covering the
whole forest. He noticed that there was no surmgbt coming in due to the fact that the
sky wasn't a sky at all. Instead of clouds andua latmosphere above, there was a long
stretch of dirt, roots poking in and out of thewrosurface, threading over and under
each other like river otters playing in a streaMaybe this was why Flin didn’t
understand the concept of time in their conversatidew minutes ago. Because there
was no sun—there were several lights hanging thendlirt ceiling instead. The lights
were white transparent spheres, glowing gently oetrby trees. They were beautiful to
look at, swaying and glowing up above them. Theyb flicker ever so slightly, like
the flame of a candle in a mild wind.

He also noticed that, embedded in the leaveseofitbat canopy, were hundreds
of orange, football-shaped fruits. Wesley marvealethe strange sight of the objects, and
then turned to ask Flin exactly what they were.

“What are those orange things?,” he asked, seradfirgger up to the top of the
trees.

“Fropple silly,” Flin said flying through the doof'You do not have fropple in

your world?”
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“Not that | am aware of,” Wesley said, changing foicus from the fruit to the
path in front of him. He took a deep breath and alaout to ask Flin where exactly they
were going, when the small fairy moved ahead am#dreed him to follow.

“C’'mon Wes. I'll take you to the inhabitants bktforest.” They began to make
their way down the path and Wesley felt a suddeg md separation from his
surroundings, like a stranger. Images of the sgjure saw earlier popped into his mind,
and, at that moment, he wished he could hide. adessnall sets of eyes beaming at him
from the trees. He heard whispers rising up ardumg and it became clear that the
creatures of this forest had probably never sdeoydefore. Walking with his head
down, he kept his eyes only high enough so thabluéd see where the path was leading
him, and so he could be assured that the “Mighty$&d fairy he had befriended was
close to him for protection. It is unfair to sémat he felt threatened, just alienated. His
stature remained the same until he spotted setveealadders, and forts carved in and out
of the treetops above him. Wesley loved tree-foAdascination glossed his eyes as he
went from only looking down, to only looking up.sAhey walked on, he noticed zip
lines and pulley systems set up to move things fieral to level. He saw wooden huts
and rope ladders all arranged in a network fief@ommunity of beings that could live
comfortably above the ground. It fascinated hinsag the least. Now the only question
was where that community might be.

After a few more minutes of walking along the patfesley began to hear a wave
of voices rising and falling in the distance, ltke ocean crashing to the shore. It

sounded similar to a sporting event or a conddd.felt his heart thump a little louder in
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his chest, his breath quickened. They turned at@uipend in the dirt path and, there
before Wesley, stood a huge wooden structure.

The path led right up to its gigantic doors, whieére opened at the top of a long
flight of stairs. The whole building was made adak brown wood that gave it an
ancient, special feel. In front of the doors wiengr great columns that could have been
trees themselves they were so thick. Though thdibg wasn’t spectacularly high, no
more than a regular human house, the width of thleibg was remarkable. The roof
was made of hundreds of dark shingles that wellergglty similar to the pictures Wesley
had seen of Chinese temples. Through the dooisawieseveral small green heads were
facing forward in the middle and, on the oppositie sa great many more were looking
toward the center of an arena. He gulped loudti/fatlowed his tiny friend into the
presence of the tree elves.

They climbed the stairs at a brisk pace and, &g élscended, Wesley asked Flin
if there was another way into the arena. Shelsinota curious grin and pressed on
towards the strange green beings. As they steppbdough the doors, Wesley decided
to creep along the back walls and slide as mudhsabody as possible behind the hefty
doors they had just passed through. He forgottaBloufor a moment and ducked into
the shadows. “Itis quite all right young la@,¥oice suddenly appeared in Wesley’s
head. It was a man’s voice, very wise, and vedy Wesley didn’t quite know what do
with himself. He decided it was best to remairetand hidden, until, just as suddenly,
the voice spoke again. “We have seen your ardealing for many moons, my boy, and
your presence here is neither a threat to us, wr. yo this forest, to be in shadow is to be

in danger. | assure you no harm will come to yorou chose to come out from behind
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that door,”"Wesley felt completely helpless. Not to mentioattlon the other side of the
door, he heard loud explosions and splashes, ilié&@drks were bursting underwater.

He poked his head out of the shadow of the dodf glxpecting to find an old man
standing beside it. To his surprise, he only fokhd, and she was standing on the
handle of the door with her arms across her chestile across her face suggesting she
heard the one-sided conversation Wesley just had.

“So he found you?,” she said, pointing acrossatiema to an overhang resting in
the center. Wesley saw an old elf sitting on tbyvleat appeared to be a throne. He had
his hand by his face and a few fingers stretcheé@oto his temple. His eyes were
squinting until he noticed Wesley looking at himgdahen he smiled a sly smile that
Wesley interpreted as: “Yep, it was me,” and matiifor Wesley to come towards him.
Flin led the way.

As the two made their way along the outside, Weslattention was drawn to the
action in the center; fortunately, the audience=edimg and shouting drew the elves
attention away from him. An occasional eye ddfterer to him and was generally
followed by a curious and slightly scared expressbut never a hostile one. Wesley
could barely believe what he saw in the center.

At the two ends of the oval-shaped field were sivople wooden buckets. They
were resting on top of a wooden stand and, fronre&vhe was walking, it seemed like
they were filled with water. But, with what wasigg on, this could not be the case. The
floor of the playing field was all very lightly amled sand, whiter than Wesley could ever
remember seeing. There were two elves in the middt they seemed to be partaking in

a duel. It was a battle where the weapons anthdreeuvers were comprised entirely of
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vibrant and sporadic swirls of color. It is haodetxplain, as there has never really ever
been something that could compare to it in the humearld. But Wesley was overjoyed
at the show he and his fellow spectators wererggttlhe two combatants would dip
their hands into the liquid inside the buckets #reh assume a sort of fighting stance in
front of the stands. An elf wearing a white tumidio Wesley could only assume was the
referee, walked into the middle, dropped a whig fland then the two warriors began
their duel. With a sudden explosion of color, Weriors’ hands seemed to light on fire.
In this particular battle, one of the elves handsbinto blue flames. The other elf held
his hands open, palms up, with is fingers bentajdints. He had a small green orb
suddenly appear above both his hands at the drityedfag, and Wesley noticed one was
wearing a green band around his brown pants. ppsment was wearing a blue belt
around his.

Once the two warriors had their weapons “prepamseral incantations were
recited by each elf, and they shot their hands &dwsending spiraling balls of blue and
green flame across the arena at each other. Tasyfarced to dodge and flip and
perform spectacular aerial maneuvers in order émlexhe incoming balls of energy.
Wesley could not believe how high and how skiljuhese warriors moved through the
air. They did back-flips and somersaults as they fyracefully above the ground, all the
while launching attacks at each other. But nosegmed the elf with the green band had
launched a stray energy ball directly at a seadiothe crowd, with great speed and, as it
neared the border of the field, Wesley was temeshout out a warning to the section
below. Just as he opened his mouth, the ball apgé¢a strike an invisible force-field

that seemed to be surrounding the arena. Thelaltered all over the side and was
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then quickly absorbed into nothingness. Greenegpfanned out from the point of
impact and, in a matter of seconds, the greatthvaa no more than a gust of air inside
the stuffy arena. The blue elf veered to the ki cleverly anticipated his opponent’s
next move. He shouted something in the fairy tengiumagic that Wesley could not
understand and then shot a jet of blue flame dbkisfirst pinning him against the wall
and then dropping him down to the sand acrossi¢le fWesley felt fear creep up his
face; and a sincere sorrow for the green elf. ldehed anxiously as the blue elf walked
across the sand, his blue-flame hand at the re@tg.green elf sat up a bit confused,
looked across at his oncoming challenger, and ardpys head down in defeat. He got
up to his feet, moved his hand down around histwarsl untied the belt from his pants.
With a certain respect and dignity that Wesley tbuary honorable, he handed the blue
elf the belt, and dropped to one knee before hiime crowd erupted in cheers, the blue
elf helped up his fallen opponent, and they exitedfield as friends. Wesley stopped
along the back and leaned in as close as he cogjetta better look. “What a sight!!,”
he thought to himself. Oh how he wished that Dawéde here to witness this with him.
Or, better yet, for them to get to compete in tamgs—spitting fire and lightning from
their hands!!

Feeling a slight tug at his shirt by his shoulderJooked over to find Flin was
pulling him towards the old elf in the overhange kiad almost totally forgotten about his
surroundings and his condition and, though it wa®at impossible to turn away, he was
quite certain that upsetting a creature who carvpiges in your head was not in his best

interest. So they made for the overhang, andfumé of the Candlewood Elves.
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“And how are you liking the tournament so far, gguman?,” the wise elvin king
asked as Wesley and Flin approached his thronam*“under the impression that this is
the first magical tournament you have seen?”

“Yes,” Wesley replied. “And | think it is the mbamazing thing | have ever
seen.”

“Magic, my boy, magic is certainly the most amagihing that | have ever seen
as well.” The king had turned over the arm ofva@den chair in front of them, and
motioned for the boy to come forward. Flin flutdrover to the railing looking over the
arena and elegantly sat on the corner, facing siggew

“Do you know what makes magic possible young lad?”

“I'm afraid | don’t,” Wesley admitted. “l do bedve it has something to do with
whatever liquid was in those buckets.”

“Ah yes, quite right, quite right.” The old kingpdded and stroked his beard as
Wesley went to the edge of the railing and leanext.o

“I wonder what you thought was in those bucketemviiou first saw them?”

“l don’t know, something magical, a potion, | sosp.”

“Would it surprise you if | told you that you hatleat very same liquid up in your
world?,” the king beckoned the boy.

“Well, yes. There is no magic where | come fromM/gsley answered as he
turned from the balcony. For the first time, hé ggood look at the small creature
sitting on his throne. Wesley was struck at howvanid wise the king seemed. The many
wrinkles around his eyes and on his forehead sedtdis every expression. He couldn’t

have been more than three-and-a-half feet tallséitidg on his throne reminded Wesley
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of a toddler on a pew in church: his legs dangtiegly over the edge of the seat; his
arms resting uncomfortably at his side. Even hisva seemed to slump over his large
green ears and push the white hair on his head do@mnhis eyes. The long goatee on
his chin was braided and decorated with a few eeattbeads and an arrowhead.
Wisdom seemed to rest in his eyes and, thoughdietblike an old decaying creature
Wesley couldn’t help but respect him.

“Water, my boy. Water is the secret to magicg theble voice of the king
sounded again from his throne. “You have so clguabeled the elements of water in
your world as hydrogen and oxygen. You have undedswhat it's made of, but you
have not yet understood what it is. What it cargaiWhy it is what it is. Water is the
most basic element of life. It is the most abundiaimg you know of. Because of this
abundance, it seems you have cast it aside, asdtthpotential to create magic.”
Wesley didn’t seem to be catching on; he wasgtillggling with the fact that the king
had said water. Before he could ask to clarifyclyavhat was in the buckets, the king
continued. “Held within the every drop of watei$ife force, a will, and a way to create
a power and an energy that any creature can hafrtesshooses. If a person can look
inside himself and connect to this force within wegter, then—through that connection
of faith—a great host of powers and magic wilBbéheir fingertips. Itis hard to
explain, to describe. The real potential liesdesyou. Your ability to believe, to accept,
and to harness the magical force that water cargbri It has to do with the kind of
person you are. Are you someone that would chtmde good, to do bad, to gain from
this power, or to serve with it? Whatever lieshivityour heart will determine the kind of

magic you possess. A brave heart tends to be altrag heart tends to be green. The
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two warriors you saw fighting earlier had theserahbeeristics. But there is more. A
person with a heart of passion will find purple.hdart with a drive for wealth and greed
will be grey. A person that is jealous, orangeheart that is pure and good, will be
white, and an evil heart is often red, or worsackl | understand how this is hard to
recognize. How such an everyday thing, somethimghave come into contact with
every day of your life can have such power. Buot $ure you will see, when your days
are as numbered as mine that all things are nibiegsseem.” With that, the king paused
and waited for the boy to react.

“Have you ever seen anyone with black magic?,” Mfedelved.

“There is one. He is a great menace to the Cauudid Elves; a creature void of
anything good. It lives in the darkest parts of fawest, this creature named Dragor.
Inside him is a black heart, ill thoughts and thel imotive to use his dark magic.”

“Then there must be someone who has white magiderhim.” Wesley was
concerned at hearing the troubling news that thesdhad such a horrible threat within
their borders.

“There’s a legend of an elf who lived long agoe Wielded a powerful white
magic that turned all evil things into good, intenigs of light. Within his heart was a
will to create, rather than destroy, a hope to peosind not to decay. Our elders tell of a
time when Dragor was not at large; when he wasrgkbest and living among the
elves.”

“What happened?,” inquired Wesley.

“He was lost,” Flin chimed in from her corner dretrailing with her head down.

“It is said that Dragor tempted the white warrigppoke to him of the power they could
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share if their forces combined. And, though thetevalf refused at first, the lingering
words of the deceitful Dragor were quick to poisle@ mind of the warrior. He found his
powers beginning to fade, and he went to Dragdntbcounsel and comfort; and, at
night while the white warrior slept, Dragor tools tife, thus consuming the power of his
victim.” Flin put her face in her hands finishitige sad history.

“That is awful,” Wesley concluded. “And what isrte now to keep the elves of
your kingdom safe from Dragor?”

“We have the ability to keep him at bay. There aigreat many students of
magic within our borders, and Dragor knows it wobédfolly to attack us with our
advantage in numbers. However, the black warsigiathering his flock. He has been
tempting weaker elves and, in the shadows of thletnhe has been recruiting his
minions and forming his ranks. The time is drawmegir when Dragor will look to
overrun the elves, and disrupt our way of lifdedr he will take sight of the human
world as well and attempt to rise above the graamdi conquer as far as his greed will
take him.”

“I'm sorry to hear of your burden,” Wesley saide turned back around saw that
the tournament had dismantled during their contersa The seats were empty except
for a few scattered groups who remained discugbi@gnatch.

“But enough of the darker tales that we have invearld. There are a great many
things that are still good and wonderful in ourddom, and we will show you them
tonight.” With that, Wesley, the king, and Flindaked out of the great hall and prepared

for the night ahead.
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Wesley was shown to his own tiny hut above theigdo Through a series of
rope ladders and zip lines, he was lead by twoselv@ room that had obviously been
prepared for a being of much greater size thasiial elves of the forest. He opened
the door and found two tiny beds pushed togethérto a larger one. Two chairs were
moved side-by-side to form a bench at a table daigeseveral books under each of the
four legs on the ground. Wesley smiled at the vwaor#t thanked the elves, who then
went their separate ways.

Wesley took a seat on the bench and reflectedl dimeawonderful happenings of
the day. He got up and looked out the window.oRehim he saw dozens and dozens of
fires lit in the bases of the huge trees belowodked like the trunks were solid teepees,
hollowed out for a living space. The fires insideip the whole base and gave the tree a
very distinct image. It looked like a large canldéal been flipped upside down and stuck
into the ground. The young boy now understood winas called Candlewood Forest.
He smiled at the world below his hut, but was intpted by a blue light approaching his
window with incredible speed. Backing up, he satle bed, and waited for Flin to
enter. He had been hoping she would come up soon.

“Are you ready for the celebration?,” She askedlz flew in and stood on his
knee before he could blink.

“I sure am. | am actually getting pretty hungy,I've been meaning to ask if
there is going to be food at this party.”

“Well, of course, silly Elves and fairies havedat dinner too,” the small fairy

explained with her hands on her hips.
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“‘DINNER!! Oh no, Flin, | can’t go to the partyl. completely forgot about
dinner! My mom said | had to be home by 5pm!! Rember! | told you back out in the
hole. How long have | been here?! | have to Bly.mom is going to kill me.” He was
panicking. He made for the door, sending Flin i@ air. “I am in serious trouble, |
know it,” Wesley worried aloud as he reached ferdioor. His hand was about to grab
the handle when Flin appeared on top of it witmsing quickness. It stopped Wesley.

“Time has stopped in your world,” she said matitefactly. “I asked the king
about what you said earlier, what 5pm was; analienhe about the sun rising and
setting. You live based on time.

“TIME”, yes “time.” It's something my mom told mto pay attention to, she
told me to be on “time,” and | guess | blew it, Riih

“No, Wes. Calm down. You are not listening. €im not happening right now.
Once you entered our world, time stopped for yodi fan you alone. You will go back
and it will still be the same time, the same dag,same moment as you left it. Our rules
of night and day are different from yours. We onaye the glow lights above, and they
are controlled by the king, and by his magic. Vdendt have night and day. It is dark
when we are tired, so we can sleep, and it is ligtgn we want to be up.” Wesley had
calmed down now, and was listening closely. Ihse@a strange way to live, without
time to hold you down. He thought of the freeddomight give to the elves of the
Candlewood Forest, and also of the way his ownw#s run in the opposite manner. At
school he moved, worked, and ate, and ultimatebdliby a bell. He woke up at a

certain time not because he wasn't tired anymotdécause he was subject to time. It
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had never exactly occurred to Wesley the powerlibsin a clock, and he was both
distressed and relieved to hear of the “time-lessstence of Flin and her friends.

Flin changed the subject. “We better get you dtaviine Forest Table. We can't
have you be late to your own party. | hope youaeokthat, on the stand beside your
bed, there is something for you. A gift from tlaéries and the elves, it is a symbol of the
friendship we have, given to you in hopes you vathember us.” Flin pointed over to a
small wooden table across the room. Wesley loaked and saw a necklace resting on
its surface. He instantly loved the small tokerrigndship. A single, thin piece of
brown rope with a knot tied in the back served asrple band for an attached
medallion. A smaller metal ring connected the rtupa piece of dark metal. The metal
pendant is what made Wesley so fond of the necklideoked as though the number
one had been attached to a “W,” only the sides®f'W,” were a bit more fanned out
than a regular letter. It was simple. Just ke properties of water, and it held in its
simple structure a sense of knowledge and strength.

“Oh, I really like it, Flin. 1 like it very muchand | would be honored to wear it to
the party,” Wesley said beaming. With that, the kit the hut and climbed down to the
floor, which was alive with the beat of drums, trackle of fires, and the laughter of
new friends.

Wesley found himself among the most delightfuerfdly beings he had ever
known. It seemed to matter not that he was a foaickaller than everyone, that his skin
was not green, his ears were not large and panty that a human had not been seen in
these woods for over a thousand years. The nightmerry, and it was full of many

things that Wesley would not ever forget. He watsas the middle of a large wooden
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table big enough for 200 elves and several dozeed$af all different colors. The table
was covered with an incredible amount of food, nodsthich Wesley had never seen
before. The fruit Wesley had noticed on the wayg the forest seemed to have been the
only source of food available to the elves. Ewigh in front of him was orange. There
were soups and breads and cakes and biscuits—altleppeared to be made from
fropple. It was a curious meal but there was noyohg) how anxious he was to try it.

At the head of the table was the wise Elvin kirtgreg on a regular old chair.

The sides of the table were complemented by thréeuo long benches, and it seemed
odd, or unexpected rather, that the king wouldo®osat on a throne. One of the elves
sitting next to Wesley explained that the king \easiler who put his people above all
things. When he sat with them to eat, he insistedeing at the same level, to drink and
be happy among friends, rather than his subje&tsoss the table, a young Elvin boy
asked Wesley a question when he saw Wesley wagyattange towards the food in
front of him.

“Excuse me mister human,” a small, high-pitchett&®squeaked. “Does your
mom know how to make fropple cakes? Because myritavifropple food has to be
fropple cakes. And my mom can make fropple caketypgood, and does fropple grow
on the trees in human world? And how do you getthbecause | don’t think humans
can climb good, because your hands and feet ari sima your skin is funny, and my
ears are bigger than yours, and can you hear e bhave to talk loud—IS THIS
BETTER?!!” The tiny elf screamed at the end of dustioning. Wesley could not help

but chuckle at the onslaught of questions. Hish@iofabbed an elbow gently into his
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side towards the end of his blabbering. The etfineled him of his friend David in a
way, and Wesley smiled before he replied.

“Well, little guy, fropple is something | have renseen before.” Wesley started,
picking up fropple bread and dipping it into a ba#koup. “In my world, we have all
different kinds of food that grows on trees andlmground, and even underground!
And my mom cannot make fropple cakes, but she makgeat chocolate cake. As for
climbing trees, we can actually manage pretty weét our small hands and feet. I'm
sure we are much slower than elves are though.sl&/¢hought he had answered the
young elf sufficiently, and he had a question af dwvn.

“What is your name?”

“You can hear me. Just fine. But | don’t get wigcause my ears are so big, and
yours are so small, and you're far away from my tholMy name is Hoto.” Wesley
chuckled again at the creature’s inability to traos his thoughts.

“l am Wesley,” he said, his voice rising above tjugeted table. Most of the big
yellow eyes and floppy green ears of the elves \weneted at him and Hoto. The orange
food on his plate served as a wonderful distracfil@wors dancing in his mouth—Iike
fruit filled with electricity. The textures and sfits overcame his senses but, he felt a bit
awkward with so many eyes on him, and he was glaghvthe attention was interrupted.

“Wesley, my boy, might | have a word with you doairthis end of the table?,”
the king’s familiar voice bounced down the tabWithout speaking, Wesley swung his
legs out from under the table and headed downeditig. Once he was by the king’s
side, he stood patiently and leant a hand to hethaold elf managed to slowly stand on

his chair in order to better address his peopthetable. Standing upright the king’s
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eye’s locked with Wesley’s. Holding there for @sed, appreciation swelled up behind
the king's stare and lifted the boy’s spirits ug @ut of the forest.

“My people. Tonight is a night that will standton our memories. It is not only
rare that a human has found his way to Candlewaoesk, but to have a person such as
Wesley in our presence is a treasure | hope yotaallappreciate. Though my time with
the boy has been brief, it was not long beforeas wlear Wesley is not only rare in our
world, but rare in his as well. He has a good haad that is a quality to hold above all
others.” The king paused for a moment to let tlbeds settle in. “Our physical
appearance is not a true reflection of who is msitlus. We are a different, elves and
humans. And much better looking | might add withoiflense, | hope to Wesley, haha,
my boy, haha.” He turned to Wesley with a jokimgjle on his face, as a light laughter
broke out at the table. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Wesley smiled. It was hard to it joke had been made, or if it
was an acknowledgement of how unsightly the elealy were. In reality, the
enormous glassy yellow eyes, the disproportionatels and feet, the green skin, and
wire thin frames, it seemed that humans must benrmuare pleasant to look at. Either
way, Wesley comfortably laughed along. The kingig@an extra chuckle at his own
witty remark. The laughter subsided quickly, anel $peaker proceeded.

“Creatures of Candlewood Forest, Wesley receptlyried the secrets of the
magic all beings possess through the life forcg¢ainad in one of the earth’s simplest
elements. He has been told of these things inhthze he will find the person he is, that
he can be, and that he was meant to be withimthrvelous world of magic we hold so

dear.” Again he paused. “Tonight | have decidedhow Wesley a glimpse of the
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awesome power of magic, and to have this be arealyreminder to all of us, the great
responsibility that comes with it.” The king readhdown to a small wooden bowl at the
side of his plate, and touched a finger into itstee The liquid in the bowl stirred at his
touch, and a small vibrant green light began tanfander the surface. Wesley's face
went blank.

The king closed his eyes and lifted his fingemdjoout of the bowl. A tiny ball
of light hovered above his outstretched finger.

“A drop of water,” the king announced, eyes siitised. “Simple. So simple in
its appearance. Hardly worth a second glance.cdtheentrated now. All was quiet in
the forest, and at the table. The single baligiftibegan to gain potential. Though it did
not yet grow in size, the pea-shaped illuminatiegdn to quiver. “But within,” the king
continued” beneath its deceiving appearance;as difeation, and all the beautiful
wonders of the world.” The ball expanded, butasvarely noticeable. “Fire, earth, and
wind, all pale in comparison to the overpoweringrse of life contained within every
drop of water. Though it is only the tiniest pafta greater and much more potent
mass...the smallest of all things...can change theseonfrtomorrow.” And with that,
the ball of light exploded into a colossal masswirling green mist. It seemed as
though a cloud had been sucked into a blender aheviable, and the king had hit
“puree”. A host of darting and flashing green &hae energy streaks went flying above
their heads; violent gusts of wind blew Wesley's Ihack, and shook the leaves in the
trees above them. The dark forest was vibrarttlylithe dancing creation the king
controlled. All eyes sparkled with the ever chaggglow. Wesley felt as though all the

fireworks in the world had been shrunk, dyed greew, launched in a chaotic blaze
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above him. It was hard to believe a small greénaild unleash such a thing. The great
spectacle lasted only seconds before, with a gesfuthe king’s hands, the chaotic light
was thrown into a huge pit in the ground, and adiess orange fire burned high into the
night.

“Let the celebration of friendship BEGIN!!!,” tHeng shouted, bringing everyone
back to reality. At that, the loud drums of theefst came alive from all around. The
dinner was suddenly over and all the creaturesrbgdance and howl and stomp their
feet around the magical fire. Wesley was sweyawHe found it easy to forget the
things of his world. It was easy to laugh. He fieé rhythm and the bass of the drums in
his blood. He flailed his arms and nodded his headtljumped with the elves around
him. It reminded him of a bedtime story his mond nead to him long ago. He felt far
from home, but he wasn'’t afraid. He felt wild, amelv, and the heat of the night became
alive in his steps circling the fire. The elvesldhe fairies seemed to forget about the
worries of their world as well. The usual feaiDyagor that lingered behind the breath of
every woodland inhabitant was not a part of théatyigot this night.

The celebration raged for what must have beensholine great fire in the hole
before them did not show any signs weakening. § es life in the woods that night.
There was heat, and youth, and some would sayrthgic was a part as well, only in
ways that are hidden to most. At the conclusiothefdance, Wesley found himself to be
a little bit of a celebrity. The creatures seermelbok at him with eyes of expectation,
even eyes that suggested he had already done sogigthat. It was a strange feeling.
He felt slightly out of place, but also a senseesponsibility. After many pats on the

back and handshakes, Wesley finally found himddliefoot of his bed in his own
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private hut, exhaling for an eternity he fell todsihis pillow. Letting time, and space,
and even his thoughts slip away, the next few masiglrred together and dropped

Wesley off somewhere in his dreams.

Though he could not remember hitting the pillow thght before, he woke up
late the next morning feeling well rested. Fompaaticular reason, he opened his eyes
and didn’t quite feel the need to close them agaitike the mornings he had to wake up
for school. It was still dark outside, but Westhgught it appropriate, after a good
stretch, to walk out to the balcony and take a labthe rest of the forest below and
above. His hands hit the rail, which triggeredr@é yawn that sent his cheeks in
collision with his eyes. He looked around and saany of the huts above him were
without movement. The fires in the base of thedreelow were now out, and the table
they had sat at was also nowhere to be seen.slawanteresting feeling to be in a
foreign place and be the only person up. It fet he was going to get caught for doing
something wrong.

He noticed the delicate work in the rope laddansl the vast community of
bridges, crosswalks, and zip lines that made uglthes’ home. Directly on his left was
an incredible castle. Towering up into the tallgstts of the trees, the home of the King
was both simple and spectacular. There were laagmnies, and over hangs, ladders,
and into the face of the trees making up the castiecate carvings were worked into the
face. “Now that is a tree fort.” He looked dowtrttee soft dirt floor and the scattered
torches, coughing smoke into the night, lining wWadkway out of the forest. It carved

itself in and out of the trees. His eyes followkd path in the direction of home, as far as
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he could see. His mind drifted to thoughts ofrh@m, of his house, of his room.
Though the time that Wesley was here was not ratdeeany of those things, he felt like
they were worrying about him, and missing him. Métsigh, he decided that he would
go back later that day.

Just about to turn back to go inside, he caugihgpse of a distant shadow that
seemed to move a few feet inward from the path.sdilented to get a better look at the
figure. It moved again. In between the trees tlairk being was intent on being hidden.
Wesley was about to call for help when he saw webayes appear from behind the large
tree sheltering him. It was a dark shade of rElde eyes seemed to pierce into the night.
They cut through the distance separating them amadf their way to Wesley’s heart. It
beat hard in his chest, as if it had grown three$ its normal size. He was getting faint.
He felt the blood in his veins grow weak. His fmgps lost their sense of touch. His
vision began to blur around the dark stranger'seye sickness crept up his back, and
attacked his throat and his mouth. Suddenly, alf@mwoice spoke in Wesley’s head:
“Let go, Wesley. Find your heart, find the boyigdesyou, and remember you are a
person of light. Come back, Wesley, Come back...cbawk.” Wesley blinked hard
and, when he opened his eyes, he found himsel@bdlcony a few feet back from the
railing. Looking down at his hands he brought thgmto his face, brushed his cheek and
looked to the tree again. The eyes were gonesddeched desperately for the powerful
red eyes. No sooner than he had given up, theslighthe forest turned on. It took no
less than ten seconds for a sudden rise to take plahe amount of light in the forest. It

was like watching a sunrise in fast forward.
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With that, the huts above and below him graduailligbled with chatter, with
yawns, and an early morning stir. Turning to gokoaside, he still felt a little bit sick
from those dark red eyes. He lifted his eyesoujind that, on the table, his breakfast
was awaiting him. He paused for a moment, questiowhere the meal had come from.
He certainly hadn’t heard of, or expected room iseref any kind, though he didn’t
think it was out of the question for how kind thedees had already been. He looked at
the supply of fropple juice, fropple cakes, andushy jelly-like material that sat next to
a loaf of fropple bread. “A fropple breakfast,” hedded. Moving forward he was
startled by the sensation of heat on his right khé#e moved his eyes to the right and
found a delicate blue light hovering above his steu

“When did you get here?,” he said relieved, gladHlin’'s company.

“l came in just as you turned around,” she replied

“Well then, who made the breakfast?,” Wesley wared.

“l did,” she answered.

“l suppose you used your super fairy biceps toyaaall over here, and balance it
all as you cleverly snuck it past my head andtsately on the table—all in the split
second it took me to turn around?, Did | prettycmunail it on the head there, Flin?”
Wesley said semi-sarcastically.

“You didn’t think elves were the only ones who knmagic, did you now, Wes?”
She held her hand out and a small blue flame daalsede her palm.

“Right, yea. Should have...got that | guess,” &gsaid feeling humbled.

“Well come on and eat up,” she said, motioning tonthe table. “You must be

hungry after all that dancing last night.” The tefdhem sat down together and shared a
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surprisingly delicious meal together. Wesley waipgsed how each orange item on the
table was packed with the same delicious strawberange flavor but all in varying
degrees. The bread was a much lighter and aas¢e.t The juice was a smack in the
face of fruity wonderfulness, and the cakes weigktbn his tongue like pancakes. He
enjoyed every bite.

“I'm going to leave today, and go back to my wgrM/esley informed Flin. The
tiny fairy was sad to hear the news, but knew i @ayood decision, and an inevitable
one.

After breakfast, he made his way out of the hut down the rope ladder at its
side. He climbed down, hopped off and found tHeKkig standing beside him.

“And it is time for you to go, my boy,” the kingsl below him.

“I miss being home, and it feels like they missto®” Wesley said, though he
was sad to leave this new place and his new friends

“l would like to let you know that your time heln@s been enjoyable for me and
for the elves of this forest; and your return heoaild be most gratifying.” The king
seemed to be deeply saddened that Wesley was dgawid it touched him in a way that
made him feel like he had known the king for lontjem just one day.

“| feel like | am undeserving to even have sees ptace, and meet you all, and
learn of the magic you all have...I...| am so smaliny world. | am nobody in nobody-
ville, and it feels like someone else should haaéked in through that gate and down
that path. It feels like an older stronger persiould learn of the magic in water, and the

colors, and the fire...”
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“The smallest of all things...can change the coof¢emorrow,” The king said
and pointed to the medallion hanging from Wesleysk. Wesley smiled and reached
his hand out to the small king. The tiny greerrediched out his large hand above his
crown, and grasped the boys hand with surprisirength.

“I will never forget you,” Wesley promised.

“That is because we will meet again,” the kinglieppand made his way past
Wesley wearing a grin.

“Wesley walked across the giant dirt floor beldwe fortress of huts above.
There were several families out on their balcomiaging down at him. Flin trailed no
more than a foot behind, and above Wesley’'s h&adlness was in the air as the pair
made their way out of the realm of the Candlewohe &

Walking through the forest, Wesley could not helpp think about the strange
sickness he had felt earlier in the morning. Tiseom of those evil eyes was ever-present
in his mind. It felt as though that terrible shadeed against a background of hopeless
darkness had been stained into his memory. Whaitvtlaat he saw out there? Could it
have it been Dragor, the evil wielder of black nt&gi

They reached the end of the path much sooneMesiey had hoped, and it
pained him deeply to stop and wait for Flin to pat key into the wall above him. A
brilliant white door appeared in front of him, jlige it had before. But, unlike last time,
Wesley did not feel a rush of excitement to stefhéother side.

“It seems like months ago | was coming througk tloor the other way.”

Wesley said with his head down, avoiding Flin’seye
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“And it seems like years ago that a rock fell tigh and broke my lookout.”
Wesley smiled, remembering the happenstance af riesting.

“l am going to miss you, Flin.”

“I will miss you too, Wesley.” Flin flew down anghve him the tiniest kiss on
his cheek. It sent an incredible rush of warmtloaér his body, a distinct heat that
traveled from his head to his feet, and practicsiigt out his toes. He let the warmth
linger as long as it would. “Just one more thirfgjh said, moving from his cheek to his
neck. She placed her hand over Wesley’s throatdacdhiliar but strange feeling made
its way across his Adams Apple. He felt a suddss bf connection between him and
Flin and, when she let go and backed away, he thakéer in a different manner than
before.

“Fenlee,” Flin said waving to Wesley.

“Bye,” he said, taking a deep breath and then tlitnestep through the door. He closed
his eyes, bit his teeth, stepped forward, and efsn the cold dark basement of the large
hole. A cold gray wall met his eyes as he turnediad. The vibrant glowing door was
gone. With his hand on the wall he raced throlnghimages of the place behind it: the
tournament, his talk with the king, the dinner, tine, his time with Flin. It seemed more
of a dream than an actual experience. The ligimhfabove caught his eye as he looked
up, and he made his way over to the stairs.

About half way up, he spotted the backpack thdefidehind when he leapt for
the enormous tree laying across the hole. He digkao and raced up the spiraling gray

staircase to the light above.
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When he finally got home; he was only half-amatzefind himself early for
dinner and, after giving his mom a hug, he heagsdairs. Throwing his backpack onto
the floor, he sat down on his bed, hands on hig&néle ran his fingers through his hair
and felt mutual feelings of sadness and thankfslhe®e home mixed together in his
chest. Looking around his room he enjoyed seanglfar things. His bookcase full of
half-read books, his closet, even the posters envidl made him feel at home. When he
looked at the desk, however, he noticed somethafignoiliar to him. A small pot was
resting itself in the middle of the wooden surfgast to the left of his globe, and he took
a seat to examine it. He pulled out the desk dradrsaw a yellow flower was resting in
the wet soil within the flower pot. The flower seed to be fairly new because its pedals
had not yet extended out of the bud and the gredalg of the stem were still keeping
the yellow buds inside from fanning out.

Wesley looked to the bottom of the stem and foasdhall puddle of water close
to the rim of the pot. His mom must have just wedat before he came in and,
apparently, given the young flower a bit too muainkli Wesley sat back in his chair
with his arms across his chest and stared at tél@u He pictured the EIf King'’s finger
dipping into the bowl of water at the table and ¢béssal green firestorm that followed.
He thought of the warriors in the tournament ararttiuel.

With a deep breath he sat up and slowly reachgcegtended a finger, and
concentrated hard on the feelings inside his hddetthought of Steph at first, and it
usually happened that way. Thought of what shkdddike in the first grade when they
first met: her hair in a ponytail, her blue eyes/sad and sharp. He thought of David

and their friendship. About his jokes and abostsupport through thick and thin. Then
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he thought of his mom. Thought of her smile, Hevaolate cookies, and found that with
that came an endless amount of love.

His eyes opened. Dipping his pointer finger ithte liquid, he waited for
something to happen. Nothing. He pulled his fmm#& and studied the clear, simple
drop at the tip. He brought it up to his face armatveled at what potential he knew
rested in its being. Behind it he saw the yelltawer. His head nodded slightly to the
side, and he quickly pointed his finger at the #owefore him. A stream of fire and
lightning shot out of his fingertip and caused blelding flower to instantly blossom.
The stream from his finger stopped as suddenly started, and Wesley sat back in awe.

“Dinner is ready, Wes,” his mom'’s voice calledfupm the kitchen. Wesley
turned his head a little acknowledging the calt #ren brought his finger up to his eyes.
The jet of light had sent a thrill of disbelief dowhe boy’s spine emptying him out of
any clear thoughts, or reactions. He was stunfidx fire/lightning was distinct,

vibrant, and powerful. And above all things...itsuahite...
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Story 3

The Water Game

“l guess so,” David shrugged. “I mean, that dtesound like the best thing we
could do to start off the weekend. But, uh, swacgsbe pretty cool for adventures.”

The young boy was referring to a suggestion Westelymade descending the
steps of the bus as it came to their stop. “I thaing we could check out the swamp at
the North side of the neighborhood,” Wesley had.s&isually David was the one with
the bright ideas, the creative adventures, anduicke to mischief, but Wesley had long
been hoping to explore the hidden swamp.

“So when | think ‘'swamp’,” David began, “I think things like moss and mud
and frogs and broken logs and trees and stufft?ighle looked for a nod of agreement.
Wesley shook his head.

“YeS_”
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“...and probably a lot of marshy terrain, like iretjungle or something?,” he
added.

“Yes,” Wesley replied, “I don’t get why you’re ask?”

“Well, | have shorts and flip-flops on,” he condkd pointing down to his bare
legs and toes. They made their way towards Weslayuse.

“Well you can borrow some stuff, | guess. | ohbve one pair of boots, though,
but you might be able to wear the old tennis shaes the grass with.”

“That’ll do,” David said appreciatively.

The boys marched into the front door and up thesstwhere they began to shed
their school clothes. Levis and shirts were thr@nmrthe ground, as camouflage and
black cargo pants redefined them. A sense obmlieg battle” filled Wesley's room as
they hopped out of one uniform, and into anothke the calm before a storm. Once
they were fully dressed with game faces on, theglartheir way out of the room sliding
down the hallway, their white socks playing slipdaslide with the wooden floor. They
raced down the stairs and into the mud room, waegair of thick brown boots awaited
Wesley and an old beat-up, grass-stained pair ke Bineakers awaited David.

“Great,” said David, who was clearly disappointedt his outfit would be
severely less cool as a result of the sneakersugthhe had not had that high of an
expectation about what his feet were doomed to wHarslipped on the left shoe and the
points of remnant blades of grass poking his s&dlksl the combat mode he was in.

“You can wear the boots,” Wesley said noticing Dia/face.

“Really?,” asked David looking up a little stunned
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“Yea,” Wesley said. “They fit me pretty well ‘ca@ they are formed to my feet.
Ehhhhh. I've put a lot of miles on those babieg/esley joked, holding his pants at his
waist, and puffing out his stomach. Seeing thasMiewould really not be that upset in
the shoes, David felt another swift rush of exceatrand thankfulness, as he popped up
and traded shoes with his friend.

“Thank you,” David said.

After a quick holler to the kitchen, telling hisom their whereabouts and the
usual “be back before dark” sign-off, the boys teajt of the mud room door and raced
across the lawn in the direction of adventure.

It was a brilliantly sunny Friday evening. Theybdound it easy and comforting
to travel the half mile to the swamp at the bacthefneighborhood. It felt unusual to
Wesley, because, as in most of the books he hddmedass, there always seemed to be
a great struggle, or journey, before arriving t® $ignificant plot points. It always made
Wesley curious as to why there must always be m@gyu They could never just walk
across a bridge or go to the next town. Thesedsedne would read about would have to
venture half across the world to defeat a dragoscale a host of mountains and climb to
the tallest tower of the tallest castle in theestlpart of the world to overcome the
opposing evil. Wesley thought himself fortunatetdy have to walk a few yards in any
direction for him and David to find adventure. Mithseemed to be in the same spirit as
well.

“It is really nice out today,” he said, as he hegn the curb, balancing himself
on the narrow walk. The boots made it a bit diffiavith their large soles and heavy

weight, but he managed. “I don’t want it to geldcthis year. | hate the winter,” he
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added, hands out to the side to stay stable. Wagleed. He sincerely disliked the
winter months as it tended to kill any hopes ofsbany adventures he was so passionate
about. Though fond of snowball fights, and hotadiate, and Christmas, the list quickly
ran thin on “pros” about winter.

“Hey, are you going to ask anyone to the wintaragathis year?,” Wesley asked,
hopping up on the curb across the road from David.

“l don’t know. There is this girl Lauren in myisace class that's really nice. |
haven't really talked to her that much, but | migkk her.”

“What's her last name?,” Wesley pried.

“Deipe...deppy...deipeveneennen. | don’t know sonmgthvith a “D.”

“No way!! She’s in my English class. You shodefinitely ask her. She is
really cool. She likes the books we read just albsumuch as | do, and I think she is a
good writer too. For Show and Tell she broughtday, and he is so cool. And—*

“OK, OK. Jeese, why don’t you ask her?,” Davitered.

“Well I'm just saying she is really cool,” Weslexwid toning it down a little bit.

“What about you, bud. Are you going to ask Stéph?

“I don’t know. | heard she is going to ask thiker guy. So probably not.”

“Well you better find someone to go with, ‘causriye not going to want to miss
the moves of David Hudson, no, no, no. | will lmetbe dance floor, ripping it up. Just
to let you know what is happening before you gdhere, and why all the ladies are
crowded around someone...now you'll know who,” Datadsed, Wesley was pretty

sure David was just as nervous about dancing imt fvbeveryone as he was.
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The boys climbed over a few more hills, cut thfoggme backyards, and hopped
a few fences before they finally came to a strefatvad that led deep into the forest and,
eventually, to the swamp.

As they walked up to the point where Wesley thduigivould be, he noticed
David looking at him over his shoulder, a bit cosdd.

“There’s a swamp here?,” David squinted his eyekfarled his brow.

“Yea, it should be right back through there, aldsutyards or so.” Wesley
answered confidently

“And you know this how?”

“Because all of the land around this area is caigearound this one point and it
will act like a bowl when it rains. And we had therrible rainstorm for all those days
last week, so | figured there must be a swamp back somewhere,” Wesley explained.
David was impressed.

“And when, might | ask, did you become a weathenlogy, know-it-all sixth
grade genius kid?,” David mocked in a friendlytswdrway.

“Well | just figured. | have never really seemmrake that before, you know?

The sky was so dark and black,” he said remembéh@gicious storm. “My mom and |
drove past here a few days ago. That’s how | fatihd

“Well all right. Let’s go then.” David took aegt into the thicket. There were
several low-hanging vines and tree branches uncteaistic of the woods closer to the
Wesley’'s house. Sharp unwelcoming splinters stuwtkrom many of the tree limbs, and
fungus infected leaves twisted under the boy’s ©iodte sickly bark on the trees oozed

sap from his center, a flesh wound that left tharey bleeding auburn goo. As they
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made their way through the brush, they kept thgsdorward in hope of finding this
supposed swamp. They were forced to duck, and ans bend over and under all the
obstacles of the forest, as they blazed furtherfarider into the unknown. It suddenly
came upon the boys that a series of stealth antbatomaneuvers were required. David,
in the lead, was clearly being as silent as possiBtaying low to the ground, his knees
bent, hands out to the side. Wesley was turneshsigls crouched low, mimicking
David’'s movements. He imagined them approachiegetiemy camp. Every sound in
the woods became alive. They were swallowed byrtbment. Sweat stuck to their
necks. Their senses were finely tuned to any soumadovement. Wesley looked up
ahead and noticed David was pretending to holdéhma gun. He had both of his
hands wrapped around the imaginary object and wessing it up against his chest, his
back against a thick old oak tree, sap oozing tde/ais head. He motioned for Wesley
to fall ahead of him quickly and secure the nexdifpan. Wesley joined the game.
Barrel-rolling past David’s heels, he came up haydmaginary pistols in each hand.
With cunning speed, he dashed between the treerandhes obstructing his path. He
spotted a safe point clear from enemy fire and diotgea small structure of logs.
Popping his head up he signaled for David to takenext mark, gesturing with his
fingers and drawing a circle in the air.

David went into action in a similar style. He fgemed some of the same evasive
maneuvers Wesley had only he paused a few timée gight of the enemy patrolmen
up ahead watching his desired path before turnivaya He jumped over Wesley’s log
base and ran ahead until he found himself at tggnbang of a marshy patch of land.

The ground beneath him had suddenly become a tticky mud. He shoved his
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shoulder up against a large tree and whistled fesldy to join his location. Within
seconds, Wesley had made it to him, slightly outrefth. Both boys sat up against the
tree, making sure to keep their whole bodies imigid

“Looks like we found the swamp,” Wesley said, snglboth from the excitement
of their descent on the “enemy hideout,” and beeaishe discovery of the swamp. He
poked his head around the tree and marveled giettiect marshland that lay on the
other side.

Algae covered water stretched over a spot of femtigger than a basketball
court. On the far side of the swamp, there wasalsvooden hut made entirely of
sticks. Something of a presentable doorway wagduriogether at the front; a barely
adequate chimney in the rear of the shelter; aaetiire house seemed like it had been
fused to the swamp itself, as though it had beddedento the very make-up of the trees
and mud. A small fire-pit lay outside, a few féeim the doorway. A small black pot
resting over it, three sticks hold it up. No mtran ten feet from the wooden hut, the
bank of the swamp started and it seemed impossibeach the small fortress without
crossing the body of water. Along the outside weneeral old sunken trees that seemed
to have faded from brown to a sort of blue-greycolThe whole swamp looked ancient
and, felt like an illusion. It was hard to findstihct shapes or clear lines, or to tell where
one thing began and another ended. In additicery&vng was covered by this dry blue-
green fungus, like paper mashe™ had been tossdim/whole landscape. Wesley
looked over the swamp for a few more seconds agfdyé turning back to his friend, he

spotted a sign to the left of the fire-pit, rigltt against the shore of the tiny lake. On an
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old wooden plank made of no more than a horizgu&de of wood nailed to a thinner
vertical one, was some writing Wesley couldn’t maké from his vantage point.

“Hey what does it say on that piece of wood oetéf?,” Wesley said, spinning
back around. Once his head was turned, he ndlesd had turned around the other
side of the large tree trunk and was staring astiemp from the other side. Realizing
he couldn’t see David’s face, Wesley turned badkiscside of the tree, and his view of
the swamp.

“What does that sign say?,” Wesley repeated.

“I heard you,” David said, sounding faintly frustied. “I can’t make out exactly
what it says...I think...it says..."Jenny Humble.”

“What??!!,” Wesley said not sure if he had misustteod him.

“No, no wait..."Jamie Bumble,” David tried to coehimself.

“What??!!,” Wesley demanded.

“It's someone’s name. That's what's on the sigcan’t read it from here but |
think it is someone’s name!!” David brought hisaldback from around the tree, saw
Wesley was looking over the other side, and weok ba staring.

“Johnny Rumble,” a third voice came.

“Oh yeah—Rumble, you're right, Wes. How come gsked me what it says if
you can read it better than | can?” David squirdethe sign.

“l can’t,” Wesley said, surprised.

“Then how did you know it says ‘Johnny Rumble’?”

“l didn’t,” Wesley said, suddenly realizing theustion.
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“Johnny knew that sign said ‘Johnny Rumble,”” thepy old voice chimed in a
second time. This time, the boys recognized thaad come from the front end of the
tree, on the other side of the trunk. They lookedach other and huddled close.

“Who said that?,” David asked looking into hisfid’s nervous eyes.

“l don’t know,” Wesley looked up waiting to heaione.

“Johnny did.”

“Who is Johnny?,” David asked again.

‘I don’t know, | don’t know.”

“Johnny is Johnny Rumble,” the old voice spokeiraga

“I'm not talking to you right now,” David blurted.

“Oh, OK, sorry,” the old voice sounded friendlyhere was an awkward silence
for a few seconds where neither Wesley nor Dawadlyédad any idea what to say or ask
each other, in fear of just being answered bydttenge man. They also couldn’t seem
to come up with a question to ask him directlystéad, they sat together looking into
each other’s eyes confused and surprised. They also a bit defeated at the fact that
theyhad been the ones hoping to sneak up on the swaardphere they were being the
ones who were snuck up on.

“Excuse me,” came the voice, breaking the sileritelon’t suppose you would
like to hear a poem that | wrote about Johnny, @ékengh you don’t know him. It will
make you laugh; it is a joke poem that | wroteléarghing. Johnny can tell it to you
boys for a laugh and that is all I ask’he boys couldn’t help but sit with jaws open at
the sudden request by the new-comer they hadnit sgen. They questioned each other

for a moment with facial gestures and shoulderghruntil finally Wesley said,
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“Sure.”

“Great,” came the voice one last time, until ifieesh, and—then a stumble—there
stood a tiny old man no more than a foot away ftbem. The boys leaped at the swift
movement of the aged man. They couldn’t beliewt shich a person could possibly
move that fast. The old man was no more than tieetetall. He was wearing a gray
towel that looked as though a hole had been cufooutis head, and that was it. It
draped down to his ankles but, on the sides, agbdieat-up dirty brown shorts dangled
on his waist. They were held up by a piece of rigekaround his hips that must have
been retied at least a dozen times a day. Hisxfest bare like his head. And his arms
were as skinny as the twigs that made up his hodseteeth, or lack of teeth, were grey
and the boys could only spot a few in his mouttinat. His bright blue eyes stood out
brilliantly against his filthy face, and the londnite-grey beard was the only thing on his
entire body that showed any signs of cleanlindsstruck the boys as odd to see such a
well-kept beard on such an otherwise grimy body.

“Shall | begin when are you ready?,” The old makedl.

“Was that a question?,” David said with his falamted to the side in confusion.

“NO,” the old man snapped and he began his poemtive next breath. He
spoke fast, and directly, staring at both of thgshthie whole time he spoke the poem.
Line after line he would look back and forth betwélee them and the poem went like
this:

It seemed that often Johnny Rumble
found his steps were prone to stumble.

Following suit, his words did mumble
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and kept him humble,
Mr. Johnny Rumble.
And years went by, the minutes crumbled,

and Johnny found that being humbled

wasn’t a way to live.
And, when push came to shove, and shove to tumble
Johnny Rumble found that a humble Rumble
that tends to mumble, and even stumble

is not who Johnny Rumble wanted to.be

The tiny man’s eyes became quite large as hethgldreath and tucked his lips

into his mouth...

...S0 he changed his name to Bob.

The old man stood with his mouth wide open, hesabr smelling like tree bark.
His eyes darted back and forth looking for a resporHe got nothing.

“To Bobbb,” he repeated, hoping to enhance thedrwhthe situation. The boys
sat back silently with their heads against the. trEleey hadn’t noticed it, but they were
leaning back a great deal further than they wetbeastart of the poem, because now it
seemed that the man was standing right up ag&iest,this face only inches away from
theirs. Though the boys were looking down at ldespite the fact that they were sitting,

they were still a little intimidated by the cleadpstable character before them.
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“That is...very funny,” David said, trying to souad sincere as possible.

“Laugh you did not, eve...eveee, even a littl@fidny mumbled.

“It's a good joke, Mr. Rumble. We are just tiredm our walk out here, so it is
hard to laugh ‘cause we are out of breath.” Westasted breathing hard. He looked
over at David, who grabbed his chest and begannupas well.

“Oh, | see, | see, | see. No breath to laugh .withis | understand. Breath is a
very e-ea-ee-easy thing to overlook, it is, bresith Johnny Rumble backed up a little bit
as he said this, scooting his small rear overléwge root that was conveniently sticking
out of the ground across from the boys.

“How do you mean?,” Wesley asked.

“Breath. Think about breathing, we do not. Inl@ut and out and in it goes and
goes and goes, and we do not think about it gamiggming and going and going and
going and going....” As he was saying this, he wesraating his hands, moving them in
and out from his chest. His head was bobbingtsidede with the rhythm of the words.
“...going and going and going. Until STOP, we needther breath because the last ran
out. This is what | am talking about.” The bogsked at each other a little confused,
but intrigued.

“But everyone knows that breathing is natural, loodies are in charge of it.

Why is that so important to not over-look? It'sfinow we are made,” David added.

“A place where breath is paid attention to, wherthis?,” Johnny asked.

“Paid attention to? What do you mean?,” Wesl@gsed his arms.

“When are we are aware that our breath is runnut@,® Johnny simplified.

“When we are under water,” David answered.
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“Eggs...ee...exactly right,” Johnny smiled. “Water is a dan@@mrhumans that
are in it, they cannot stay in long for their brest at limit.” Johnny spoke wisely. He sat
back with his arms crossed, followed by his fedtamt of him. The boys, on the other
hand, sat against the tree perplexed. They feh@gyh they were hearing something
very obvious, but missing something very significan

“Is this another joke?,” David said, getting fmased and suddenly starting to feel
disappointed again.

“No joke, no joke, no joke, no joke...” Johnny beda move his hands in and
out again, followed by his head bouncing from s@seide, like he had a few moments
before. As he did this, for the umteenth time thayt, the boys looked at each other
baffled. “...No joke, no joke, no joke...but a secretes.” Johnny looked up with a
clever grin on his face.

“A secret? What do you mean?,” Wesley asked.

“Always, what do you mean, what do you mean, vawas Johnny mean? This
time no more, saying what Johnny means, Johnny sWteat Johnny mean this time to
show what Johnny means, when he says somethingdtsabsked what does this mean?”
The boys couldn’t understand most of Mr. Rumbla& sentence, but when the fragile
old man got up and started walking in the directbhis hut, they assumed they were
meant to follow.

After rounding the large tree that they had bedkinig near, they quickly noticed
that, if they were going to get to the hut acréeshiody of water in front them, they were
going to have to get wet. This made it even méwemystery as to how Johnny Rumble

made it over to the boys, as quietly and quicklyeslid, without a drop of water on him.
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So it was needless to say that, when they reatieebank of the swamp, David could not
help but ask:

“What now?”

“Ahhhh...you see...I see things that are not all thiage as they s-seeeeee-sem-
seem. You see?” He bent down and put his facggamst the surface of the water. The
boys were standing a few feet back from the smat,nso they couldn’t see exactly what
was happening. It looked at first like he wasiggtteady to take a drink of water. But,
after a few seconds, they realized he was actuddlgpering something. It sounded like
a chant, or a rhyme, or maybe even a spell. Batever he said caused the most
unexpected reaction the boys could have imagittlwhispered his last word to the
water, then sat back, and joined the boys as tleegh&d the water begin to ripple and
stir. It wasn’t long before tiny waves began torio The water came alive and began to
work with the massive amounts of algae on the sarfal’he green substance was being
cut, and moved, and reshaped, until before the tlared-bound humans, there was
suddenly a path of round green stepping circldseyformed a clear path all the way
across the swamp. The boys couldn’t move. JoRumgble let out a slight sigh of
approval.

“The water for you, has made a bridge,” he saiotioning for them to go first
across the algae path. David hesitated to steyafdronto the first green circle, so
Wesley took the first step. His heart droppechasiottom of his beat-up tennis shoes hit
the soft green circle, as he was half-expectindyop into the water.

“This is incredible,” Wesley commented, turningkh@o David to give him

reassurance that it was safe to come. Wesleyhiaing from patch to patch until he
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was a good distance away from the bank. Davidanfasv patches behind him, and
Johnny was following in David’s steps. It was thest comical sight watching Johnny
scoot to the end of the green circles, put bothi®arms bent down at his side, rock for a
moment, and then, with a great amount of effodpl® the other edge of the next circle.
The boys were able to make effortless leaps aeads gap of water.

While Wesley had a moment to sit and stare ab#aaitiful nature of the swamp,
he found himself inspecting the makings of JohnoynRle. He looked around at the
swamp, at Johnny’s hut, at the decrepit-but-mystesrpresence of the trees around him.
He was taking it all in when, suddenly, a swirthe water caught his eye. He turned to
the left and saw the water splashing at the suifeReesomething had just ducked under
seconds ago. He looked back and found that Johadyoticed this as well. He had a
small look of concern on his face, but seemed masthffected by the strange
movement. Wesley decided to make it to other englugckly as possible, and once the
three of them had reached the opposite bank it @bdohnny’s house, the path of algae
had dismantled and the strange stir in the waterfagotten.

“l saw something move in the water while we weiessing the bridge,” Wesley
said to Johnny. “Do things actually live in there?

“Yes,” Johnny replied. “There are many things thae in the swamp, and |
intend on having you me-mee-meeeeeeeee-meet them.”

“What do you mean, meet them?,” David asked, eg #pproached the doorway
to the hut.

“You will soon learn what | meant, when | was tatkof breath before, and when

| said it has limits, and humans run out of it, #nd ee-eass-eeeee-easy to overlook,
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when | was talking about it and you didn’t know whavas talking about before, when
we were talking about breath and you two were caedi’ Johnny spat out.

“And look, it happened again,” David whispereddging Wesley, a smile on his
face.

“Come on into my home, and | will teach you thersés of where the water
people roam.” Johnny was quite proud of the rhjxaenade. He opened the door and
the three of them walked in together. Johnny duiokade his way to a closet across the
one-room hut, but Wesley and David found it a barendifficult to maneuver around the
small home. They had to bend their necks sidevaays$.could only really be
comfortable if they were seated at the chairs atdbe kitchen table. Though they
wanted to look around, this is where they endedquipkly after entering. They let their
eyes wonder around the house and Johnny mumbledaséhings to himself in the
closet. It seemed strange to the boys that there a0 many aquatic, “harbor-like” items
around the house. There were old fishing nets seadckshells, and many other ocean-like
decorations on the walls. An odd sort of sculptured the entire interior of the house—
a sort of twisting coral-colored shell stretchée la fungus over and under the furniture.
Several dozen hooks, and bobbers, and fishingdih&jsed to the strange pink mass.
Looking further around them, Wesley and David sams pf little critters and insects all
trapped inside the clear container. The small @dusnmed to life with crickets, chirps
and whistles from the small bugs. Not to mentiuadreaks and cracks the floor made
Johnny stepped over it.

“Are we here?,” Johnny said, setting a small boxhe table in front of the boys.
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“Yes. Wait huh. What do you mean?,” David asgetting more and more
frustrated with Johnny’s weird phrases and backsvardnner of speaking.

“Here we are,” Johnny said, resting his hand enbibx and looking a little
confused.

“That’s not what you said the first time,” Davidaused.

“What?”

“The first time you said, ‘Are we here,” Davididacalmly. Johnny was still
confused.

“Here we are?,” Johnny asked.

“Wait. What are you asking?,” David turned red.

“l am saying ‘here we are.”

“Yea, but the first time you said “Are we here”?

“This is the same thing,” Johnny said, shruggirggghoulders.

“No, you meant to say, ‘Here we are’, when youugtat out the box, as if to say
to us ‘Look, | found what | was looking for’. Bufjstead, you said ‘Are we here?,’
which is different because it’s like you are askirsgwhere we are right now?” David’s
face steamed with annoyance; He hadn’t meant tdtitree old man, but Johnny’s jaw
was now hanging out in uncertainty, his eyes salesley looking for reassurance.
Wesley wasn’t any help. Finally, feeling a lith& defeated, Johnny asked David:

“A dummy head says what?”

“What?” David was not in the mood for anotherdial Johnny began to smile.

“A dummy head, says...what?,” Johnny asked agais fitne a little more

excited.
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“What?!” David answered starting to lose it dditbit. Now Johnny was beside
himself with amusement. He even looked at Weslgly sheer excitement at the fact
that David wasn’t getting the joke.

“A dummy head says what?,” he asked David onetilmgl. And this time, right
before David was about scream “WHAT” at the tofisflungs, he realized what was
happening and stopped and rested his back agansdir, arms crossed and steaming.

“That’s very clever there, Mr. Rumble,” he saidl@whnny. Feeling content, the
old man gave one last tiny chuckle and then tumsga@ttention back to the box.

“Do you know what is inside this tiny box?,” Jolyrmsked with a great sense of

pride.

“Your tiny 1Q,” David whispered under his breath.

“What was that?,” Johnny asked.

“A diamond or two.” David covered up his remark.

“No this is not a jewelry box, dummy head,” Johmsyablished. David just took
that one.

“Inside this box is the key to making breath ndaetor, eee...eee....even after a
human has entered the water.” The boys felt texgfeanticipation creep up their backs.
Johnny rotated the box around and pushed it irt wbWesley. David got up from his
seat across from Johnny and knelt down next térieisd. After taking a moment to
fiddle with its tiny latch, Wesley slowly lifted éhtop. Inside the simple wooden space
was a bottle that contained within its glass watst appeared to be nothing more than
air. It looked empty.

“This is empty,” David said to Johnny, his antatiipn stomped to the ground.
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“‘Dummy Head thinks he knows eee..eee...exactly wehgbing on with Johnny
Rumble’s magic bottle, doesn’t he, think he knotls, bottle has nothing he thinks of
Johnny Rumble’s bottle.”

“Yes, that is what | think, because it is emp®Avid said again. Johnny turned
his attention to Wesley.

“Open it up then, boy, seee...eeeeeee, what isyeanud what is not, and who is
wrong and who is not.” Wesley reached into the famthe bottle and picked it up. He
was shocked at the weight of the object, and was ewre confused that it felt as
though a liquid was inside. He brought his handautne round cork stopper at the top of
the bottle and carefully popped it off. David l@okbeside him curiously, and watched
as his friend investigated the substance.

“O2H, is what that is called. Upside down wat#ris backwards from air but
still the same. It is made from the moon, at nighen it rains. The white glow of its
face changes the water as it falls from the skieocearth. It is very rare, you
seee...eee...eee. That a full moon comes alorey) Wie night is dark, and the rain is
long. If you drink it, if it is something you wishThen | must warn of your life
becoming like that of a fish. Water becomes aid air becomes water. Breath becomes
not-breath, and lungs become not lungs. Instambiking this air-liquid does. So | must
warn you boys before you take a sip, beware o€XBH that falls past your lip.”

“If we drink this stuff, we will be able to breatinderwater?,” Wesley asked.

“Only underwater, you will be able to breath,” doly replied smartly.

“For how long?,” Wesley asked again.

“For how long you want.”
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“Well how do we turn it off then?,” David asked.

“Hold your breath and count to four, and the madi©2H will be no more,”
Johnny cleverly replied. The boys still felt dlétconfused.

“Well, why are you giving it to us?,” Wesley worrdd.

“Mr. Rumble has a question for you, a missiorgskt It is of great importance
this thing that | ask. In the swamp outside imfrof this house is a kingdom of people
that is secret to the world of humans. | needtyauto go and retrieve something for
meeeeeee...eee, you see...eeeeeee. If you dowiligive to you something not all the
money in the world could buy for you two.”

“Well what is it?,” David interrupted.

“When you get back is when | will tell you whatistwhen you get back,” Johnny
answered.

“What is it you want us to get?,” Wesley askedtigg interested.

“The Earth Medallion,” Johnny said with a greatcamt of respect.

“What in the world is that?,” David asked.

“Itis...the Earth Medallion,” Johnny answered wath even greater amount of
respect.

“What does it do, is what | meant?,” David askgdia.

“I will show you when you get back, and let yowashin its power if you succeed
in getting it.”

“Why can’t you just go and get yourself?,” Weslegnted to know.
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“Tried | have tried,” Johnny put his head dowmwb people it needs to get it
free...l have not a friend to do this with, see?hnloy lowered his head even more.
David and Wesley looked at each other.

“What do you think?,” Wesley asked David.

“Just another adventure,” David replied with alsemi

“We will do it, Johnny,” They said together. Talkel man looked up at them from
across the table with a grateful smile on his faogl tear in his eye.

“Let’'s go then.” Johnny led the way outside. Tugs followed him outside
with the bottle of O2H in Wesley’s hand.

“Remember once you drink the O2H, air is no gamthe lungs in your chest, and
water is needed unlike before. To get it off, hpddir breath and count to four.”

“Why not three?” David asked sarcastically

“Why not three what?,” Johnny was the one confudeed change.

“Well three. It's usually count to 3. You know..2...3. Why is it four instead of
three?” Johnny took a long moment to think. Haulght his hand up to his beard and
stroked it. His eyes roamed around as he studaddup and down. David could only
stare back with his hands on his hips. Deep bsgaite in and out of Johnny’s lungs.

“Because three is a stupid number,” Johnny fingdli. “The number is four to
count to four to break the magic of O2H.” Davidled his eyes and shook his head.

“Where do we find the medallion?,” said Wesley

“It will be glowing. You will find it. Though must warn you. The obstacles are

not easy to overcome, the obstacles to get thelever and protective are the people of
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the Water Kingdom. They will be watching you ammiyshould know that you will not
be welcome.”

Though the boys had many questions still unansly¢hhe desire to get started on
Johnny’s quest had taken over any doubts of theamk. They came to the water’s
edge and began to take off their shoes and sbintsny stood behind them holding the
magical bottle. They turned back to face him aadimiled at his two new heroes. He
handed Wesley a simple rope to fasten around lisldér with a small metal clip
protruding from it.

“Clip the Earth Medallion here when you find itipcit here,” Johnny explained.
Wesley took the rope and put it over his head brddeft shoulder, and let it fall
comfortably across his chest. They were readyeyTacked up into the surprisingly
warm water until they were up to their waists. nlohtossed the O2H bottle to David.

“Good luck, my two young friends. Thank you fauwy courage | am thankful
for.”

“You ready, Wes?,” David turned to his friend.

“After you, my man.” David took the bottle, pompthe cork off, and brought it
up to his lips. Slowly lifting the bottom, he ke strange liquid enter his mouth. The
feeling was indescribable. It felt like he wasding a cloud in his mouth. He swished
around the cool air, and moved his tongue arounbdearodd liquid. Shooting a smile
over to Wesley, he swallowed and instantly fourrdgelf short of air. Feelings of panic
and desperation shot through his body as he chakele air. His head jolted back, and

his arms flailed out for Wesley’s help.
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“Go underwater,” Wesley said calmly. David clo$esleyes and sank below the
surface of the brownish water around them. Theoflis back bobbed effortlessly at
the surface in front of Wesley and, for a momeatwas concerned his friend didn’t
make it. David sank underwater, took a deep breatheld it, and then rose out of the
water smiling! Wesley laughed. His friend hadean to ear smile. David pointed down
to the water and gave a thumbs up, then dove bawk ddisappearing into the swamp.

“Likes the O2H; your friend likes the O2H, meeeeeee...thinks,” Johnny said
from the shore. Wesley confidently reached forlibttle floating next to him. He
picked it up, took a deep breath of air, and themkl the rest of the magical liquid. The
result was incredible. Wesley felt his lungs exparside his chest and then relax. A
soft, warm sensation boiled in his chest, as thabhglO2H explored his lungs with a life
of its own. Feeling completely comfortable, heksdawn into the swamp. Johnny shot
him a wink and a wave just before he closed his.eye

When he opened them back up, what he saw wasysmeplarkable. The water
was crystal clear and vibrantly blue. It was coetglly different than the swamp they had
been deceived by above. The other remarkableisanas that he and David had
waded out onto the only shallow part of the erdiamp. In fact, they had been only
inches away from an underwater cliff that jettedvdaonto nothingness. The incredible
depth of the swamp scared Wesley for a moment.hBuear subsided when he looked
over and found his friend doing back-flip after kdlip next to him. He took a few
seconds to get used to the feeling of breathinvgater, but was surprised at how natural
it all felt. There wasn’t any struggle or awkwagds at all. The water came in smoothly

and went back out. It almost felt like he was justathing in thick hot air.

95



He swam over to his friend and, when he approadbadid stopped, got his
bearings back, and then flashed the number 67sthingers. David smiled like he had
just set a new world record for underwater bagbstli Wesley couldn’t help but shake his
head and laugh.

The two boys suspended themselves for a momentahe great abyss and
wondered how in the world they were going to getadhere. It would take hours to
swim down that far. Suddenly David was pulling\&tsley’s shirt and pointing to their
right. About 10 feet down were a suspended ringuliibles. They swam over to
investigate. Once they got closer; they lookeduggh and saw another tiny ring 100 feet
below. The circle was roughly three feet in diaenetnd was made of all kinds of
bubbles, big and small. Wesley looked at his ftiand shrugged his shoulders.
Cautiously, David reached his hand out throughritigg  The second his fingertips
passed through the hoop, a violent vacuum seemieel tiarned on and a tunnel leading
down to the next ring formed around the edges efitigs. David pulled his hand back
quickly and then looked at Wesley with a questigrgnin. Excitement was plastered all
over his face. Wesley felt his heart start raenggde of his chest. He bowed his head
and presented his arms towards the ring, sugges$iaddavid go first. David shrugged
again and then darted towards with his arms exténéie was sent soaring through the
water at an incredible speed. A trail of bubbldtofved behind him that Wesley
assumed were there because he was screaming witlt asn’t long before David was
approaching the second ring further down the undtamcanyon. Wesley decided it was

best for him to get moving along so David didn’t o far ahead.
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The halo of bubbles really was a fascinating thmpok at in and of itself, and
Wesley wished for a moment that he could have spdtite more time looking at such a
strange find. He took in a deep breath of watsruesed the rope around his chest, and
then made a movement towards the ring. The vagemsation was instant. An
incredible rush jetted him ahead like he was bemléed forward by a mighty current
around him. His head shot back, and his armsegsiflailed aimlessly at the sudden
start of the moving tunnel. He quickly found itsuamost comfortable to lay back like he
was on a waterslide. He crossed his feet at lkeamnd folded his hands behind his
head. A smile was glued onto his face as he roakéldnoved with the current. As he
was approaching the second ring, he felt the cuemund him slow, almost as if to give
him a chance to exit. Not moving much at all, ¢herent quickly picked him back up,
carrying him off to his friend in the lead. Theotan canyon walls on the sides of him
blurred together as he rushed by. Though it wasg&tal clear, Wesley thought he saw
strands of the coral-like rock in Johnny’s hut, eiing its way around parts of the canyon
wall. Then, after a few hundred feet the grourghgéd at a sharp end, and the boys
were left floating through open water, down and domto the abyss. Passing several
more rings, and a number of hills, dips, and twidtesley saw that David was up ahead
treading water outside of a final ring.

Wesley was spat out of the circle and found tleadind David were stuck with the
same washed-up, thrill-ride-look about them. Thweye a mess, their clothes were all
twisted and their eyes were glazed over with amarémAnd they hadn’t even turned

around yet. David swam over and grabbed Wesleméghoulders and shook him with
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excitement. The two boys laughed and bounced drtagether sharing the experience
even after it had ended.

After a few celebratory screams and high fivesy flbeked around at the bottom
of the great canyon. Several underwater cavelddtonto the sandy bottom that was
formed by large boulders lying next to each otbeibtm a unique community. Tall
strands of green grass surrounded the camp, arasihere that Wesley and David
decided should be their next point of destination.

It was clear that they had found the home of tte@aNPeople, but any doubt
disappeared when a being appeared at the moutie cbive on the other side of the
grass. He must have been a guard. The boys stayad the grass. Through the
blades, Wesley noticed that the guard and, thutheWater People, must have at one
time been humans. The man at the mouth of thewaseholding a long steel axe, with
rust covering some of the handle and most of thdénl He was completely normal
looking, like a regular man, until right below lkigees, where things became a little
strange. It seemed as though his feet were fuggdier. A few inches above his ankle,
there was a thick layer of skin that connecteddus as one. Below his ankle looked
even more profound. The bones in this toes lodkedhey had become part of one
foot. The whole structure of his single foot wasysimilar to a regular human, in that
there were clearly 10 toes, and two separate deadsg out of the foot to be legs. But
bizarre webbing surrounded the toes and conneatdd) the ankles, which served as a
fin. His hair was a blondish blue and, even frémirt hiding spot, the boys were struck
with the incredible silver color of his eyes. Tieatures of the aquatic creature were

certainly dissimilar than those of humans. Cle#ingy would stand out if noticed.
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Wesley turned to look at David who seemed a Iitdevous and apprehensive.
David took a deep breath in and shrugged his skosildHe pointed down to Wesley’s
hip, to the medallion holder at the end of the @&l then shrugged again as if to say
“Where is it"? Wesley shrugged back.

They decided it would be best to venture to tftealed away from the guard at
the entrance. They swam as low as they couldediitom and paid close attention to
the danger that lurked ahead. The warm wateniedt as the boys pushed through it,
and they were surprised that they weren't gettmtptigued as they should have. It must
have been something to do with the O2H. They swariooking for something that
would clue them in to the location of the Earth Miidn.

Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, David sggba strange orange stick
poking out of the lime green grass to their righitwas odd looking, and its vibrant
orange surface screamed out at the young pass@/hikiout thinking, David reached out
and grabbed it in hopes of using it as a swimmtra.s Well, a walking stick, but they
weren’t really walking. Maybe that was why he dred it, because it was funny
thinking of a walking stick for swimming.

The second he grabbed hold of the orange protruthe stick pulled back. There
was a great swirl in the grass and out poppedéehd bf a creature that was very similar
to a lizard. The thing had red dragon-like eyed therced right through to the boys’
hearts as they jolted back in surprise. Its bodg wovered in scales and, though it
seemed upset at being tugged by the tail, on@ittlse two boys, it looked calm and
curious. It slowly crept out of the grass revegline rest of its body. From head to toe

the lizard-like being was almost four feet longpuFlegs came out from its body that

99



seemed to act as fins. A rubbery webbing caméront the front and back of every leg
and connected back to the body. Large green saotdown the back, all the way to the
tail.

Within seconds, the lizard-fish was on top of ltleg's, who were huddled together
expecting to be eaten. It licked around, poketiétzd under their feet, and jabbed at
them with its nose, almost like a dog. After fimigg the investigation, it let out a small
cry that sounded like an eagle, and, in a flasbthar one arose from the grass. The
second one pulled up right next to its friend, #nd one had a sort of harness attached to
its back.

Because there seemed to be no real danger iftwagan anymore, Wesley
reached his hand out to pet one of the newly de@a/creatures. The one with the
harness ducked a little just as Wesley was abawtutch his head, but then let Wesley's
fingers rub over his scaly nose. With that, theature jetted forward into Wesley,
burying his head into the boy’s chest. It almastdked the wind out of him. Wesley
was unsure how to pet his new friend except howteld a dog. He patted the
creature’s side as it lay nestled against him doskd his eyes. Wesley looked up at
David and suddenly realized an awkward relationslaigh formed between him and the
first creature. They were both staring blanklgath other, not really sure what to do.
David reached out with both hands to grab the umater lizard by the head and pull him
in and, instead, in one swift motion the lizardtskt®head forward and bopped David
right on the forehead. David backed off immediatpltting his hands up and mouthing

“OK, OK...sorry.”
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Though David didn’t seem to think it was the bdsta, Wesley decided that they
should use the water lizards for transportatidrwas safe to assume, after all, that the
two of them would be much slower swimmers, as hugna@ncomparison to the Water
People they might encounter. Wesley swung hintsdl the back of his new friend, and
David haphazardly attempted to get on the backwétil-distant companion. But his
lizard kept snapping at his hands. As soon asa#eynpt to gain control, or grab hold of
the lizard was made, David found himself dodgirsgtof teeth. Fortunately, the lizard
had a very short attention span, so David held lngral on the right side of the lizard’s
face, waved it, caught the lizard’s attention, glyienade a move to its back and then
they headed on their way. Wesley gave a slighp smathe harness, taking the lead, and
David followed sluggishly behind holding on for déiée.

The ride was absolutely incredible. They passedraerwater flowers that were
more vibrant and beautiful than anything Wesleipavid had ever seen. The brilliant
petals swam in the warm water with their headsitepdut, swaying. They looked as
though they were rocking to a sweet lullaby. Arctsoof blues, and pinks, and magentas.
There were hundreds of them all around and, fobtlefest of moments; the boys forgot
that they were certainly in harm’s way. This wascily brought to their attention when
a great horn sounded to their right. The cavedncomty seemed to come alive with
horns calling to the realm of the Water People.

Wesley jerked back on the harness and came tipa Steveral yards back, David
came barreling in on his lizard, clearly out of tohof the situation. Wesley looked
back and saw that David was trying to command stop by hitting him on top of the

head over and over. He held one hand aroundriattnd the other was striking the
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lizard for obedience. It was counterproductivéne Tizard gained speed heading right for
the halted pair in front of him. It was squintiiig eyes, and ducking its head, completely
ignoring the constant hits David was deliveringt ti#e last second, the lizard dug its
heels into the ground and threw its head downs Taused David to lurch forward off of
his seat, and go hurtling through the air, head beels. It was quite a shock how far he
traveled, considering he was underwater. Unfotilpathe distance he traveled landed
him at the feet of one of the guard who was standwst on the other side of the grass
wall in front of Wesley. David stopped with a thahd a cloud of sand rose off the floor
from the impact of the boy’s rear. The guard, tomgeover David, was confused at the
sight of the strange human at its feet. David &mbWith terror as he saw the guard turn
his massive body around and raise his ax. Withhdring fast motion, the blade was at
David’s throat. It sat poised only centimeters ywivam his neck, keeping him at bay.
With the other hand, the guard brought his handrditmahis belt and removed a coral
horn. He brought it up to his lips and made tlgeiek bursts of sound through the
amplifier. A high-pitched noise echoed from theérhoAnother set of three calls came
back from inside the community and, with that rese the guard sounded a long
deafening call that roared for the entire kingdonhe¢ar. David had been caught.

Unsure of what to do, Wesley found a place to imdée tall grass a few yards
away from David. Though he couldn’t see any ofdbeon taking place with David and
the guard, he knew that trouble had arrived. H&edd his lizard into the grass with him
and kept him quiet, as his ill-tempered friend.leébeconds after the call ended five or six

more guards joined the first guard and somethirange happened.
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Wesley began to hear talking. He was too stunhécsato actually
acknowledge the sound he was hearing as talkirgguse it's difficult (if not
impossible) to hear any kind of voiced words cheariderwater. Let alone the fact that
humans cannot speak any clear words underwatesndgst.

David was now in the middle of a situation thad lggne from bad to worse. The
six guards had formed a circle around him and,dhdbere was certainly fear in his
heart, he could not help but look up at the guaritls an incredible sense of confusion.
How were they talking?After a closer look, it seemed like the Water Pedyd
developed extra strong vocal chords. The sidéisedf necks had two small pouches on
each side that stuck out whenever one of themdalRéree small flaps of skin fluttered
like gills. The sound pierced through the watatsabwn frequency. Though their
conversation did sound muffled, and bubbly, Davaswtunned at how well he could
hear what they were saying.

“How do you suppose such a small boy managedttaliggne way down here?,”
one guard inquired.

David began to answer the question by describitlg lws hands the great ride he
had had through the series of rings above. He evhisshand up and down in a
rollercoaster type fashion and drew rings in théewa

“What is he doing?,” One of the guards’ askedjrgipug curiously at the strange
boy.

“He is trying to communicate,” an overweight guaeglied.

“He must have been sent by the old man up abaresivered another. David

began another attempt to answer the questionsiotided several times, made the shape

103



of a beard on his face, pointed to his teeth, atelddike he was drinking the bottle of
O2H that Johnny had given them. The guards rerddaéled.

“What a strange little thing,” the first guard adid

“What should we do with him, Teeleen?,” the gustahding closest to David
asked the one with a small silver shield over hmugder, who was looking hard into
David’s eyes.

“Take him to the arena,” the head guard answeY¥dh that, two guards came
from behind him and fastened a rope around hisdiand feet. Once they were secured,
the guard holding the ax dropped his weapon fromdsthroat and followed behind
the pack. David was being dragged along, a capfiviee Water People

Wesley was in a panic. He felt very alone andhdvs pet lizard seemed to be
more tense. The boy sat and gathered his thotmhé#smoment and tried to come up
with some kind of plan. His thoughts were scattexed desperate and it was almost
impossible to come up with an idea that could leaa solution. It didn’t help that, as
the guards were walking away, the two guards irbtek were ordered to search the
grounds for a possible travel companion.

“No one this young travels alone,” Teeleen sditle two ax-men made their way
back to where they found David, and were sweegirgémaining area with their eyes
and axes. It became clear to Wesley that his opti@ad run out. He was in an
environment he was not used to, had no weaponalenat a warrior, and he had no
method of distractionWAIT!! The lizard!!

Wesley looked around quickly for anything he cotlicow and found a small

piece of coral nearby. He lunged for it, grabbeltihwaved it in front of the lizard, and
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then threw it out of their hiding spot towards trass, praying that the guards didn’t see
it. The lizard jetted out of the grass and grabibedcoral with its mouth. Wesley
realized his blunder. Underwater, he wasn't ablédhtow the object very far at all. Had
he been on land the attempt at distraction mighé lieeen a success. Instead, the Lizard
grabbed two things: The coral and, to Wesley’s dignthe guards’ attention as well.

“Raylin, come this way! | think | found somethifighouted the guard from
behind Wesley, who tried to stay as low as he coldt it wasn't long before the blades
of grass behind him were being moved by two greas.a Wesley felt a sudden rush of
courage swell in his chest. His heart pumped ftgnhiot blood all over his body, and his
fingers clenched together in tight fists. He wke h snake, hidden in the brush and
coiled up, ready to strike the suspecting preye dhe guard’s waist appeared before him
and, just as Wesley was about to tackle him; aevoane from behind him.

“Your friend came rather easily, so I'm sure werwtdoe having a problem with
you, now will we.”

Wesley had been caught, and the two boys wereatole mercy of the Water
People.

The arena was a simple structure. Stone bleaébrangd a circle around a patch
of sand that was no bigger than a basketball cdiatge stone statues in the shape of
various water people marked the four corners ostral pit. One was of a woman; the
two at the south end were of older men; and theabtiee upper right was a great
warrior. David and Wesley were brought into thetee of the arena, where a restless
crowd of spectators watched the two young strangewso guards stood by their side as

the boys were left on their knees, hands and feetd behind them. It looked like an
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execution. The boys were trembling, lost in argjeaworld, unable to speak, unable to
escape, and not able to decide what the next mnoiéd hold.

A giant door opened and out walked a creaturevitagtclearly the leader of the
Water Kingdom. He had several tattoos all oveiblody. A tribal design went down his
entire right arm. He even had one around his egiet But what was most shocking was
his size. With an enormous arms and chest he &l@rer the others. Even the statues
seemed to pale in comparison. His dark silver imaide his silvery blue eyes stand out
like jewels. In his hand he carried a double-sided Both blades were razor-sharp and
it must have weighed a ton. A belt ran over hisudther and across his chest and, on and
his back, strapped to the belt, was a small daggsre swam up to the boys with a host
of servants at his side, Wesley felt a sense adaldill his lungs.

“Can you speak?,” boomed the voice of the gresatde

The boys shook their heads “no” in response.

“Bring the vocoral,” the leader called over his gli@r. A servant came from
behind him with his head bowed and held up twolsglatke objects with an odd blue
growth sprouting from the front of them.

“Here you are Commander Krol.” The servant bowed.

“These will enable to you to talk,” the leader eaiped. He handed them to the
guards who began to place them over the boy’s nsoutihough extremely hesitant to
allow it, they watched as the sea shell advantki¢o lips. The electric blue grass shot
out and wrapped itself around Wesley’'s neck and#uok of his head. It formed a solid
band that connected all the way around and harettpening form in the shell. The

boy’'s arms flailed behind him and, had he not bestrained, he would have flung the
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shell away instantly. But he had no choice. Shat¢ he had been tricked, he closed his
eyes and waited for some awful moment to come wiheshell snapped his neck, or
choked him, or something else even more terriblavid was a mess. He was kicking
and screaming in fear. The guards, the leaderttandervants all remained perfectly still
until Wesley finally choked out his first word.

“AHHRGHGHHAHHAAA.” The boy was stunned and conégsat what
was happening. Though he still felt like he wasaltining in the water around him, the
hollow of the shell seemed to have been flushedndthis voice was audible inside its
walls. The strange blue grass had formed a kingletdbing that kept water in, and let
the sound of his voice carry through into the sh&le result was that, although it
sounded like he was stuck in a closet, his voice nvach clearer like that of the Water
People.

“David, it's OK,” Wesley announced. David calméown for and the second he
felt like he could talk; he did.

“What in the world are you people thinking, justniding us something like that,
when we don’t even know how it works, or what iedpor if it will KILL US. | can'’t
believe you did that. | was about to tear thesdibgs off and strangle all of you with
my bear hands, if | could have....just...got them whtieDavid was flustered and
furious, a combination that usually left him ragtiand raving. He was pushing on his
hands and feet, moving them back and forth trymnget free. A small cloud of dust had
formed around his hysteric movement.

“You have intruded into our Kingdom!,” the lead®ed back. “What is your

purpose here?!”
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“Well, we did have one purpose; and now we hawler one—and that is
kicking all of your butts! Let me out so | canliigyou like a man, you wimps! | am a
black belt! I'm not afraid of one of you, or afl ypou. Youare kind of big though.”
David said looking at the leader and still squirgniril'll save you for last, you silver-
haired, tattooed monkey. You think you're all ligd bad with your little water slide
entrance, rock fort hideout, way down in the deafk @wamp, with your pissed of water
lizards, and your silly flipper fins—"

“Take his away,” commander Krol instructed onehef servants, rolling his eyes

“No, no, no, no. I'm fine. I'll be quiet now.’nh good. I'm calm. No, no, no.”
David made an attempt to keep his vocoral on,duabtavail. It was plucked from his
mouth and he was left in silence once again. Asetiled back down, David shrugged
his shoulders at Wesley as if to say: “I couldm@tghit”

“Now, | have some questions and | am looking fusveers to those questions.
That is simple enough, don’t you think?,” he saiddressing Wesley.

“Simple enough,” Wesley agreed, trying not to liertfrustrate the massive
leader. Wesley was ready to tell the leader etergtthat had taken place in the last few
hours.

“Why are you here?,” the leader demanded to know.

“We have been sent on a mission by a man fronswtreanp up above.”

“I see. You are conspiring with the enemy of Water Kingdom. Johnny
Rumble looks to steal the prize of our realm, adhd/lo ally with that thief commit a

major crime against our people, our way of lifed aur law.”

108



Wesley swallowed then explained. “We were tolat §ou have something
belonging to Johnny and humans. The Earth Medallias taken from him and he looks
to reclaim what was taken.” He tried to sound mtenit.

“You are a great fool to speak of something asesnt@nd as powerful as the
Earth Medallion when you are only a small boy. Yave a great fool to think that you
and this chatterbox friend could have escaped thghMedallion, and you are both great
fools to think that you will leave this place wigbur lives.” The commander bent down
so his face was right in front of Wesley. Theresviiee in his eyes and he stared at
Wesley just long enough to send a hollowing qudkenmeting through the young boy’s
body. He stood back up, pushed the servants asideaised his ax above his head.

“Let it be known that all who trespass in the nealf the Water Kingdom commit
an act punishable by death. Here kneel two humdmascame to steal our precious
Medallion and the consequence of their actiones tives.” He finished addressing the
arena of people who were cheering and hollerirtbeatleclaration. Wesley looked over
at David, who seemed confused and worried. Lookaextk up at the powerful water
creature, Wesley played back the series eventhé#takead to this moment. He pictured
Johnny Rumble, and the O2H, the water tunnel, emadds. It had been a good
adventure thus far. There was no doubt about Math his eyes looking up at the
furious, powerful stare of commander Krol, he fe# insides twist and his breath
escaping him. He did not want to die. A tight bi&formed in his throat and his heart
thumped hard in his chest. Then it thumped evedena And harder still as the ax was
raised, gliding through the water. This was ihuing his eyes tight, he felt his heart

thump even harder. Then something unmistakabéynge happened. He felt a small-
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but-distinct tremor in his chest and his legs. \IWass heart again, thumping even
louder? His body began to shake as a tremor éiatena. The leader looked around
confused, and Wesley looked around at the resteottowd, which also appeared baffled
by the sudden quake.

In the next moment an enormous explosion eruptad behind the arena.
Boulders were sent swimming into the depths oveir tieads. All eyes were turned to
the side, just in time to see a violent trail obbles begin to form and a tiny man
speeding towards them, a glowing circular rockisydut-stretched hands. Wesley and
David looked at each other and, in a flash, lurgfettie axes behind them and cut the
bindings on their hands. Two small spears dariggithe ground at their feet, attached to
ropes. The boys moved for the ropes and heldgbm, tas they were rapidly pulled from
the arena and sent rocketing upwards.

Johnny Rumble had conveniently come across sontedfijet powered object
that was pulling them to safety and away from thesh domain below. He had dark-lens
goggles fastened around his head and his noseepgasiraight up. His hands were
clasped around a plate-sized item that had twolbamh each side to which the ropes
that David and Wesley were holding onto were fasdenThe bottom of the object was
glowing red hot and because it was here that thegfabubbles started, the boys could
only assume that that was what was propelling teemuickly.

Down below, the desperate situation was quickigitig into a massive stir of
angry creatures. Wesley saw that a posse of thelguvere chasing after them. At the
front of the party, the giant leader looked evenerfarious than before. They were

gaining on them. Off to the right, a few guardseveaking their way to the ring tunnel
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that the boys had descended through. Severakdjfithrds had mounted water lizards
and the rest were swimming through the water asafadolphins. The boys held on for
dear life. Infinitely relieved at dodging the swiof an ax, only seconds before, they
were not out of trouble yet. It was going to besel.

Wesley popped off the vocoral in hopes of dimimghthe amount of drag that he
and David made. It helplessly trailed down thes;agnd caught in the current of
bubbles. It was quickly in the face of the gudsdkw and Wesley got an unpleasant
feel for how close behind them they really werehnhy Rumble was their only hope in
escaping a certain doom. The screams and holi¢he @ommander and his guards were
getting closer and closer. Several guards werabgg to come into range of the
humans. A pair of them exited at one of the tustabs a few yards away, and launched
spears up at the boys with the momentum of theelustill behind them. The first spear
sailed past the boys and between the two ropes.sé@tond spear struck David’s rope a
few feet above his head and sliced it in half. iDanmediately began to slow down and
get left behind. Johnny and Wesley almost rockpted him, but—at the last second—
he grabbed the very bottom of Wesley's rope. ghdltug on rope caused Johnny to look
down. He saw the two nearby guards and broughtbhes hands off the glowing relic.
Bubbles came out from his mouth as his hand swinedcircular motion and his fingers
came together in a ball. He moved his hand irdttextion of the guards and a large ball
of light blazed through the water. Small flashka @ibrant energy were jetting out of
the sides of the ball and, when it got in rang®, tivthese flashes turned into streams

that grabbed hold of the bodies and brought themiis path. On impact with the bodies
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the balls absorbed into their skin, leaving themmsed and floating back down into the
abyss. Wesley and David smiled at the small wctor

Johnny turned his attention back to the escap@/esdey looked up and saw the
most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Past 8teafgproaching surface was land, and
air, and no more Water People.

“You will not escape!!,” thundered Krol, who walsrest at David’s feet. Spears
flew by the boys, and their teeth were clenchati@imounting fear. Wesley didn’t
know whether to look up or down. If he looked bp,was energized by the thought of
land. If he looked down, he saw his enemies gettiager.

The ring tunnel came back into play when two nmurards shot out of the final
stop. It didn’'t look good. The two guards wer@m@aching Johnny much too quickly
for him to summon up the great ball of light thatttad used on the first two guards.
Though unarmed, these two guards were certaintyggi be in the way of their escape.
They got closer and closer, and the guards positidhemselves to stop the rocketing
fugitives, one on each side. Just as he was abaaime between the two creatures,
Johnny cleverly corkscrewed his body and avoidedithDavid had managed to climb
up to Wesley's feet, but the commander was rightioprof him.

Instinctively, David reared his legs up to hissthend kicked the leader hard in
the face, did a back-flip, and kicked the otherrduapproaching from above. Wesley
spun around and let his legs fly through the wated, at the same time, both boys landed
effective blows to the chests and faces of theispers leaving them behind in the trail of

bubbles, while Wesley, David, and Johnny Rumbleertadir way towards home.
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As Johnny broke the surface of the water, the lgoyskly began counting to
four, to release the magic of the O2H. A powefldaling of relief came over them as
they held their breath for the last few secondhefride. They popped up out of the
water and collapsed onto the marshy grass in tbaohnny’s house. They flopped over
onto their backs and gasped for air. Johnny untiedope from the handle of the large
medallion and then placed it out in front of higsh

“Block this door to the shore of my home, turrstburface into stone,” he
commanded and, with that a brilliant gold light $#tuwut of the medallion’s face. Johnny
shone it down at the water and, wherever it tou¢hedrown surface, it turned to stone.
It left the boys gaping in the mud.

The loud screams from under the water were fizalgdunder the rock-solid
surface that had moments before been swamp. Ttested old man turned to face the
equally exhausted boys.

“All right, Mr. Rumble, we have some talking to,dnd you have a lot of
explaining to do. I don’t know what you thoughtsagoing to happen to us down there,
but my guess is you had a pretty good idea thadid@t stand a chance against those
Water People. Even if | was a gold medalist in486 meters, | still wouldn’t be able to
out-swim those guys. You sent us down there withveapons, no maps, no pictures of
the medallion, and barely even a warning as to wiaatgoing to happen if we got
caught. Thank you for the rescue, by the waywhat in the heck did you think was
going to happen down there?!”

“Johnny played a game,” he stated simply.
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“Mr. Rumble, no offense, but we were almost ki)ldtht was not a very fun game
for us,” Wesley said, barely maintaining his cool.

“Under control | had, everything under control.”

“What about the big tattooed commander Krol alioutehead us, was he under
your control Johnny, huh? HUH? Was he?” Davigpgred.

“Needed a distraction | needed. Something to takesyes off the Medallion,
while Johnny sneaks back and back and back intoathe where the Medallion was
kept.”

“Nooo000, you needed bait, is what you neededqtled David.

“Bait, distraction, bait, distraction...yes, yeslbaff these things. Two teams
were needed to do this task. One to get caughbaedo get not caught and take back
the Medallion that was stolen from us.”

“Why didn’t you tell is that in the first placeAVesley asked.

“Didn’t think you would go, would you go if you kv that was the plan?”

“Was that a question?,” David asked, confusedljkstwhen they first met.

“l don’t know,” Johnny said sheepishly. “A grdhing you have done today, a
great thing. Great things should be rewarded wgiefat rewards and that is something |
have promised you both; it is something | have psech” The old man gathered himself
up and sat down in front of the boys, closed hesetyook in a deep breath, and began to
speak slowly, on a much more serious level.

“Seen a great many things, have the eyes of JoRamyble: winter to spring and
back again, summer to fall and back again. Pdogie and gone, and always has

Johnny been and will be. Time etching on, whike gkars in the heavens Johnny has
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counted, like grains of sugar on a gumdrop. Teedid have befriended....and...” the old
man had gradually closed his eyes as he spokecdnd of silence passed. The boys
sank down to look more closely at the old man.

“...zzzZZ77777777..." Johnny had fallen asleep.

“Excuse me, Mr. Rumble.” Wesley tapped him ongheulder. “Mr. Rumble?
Hello?”

“‘Hmmm...What? Who? What?...hmmm?” The fragile mablied his head
back up and rolled his eyes. “Tired from our aduem| am tired,” Johnny admitted.

“You were telling us about the Medallion,” Wesleminded him.

“Ahhhh, yes, the Medallion, ahhh, yes. Entrustegdrotect and keep safe the
Earth Medallion, have been entrusted to proteetvehhas Johnny Rumble. For years,
and more years, and then more years | have daseattdl held onto this prize. Great
power and magic rest in the walls of the Medalldicarth. Magic of water, magic of
fire, magic of wind, of stone, and life. Thesecks belong to the soil beneath your feet,
the wind that runs in your hair, and the heat ye®l from the summer sun. The
Medallion was made to keep balance in nature theéalllen was made. Rain, and snow,
and wind, and flood take place when the Medallooadntested. For many years and
more years and more years it has been soughtogftbiose greedy for its power. Only
few people who know about it are there only a f@egle who even know about it.”
Wesley and David were caught in the terrific stangl were inching closer and closer to
the tiny man as he spoke. Their eyes were gluddiany.

“Johnny Rumble has seen many things, many thilngsé seen. Many days have

| lived, many mornings | have awakened, and magitsil have slept—all spent

115



guarding this Medallion.” Johnny picked it up frdyahind him and held it close to his
chest like a child. “My days as its protector haeene to an end. Your prize is this
Medallion, its power, and its magic held withinymur prize. | give this to you because
your character | have judged, and your heart | lIs@en.” He said acknowledging
Wesley.

“l am honored,” Wesley said humbly.

“And you talk too much,” Johnny admonished Davi#or you to take over
responsibility is what | would like for you two take over responsibility of the
Medallion. Johnny has not had a friend to hawedtch over it with him.”

“You have made two friends today,” Wesley saicch#ag out his hand. Johnny
could do nothing but smile, as he placed his han¥esley’s.

With that, the three of them stood up, and theyaung boys examined the
precious new Medallion they had acquired. Thewlkled the old man known as Johnny
Rumble several times, and swore to protect the Meddor as long as they both would
live. Johnny seemed to be completely relievedetoidb of the valuable stone—and the
immense responsibilities that came with it—andtviepping and skipping back to his
hut. The two boys were turning around to head Iecke, when Johnny’s voice
addressed them.

“Another poem you would like to hear another poénifie two boys laughed a
little, not knowing what to expect and made theaywback to the door of the old hut.

It seemed that in the days of Rumble,
The man whose words did tend to stumble,

Lived two boys, who happened to tumble,
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Into the swamp of Johnny Rumble.
Laughs were shared, and a game was played,
That sent the boys to find,
That they were bait, and that the great
Johnny Rumble was close behind.
An adventure had, a friendship made
Two boys, became two men.
A burden passed and for Rumble, at last,
His days have come to an end.

“The end?,” the boys asked in unison.

“THE END!!,” Johnny said and slammed the doorhe their face.

They shared a quick laugh at the final odd renfiank their tiny new friend and
then turned to go home.

Wesley hooked the Medallion on the holster thandy had given him. And, for
a moment, he wondered if the strange old man Ina@gct, planned everything from the
start.

“Look at that,” David pointed out as they got ottie other side of the stone
swamp.

The home of Johnny Rumble had faded away and wé&snger a part of the
swamp. A swift breeze moved through the old wadéted trees around the swamp, as if
to say “goodbye” to the old man. All that remairveas the wooden sign with “Johnny

Rumble” etched into its face.
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The boys sighed, put their arms around each athwack and headed out into

what was becoming a beautiful night.
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Story 4

The Night Door

Saturday nights tend to be an interesting patti@iveekend for young
adolescents like Wesley and David: acting as bdtigla point to the weekend, and the

last night where there are no worries about homkwoivaking up early the next day.
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It was a warm-weather tradition in Wesley’s neigtitood that, every Saturday
night, a large group of kids around his age wouwlthgr to play a series of “night games”
that consistently proved to thrill the bones ofsthdn play. The games included contests
such as: “Kick the can,” “Ghost in the Graveyart;apture the Flag,” and Wesley's
personal favorite “Hunter.” “Hunter” was a gamatthequired nothing more than a
flashlight and it was always the last game thatkille played, because it was the hardest
to win and it lasted the longest.

This particular night, the kids met up at Richied@man’s house and the regular
crowd was gathered. There was Richie, Eric Toytasalder brother Matthew, the
three Franzego brothers, Stacey Ponzio and hefrimsi Jennifer, the Deyoung twins,
Ryan Warkins, Jack O’Connor, the three triplets€kiRi Tommy, and Larry—and, of
course, Wesley and David. It was an experiencedtof players. And, this night,
would be an adventure that would remain with Weslegy David forever.

Little did they know that there was another péyng gathered, formed inside a

nearby secret tree, behind a secret door, thataamhe to exist once every 101 years...

“So who wants to be the Hunter?,” Stacey Pongked from the left side of the
circle. Stacey was usually the one to take chargkeorganize the games. Always
standing with her hands on her hips and her ndtikguside to side if anyone opposed
something she said. She was not the oldest aMieBley’s opinion, not the nicest girl
either.

Being the hunter meant two things. First it meat you were going to be in

control of the game, but it also meant that youentbe most likely to get the eyes scared
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right out of your head if someone won the gamee dlject of the game was simple if
you are the Hunter. It was your goal to aim thétlifrom the flashlight on someone that
you found and, while it was still on them, call dleir name to get them out. By doing
so, you would send that person to “prison,” but #iao made you a prison guard. If one
of the people in the game ever snuck up to theprd tagged the members inside,
they were all free, with a 10-second grace permogia run and hide. The other members
of the game, besides freeing their captured alvese all against the Hunter. In order to
win the game, they would have to sneak up on thatéfand tag the person before being
noticed, and, upon doing so, scream “Hunter!!!feg top of their lungs. This was an
incredibly hard thing to do. It required steaktrategy, patience, and—above all—guts.

“Seeing as to how | have never been the Hunter] am not very good at
tagging the Hunter, | would like to be so this tjimdatthew announced across from
Stacey. He was a strange boy. Though he was oldehthan all the other kids in the
neighborhood, he always seemed to talk to everiika¢hey were older than he was.
His hands were always locked with each other behiadack. His chin was always
raised an inch or two too high, and he blinked &@rthan normal after everything thing
he said.

“Fine. Matthew is going to be the Hunter in thene; and, Matthew, | would
like to remind you that in order to actually liketgsomeone out, the light from the
flashlight totally needs to be on the person. Alahse everyone, we are all mature here,
so let’s be honest. If we can see the light isrand Matthew calls our names, go to
jail OK? 1 don’t want to have to babysit and, loles cheaters never prosper,” Stacy

warned with striking conviction.
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“No one is asking you to babysit,” Nick Franzedorted out at Stacey. “We are
just playing night games.”

“Oh my god Nick, like oh my god. You of all peeplhould be someone | would
be referring to with things like honesty and stu@od!!” Stacey shook her head and
whispered something to Jennifer.

Wesley and David looked at each other with rolieygs, but didn’t let the
conflicting moment interrupt the pure excitemergttvas just around the corner.
Matthew was instructed to count down from 60, anddunt the last 10 seconds out loud
so that everyone could hear, and know he was already. Stacey handed him the
flashlight, Matthew made his way towards a nearbg,tand the group scattered across
the neighborhood. The boundaries they had maderwgl night games were: Wesley's
house, which was five houses down from Richie’ss W southern border. Richie’s
was the northern one. The Petersons’ wooden feasghe western boundary, and the
old sycamore tree just before the entrance to ¢ighborhood was the eastern boundary.
Anywhere else between those four corners was &airgg but you couldn’t go in houses.

Wesley and David always remained together andpas as their backs were to
the group, they began running towards the old femtlee Petersons’ backyard. The
fence was a barrier between Wesley’s backyard lamavbods behind it.

“What do you think, David? Where should we gda®esley asked as they went
running across driveways and front lawns.

“I don’t know. But, | can’t believe Matthew volteered to be the Hunter! He is
going to get the pee scared out of him, literallWesley agreed that it was a rather bold

move by the timid older boy. “A few weeks ago, wh@u couldn’t play, | ran out with
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Matthew during Kick the Can, and we walked righstpareally good hiding spot, behind
the wood logs at the Peterson’s.” David suggested.

“Well why haven’t you used it since then?,” Wesésked.

“I have been saving it for just the right time, fngnd, and tonight | think we
have discovered that very moment,” David trieddorsl inspiring. It had worked.

The boys raced along to the old couple’s house @ameck they approached the
home, they were sure to be very quiet and crougimdow to get past the house without
making too much noise and waking the old coupldey had probably been sleeping for
a good two hours even though it was only 9 o’clock.

They turned the corner of the house and, justaasd’had predicted, a large
wood pile was resting against the fence. Thereweo separate sections, or stacks, to
the wood mound that allowed a perfect vantage goimmhe two boys. A good hiding
place in Hunter, after all, is one that allows dgplayer to escape quickly with little noise.
The woodpile would allow exactly that.

“This is awesome,” Wesley whispered to David a&yttlucked between the two
masses.

“This is going to be perfect. Oh man, | can alsesee the look on his face,”
David said, inching up on his heels, and poppirsgelyes over the top layer of logs.

“Do you think the 60 seconds is up?,” Wesley waned.

“Yeah | bet so.”

An icy breeze swept into the gap between the vwaowtisent a chill up the boys
sweating bodies. The branches of the trees beherd rustled, a stick cracked in the

distance, and the very breath of the night seemée responding to the suspense. They
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said nothing. Only their eyes spoke to each otfiée tiniest sound forced a jerk of
tension at their hearts. With their visibility ydow, the boys were victim to their
imagination and all the things that it created veitty single sound that they heard outside
their shelter.

—FLASH, a streak of light darted over the tophef wood logs. The boys flung
their backs to the pile on the right side. DawdKed hard into Wesley’s eyeblo way
he snuck up on usThey seemed to say. Wesley found a spark of ceusad slowly
reached his eyes up to the top layer of logs.nlmstant, he popped his eyes over the
firewood and saw across the street, to the rigth®fPeterson’s house, the Deyoung’s
parents had pulled into the driveway. When theheak circled the corner that their
house was on, it sent a beam of light exploring the backyard where David and
Wesley were. Headlights had often been a distmaati this way, and this was not the
first time that the boys had been stunned by &éfalarm.” The quick flash of light had
not been from Matthew’s flashlight, and they ongaia felt safe, but much more on-
edge.

“I knew it couldn’t have been him,” David said@&fthearing Wesley’s report.

“Yeah, that would have been pretty quick,” Weshgyeed.

So the boys found themselves back to the suspérsslefuce that could drive a
member of Night Games completely mad with excitem&avid scooted back over to
the other side of the woodpile across from Wested\aas able to sit rather comfortably
with a few feet to spare above his head. Theyzedlthat they had a few moments to
talk, in safety.

“So how was your week?,” David asked, easing theita a little bit.
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“It was pretty good, | guess. Yours?,” Wesleyliexp

“Oh, I don’'t know. It was OK too. | mean schoslschool. Even if it's a good
week of school, it’s still not a good week. Yowk? A bad week during the summer is
better than a good week at school,” David conclutieaking around for things to occupy
his hands with.

“Are you worried at all about high school?,” Wesksked, hoping not to have
changed the subject too quickly.

“No man, it's going to be a piece of cake. Lotsrengirls, more time between
classes. Nothing to worry about.” It made Weslesious to hear David speak with such
confidence.

“Do you think the work will be harder?” Wesley ask

“Are you kidding me? It just gets easier from heEven college is easier than
junior high. Eventually, we will start getting &eeriods, and study halls, and hour lunch
breaks. Then, once we are in college, you doréhéhwave to go to class, cause the
teachers don'’t care, and they don’t want to beetlegher. You have a paper every two
weeks, and grades don’t even count because yohaustto graduate with a degree in
something.” Again Wesley was curious, and mosihg ghat David did not exactly have
the best grasp of their future academic careers.

“Why don't the teachers want to be in class?,” Wesisked, puzzled.

“Because they know that the students don’t waletthere either.”

“But nobody wants to be in class now, and the teehtill come to class every

day.
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“No, no it’s different because, when you get older a student, not as many
people tell you what to do, so you don’t have tpayad the teachers know that because
they were in college, and they know that not hawomeone tell you to do something all
day is a nice break, and they don’t want to ruat tiecause they know that the class will
revolt and complain to the boss and get the tedaieel”

“Yea, | don’t think—*

“All right, well it gets easier. | know that.”

As David was finishing his sentence, a strange esation began nearby.

“Fingel litzen fly-doll ting.” The words were spek in a kind of sing-songy tune.
They instantly recognized the difference in thelpénd tone of the strange voice, and
what was even more curious was that it came fraother side of the fence, outside of
the boundaries.

“I-men tael floo tow ring.” Another chorus had amesed the first voice, in a
responding melody. It seemed to complement tisé &t of words, as a sort of end-
rhyme.

“Who in the world would go outside of the bounda#@&Wesley looked over at
David, barely speaking above his breath.

“Ricky, Tommy, and Larry could be stupid enoughd goung enough,” David
said, leaning towards the fence.

“They did sound like children’s voices,” Wesley egd. He moved over to the
fence carefully and quietly and found himself nexDavid, peering into a clearing of tall

grass. The boys were crouched on their knees,Hasttls on the second post of the
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fence. From where they hid, they could see thesgn@aoving and spreading apart like a
ghost was walking through it.

“You see that, Wes?!” David asked nervously.

“None of the triplets would be shorter than thatsg;” Wesley said, perplexed.
The next wave of lyrics came floating out of theasing in front of the forest.

“Diamon dough-rund, le-kind right tore.”

“The moon is right, let’s find the Night Door,” cana scratchy third voice. The
boys really had no idea exactly how many membethkisfparty there were, but they
thought that at least one of them was human.

“Maybe the triplets made up a weird language thihthink twins do that a lot,”
David remarked. At that moment another stredigbt flashed over the tall grass and
startled the members of both parties.

“Crap! Matthew is here,” Wesley said shoving higly back against the
woodpile. David flopped across the gap and lagddaidy out so that his head peeked
from behind the last log. He jolted back up inmstant.

“Matthew is coming down this way,” he blurted otthe next moment found
Jack O’Connor stumbling into the woodpile, divimga it for shelter.

“Oh man, he is coming guys!”

“Foooten stoooten shoooben now,” The strange vaiae®e from the other side
of the fence.

“What in the world was that?,” Jack whispered, ctetgly forgetting about

Matthew.
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“We don’t know. Would the triplets be back theoe &ny reason? Have you ever
played with them and seen them go back there? sl&y@uestioned Jack.

“No—that’s out of bounds. Why would any one ofgasback there? Stacey
would Kill us!,” Jack replied, poking his head anouo see into the clearing. Curiosity
had captured the boy so much so he had not evepectthat his clumsy entrance left
him sprawled over David’s knees.

“Would you get off?,” David said, pushing Jackisdgy body off of his legs. As
he pushed the body, a flashlight fell out of Jagldats and rolled onto the ground behind
him.

“Ooooghhfff,” Jack said in response to the jolt.

“Hey, why do you have a flashlight? You're not thenter! Are you cheating?,”
David demanded to know.

“Easy Stacey!,” Jack mocked. “I get scared somegimhen | am hiding alone. |
only flick it on for a few seconds, honest.” Thayb shook their heads.

“But never mind that. What in the world were taa®ices? | don't think that
was English,” Jack said biting his lower lip.

“Yeah, we know. Just forget about it. It's outbmfunds and Matthew is coming
over here anyway, so we gotta MOVE, NOW,” Davidis&inging towards the mouth of
the hideout.

“Well no. What was that?,” Jack whined, like aldheing pulled away from a
candy store.

“Fillling spilling, rolling POW,” the voices camegain. It became clear to the

boys at that point that Jack’s curiosity was unwene They watched as he slowly crept
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forward towards the fence. The light from the mebmed above them and put a deathly
glow on the grass, trees and backs of the boysk was helpless. He popped up and
darted into the tall grass clearing sending thatares ranting and raving away.

“Finto!!”

“Faileeen”

“Ramidius felindow,” grunted a human voice, folladviey a blast of smoky green
light. An intangible misty green ball burst fromside the meadow. Two tiny hands
popped up at the surface of the tall grass andttiremv the ball directly at Jack’s body.
It hit the boy’s chest and he went down instantly.

Wesley and David were so surprised by all of tridden movements, they had
barely jumped the fence when they saw the flagfreén light and heard the thump of
Jack’s body hitting the ground just a few yards wwd/hat was even more surprising
was that, when they reached Jack’s body they sswadl green face floating above it. It
looked like Jack’s. The misty figure was hoveringhes above the chest of the fallen
boy and, as they approached, they noticed thaybe on the face were closed.

Further into the woods, they heard a faint voiceusla command that sliced
through the night air.

“Taleen follow fold reen soul,” came the voice. eléyes on the face shot open, it
expressed a look of sheer terror, and then madeaysnto the woods, following the
creature that willed him to it.

Wesley and David sat speechless. The smoky fatéob&ed back at them the

whole way, not speaking, just expressing an avafok lof horror. David reached his
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hand down and felt Jack’s forehead. It was fragzwmld. Wesley put his hand on his
chest and found it was burning hot.

“What was that!?” Wesley whispered, seriously sdare

“That was trouble,” David answered.

“Do you think he is dead?!”

“I think he is in trouble!” David answered again.

“We have to help him. Should we go get someone?”

“By the time we go and get anyone, those creatamesJack’s face, or whatever
that was, will have vanished!”

“You're right. | guess it is up to us then, huh?”

“Yeah,” David said, momentarily putting his headwio He brought his hand up
to his mouth in a tightly clenched fist. Weslewlbsee that his friend was nervous.

“l guess we don't really know what we are up againgh?”

“And neither do they,” David replied reaching hanld out to Wesley.

Wesley took in a deep breath and realized he faondage in knowing that
David would be by his side. He locked hands withdompanion and they stood up,
united and newly confident.

“Let’s go,” Wesley said, and he made his way towale woods. He only got a
few feet before he realized David had not followéte saw that David was placing his
sweatshirt over Jack’s chest. Wesley couldn’t oeipfeel determined to win back his
friend’s soul. Jack had been attacked without wgrand without cause. He had made

no threatening gestures or actions towards théwesa Injustice had been done and,
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though they didn’t know what was ahead, somethisgle the boys told them that they
were not going to fail.

David caught up quickly and it was only momentdsluhey found themselves
deep inside the belly of the woods. The moon wassually full and directly above the
treetops. It seemed impossible that it was agtirihdreds of thousands of miles away.
The pale glow of the branches and the forest ft@oarsed everything to look double-
sided. Instead of shadows being cast on the graouseemed like they had been
absorbed.

The air was unusually warm and thick with humidigven stranger was the
feeling that hundreds of tiny air currents were mgyust around the boys’ bodies. Like
areas of high and low pressure were colliding @bad.

“Do you feel that, David?”

“Yeah, but | don’t know what I'm feeling.”

“It's like an oven.”

“Yeah, but the heat feels like it's moving.”

“Timendee.” A voice came from the distance anadhttrailed away. The boys
froze, nervous that another green bolt was goirlgeéak towards them.

“We need to find wherever it is that they went,ixhlooked around.

“Well that voice seemed to come from over theregsléy said, pointing in front
of the boys and to the right.

“Yea, | think so too. Let’s head that way; but sleuld try and be quiet. | think

it would be a bad idea to rush up on these gugsJdck did, ya know?”
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“Agreed.” They crouched down and began creepimgtds the distant voices in
the woods. Wesley was a few steps ahead of Danddvas being absolutely sure to
avoid stepping on any sticks or twigs that wouldsander the pressure of a clumsy
step. David’s eyes were jumping from side to shde;breath was equally as desperate,
in anticipation of the great threat that lay ahe&dtlough it was clear that the boys would
most likely be out-skilled and out-numbered, theyrfd comfort in the element of
surprise and pressed forward through the dark night

The situation became electrified with tension &yttame upon the party
members that had struck Jack down moments befsiter only a few minutes of
scouting along the forest floor, the boys came $edion of trees that was arranged in an
odd pattern. Wesley had been over to this pattefvoods several times before, and
had always noticed that something seemed odd d@hedtees here. They were of a
much larger size than the other trees in the f@nedta set of ten encircled one much
larger one. The curious arrangement had often beed as a “base” for games in the
woods that David and Wesley would play with theierids. Under the intense glow of
the moon and amid the bizarre warmth, the famidiaation was everything but
comforting.

The three members of the party were in front ofitinge tree in the middle of the
circle and, for the first time that night, the bays a good look at their mysterious foes.

They were right about assuming that one of thetarea was in fact, a human.
He was much larger than the other two strangersdadd distinguishable scar that ran
from above his left eye all the way down to théntigide of his chin. His hair was snow

white and two long strands from his bangs fellfooin behind a dark green cloak that

132



covered his back and hooded his head. He worbathat fell down to his ankles.
Across his chest, a thick leather belt with sevpedé¢ brown bones dangled from it. In
his right hand, was a wooden staff with a claw hgdan orb.

“Someone ran away from the Renaissance Fair,” Diaked nervously.

The other two creatures were dressed identicalgatt other. They too had
small hooded cloaks, only theirs were a dark bl@std They wore simple white wool
shirts, and brown rough-stitched pants. Visibldgtlmir faces and hands was a sickly
grey skin. Though only their hands and face weposed to the young boys, their
insipid ash-colored skin made them look like rdEsen more, they had long pointy
noses that shot out from behind the cloak. Ouheftop of the hood were two pointy
ears with several piercings along the edges. Theid not have been more than three
feet tall and the human stood three feet taller.

The diminutive stature of the warlocks made thelittla less scary to the boys,
until they saw what happened next.

After shouting several phrases in the same forkeigguage, the three sorcerers
began looking down at the ground and softly chanéirspell, keeping their hands in front
of them with one arm above the other. Their fisgeere all locked in the same position
with a six-inch gap resting between their flexedds® Rocking back and forth, shifting
their weight from one foot to the other, they kepir heads down. As the chant
continued, the three began to rotate their handscircle, the top hand rotating around
the bottom. Their heads began to twitch and theoks began to spasm. Wesley and
David crouched lower and lower behind the tree their eyes remained glued to the

ritual before of them.
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A beautiful noise began to arise from the depththefforest, a soft female
soprano singing one beautiful note. It startedahking more than a whisper but, as the
words of the warlocks began to grow louder, and $asms increased in ferocity, the
volume of the voice grew in intensity. Though hentt know why, a tear began to form
in Wesley’s eye. The sweet voice was calming éoltby. It reminded him of his
mother. The heavenly tune tickled the boys andnearthem inside like a drink of hot
cocoa. Rushing into every open space from he&uktahe heavenly sound filled them
up sending their souls flying. Their eyes begadase and their limbs began to numb
when, suddenly, the wonderful voice turned interailble shrill scream that shook the
bones in their ears. The piercing wail forcedrtihainds to their ears and their eyes to
shut. They quickly became disoriented and confusetl—just as suddenly—all was
quiet again.

The two boys looked up and saw that the ritual éraded and the large tree now
had a large door in its face. The human sigheld wefief and made his way into the
opening. The two small grey creatures followed @nedboys were left with only seconds
to react. At first it seemed ridiculous to try #mpg or even think about following the
trio into the tree, but—when they saw the warlball Jack’s soul in a jar hanging from
his belt—they knew that there was no turning back.

The last creature entered through the openinglabdys waited only seconds
before they left the cover of the tree. David Keigteye on the door and Wesley found
his eyes searching, aching for the woman who wagrgl moments before. Coming

around from the side of the tree, they kept thedtiés out of sight from the opening.
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David cautiously placed a hand on the edge of tie, Ipoked his head in, and then
quickly brought it back out.

“There is a staircase spiraling down,” he repottedis friend.

“What's our plan once we get inside?”

“Sneak up on them and take Jack back before baitigeal.”

“I doubt it will come that easily for us,” Weslewgid calmly.

“It never does,” David said with a smile. Afteredking once more that the coast
was clear, they dipped inside and made a quick slido the top of the staircase. The air
instantly became much cooler and there was a ssoml of perfume caught in the air.

“It smells like the old people at church,” Davidda

The narrow staircase descended quickly and it wésmg before the boys heard
voices from down below. It sounded as though a tblseings was gathered in a large
room. Wesley felt his heart drop as the light froutside was replaced by darkness.
After going down a few rotations of stairs, he fdunmself in complete and under
blackness.

“Well this makes things interesting,” David saidyvering up the uneasy tremors
in his legs.

“We gotta save Jack,” Wesley said remembering thestbody lying on the
ground cold and lifeless. “l don't care if we haweespend hours down here in the dark—
we are not leaving without Jack!”

“Well | am going to go ahead and volunteer youeiad the way down, because |

can't see a thing, and I'm actually a little scatieid time.”
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“All right, let’s just stick to the wall and makaioway down,” Wesley took a step
down and reached his hands out to feel for hisidrie

“I'm right here,” David said, getting poked in tfece. They continued walking
down with Wesley in front and David trailing behiimdthe darkness. The sound of
voices got closer and closer, and the darknessdrihiem somehow became deeper and
deeper. It felt like they were being swallowecey could feel the walls on each side
bend around and around. It seemed like the tumddanever end. David was about to
suggest that they turn back, when a faint blusbrafige glow flickered on the wall in
front of them. Slowly, they descended the last &&ps and then stopped before the end
of the shadowy passage. They poked their headsi@dithe corner to determine what
awaited them, and prayed that enemy eyes woulBengtaring back.

In the center of a large vaulted room was a gathesf creatures—some were
similar to those the boys had encountered outeamthods and others looked entirely
different. Though all were cloaked in the samealkoh hooded shroud, there were beings
in that room that no human eye would ever choosedlo upon. There were bat-like
beings with claws sticking out of their fingersdameads. Peeking out under the hoods,
the boys saw hideous faces with red eyes and wédgagares. On the ground were
dozens of hooves and paws. Small puddles of dimeooze were forming under the
feet of creatures that seemed to release the gadesyance from their faces. Several of
them were covered in a clear gelatin that ran dtheir nose and cheeks and spoiled their
clothing. It saddened the boys in a way. Theymszktortured by the strange excretion.
There were goblin-like creatures and terrible gglemperched on the sides of the

underground room. All eyes were turned and giatigntion to a magnificent beast in
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the back of the room. He was stationed on a rasetion of earth that jutted out of the
ground, though, with his enormous size, the stegened unnecessary.

The boys stared at the beast, mouths gaping. ¢4id tvas like that of a demon.
Two large horns split out of his forehead followsdseveral other smaller horns that
wrapped around his head. His teeth were jaggedko# and his skin was fire red. A
sharp point of a nose sliced down at his teethoriaous muscles were bursting out from
his arms, legs, and back, like at any moment ortbeyh would break the surface of the
skin. Black veins on his arms and legs seemed &beve the skin, wrapping and
twisting around his muscle. He stood on the ptatfand began to silence the
community of servants gathered in his lair.

“Vile workers of the world above, your presencedaeen requested this night to
report the mishaps, chaos, and torment that yoa taeited upon those who dwell
above.” His words were spoken as if his breatreviiee and smoke. The opening
statement sent grunts and sneers through the abhid feet.

“We are in Hell,” David surmised.

“Goblins, bats, warlocks, and hogs, you foul andtaled beings deserve death
and pain but have been given life so that you neayesa cause greater than your own.
Condemned souls with malice-filled-hearts, recogryaur place below the ground.
Acknowledge your lowly existence is nothing morartta breath of dying air escaping
time. Your meaning is fragile, your actions arenbeérsome, and the very ground on
which you walk should be cast into fire and sufterg days—*

“There, there, Morgato...You shouldn’t be so harshhenworkers tonight. After

all, this is a cause for celebration.” The newceasounded as if it were forged from all
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that is evil, like a serpent’s tongue spitting venoThe great beast stepped aside and
revealed a hooded character whose eyes could regtdme From across the room in the
doorway, the boys saw that this black figure wésgi down rather calmly. Its legs
were crossed and its fingers were up close to astinslightly interlocked.

“And look, how appropriate, Satan has decided ito joe party,” David
whispered.

“The opening of the Night Door has brought you Hereone reason and one
reason only. While, yes, your lives are meagenagak and are subject to removal, this
night proves to me that your existence shall cargtinYou are the Council of Souls. Itis
your duty to deliver to me spirits of the living soan wield their breath into working for
something greater than itself; and, tonight, we sek who will deliver—and who will
not. Need | remind you that your existence idaktesand your lives are forfeit to your
own short-comings? You have had 101 years to purseaidamned...let the Council of
Souls, at this hour and on this night be rewardedgdur labor.” The shadowy leader
stood up from the throne and lifted its hands giasious rage.

“Bring forth your collection and deliver the damiied he creatures of the
council began shuffling their feet and howling amdnting at the beginning of the
ceremony. The torches blazed with magic and thigiaited with intensity. A line was
formed and the ceremony began.

One by one, the servants brought forth containéts small green orbs floating
inside. They looked like the one that Jack’s faad been spotted in.

“Jack is going to be offered up!!!,” Wesley saidDavid.
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“We have to figure out a way to distract them.”f@e David finished the
sentence, the boys heard a grunt from behind tmehadaint orange light flickered on
the walls. They had to act quickly.

Wesley spotted a series of large rocks to theoletthe doorway and they quietly
made their way behind the pile. Once there, thekéd back and saw a patrol of five
was making its way down the corridor carrying sdmreg above their heads. They
walked into the center of the room stopped in frafrthe leader and bowed.

“l am sorry we are late my Lord,” said a deep ragpige that sounded like a
human voice had been stuck inside a pig. “We wasur ways when we found dis’
body coming through the clearin’ at the southergeadif the woods.”

A sudden chatter rose from the council, voicesooicern and suspicion. The
boys looked at each other and realized that thest mave been talking about Jack.

“It looks like he was a victim of this council,” erof the other grunt minions
explained.

“An ill start to the ceremony,” The voice of thé@ader spoke calmly but with
distinct disappointment. “Let me see the body¢' Wioice came again. The two grunts in
front moved aside and, though it was difficult & sthe boys saw the mysterious
leader’s face twist with disgust.

“This boy was left in the open? He was not ataltered or concealed?,” the
powerful voice beckoned the servants.

“Yes, me Lord, we found ‘im lying out in the fieldlhere was a bit of brush
around, but the body would've been spotted cleal@gds during the day. Unless of

course it was a cloudy day, and fog was around kyaw, then—*
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“Enough, you insolent fool! Your words are likeleught to desert—
purposeless and thick with insignificance.” Thowgh veiled by the hood on top of its
head, sheer anger and frustration caused shalgsidgithe leader’s chest. In a flash, the
hood was flung back revealing a woman so terribtkfaghtening, David and Wesley
felt their stomach squirm at the sight of her awade. Like worms started crawling in
their bowels. She had not blue eyes, or green eydsown eyes...but a distinct shade
of hopeless grey outlined her black pupils, and ertheé whites of her eyes stand out like
chalk. Her hair was black and shaved almost baldawful collection of dark saliva
coated her serrated teeth. She was the coloregfsyrow on the side of the road, and her
face looked cracked and worn: like she had beengdthe day before, but had aged
much too fast in a short amount of time, as thaslghwas a kid trapped inside a
decrepit, wasting woman. The skin around her memk loose and wrinkly and it hung
off her throat like it was three sizes too big.r egernails were pointy and brownish
yellow and she held them over the crowd as sheeaddd them.

“Who among this council has been afforded a mistekeostly as this? Who
risked the discovery of our army, the continuatbrour cause, and the survival of our
kind? It has always been that after their soulehzeen taken the bodies are burned or
drowned or disposed of in a way that is untraceabshall seek you out if it takes 101
more years when the Great War is here, so help mié, Perpetrator among the
faithful, your identity will be no mystery to thesges. | can feel the guilt at work in
your bones, the desire to flee, the hope to undavitong you have done. But hear me
now, your retribution is at hand and your punishtweil be delivered.” She paused for

a moment scanning the hushed audience.
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“Halathem,” she cried and twisted her fist up todgthe ceiling. An awkward
choking sound came from the back of the line atidyablood red hood popped out from
the top of the crowd. The creature was gaspingifor

“That’'s what/who took Jack’s soul; | remember @sd from outside,” Wesley
said from behind the rock. The rat-faced being engglway toward the sinister female,
writhing at her will.

“It was you, who committed this crime against tlo@mcil, was it not Thalin?”

“A thousand apologies your grace, | have not augsec¢

“Forgiveness is for those for whom | have respect there are none here who
can make that claim. Toss him in the dungeon;vedl sleal with him after the
ceremony.”

“What shall we do with the body, great one?,” aslkedguard in back of the
pack.

“Toss him in with Thalin,” she ordered. Two guas#szed the tiny warlock out
of the air and carried him off to a passage lethefboys. Two of the other guards
grabbed Jack by the hands and dragged his limp éoahgs the chamber, following the
pair in front of them.

“Let the ritual continue,” she said, throwing héfsato her throne, crossing her
legs and huffing in disappointment. The creatly&sw began to grunt and moan once
more. They would scurry up to the Queen at hamrand present her with containers
of all sorts and kinds. Every urn housed the sameky green substance and the woman
would accept every one of them with a slight n@tcasionally she would be unsatisfied

by the number of souls that a minion delivered simel would whisper into their ear a
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song of death. Their clothes and skin would toragh and fall at her feet as dust. She
stacked the containers delicately beside her brgrmseemed anything close to satisfied.
Wesley and David became curious as to what exa@y/going to happen to the souls
within the containers, but the curiosity was losthie hope that Jack and his soul were
now in a place that was much more accessible.

“Let’s make our way back there,” David said, moviog/ards the edge of the
rocks.

“Not just yet, David. We need some kind of a pliast. We don’t know how
many guards are protecting the dungeon or if weenvign be able to reach Jack and that
warlock—Thalin. Let’s just think for a minute atyg and come up with something,”
Wesley said.

“Well what can we do?”

“We need a disguise or something, or weapons, mesung. | don’t know.”

“Wes, | don't really see any way out of this oneept for just plain guts. | am
just as scared as you are, bud, but we both knatJ#ctk is much worse off than we are.
| want to get this over with and get home—and meagen tag Matthew on the way out
and get Hunter—but | don’t want to be here angésrthan we have to. | say we get
back there and handle this like men.” Wesley eamspletely surprised by the soldier-
like mentality of his friend. He had seemed fregitd to death back in the hallway.
Perhaps the sight of Jack’s body made him redter purpose for being down here;
Wesley found strength in thinking of that againadl.

“Let’s do it,” Wesley said, and they bolted outtbé hiding space and down the

passage after the guards.
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The corridor was lit by several torches along tide,sand above and below the
torches were dozens of small cages built into tak wihey housed all kind of animals
from dogs to rats, and bats and pigs. They mddenals of fuss as the boys passed by,
which was good because it hid the sounds of theitsteps as they ran down the hall.

They quickly came to the end of the tunnel and g8&# up ahead, there was
another room that must have been the dungeon.a®srand moans came from within
and, as they approached, they saw that the roonclwiisred with prisoners, some dead
and some close to death.

“What do ya fink we should do wif ‘im,” a gruff voe asked.

“We are going back into the ceremony. You stag @nd deal wif ‘im,” a much
stronger voice commanded. The boys suddenly padiakd realized that the guard
patrol was coming back out. They shot a glan@aah other and then darted into two
empty cages low to the ground. The doors squesiketjust as the minions walked past.
They had not been detected.

Only seconds passed before they re-entered théalimay, crouched down, and
prepared to deliver a blow to the one remainingdud hey were poised to jump in
when, all of a sudden, they began to hear the peisand the guard start to speak.

“Why’d you leave that body behine’, runt?,” the gilibarked. A much squeakier
voice responded.

“I needed to reach my quota and it was my lasttorget. | could not show up
with only nine souls to the ceremony or I'd havei@ut to death.”

“That is not what | asked,” the guard drooled bdrarsnarl. An awkward silence

passed between the guard and the prisoner.
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“There were two more boys that were his friendy @$hort distance away. |
could not cast the spell of fire on this one’s b&dypwing that they would see it. | am
tired of doing the Black Witch’s collecting. | wiato be at rest with the world and sleep
the long sleep. This is why my actions have ledarigis cell, and to my imminent
death. | care not what she does with me afterwaickze not for the Great War to come
next century or the gatherings that will take plbaetore then. This is no life that we live,
young one. | pity your days hereafter, wallowinghe service of the dark one.”

Another moment of silence followed. The boys watened at the sad tale of the old
beast.

“You gonna die,” came the voice of the guard unsgthetically. David shot up
into the room after hearing the guard’s words. bidiked across at the hog-like guard and
caught him looking away. In a flash, David wast@gm of him and he brought his foot
back to kick at his unsuspecting foe. In one smiftion, David brought his right leg up
to the face of the seated guard, and clocked Hght m the jaw, bashing his head against
the wall, knocking him unconscious.

Wesley was stunned. He had just entered the radime to see the guard’s head
hanging down loosely.

“Well that worked,” Wesley said, making his waythe cell that Thalin was
being kept in.

“No spells, no tricks. We'll help you if you'll e us,” David offered, remaining

on guard.
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“I thought | might be running into you two agaifi;he rat-like warlock said from
behind his red cloak. He pushed it off of his heaglealing an aged creature that looked
both tired and weak.

“You killed our friend,” Wesley said sadly lookirayer at Jack’s bruised body.
“We should be strangling you and leaving you td’réie said aggressively.

“And | would not blame you,” Thalin lowered his ltkaWesley became quiet.

He ached in a way for the helplessness of the peisolt truly seemed like he did not
care if he lived or died.

“We heard you talking about a Great War and abetrigin the service of that
woman out there. What was that about?,” Wesleyimed

“There is little time to tell you of such a legent@here are few who know of its
coming, and those who do often find their soulene of these.” He pulled a container
from his robe. “The sorceress you saw back the&heera. She is leader and master of
a vast army bent on ruling the world above. Shesws as shepherds to herd her flock of
captured souls. Once she obtains a soul, shesfdrc#o the body of an animal using her
black magic. She kills humans and transforms tlmher slaves. | was captured over
60 years ago. | was just a young boy when | wkantédy a pack of warlocks in the
night. I had a home and brothers and sisters,thenand father, and—since then—I've
been alone.” The old creature began to sob. Hedbhis snout in his hands and wept at
what his life had become. Choking back his tdaes;ontinued:

“The Great War is prophesized to come 101 years tanight. It will be the
moment when the moon is at its brightest, and $fepowers will be at full strength.

Tonight you have witnessed one of our ceremoniégrgvwe deliver the souls we've
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gathered and earn our right to live. | am sorrgntke your acquaintance at such a time
as this, and I am afraid you shall be the last [gebmeet. | am glad that it was two
human boys that my eyes saw last. | am readydatid” The elderly creature got up
from the wall and made his way over to Jack. Teloys remained on the outside of
the cell and looked in through the bars. “You nsisp it tonight,” he said, getting closer
to Jack.

“But how? We are only kids. We don’t have weaponknow any spells or
anything like that,” Wesley admitted.

“I could only kick two or three of those creatutesore they'd take me out,”
David added. The aged prisoner chuckled.

“Your friend just so happens to be carrying a wesathat you will find most
useful in your escape.”

“What are you talking about?,” David laughed. cida@oesn’'t have any weapons,
he is afraid of his own shadow!”

“A light sword,” the warlock explained. “I spottéidon him as he joined the two
of you in your hiding spot.”

The boys’ brows tightened in confusion.

“A light sword?,” David said, as he looked ovedatk’s body.

“Oh that! No, Mr. Thalin that is just a flashlightot a sword.”

“It is a weapon against all whose souls have besretl into a body not of their
own and who are awaiting the light.”

“You mean to tell me that, if | shine this flastiigon something down here, it

will kill them?,” David questioned.
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“It will release them,” Thalin sighed. “Sheera do®t allow us to walk under the
sun or be exposed to any kind of light, except tiidtame. | suspect that even she is
susceptible to the light from that sword and wilirmble under its power.”

“It's like another game of Hunter,” David laughetWho knew?”

“What about you?,” Wesley asked. “And what abauwtfoiend?”

“I think | have something that belongs to him,” Tihaeplied and reached down
to his belt. He unlatched the jar that Jack’s s@as in and the boys saw the familiar
light green smoky face appear before them. Thapened the top of the jar and the
glowing orb came out.

“Back to your body you go,” He whispered softlytla¢ floating soul. The
glowing face made its way over to Jack’s body aowkehed above his chest. It smiled
back at the boys and then got slowly absorbedtihsternum below. Jack came to
almost instantly. He blinked and his hands shamkrdby his side.

“Jack!,” Wesley exclaimed through the bars. “Ja@ke up, buddy!” Their
friend did not respond.

“Come on, man, get up,” David echoed.

“Hummeepphhh.” Jack sputtered.

“He is going to be just fine now,” Thalin assuréém, as he sat back down
against the wall. Jack sat up suddenly and loakednd.

“I'm really hungry,” he blurted out, looking dirdgtat Wesley and David. They

started howling with laughter.
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“Oh no...,” came Jack’s voice again. “Eeeeennnnnttidck let out an
involuntary moaning sound that caused his chiralicafyainst his right shoulder. Wesley
and David did not laugh this time, but instead ¢elbfused.

“Get up,” David urged Jack. “We gotta boogey.cklgathered himself, but was
still clearly disoriented and distraught about ingwvoken up in a prison cell with a
creature that looked like a giant rat. All considg, he was still relatively calm.

David reached over and grabbed the keys to theffalf the still-unconscious
bat-like guard behind them and unlocked Jack aradifth

“Hand us your flashlight,” Wesley directed Jack,oneached behind him and
presented the flashlight to his friend as thougheite a wedding ring.

“Ahh...what are you doing, Jack?,” Wesley askedflbaf

“I hereby present this to you now for my life towym service forever...thank
you.” Jack lowered his head and bowed, holdindgldshlight out with two hands.

“What is wrong with him?,” David asked Thalin.

“Just a bit of resurrection sickness. He will meef back to normal in a few
moments. Hand me that sword quickly. | will pugpeell on it that will magnify its
luminosity several times over.” Wesley handedlidjet to Thalin who waved his hand
back and forth over it, closed his eyes, and whegpan incantation. When finished, he
handed it back to the boy.

“Do you want me to release you?,” Wesley asked hymiwill it hurt?”

“Thank you, young man, but | don’t think I will takyou up on your offer just yet.

There are few more things | have to attend to.”
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“Wish us luck then, and thank you,” David said,tmg his hand on the old
warlock’s shoulder. Thalin looked disappointedcbeld not go with them. It saddened
them all deeply.

“Goll,” He implored, and the boys raced down tladi.h

Wesley led the trio with little fear or delays aképt the light off for a surprise
attack on the evil council ahead.

“You two make your way towards the door as soowaget in the chamber, |
will hold them off with the flashlight to make sutteey stay back long enough for us to
escape.”

“Check.” David confirmed.

“Roger and over...out,” Jack mumbled saluting Wesl&kie animals in the hall
cages began whooping and growling at the escaptngdiers. It soon became obvious
that their presence was not going to go unnoticed.

Wesley saw the backs of the council members updahed began to get scared.
He was not sure whether or not he could even thasbld man back in the cell or that his
“lightsword” theory was going to hold up. He didtrknow if it—being exposed to the
light—was going to hurt the members of the courmeihow long it was going to take to
free the souls from their bodies. But there wadyg one way to find out.

Wesley leapt out of the corridor like a lion frons lcage. He flicked the
flashlight on and aimed the magnified beam arotmieddom. The light was blinding,
and even Wesley was forced to cover his eyesst firhe minions’ reaction was not at

all what Wesley had expected.
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The mass of servants turned slowly around anddstrthe boy like he was a
powerful king, their faces blank with awe and wond8ome of them closed their eyes
and let the light soak into their faces. Someheftt pushed their hoods back and off of
their heads and took in deep breaths that theyoletf slowly. Wesley did not know how
to react. He bounced the beam around rapidly,rgmiat first like a gun, but quickly
found that the creatures seemed to enjoy the ligletwas glad to deliver such satisfying
warmth to the hideous faces of the crowd. Thiifgavas completely destroyed when
the evil Black Witch shot up from her seat, thresv tloak back from her face and hissed
at the boys like a snake. Her eyes burned wit, lzattd her cheeks shook with anger.

“It must be death that you wish, if you dare intgxtrthe council of souls and the
lair of Sheera, you impertinent fools. She pourndedn from her throne and began
advancing towards Wesley, knocking her servant®obtite way like weightless debris.
Wesley quickly turned the light on her face and et heart quiver in his chest when he
saw no effect. He shone it on her chest and hek aed then realized he was doomed.
She was on top of him in a matter of seconds andtieold fingers found his neck with
ease. She lifted him up with one hand and brotighbther hand up to strike at him.

“Now you die, bearer of the light.” She finisheerlsentence just as a brilliant
blue ball struck her in the chest and flung heklagainst the wall. Wesley dropped to
the floor.

“Sheera, you old hag, | have been waiting to dofilva50 years.” Thalin was
propped up against the edge of the rocks that \Weslé David had used to hide.

“Your efforts will serve like pebbles in the pathaoraging river, Thalin, you

decrepit filth.”
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“Continue to shine the light on the council, Wesl&jo not let them stray from it,
or we will be greatly out-numbered in a matter ef@nds.”

“How long do | have to keep it on them for theiuboto be let go?,” Wesley
asked, retreating back to the hallway that ledoutivé woods.

“Just shine it on them as long as you can.”

“Stop your useless talk of hope, you're damnedopf&jlou...these are the last
things that you shall see,” Sheera screeched

A purple gust of energy formed in her hands, ashsbeght them together and
then cast a magnificent blazing sphere over atithdlust before impact, the old warlock
cast a shield around himself and the purple balegded without harming him.

“A few tricks you have forgotten,” Thalin said witghclever smile on his face.

“They are nothing more than that,” she cried. “Yaya no match for the Dark
Lady of the Night, Keeper of Souls, and Ruler &f Bbamned. You will fall servant.

You and your little friends will suffer my wrath.She sprang onto the old man like a cat
would a mouse. Wesley was stuck keeping the menatrbay and slowly saw that a
green mist was beginning to form around the creatur front of him. Their faces were
starting to turn smiles and their souls were béiagd.

Sheera was on top of Thalin and choking him, cgttff his air supply. She was
gnawing at his face. David and Jack were frozenneg the wall. Wesley began to
panic. He watched as Thalin’s eyes slowly begawltdo the back of his head. His tiny
little feet were squirming under the pressure efrark Witch. It seemed like their
friend was going to be lost until, suddenly, a bofdblue light sent Sheera flying back

once more.
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This time, Wesley knew what had to be done. He ltioe light away from the
members of the council and shined it on Thalin.

“Nooo!!,” cried the witch from across the room. By watched as a large
portion of the Council of Souls began to let gdld light they had seen. Their eyes
seemed to unglaze, their bodies swayed, and tead<rolled around on their shoulders.
Terrible cries began to arise from the crowd.

“You must go,” Thalin shouted at Wesley from acrthssroom.

“Not yet! Not until you are free!,” Wesley screatnieack.

The witch did something very peculiar. She sloargpt towards Wesley, who
was against the wall, whispering something andrggatirectly at him. Her empty grey
eyes fixed on him as her hands and feet crawleét@fioor.

“Don't listen to her!!,” Thalin cried. “She is wépering the Song of Death. If
you hear its verse, you will be killed instantlylOU MUST GO NOW!!” Wesley
realized the time had come.

“Go!!,” he shouted to David and Jack. “Get ouhefe now!,” he repeated. The
boys started to make their way up the stairs.

“Where am 1?,” Jack said, as he stumbled along avid.

“Just keep running up these steps, Jack. Donk back and just keep going!,”
David said, pushing him ahead. Wesley looked av&heera with complete terror. He
could see her mouth moving and knew it would orysbconds till the powerful words

reached his ears and ended his life.
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He crouched down and steadied the flashlight ogtbend, keeping its beam
fixed on Thalin. The old creature’s body begadissolve, a cloud caught in the wind,
but a distinct smile was left on his face.

“Thank you,” he said, as the green mist rose upcanded his soul away.

Wesley took no time to race away from the chamlbtr.bounded up the stairs through
the pitch black hallway. The screams and shoutkeofvarlocks and Sheera were racing
after him.

“Find them, catch them, and bring them to me NOWh& heard as he climbed.

It was extremely difficult climbing in the dark.h& stairs seemed to be leading to
nothing except more blackness. Wesley began toHsbreath. Fear was nipping at his
heels and striking his heart. It felt like hand=srevat the back of his neck, ready to snatch
him back and pull him to the Dark Witch below.

“I smell your fear, boy,” Sheera screamed up thecdse. A soft set of words
that Wesley could not understand seemed to behattiao the scream. Wesley felt his
senses start to dull and his blood run weak thrduglheins. His legs burned and his
chest heaved. He reached down for the steps wathamds and began to bound up them
on all fours. His progress slowed until a smalishl of light could be seen up ahead. In
some far off distance, he heard that same beawbfak cry to him. A single beautiful
note, like the resonance of an angel, called tofrmm a place in another world. Things
slowed down. His insides became black. He coa#t his heart thump like a base in his
ears, giving the sweet song a rhythm that lullexdsioul in peace. The lids of his eyes

pushed over his pupils. Sleep was upon him.
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All was fading to black, when a brilliant light cansoaring past his left side. He
felt a set of hands pick him up and carry him updtairs. The next few moments were
hazy until, miraculously, a cold breath of freshfdlied his lungs and his senses came
screaming back. He was lying on the ground outsidbe tunnel and, when he looked
back, he saw David running towards him, and Jaamkdshg at the Night Door shining a
light down below.

“What happened?,” Wesley said, getting up to hes.fe

“Turns out Jack had another flashlight,” David expéd, helping Wesley to his
feet and then running back to Jack’s side. Welslbgwed, still confused.

“We got to the top of the stairs and Jack suddeatye to. He asked why it was
so dark and then flicked on this pocket-light thatgot for Christmas or something. |
about hit him on the head when he told me, butrédwou could use the help first.”

“Where is my other flashlight?,” Jack asked as tjogyed him.

“Down there,” David replied.

“And why am | standing here shining this light doestaircase that leads into the
ground?” He did not need an answer because, atiti@ent, a group of hideous
creatures turned the corner down below and JaaWwsdyopped at the horrific sight.

“What in the, oh my god,” Jack shuttered and lowdhe light down.

“Keep it on them!,” David ordered. The servantshef Dark Witch began to
vanish from her control. They smiled and had t@atkeir eyes, as their souls were
released into the heavens.

“Is this hurting or helping them?,” Jack asked ksihg at his knees and elbows.

“You don’t need to be shaking, Jack, it's OK,” Waskaid.
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“Yeah, | just do that sometimes,” Jack said, cleadrvous and afraid. One set of
creatures would vanish and another set would regtzam, left staring into the light
from above.

“How long am | going to have to stay here?,” Jackned, looking over his
shoulder to Wesley.

“Until it is finished,” Wesley directed, still regering.

“My army!!,” came a voice from the depths of thatel.

“Who was that?,” Jack cried looking over his sheuldt David.

“That was bad news,” David replied.

“What's bad news?,” Jack asked Wesley looking dweother shoulder.

“We could be in trouble,” Wesley stated, recogmnizihat Sheera was going to be
upon them shortly.

“I don’t want to be in trouble,” Jack said, lookibgck over the other shoulder at
David. He began bouncing at the knees, holdindléishlight steady, but quivering with
fear and confusion.

“What are we doing to do?,” David said to Wesley.

“I don’'t know, | don’t know,” Wesley said, as Sha&rscreams began crashing
up the hall.

“We can't even listen to her or we will die,” Davashnounced.

“WHAT?!” Jack screamed. “Are you kidding?...I'm OOA HERE!,” he said,
dropping the flashlight and bolting away through Woods. David picked the flashlight
back up and shined it down at the begging minions.

“I'll be right back. | have to go find him,” Weslesaid, and took off after Jack.
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“Oh, greeaaat!!,” David whined and took in a deegalth. Wesley ran after Jack
and caught up with him after only a few feet.

“Wait, Jack! Just wait! We can't leave David bdbkre alone,” he said, turning
the boy around.

“I don’t even know what happened. One minute weewsaying Hunter and all
of a sudden it was green, and | got cold, and theoke up, and you were there, and
David was there, and now I'm going to die, and nowrunning through the
woods....ehhh ahhh uhhh...” Jack was losing it.

“All right look, Jack. Calm down. Over that wag/home. If you want to go
home, you will be fine there. Just run in thatdtron and you will reach our
neighborhood, OK?” Wesley comforted him, his handslack’s shoulders.

“OK,” Jack said, and took out yet another flashiiffom him sock.

“Ha...ha...it's a pen light...see?,” Jack chuckled anideth it at Wesley.

“Goll,” Wesley replied, and the boy took off runginWesley turned to join
David, and when he spun around, he saw that amenus amount of green mist was
escaping the tree and making its way up into tlye $ikswirled and gusted atop the trees,
spilling out of the Night Door like smoke from gpi Wesley jogged back to the tree
with his eyes up to the sky and then came acrpssgch of sky where the moon became
visible. He couldn’t believe what he saw.

Thousands of miles above him, a large cloudy gogete was formed around the
moon. The mist traveling up from the tree wasijarthe ring and, for some reason,
Wesley felt a sense of trust creep over his bddg.ran back over to David and watched

as the last remaining servants were released,gbeis let go...
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“Wretched little worms,” came Sheera’s voice froowth below. She stepped
over the soulless bodies of the minions below, amdshed the head of one of the
remaining creature against the wall as she pad3adid flicked off the flashlight. “You
have taken my army!” Her long fingers twistedimgsup the steps towards the boys.
“You shall die a slow and terrible death as a ttesiuyour actions; you will bend and
twist with pain, your bones will beg for me to wbés death into your ears.”

“Back up,” Wesley whispered to David.

“Yeah, that seems appropriate,” David said shortly.

“Just keep backing up,” Wesley said again.

“What?,” David said.

“Just trust me. | think we are going to be OK.” $&y said, as the two boys
backed up against one of the far trees at the efitye circle.

“Though my spells will not yet be at their fullest this night, the glow of the
moon will deliver me power enough to slay your lesdin hellish ways. Prepare to
suffer, young ones,” Sheera said, lifting her hatodhe sky. “Meeliath reee feen dow
haleeem,” she silently sang into the night.

A great wind rushed through the trees. The grahubk and the air ignited with
heat. The trees above Sheera began to bend irdacce with her spell. A vast swirl of
clouds circled the moon and the whole sky camesaliv

A breathy laugh escaped her chest, at the summahingr power. Her chest
heaved with an evil cackle. Her arms extendetiécheavens and her fingers were

aimed towards to the sky. She opened her eyegasped at the sight from above.
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The large green ring was beginning to shine ana afmund the moon with
incredible speed. The wind instantly died, andttbes stood still for a split second until,
with a heavenly “BANG,” a blast of green light cas@vn from the moon and struck
Sheera. Her arms and legs snapped back towardsated and her body lifted up off
the forest floor. Her head and her eyes were fiyetbwards the sky.

Wesley and David stood with their mouths gapinthatincredible demise of the
Ruler of Souls. She slowly twisted, ascending $javif the ground. Small cracks of a
strange black light began to shine from her botllgey multiplied and multiplied until an
intense black-grey light poured out of her cent®heera looked down at the boys and
gnashed her teeth. She moaned with pain and hedsedm. A great scream escaped
her mouth that forced Wesley and David to coveir s and, in an explosion of bright
light the Dark Witch was no more.

The forest became calm again and the leaves sefttled. The wind hushed, and
the trees stood straight back up.

“Hunter,” David said with a giggle and the two b®yghed with relief at the
conclusion of the chaos.

“I hope Jack is all right,” Wesley said to his free

“He had a rough night, huh, being killed, having soul stolen, being brought
back to life—and losing two of his three preciflashlights and all,” David said
laughing.

“He must really not like the dark,” Wesley answered

David put his arm around Wesley. Well, he didesaur butt, that's for sure. |

thought we were going to lose you there for a sécband.”
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Wesley looked over at his friend and smiled. “Yeahpught that for a minute
too.”

They headed back home and quickly found themsétvik®e backyard of the
Peterson’s. They ducked through the fence and thegeway past the woodpile. David
raced ahead and saw that Matthew was up at thef tdye hill, the light from his
flashlight scanning the bushes of the houses arbimd Across the street was the jail
and it seemed that every other person playing lead baught since the boys had been
gone.

“They are still playing!!,” David said to Wesley! think we are the only ones
left!”

“Want to set another group of people free tonightPgsley said, joining David.

“Let’'s do it!!,” David whispered, and they boltedrass the lawn.

They ran up to the group and tagged Stacey, whaowasusly at the front of the
pack, then at the top of their lungs screamed,

“‘PRISON BREAK!”

The game continued on into the night until the pee®egan to holler out into the
streets that it was getting late. The game nexactly ended for the neighborhood kids
that night in Trumbull, Connecticut; but—for Daxadd Wesley—the night gave them an
unmistakable sense of victory.

They said “goodnight” to all of their friends artteh stood in front of Wesley’s
house before David headed home.

“Good job tonight,” David said admiringly to Wes|gyunching him gently in the

arm.
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“You too. Thanks for coming to get me down thegsley mumbled, dropping
his head down.

“You think we will ever have a normal day like otheds?.” David wondered,
putting his hands in his pocket and looking uphi® sky.

“I hope not,” Wesley retorted smiling. David sndilback and was about to say
something, but stopped himself. He looked aroemdfmoment, then looked into
Wesley's eyes.

“Sleep well, bud,” he said, turning around towangshome.

Wesley smiled and watched as his friend make hisageoss the lawn. He
looked up at the moon and thought of Thalin andhilnedreds of other souls that they
freed that night.

“Sleep well,” he said and turned to go inside.
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Story 5

Return to Candlewood Forest

“Congratulations, Matthew!!,” the Vice Principairs. O’'Brien, said, leaning

over to a small boy in front of her. “Are you eyijog your ice cream Sundae?”

The second-grader nodded.
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“How much longer do you think your mom is goinga®?” Wesley whispered
over to David. The boys were sitting in the prpatis office of the elementary school in
their town. David’s younger brother, Michael, Igadten in a pretty serious fight during
school and the principal asked to see a parentid@amom had picked Wesley and
David up from their school and brought them alomgthe meeting.

“I don’t know, hopefully not long. | can’t starmking back in another school
after being in ours all day.”

“And are you excited to be the Student of the M@ht the woman'’s cooed, like
she was talking to a baby.

The young boy smiled again and continued eatiagdei cream. The Vice
Principal made her way around to her desk and draii&Vesley and David sitting across
from her.

“Lucky kid,” David snorted, “| was never studerittbe month.”

“You know he gets his name in the paper, and @@laque that says when he got
it, right?”

“Wow. That's a pretty big award for a second-gnatiDavid replied.

“Congratulations, buddy.” Wesley smiled, wavinglte boy.

Completely occupied by his treat, Matthew just égrmand smiled with an
interesting little grin on his face. The Vice Ripal was humming at her desk and
pounding away at the keyboard. She bobbed herdidado side as she typed and, like
Matthew, appeared to be extremely content withifeer

Just then, a small-but-distinct commotion camenftbe hall. Mrs. O'Brien’s

eyes lifted from her reading glasses and she hhakefingers above the keys. The door
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to the office crashed open and in walked five yaurrgds. At the front of the pack was
a boy who looked strikingly similar to Matthew.

“He won! He won!!,” The bantering crowd cheered.

“Well, what in the world...what are you kids doingre?!,” Mrs. O’Brien got up
from her desk.

“Matthew is Student of the Month! He won!! Hetgi&ce cream!!,” The voices
cheered.

“Yes, yes he does. He is enjoying it right nowA’hush came over the small
mob and their mouths dropped as they looked ovétreayoung boy finishing the last bite
of his Sundae.

“That’s Kevin!,” The boy at the front of the paskid bluntly. It didn’t take long
for the Vice Principal’s face to freeze at the izlon of the crime that had been
committed. Apparently, Kevin and Matthew were heys. The Vice Principal looked
from Kevin to Matthew, from Matthew, to Kevin agand stood with her hands on her
hips shaking her head.

Kevin's face turned a harsh shade of red, awkwaadtented by the vanilla ice
cream and whipped cream that had stuck to hisgemend his mouth.

“My...My ice cream...,” Mathew began to cry. The pdad looked over at his
brother sitting on the chair.

“You guys really screwed up this time,” a pudgtidi child relayed walking up to
the stunned secretary with his arms bouncing asitles “You know they’re twins,” he

added.
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“Well, how could this—In all my days—I neverShe was clearly shaken up.
She bent down to Matthew, who had his chin downahbiy frown hanging on his face.

“Haha, oh man!!,” chuckled David, leaning oveMiesley. “That stinks!” The
boys watched as Mrs. O'Brien went back into thigelitaculty refrigerator and began
preparing a second Sundae.

“You kids get back to class,” she said as she &éamdatthew the bowl. “Now,
Kevin, you should be very ashamed of what you digaur brother. Pretending to be
him in order to get goodies is just not right, aod need to know that. I'm afraid we are
going to have to call your mom and tell her all atihis,” she said as she made her way
back around the desk.

The door to the principal’s office opened up antiwalked David’s mom, and
his brother, Michael, who had a black eye and sdnegl-up blood on his elbow and
knuckles.

“Let’s go, boys,” David’s mom said abruptly. Thggt up from their chairs and
made their way out of the office.

“Tough break, kid,” David said to Matthew, whallgtolding back tears, could
barely swallow his ice cream.

“Thank you and sorry again,” David’s mom said,lshg hands with the principal
as the boys walked past.

“Quite all right. Michael is a good boy, just gtught in the wrong place at the
wrong time. He'll be all right.” She smiled andried down the hall. The kids raced out
to the mini-van in the parking lot.

“Can | sleep over Wesley’s tonight, Ma?”
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“I'm your mother, not your ma, and only if it's OKith Mrs. Terrell.”

“I'm sure it will be fine, Mrs. Kresser. I'll ruim and ask when we get to my
house,” Wesley promised.

“Okey dokey,” she replied lightly.

The minivan pulled up to Wesley’'s house and he shobf the car and into the
front door in seconds.

“Mom, can David—"

“It's fine with me, sweetie,” A voice came from tkéchen.

“But, Mom, | didn’t even ask—"

“David can sleep over, that's fine,” She said agtirs time poking her head into
the hallway with a smile. Wesley felt a smile foom his face, a smile that only his mom
could produce.

“Thanks,” he said genuinely and then bounced bat&ide. He gave a thumbs-
up to the car and saw David shuffle out from theklseat and head over to the driver’s
window. After a brief talk and a kiss from his mone made his way to the porch with
Wesley. The boys turned and headed inside toitbledn, like always.

“Hey, Mrs. Terrell,” David said taking a seat a¢ tkitchen table.

“Hey, cutie.”

“What's for dinner, Mom?,” Wesley asked, making Way over to the counter-
top to sit down.

“I'm thinking Italian tonight, some meatball sub¥du guys game?,” she asked,
continuing her way around the kitchen. “Your fatthl be home in about an hour so,

and | want the table set before then, OK?”

165



“We canna do it now, how’s aboutta thata,” Davidlst&rying to throw on an
Italian accent.

“Oh, mi amore,” Mrs. Terrell said smiling. David&Wesley got out the plates,
cups, silverware, and napkins and were done withinutes.

“Free to go?,” Wesley said as they finished.

“Free to go,” Mrs. Terrell nodded.

The rest of the evening didn’t hold much exciteméFite meatball subs were a
huge hit, and then the boys watched the White Soxegwith Wesley’s dad in the family
room. The game ended late and, after some icengttba house quieted down. The
boys were fast asleep a little past eleven 11pnohilaey fell asleep with the familiar
sounds of Mr. Terrell snoring into the night.

Dreams came quickly to the boys. The cool falhaas kept at bay by the
blankets that warmed their bodies. The neighbathwas quiet, the moon was shining,
but not all things were right in the world; at least in the way that most people can see.
Though it can rarely be identified, the languagéhefearth has a strange way of
communicating what events come to pass on hercaurf@n this night, the trees
whispered of magic, the leaves rustled and spolkelefend, and the very air that the
young boys breathed in as they slept was alive thighspirit of a great adventure.

The electrified night air did not stir the youngybasleep in Wesley’'s room, but
something else did. A familiar blue light dashetbithe perfectly still room. It darted in
through the doorway and quickly descended ontsleping boys. A small hand came
out of Flin’s glowing body and rested on the throfthe sleeping boy. David felt a

strange warmth spread through his body, and hkylegened his eyes. The blue light
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didn’t alarm the young boy at first, but it was ypahother instant that had David sitting
straight up with his eyes wide open.

“Feeindorf malieen meel tal track, sheemin drac&tgcka too,” The boy
sputtered. The strange language coming out ahbisth sent David scooting back
towards the wall in disbelief. Panic flashed os flaice as his mouth motored on.

“Talindee ma, talindee ma,” Flin said sending aatn of vibrant blue energy
over to David’s mouth. Her action seemed to muagi@s words and, for a brief
second, the room was back to being silent. Daamdlained frozen in the corner of the
bed, his body, eyes, and chest all frozen in aMis. mouth was—of course—still
running, but nothing audible was coming out.

Flin looked around and quickly spotted Wesley gslee a pile of comforters and
pillows next to the bed. She gently glided dowa fiéw feet to his throat and placed her
tiny hand on it. Unlike David, Wesley smiled caynaind opened his eyes, as if waking
from a peaceful dream.

“Flin,” he said, without waking. Sure enough, lagvher beautiful blue glow
hovering above his head. The cool breeze fronwiregs moved the hair at his brow
mildly.

“Hey there, little lady,” Wesley said in the langeaof Candlewood.

“Hello, Wesley,” she replied, as the glow around h@dy grew brighter, and a
smile formed on her tiny face.

“I was hoping | would see you again soon,” he ssiiting up a little bit.

“I wish | was coming to you at a better time, tb y@u of things that do not

involve the hardship at the forest, but | am afragerrand here serves as a call for help,
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that asks for your immediate presence,” She flodtetdn to Wesley’'s knee and stood in
front of him with her head down.

“You know | will do anything | can to help,” Weslesaid above her. Flin's eyes
filled with light and the wings on her back fluttekrin approval.

“You are a gift to this world, Wesley, and a gdtdurs as well. | can explain
more on the way, but I think it is best that wé yelur friend what is going on before
anything else. |thought he was you, and | cargim@ahow scared he must be right
now.” In a quick flash she was atop the bed faéhagid, who was still huddled in the
corner, stammering away. “l am terribly sorryefrd of Wesley,” She gave a quick wink
and the silent spell that seemed to be on Davidgeas immediately.

“...because you just don’t sneak up on people, ahdught | died and you were
an angel, but really small, which | thought wasndebut you had wings, and | thought |
was going to child heaven where everything was lemavhich makes sense, but you
were really small, and | was talking funny, sodulght it was a dream of dying to go to
child heaven...”

“Is he OK?,” Flin said, looking back at Wesley.

“Ya know, he does this sometimes,” he said, lookiagr at David, amazed.
David saw his friend’s familiar face and took a jpl&éeeath.

“Why am | talking like this?,” he asked in the tamegof the forest.

“I did it,” Flin acknowledged.

“Is it permanent?,” David quickly responded, loakia little pale and disoriented.

“No, and | am terribly sorry for the intrusion atiee mix-up. | thought you were

Wesley,” Flin said humbly.
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“I think I obviously missed something, some tim® algefore when, because you
guys know each other | think, or even well, evenglseems normal that you are a fairy
and here, at night, and my mom doesn’t let me Iséegpovers with girls and Wesley
yours doesn't either.”

“David, | have been meaning to tell you about niyy to the back of the
neighborhood and the world that | discovered tliere.

“Yeah, that would be something to tell,” David gned.

“l can tell you everything once we are on the wayt, we need to leave now.”

“An adventure, huh? Well, we can’t call it a nigliter only meatball subs and a
baseball game,” David said returning to normal, getting excited.

“This is not an adventure to be taken lightly, ygupavid. | do not wish to speak
of the time ahead in a manner that should frightan but, in truth, your lives are at
stake if you follow me back home to Candlewoodadar has summoned an army that
he wishes to use to overthrow our noble king andaay of life. The air smells of his
greed and the forest speaks of battle. | do notkifthose of light and those that are
good at heart will be victorious in this combatttltieoms ahead, but | am certain that an
entire host of allies will be overjoyed to have légsand all humans that are friend to
him, by their side as the war begins.” She pausids with a humble heart that | ask
for your company and your support on this nights hot your fight, and it is not your
world. | would not think poorly of you should yalecide to stay away from this battle.
The same applies to you, Wesley.” She finishedstackd at the boys, fear danced in her

eyes.
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Wesley was about to speak up when, suddenly, breside him, David addressed
Flin first.

“If it is important to Wesley, then it is importeto me. | fight where he fights,
and put my loyalty, and my allegiance whereveilies | don’'t assume to be much
good, little fairy, but I will fight for you.” Fin rose up slowly off of the bed with a smile
and a new found confidence.

“Then let us go now to Candlewood and to batgdg said vigorously. It
surprised Wesley to see Flin so wound up, as sseusaally calm and sweet; but, on this
night, she lead them to the back of the neighbatheaith speed.

The boys had only managed to grab the clothingthiey had worn the day
before and two extra sweatshirts from Wesley'sskesThey moved quickly behind
Flin, and David could tell that Wesley was loshe&rvous thought. His eyes were fixed
on the ground and he was constantly biting his What was even more disconcerting
was the fact that Flin, too, seemed utterly stnwigk worry. The trio carried on behind
the house that had been under construction mogths/aen Wesley made his first trip
to Candlewood.

“Hey, how did you know where to find us, Flin?” 0d asked.

“I can’t be certain that you will understandsthbut fairies are born with an ability
to see all the things in someone’s past. Whendhed your throat, you felt a certain
connection between us, am | right?”

“It felt like 1 had known you my whole life,” Dadireplied.
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“It comes as a montage of images,” she explaiaddm. “I saw your parents,
your classes at school, the day when you got yead Istuck in a plastic chair as a little
boy...”

“Oh that’s great!,” David shouted throwing his darup.

“And, Wesley, | certainly learned something valeadbout you too.”

“What's that?,” Wesley asked.

“Let’s just say | know what Dragor is up againstie said winking back at him.
Wesley gave a humble little smile and David waspetzled as to exactly what Flin
meant.

They reached the ivy-covered fence a few momaites,land, after a quick climb,
found themselves at the mouth of the great holeWhesley descended alone the time
before.

David scratched at his head. “This looks welcagriibavid said, unenthused.
“You live in a hole?”

“Some things are not always as they seem,” Flinsad|, as she led them to the
staircase at the top of the hole. The same stremigeair was bellowing from the
opening at their feet. Wesley shivered, rememigehe last time he had found himself
at the great gorge, uncertain and alone. It falf slightly better having Flin and David
at his side, for he was constantly aware of thatgteeat that lay at the bottom.

“l guess there’s no turning back after this,” Dhgaid, increasing Wesley's
discomfort.

“David, wait,” Wesley said, turning back arounddatopping him. “Look, |

haven’t been completely honest about all thisndw Flin told you that there were
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people in trouble, and even that your life wasa@te—but David, | have looked into the
eyes of Dragor. | have felt his power and heardi®dark ways. The world we are
going to, Candlewood, it is a place of magic. Waeaised there as a weapon. It
contains a force of its own, a will of its own, aadeep, unexplained magic that the
inhabitants of the forest use for good, and somédd. The king told me this on my last
visit. | am sure he will tell you what he has toh@, and show you what he showed me.
But David, | need to be sure that you understanat\wlidown there, and that Dragor is a
powerful, hateful enemy.”

“I hear you Wes. | guess | don’'t know exactly whes ahead. | don’t know the
real power of this Dragor guy, and | didn’t knowteracould be used for magic, and |
don’t even know these people we are helping.” tdped to the side quickly. “No
offense Flin.” She just put a hand up and shoakhkad, saying it's OK. “But | do
know that you are my best friend. | am not goimdet you go anywhere dangerous
without me, and it looks like you already managedd that the last time. We are
family. Not by blood, but might as well be.” Ddvwaused and cracked a smile. “l don’t
know what good | will be. You always seem to be dme that gets us home in the end.
Hahaha. But maybe, if anything, I'll make you lawgong the way.”

“I will be glad to have you along this time, theator sure,” Wesley said smiling
and scratching his head. “It's settled then. Bramill face up to us both,” he finished
and turned to face Flin.

“Oh, don’t be so sure to count me out,” Flin saiting her hands out to the side,
as they burst into blue flames. David jumped back.

“Jeese-God, my god,” he blurted.
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“You didn’t think fairies were just translatorsgdd/ou David?,” she mocked.

“Coool,” he whispered in awe.

“Let’s get going, boys,” she said, and floated Wway over to the first set of stairs.
Wesley and David took a deep breath, let it oudl, falowed behind her. As they
walked, Flin began to tell them the recent evehts@forest.

“A while ago, we sent a few of our spies out itite dark parts of the forest to
monitor the actions of Dragors—an extremely damgetask. They were gone for three
days before returning.” She paused for a momethhad trouble finding words as they
continued down the steps.

“What did they see, Flin?,” Wesley asked.

“The last things they will ever see. Dragor fouhdm. He found them and
brought them into his lair in the dark wood.”

“Oh well, that was nice that he let them go,” Dheoncluded.

“He melted their eyes. He used his magic andeddlieir eyes. The poor elves,
they made their way back home blind, and carrigtl thiem a message from the Dark
One.”

“What did it say?,” David asked.

“It said: You sent your spies to see me. It teslast thing they saw. War is
upon you, and so, then, is your demise.” Flinddént after that. David and Wesley felt
their hearts thump in their chest. Wesley swalldWward and David shrugged his
shoulders around awkwardly.

“Not exactly Mr. Congeniality is he, Wes?”
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“No,” Wesley said softly, and appreciating Daviditempt to make them smile.
The bottom of the hole came shortly thereafterthednorale of the group seemed to
mirror the surroundings.

“David, behind this door is the realm of the Cawabod forest. Humans have not
stepped through this door in over one thousandsyedou would be the first boy to do
so, if it had not been for Wesley's journey. | ea@he you to my home, and wish the
reason for your visit was a happier one,” Flin saiid she made her way up to the key-
hole. A small slither of white light began to reexthe glow of Flin’s body as she
hovered next to the wall.

“Thank you, Flin,” David replied. Flin grabbedetkey from around her neck and
put it in the lock. The boys turned to the waltlazaw it ignite with a white light. Two
large double doors appeared for a brief secondlardvanished slowly into nothing. A
large gap stood between the dank hole the boys staneling in and the home of the
Candlewood elves.

It was night time in the great forest and, aldmg path leading into the trees, there
were dozens of torches lighting the way. The stamaliar sense of mystery was held in
the branches before the boys. It was as if ever; every leaf, every inch of bark had a
story to tell of years come and gone. A slightwavind spiraled through the forest,
weaving between limbs and whispering to the leavidge hundreds and hundreds of
trees on either side created layers and layersamf@vs. Wesley looked over at David
and could tell that his friend was enchanted bystieer visual splendor that lay before
them.

“Wesley, do you remember the way?,” Flin askeanftoehind them.
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“It's a straight shot to the arena, right?”

“It sure is,” she affirmed, “I was told to takewto the king as soon as you
arrived. He is looking forward to seeing you agand | am sure he will be equally as
pleased to find David has come to defend the kingde well.” With that, the trio
started along the dirt path and headed into tles tasfew yards ahead. They walked with
a slight sense of urgency and Wesley was surptesédd that he felt the same kind of
discomfort and danger that he had the first timevakked along this path. Though he
now knew the eyes that gazed at him all those nsaagl, it felt like a different set of
eyes were watching from behind the trees and arttenghadows. He walked at the
front of the group aware of every leaf, stick, &mdnch that moved at his sides.

“This reminds me of this nature walk that | hadltomy first day in Cub Scouts.
The pack leader took us to this forest and we fowaltting sticks, and we went on a hike
through the woods. | was new to the pack so I'tiréially talk to anyone,” David turned
to whisper back at Flin; “Because Wesley’s paranescool and didn’'t make him join!”
He turned forward and continued. “And we were wajlkfor like three hours, stopped to
eat trail mix, and | didn’t know | was allergic p@anuts back then. So | was starving and
| must have had about seven or eight handfuls bdfstarted to realize that | wasn’t
feeling well, and | was swelling up around my askl&hen this kid, Billy, who was
sitting next to me told me | didn’t look too goahd | told him he was ugly too, and then
the pack leader saw me and freaked out. And tliesaked out and saw that | was
swelling up and my face got really big and puffed and | couldn’t breathe or walk, and
we were in the middle of the woods. So they engetaving to pick me up and carry

me back in, and give me an insulin shot,” Davidked!for a second without saying
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anything. “l didn’t go back to the pack after thathink | was only a Cub Scout for
about six hours.”

“That is an interesting story, David,” Flin saitvesley didn’'t seem to react to the
story. He was walking ahead seemingly unawareRhatd had even been talking.

“You OK, Wes?,” David asked his friend.

“| feel like someone is watching us,” Wesley saahestly.

“I have felt that as well,” Flin said, and made @y up to Wesley’s shoulder.
He stopped and David quickly huddled together whtm.

“Is there seriously something wrong?,” David askeedttle caught off-guard.

“There could be,” Flin said. “Wesley, | shouldl §ou that your presence here
has had a strange affect on the elves. While disemajority of them enjoyed your visit
and admired your respect of the king, others hateéaken it so kindly. Feelings of
jealousy and pride have turned some of our nuntbdise side of Dragor. | do not doubt
that his own power has had something to do withtuhe of their allegiance, but your
fame brings both ally and foe.” A stick snappedhia forest behind Wesley’s back. A
gust of wind stirred the leaves. The forest seetog dark. The air chilled and a
whisper teased the leaves on the ground. It tobkseconds for the group to realize that
they were not alone.

“Get under me,” Flin said urgently. David was abt ask “why”, when a
flaming orange ball was hurling through the treed advancing at the boys with deadly
speed. Strange cries erupted from the forest drthem. Shrieks and wails of anger
suffocated the small spell that the boys heard fidimabove them. Just as the boys

were closing their eyes and readying for the impéthe swirling orange sphere, a

176



sudden puff of air kicked up the dirt at their faatl a blue shield flashed around them
deflecting the threat back into the forest.

“It is an ambush, Wesley, run!!,” she shouted daavthem.

“We are not going to leave you,” Wesley screama&ckbas two more orange
balls of light came forth from the darkness arothrem. Flin shot an equally large blue
swirl of light at the first one and, on impact, tia orbs exploded in a mass of light.
The explosion acted as a powerful flare and Wegt#ya good look at one of the
creatures in the woods. His look was cut off bgy$kcond ball of orange energy heading
right for David. David ducked and Wesley realitedwas now in the flight path of the
ball. He jumped in the air and turned sideways)répg over and around the ball as it
floated beneath him.

“Wesley, your powers are not ready yet. You neespeak to the king or all is
lost!! Go now!! David, take him and run!!,” shelfered down at them.

“I think that’s our cue to leave, Wes. Come omdvid made a move to leave
when, the forest abruptly illuminated around therigurple, green and blue globes of
light. Streams of orange lightening raced throtightrees. A small battle had begun.

The boys didn’'t know what do. The presence of@hadlewood elves lit up the
area around the group a little bit more, but eveng was still a blur of shouts, screams,
and spells. David looked up just in time to saa I action. She violently thrust her
hands out to the side of her waist and David ceelelevery muscle in her body was
straining as she shouted, “Ellipse teen ra,” aet $hot her hands forward in the
direction of one of her foes. An intense blue tligittisoned out of her fingertips and

struck one of the dark minions that were advanomghe boys. Wesley and David were
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crouched down, ducking and flinching constantiyeDattle lasted only moments, and it
felt like it was only seconds. Three elves camenfout of the forest and one of them
was dragging the corpse of the fallen enemy thattdd bested.

“It is OK now,” the elf who was holding the corpsad. He approached Wesley
and David and dropped the leg of the minion behina “Well done, Flin. Are you
OK?,” he asked her.

“I'm fine. It was an ambush, | must have beetoleed when | went out to get
the boys.” She replied.

“It would have been a much larger more powerfolugrof minions if Dragor was
aware of the boy’s return. | think they were oalgcouting party that was lucky to find
Wesley unguarded,” one of the other elves replied.

“Well | wouldn’t say | was unguarded,” Wesley saidnking at Flin.

“l am Fredock,” the elf who was closest to the $egid, reaching his hand out to
shake Wesley’'s. “And just who might this be?”

“This is David. He has come to help as well,” \'égsffered.

“Well, any friend of Wesley's is certainly a fridrof ours. You have indeed
become quite the popular boy around our foresis daid that the king sees something
special in you. Your return and your friend’s @atiwill be a cause to celebrate.
Welcome, the both of you, and thank you for yolegaince,” Fredock said, shaking the
boy’s hands.

“We better get to the king as soon as possibley’ikterrupted. “l was told to

bring Wesley to him as soon as he got into thestdre
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“Let us make our way then; but first, Wesley, hvibelieve it would be best for
you to see what and who it is you will be up aggifsedock moved aside. There
before the boys was an elf that looked like it badn infected with some kind of plague.
While the three elves around them and all the alvéise forest that Wesley had met, had
a light green skin, and large yellow eyes, thidadked strikingly different. Its skin was
turned an awful grayish-white. The fingernailstba body were brown and yellow. The
creature was wearing a black sleeveless tunic enskin looked wrinkly and rotted.
Fredock bent down by the minions face.

“Look here,” he said, and lifted up the elf's agel From where the boys were
standing, they saw that the eyes had been turmagletely black. The veins on the
creature’s body were also black, and rose on thelikle vines snaked down a tree. The
body looked disgusting compared to Fredock.

“Their mindandtheir bodies are consumed by the evil inside thé&medock
said. “Make no mistake about it, boys. It is ¢k#t we are up against. It is evil that
threatens our borders, and it is evil that chakkehgour lives here moments ago.” The
boys were a little taken back by Fredock’s direanmer of speaking.

“On our way then,” Flin said trying to lift the mad, and began to head down the
path. The boys got up and followed her.

“You two, dispose of the body, then get back ®adhena quickly. I'll go with
them to the king. Good job tonight, my brotheis,édock praised the other two elves.
He turned and followed Wesley and David, keepimtpae eye on the surrounding

woods, in case of another attack.
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“What did Flin mean when she said you weregédy yet? She was treating
you like you were special cargo and like we areesgneat fighters,” David whispered to
Wesley. “They definitely seem to be the ones wieotle fighters with all those
lightning ball-things shooting out from their firge’

“I will have the king explain everything to youaldd. | am really looking
forward to seeing him again. He is very wise alghined a lot from him on my last
visit.”

“Hey that was a good dodge over that second orhath¢hat was coming at us. |
thought it was going to hit you there for a secbivid said, giving Wesley a little
shove. They walked on through the forest and Danddt on talking about the show
down in the woods and praising Flin for her dispdyighting abilities.

They reached the base of a large tree and loghkeal its branches, which held an
impressive tree-fort castle of sorts. Wesley detty remembered seeing it when he was
on the deck of his hut last time he was in thedoré\ pair of large double wooden doors
that were a darker shade than the actual barkedfdéle halted Flin and the boys.
Fredock stayed a distance away and talked with $etiasv elves about the ambush.
The doors to the king’s tree-fort finally openedlainpuzzled David a great deal to see an
aged elf pushing them open. What was of even mmmeern was the fact that there was
a crown above his head. It didn’t surprise Wesléjt.

“It sure is good to see you again,” Wesley saiahiog over to the wise king.

“Ahh, my boy. Wesley my boy, it fills me with dght to see you as well,” he
said, reaching up to shake his hand. Wesley reladtwn and they shook firmly. “And

so | must meet David now.” The king made his wagrdo David.
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“How did you know who | was?,” David wondered.

“Oh, I don’t know who you are just yet, but | dodw what you are called,” the
king cleverly replied.

“How do you know my name?,” David asked again.

“Well, the trees have a voice and | have ears.ak that simple. But never mind
that for now. | would like to welcome you, trulyelgome you, and thank you for your
involvement in our struggle.”

“Thank you, Mr. King sir, and you are welcome. dyast curious—I don’t want
to be rude—but why did you open the doors? Dkinigs have servants and stuff?.”
David asked shyly.

“Some kings have servants, yes. Some have friestisad of servants. My
people have me, not the other way around,” the &xpjained. David could do nothing
but smile.

“We were attacked on the path,” Flin said fromab®avid’s shoulder.

“l sent those guards to help as soon as | feltetbimg was wrong. | apologize if
they were not there on time and if your securityg Weeached. | trust Flin came in rather
handy and, ah, Wesley, may | be so bold as tofagluijoined in the fray?,” the king
asked.

“l wasn’t sure what to do, and | didn’t have angter, and there seemed to be so
many,” Wesley said feeling a little embarrassed.

“I think it is best that we get started right awtaymake sure that doesn’t happen
again, what do you think my boy?” The king’s preed.

“Get started with what?,” David asked.

181



“He doesn’'t know about the magic and the colo stnff,” Wesley clarified.

“Well we better start with him then,” the king damotioning for the boys to
follow him inside. Before following the king, Wesl looked back to see if Flin was
coming in.

“Have your time with the King now, Wesley. | wile waiting out here when you
are done,” she said before he spoke up.

“l just wanted to thank you,” Wesley told her.

“You're welcome, Wes. Listen well to everything has to say. He will help
you out tremendously,” she added.

“I'will,” Wesley answered, as he turned towards King’'s chamber.

“And, Wesley,” Flin stopped him, “Good luck.” Weg gave her a nod and
continued on to his training lesson with David &éimel king. At the back of the tree he
found a large spiral staircase leading up intohilgber parts of the trunk, and further into
the king’s castle. He trailed behind his two fdenust enough so that he was walking up
the stairs alone. His separation from David amdking made him feel a little uneasy
and he hurried up the stairs as fast as he cflgr getting to the top, Wesley found
himself at the entrance to a room that numbed ieg&. A beautiful dome-shaped
ceiling was high above their heads. The insidineftree trunk had been hollowed out
except for a long central shaft in the center efribom that reached from the ground to
the top of the ceiling. Carved out in the cenfethe shaft was a simple half oval-shape
that provided a chair of sorts. Above the smalt aea wrapped around the tree were the
words, “Ta leen treeth”. Translated from Candled,abmeant, “| am third.” The chair

served as the throne for the ruler of the Candlelnedees. It suited the wise,
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undemanding, king perfectly. The rest of the ragjawed with streaks of pale light that
broke in through the ceiling windows. There seemoeoe a kind of intangible mist or
gentle smoke present in the room. It was a maggmfiplace to be in, and it warmed
Wesley and David’s hearts like they were coming éafter being gone for a long time.

“Wesley, | will be with you in just a moment, mgya | think it is best that |
speak with David first,” the king spoke up fromfiont of the throne.

“That’s fine. I'll just wait over here,” Wesley péed.

“Have a seat here boy,” the king said to David.

“Here?,” David pointed to the throne.

“It is the only seat in this room,” the king hidte

“But it is your throne?,” David said respectfully.

“It is also just a chair. And | will be a whilalking, so it is best you sit down for
it,” the king answered, motioning for his guessib David complied. The king stood in
front of David and went on to tell him about thetbry of Candlewood Forest, Dragor’s
brutality and, most importantly, about the magicslgg had witnessed on his first visit.
Though David did not receive the same spectaculawvsthe feast, or the raging dance
afterwards, he certainly felt moved by the kingdeasch; and he was anxious to discover
the real magic of something as simple as water.

The king’s voice came over to Wesley across thencand Wesley looked to
find his old friend motioning him to join them. &ting across the room, a slight
movement from the ceiling forced him to look upe ¥Wasn’t sure exactly what he saw,

or if he had seen any kind of movement at all.hBes it was just the uneasiness of the
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ambush before that had played tricks on his effsscontinued over to David and the
king and was met with smiles from both of them.

“This is incredible,” David said, approaching Weshnd putting an arm over his
shoulder.

“And you haven’t even seen anything yet!,” Wesdayd back to him.

“What color are you? Have you tried it yet? Gan do that stuff that Flin and
the people in the woods can do, huh, Wes?,” Dawas @early excited. Wesley took the
guestion with some hesitancy. He was unsure gbdwger and how it would be
perceived.

“The time before us will serve as a training pénehere you, David, and you,
Wesley, will learn to harness and utilize your posv® their utmost potential. Consider
this time carefully, absorb everything you see hedr, and, most importantly...feel. |
have asked two of our warriors to help in thisrtirag. Listen to them and learn from
them,” the king said seated on the throne.

An elfin warrior came from behind the throne. Ciadrmor intricately engraved
with leaves and trees, Naydeen looked several s@diler than the tallest elf Wesley had
seen in the forest.

“This is Naydeen,” the king said. There was a moned silence and then David
asked:

“But then, well, where is other one?”

“He is behind you,” the king said. The boys tur@edund just in time to see a
creature jump down from the ceiling, close to whafesley had thought he saw

something move.
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“How long has he been there?,” David asked.

“I have been with you the whole time,” the Elfin ster answered.

“Dante is a Sire,” the king divulged.

“What is that?,” Wesley asked, admiring his dispdgtealth.

“A sire’s art form is that of concealment. We ahased by shadows, and move
as the wind blows.”

“Where do | sign up fothat class?,” David said amazed.

“There will be many classes all put into one. #a next few hours, we shall
begin to unveil the great power that you two holgour hearts. Do not be afraid to lose
yourself, do not be afraid to let go, or of the mown. The battle that lies ahead require
much of you boys,” the king said, a look of deteration on his face. “Are you ready?,”
he asked. The boys nodded.

“Then we begin.” Without any sign of warning, tkiag threw his hand out
towards the ground and a soft blast of green enexgloded from under his feet. It
knocked the boys back several feet, but didn’t seedisturb Naydeen or Dante.
Instead, Naydeen took a step towards the Kings aitl unsheathed a sword from his
back. Dante somersaulted through the air and goine king’s other side.

David had landed on his feet while Wesley had bhewmtked down, but was
unharmed.

“Our first lesson of the day will be defense,” tirg announced from his chair.
He rose to his feet and motioned for the boys toecloser. Wesley and David obeyed,

though they were still stunned by the quicknesthefElfin king.
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“An attack can come from anywhere at any time. st important thing for a
good defense is to always to ready.” Naydeen @éxgdia

“No offense here, Mr. Naydeen; but, even if | knrgmething like that was
coming, | would not have a way to block it like yguys did,” David retorted.

“The counter to a spell is simple. It involvesagnizing the attack coming and
seeing through it. In other words, it does notenvbe a physical deflection, or dodging
an attack. A true master of defense has many wiaggoiding harm. One is absorption.
If we can identify an attack coming and estimatadamount of force it is projecting, we
can use our own force to overcome that energy kevelabsorb the attack,” the king
answered. Dante had moved across the room aod stady.

“For example, watch how Dante absorbs this spheaitack.” The king tucked
his hands to the side by his hips and a shardesrgpower appeared between his hands.
He clenched his fingers and the shard burst ifitanaing ball. He launched it at Dante,
who waited and watched the ball coming at him wittredible speed. It hurtled through
the air spitting green flames behind it. Dantsedihis hand and a small purple glow
appeared at the end of it. The king’s attack ldo&e though it was going to send Dante
through the wall but, instead, it met Dante’s hand, in a flash, there was nothing but a
patch of purple smoke coming from his hand.

“Wow!!! Wooow. Holy C-jeeese!!”

“That was awesome!!,” David roared from acrossttitene.

“Haha, thank you,” Dante said humbly. “It is sohiag that the two of you are

more than capable of.”
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“Before we have you try, boys, there is somethiag poth need to understand,”
the king stepped in.

“Does it have to do with the fact that there isariy water around?,” Wesley
asked.

“Hahaha, | am surprised this wasn’'t asked earfier ¢he ambush!,” the king
said. “Our bodies, just like human bodies, are engg of 80% water. This simple
quality is, of course, an incredibly important aspef our training, and of your ability to
use the magic inside. Just like intense physic@ity during sports, when using this
magic, you will become fatigued, dehydrated, amdtyh This is something you must
always be aware of. Endurance is a vital partattiés, and the one that lies ahead will
not be an exception.”

“You are saying we don’t need water to use thisio®gfyDavid beckoned.

“Correct. If you use water that is outside of ybody, you will obviously not use
up your own supply, and will then not be as fatmytie

“This is the coolest thing in the whole world!,” {id said. “You mean right now
| can shoot attacks at those dark elves if theevhere?”

“Let us get back to defense; offensive maneuvellscaime later,” Naydeen said.
“Wesley and David, go join Dante over there.” Tuys walked over to where Dante
was standing and placed themselves directly behagowerful sire.

“Hahaha, come out from behind him. Don’t be freymtd boys. We are not
going to give you anything that you can’t handzante will be right there to help if
anything goes wrong,” the king said.

“David, why don’t you go first,” Naydeen suggested.
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“Oh, right. Sure, yeah | can go.”

“Step out here in front of me. | want you to waldaydeen’s attack coming at
you. The only thing you need to do is picturettireat disappearing into your hand.
Rely on your heart, and the magic that is storsalenyou, my tall friend. Do not fear
what is about to happen. Accept the danger commidefeat it.”

“Does this mean | will figure out what color | ahBavid said nervous but
excited.

“It sure does,” the King assured.

“Are you ready, boy?,” Naydeen asked from acrosgttom.

“Ohh, yeah.” David said, unsure. He watched agddan slowly moved his
sword around his head. The warrior brought higdlsmoothly in front of his chest, then
circled it back across the right side of his bote quickly stabbed the sword through
the air at the completion of the circular movenmemd a current of blue energy surged at
David. David’'s eyes widened and he raised his ltawdrds the oncoming beam. He
thought about the attack, about what Naydeen had ttbosend it over, and, before he
knew it, it was on top of him. A flash of purplalged in front of him and the threat was
extinguished.

“Hal!l Hahaha! 1didit! | can't believe it! lidn't even feel anything or even try
really, it just happened,” David announced to theug.

“That is because Dante stopped it,” Wesley toldftesnd.

“Oh...Oh right. Wait | didn’t do anything?,” Davidsked looking over at Dante.
The sire was just putting his hand down to his,sadeatch of purple smoke rising from

it.
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“I am afraid not, friend. But you stood your grauand that counts for
something. Be proud.”

“Ah, poooop. Why don’t you give it a try, WesleyBDavid said. Wesley
gathered up some courage and stepped in frontimeDadle saw how Dante had saved
David and realized that there was no real dangethizt was happening. His fear was
only about his own ability.

Naydeen sheathed his sword this time and, insgtadd with his feet spread
apart. His left hand was extended out towards ®yesmhd his right hand was turned up,
and cupped in the shape of a “U.” It rested dowib hip.

“Are you ready?,” he said to Wesley. Wesley ordgded in reply. A flicker of
blue light appeared on top of Naydeen’s cupped hdtingluickly burst into a flame and,
just as that happened; he sent it whirling tow&ktsley. The same stream of blue
energy approached Wesley as it had David. Westeddirm and felt no real fear. He
saw the attack coming towards him and clenchedidigsat his side. He raised one of
them back above his head and spread his feet.ré8kécould react, the blue bolt was on
top of him. It struck him in the chest and sem o the ground. He went numb all over
for a few seconds.

“What was that!!?,” David said to Dante, confused@why he didn’t save his
friend.

“l sensed no fear in him, so | was certain he wasgto react. | felt an
incredible potential in him. | am sorry, Wesldytruly thought you were going to do just

fine,” Dante apologized bending down and helping hp.
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“Its OK. I'm fine, really. | just went numb atbver for a seconds. It didn’t hurt
at all,” Wesley said as he rose to his feet. “Thaou for not making those attacks
painful, Naydeen.”

“Of course,” Naydeen replied.

“Let me try it again,” David said, surprising theembers of the room. He stood
in front of Dante and Wesley and motioned for Nagd& go ahead. “Give me the same
thing you gave him.” Naydeen readied himself ia éixact same way he had on the
previous attack.

“Faleeen tear,” Naydeen whispered and launchedttbam of blue lightening at
David. This time, the stream got only half thetaise. David quickly brought his hands
together and then shot them towards the approachimgnt. A brilliant purple energy
blast shot forth from his hands and struck Naydeéhie stream head-on. The two
forces didn’t disappear though; instead, Davidasbtontinued past the collision point
and moved on towards the king and Naydeen. Thegdgimckly raised a hand and
silenced the purple mass.

“OHHHHH!!I YEA!II HAHAHAHA!" David jumped in the air and raised his
hands above his head. “You didn’t do that, thmsetidid you, Dante?!!”

“I certainly did not. Well done!”

“Most impressive, young David,” Naydeen applaudednifthe king’s side.

“I'm purple just like you, Dante. | can even beige. Oh, can’t you train me to
be like that too?,” David proposed to Dante.

“The art of a sire requires years of training.m pleased to see you are a creature

of passion though, my friend. | am glad to shaet with you,” Dante replied.
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“Wesley, it is your turn again,” The king declared.

“OK.”

“What made you hold back last time?,” the king akke

“Oh...um. I don’t know,” Wesley said, his head dowhhe king stared hard at
the young boy across from him.

“It is time, my boy,” Wesley gave David a high fiaad smiled at him. He was
thrilled and excited for his friend. He stood awaym Dante and David and readied
himself.

“Are you ready?,” Naydeen said from across theroo

“Yes.” Wesley stared at the ground and waited agdden began to cast his
spell. He thought hard of the white lightning leellseen come from his finger months
ago. He tried to remember what it felt like in bsdy to produce such a reaction. He
thought of his hands and his arms and how theydvioudve and, then, for some strange
reason that he was not expecting, he thought ahbis laughing. Inside his chest, he
could almost hear the faint laugh. Naydeen’s &tte&s on its way while Wesley quieted
any other noise except that sweet sound insidedag. His fists curled tightly at his
side. He looked up, took a deep breath, and thrstthis hands down at his side. A
magnificent white fire engulfed his hands! Itdp his entire body and several feet
around him. He saw the blue lightning and focuseds power. In an instant, he
pushed his hands forward in front of his chest@oltided them with the blue energy.
His hands went numb for a split second and therag over.

The rest of the room remained completely still. Sligg was a little bit out of

breath and he stood there panting, as smoke satthedhd his body.
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“My king,” Naydeen said. “Is this real? Is thiarhan child the one who contains
the white magic capable of destroying Dragor?”

“It has seemed that way since the moment | met’Hime, great king replied with
a little smile on his face.

“HAHAHAHAHA. WOOOOOHOOOQO!!!,” David screamed. Heaimped over
towards Wesley and then ran the last few stepsstsitie. “I... that was incredible. You
are a hero!!!,” David praised.

“I'm just thirsty,” Wesley said back to him.

“So the legend is true.” Dante began walking talsghe King and Naydeen.
The white magic does exist. It will be a true hotwofight by your side, young Wesley.
And yours as well, David.”

“Dragor isn’t going to know what hit him. Litergl' Naydeen added. The king
didn’t say anything else; he only smiled at Wediks he had known all along the great
power he held within.

“We must now teach you how to harness your powdosweapons, not just a
means of defense,” Dante said.

“Before we do that, Dante, Naydeen | would likeask the four of you to keep
this discovery secret. It would be wise to keap kmowledge to ourselves. Dragor’'s
spies are ever-deceptive, and | would hate for vebttlis advantage to reach Dragor too
soon.”

“Ah, yes, very well, my king,” Dante said, as Nagdenodded in agreement.

“I don’t even know anyone here your majesty, soudldn’t tell anyone even if |

wanted too,” David said.
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“I was hoping that | could share this with Flindid Wesley. She is my friend
and | think she deserves to know.”

“Oh, I don’t think you will find too much surpriga her,” said the king with a
smile.

“Truly remarkable,” Naydeen added one last time.

“Let us continue. | thank you for your secrecy mgnds.”

The next five or six hours was spent entirelyearhing, subtle-but-powerful
attacks that could be used effectively in the baitiead. The boys learned the ways of
Candlewood magic. They listened with a sharpwatched with attentive eyes, and
learned with open minds. Their hearts beat stsoimglheir chest as they saw their
abilities grow. A whole arsenal of attacks andedsfve maneuvers were passed from the
warriors and the king to the boys. But, withowtcaubt, the most incredible realization of
the day was the knowledge of the great white mpggsent in Candlewood Forest once

again...

The day had proven to be something far more spaethmore wonderful than
anything Wesley or David could have hoped for. yitadt like men as they exited the
king's castle. The very pulse in their body seeneebleat harder, and even their hands
and feet felt more capable. Though there weresaahd pains all over, Wesley and
David were far from being exhausted. The new slatld talents that they had acquired
over the previous hours settled well into their dsimnd, when they entered the forest
floor, they couldn’t wait to tell Flin what had hagned.

“How did it go boys?,” Flin said as she flew ovemeet them.
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“Oh my gosh, it was so cool! We learned how toattireballs, and block them,
and how to see an attack coming!,” David explained.

“How did you like it, Wes. Did you learn much?”

“It was incredible. Naydeen and Dante and thegkdre really good teachers,” he
said back to Flin.

“Well, I will be excited to see what you have Iead put to use,” she said to both
of them.

“What are we doing now?,” David asked. “Is thangy more training?”

“l am afraid the time for training is at end Davibitrust that you have learned a
great deal and the only thing that is requiredaf onight is rest. The king will give a
speech tonight in the arena to all those in thediothat are loyal to Candlewood. | am
sure Dragor will summon his army under one roofgbhas well.” She turned and
guided the boys to a set of tree stumps that weed as benches. Once they took a seat,
she continued.

“The ambush earlier today is a good sign that Dragaware of your presence in
the forest. Tomorrow there will be a battle thatides the fate of our home. | know that
this has already been explained to you, but pertrags is still something you do not
know.” Flin hovered for a second and then smilettha boys. “As you know, no human
has ever set foot inside this forest for over aifamd years before Wesley came. The
fact that two of you have come to help us meanzatgleal to our people. You are
heroes boys. Whether victorious tomorrow or noty poth will be remembered here

forever. This also means that Dragor will be lmnattacking you both. | know | need
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not remind you of his capabilities and his powBut | should warn you that your
presence in this fight will not go unnoticed by éoes.”

“Are you scared?,” Wesley asked his fairy friend.

“l am anxious to know what the outcome will bell & what | love and cherish
is at risk in this battle. 1 am scared that thoss/ be taken from me.”

“l am scared,” David said. “I am not a warriorlin gently glided down to his
David's face. Her warm glow felt like a candle bing close.

“A warrior is not decided by the amount of batttesor she has been a part of. A
warrior is born from within. You are just as mugkvarrior as |, or Naydeen, or Dante.
Have faith in yourself, David.”

“l am afraid of Dragor,” Wesley said taking in eep breath.

“And he is afraid of you,” Flin replied. She sdtigh a way made Wesley believe
it. David looked over at him and Wesley’s eyes$tiethe ground.

“The meeting will begin in just a few minutes tim&/hy don’t you two go up to
your rooms and rest a bit beforehand? | will nyeet at the king’s balcony. Wesley
knows where it is.

The boys nodded and made their way over to tleehioeise that Wesley had
stayed in last time. At the base of the tree, ¢ves that looked familiar to Wesley were
waiting.

“Good to see you again,” one of them said as tyes lgot closer.

“We have prepared the room for two this timeml sorry if it is a bit snug in

there. You humans are just so big,” the othersme.
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“Oh that will be more than all right,” Wesley regd. “What are your names. |
didn’t get a chance to thank you last time.”

“l am Toby and this is Maxy,” Toby said.

“Will you guys be fighting in the battle tomorrofwPavid asked.

“We all will be fighting,” Maxy said. “Though nall of us are capable in the
ways of magic, there are other ways to fight,” &l s he raised his fists in front of his
hands. Wesley and David smiled at the small creataetermination.

“We are grateful to have you humans down here wgth Dragor will surely be
wary of your participation against him. You ardlbweery brave for doing such a thing,”
Toby added.

“Thanks,” they replied in unison.

“Well you had best get cleaned up before the mgdtinight. It is only a short
time away and | am sure you are tired from youning,” Maxy offered.

“Thank you again for your hospitality,” Wesley d&o the elves. The boys
hopped on the rope ladder behind Maxy and Tobycéimbed to the hut at the top.
They entered the room and, there before them, wadnaost comical arrangement of
furniture. Just as last time, two chairs had jmeshed together to form a bench, only
now there was another set. The table was raisesg\sral books under each leg, and
four beds were pushed together in pairs to formligger beds. The simple work was
all that was necessary and it greatly reflectedcethies’ mentality and respect for
simplicity.

David went and hopped on the bed and Wesley walkedto the table and took

a seat.
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“Pretty incredible, huh?,” Wesley said to his ffite

“This is the coolest place | have ever been tmynlife. | think it's the coolest
place | willeverbe actually.” He let his eyes wander around dwar until he spotted a
small token on the stand beside his bed. “Whttis®” Wesley had noticed it on the
way in, but hadn’t said anything.

“It is a gift from the fairies and the elves,” Weganswered as he pulled out the
necklace from his pocket. “They gave me one iast 1 was here.”

“It's so perfect for some reason. | don't knowwybut I like it so much.” David
held up the necklace and then looked over at Weslé&yhey were identical. The boys
strapped them on around their necks and fidgeté&dtiwe trinkets.

“How did you never tell me of this place?,” Dawadked.

“I knew | would return. And | knew that if | digou would be coming also. |
wanted everything to be as fresh and new to yaouveas for me. There is nothing worse
than going somewhere and having someone alreadyitdpptelling you what they saw.
You know?,” Wesley replied.

“Well | appreciate it. But, | mean, how did yaisf not explode inside to tell
me?,” David shrugged.

“It was pretty hard,” Wesley said, laughing aditt He turned and brought his
attention to the small meal that was waiting fa boys on the table. There was a simple
pitcher of water and a small bowl full of fropplakes. “Come over here, David. You
have to try these cakes.” David popped off the dosdlsat across from Wesley.

“What are they?”

“They are fropple cakes.”
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“What the heck is a bobble cake?”

“No, haha, no no. A&-R-O-P-P-L-Ecake.”

“OK well, what is that?,” David pleaded.

“It's this kind of fruit that grows here; it is ¢hmost delicious food ever. You
have to try it. They have whole feasts made jushfthis stuff.” The boys poured some
water, which was much needed after the intenseitigai and tore through the delectable
snhacks. When the small meal was finished, Weshktyig and walked out to the balcony.
David joined him a moment later.

“I saw Dragor over there,” Wesley said, pointingeoto the path leading out of
the forest. “Last time | was here. It was in therning and | saw his eyes.” David was
silent, and then Wesley fell silent as well. “Davithink | blacked out just by looking at
him. |looked into his eyes and felt this helpléssling of despair, and just darkness, |
don’t know.” Wesley stopped talking again and ¢hbis head. “I'm scared of him.”

“I don’t think | know much about any of this magtuff yet. But, Wes—you
want to know something? Some of the things younhde we were training today, |
mean, you even had me scared. | could tell byables on their faces you have
something that none of them have ever seen. kiragor is going to be even more
scared of you than you are of him. | think you laeee for a reason,” David replied.
Wesley took a deep breath in and looked over dtrileisd.

“Are you scared?,” he asked.

“Well, you know me. When | get scared | just bi@bbAnd I'm not babbling, am

I?” Wesley laughed at the comment. David smiledvall.

198



“Let’s head down there since it would be rude éddie,” Wesley suggested.
They turned to head back through the tree hut vieand stopped them.

“Wes, we are going to be OK tomorrow. | don’t knwhy | feel that way, and |
mean, | am scared, but only because of what isggoitmappen not because of the
outcome.”

“Let’s just look out for each other, OK?” Weslegid back.

“OK,” David said, and they made their way to thegks balcony.

The arena was filled with more elves than Westageambered seeing last time at
the tournament. He and David entered through thi@ aioors, and among a stir of
whispers and glares, they found their way to therloang that looked over the floor. The
ceremony started, as though it had been waitinghfgr arrival. The king was seated on
his throne and, when the boys entered at the bidtledalcony, a small head and crown
popped out of the left side from the chair.

“Hello, boys!,” the king shouted. Wesley smilaaaDavid said hello. “Come
right this way, right up to me, each of you on erthide, if you will,” he put in. The boys
followed his request and looked out over the huasliaf creatures below. Their deep
yellow eyes were a bit overwhelming.

“Wow,” David blurted. The king smiled over atmi

“They are saying the same thing, my boy,” the kifaspered to him. He leaned
back in his seat, took a deep breath, stood upwaiticed over to the railing of the over-
hang. “My friends,” the king began, waiting foetbrowd to quiet. It took only seconds,
reflecting the deep love and respect that the greatof the forest had for their leader.

“We have known of this meeting and of this battleduite some time. The great threat
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of Dragor is not a mystery to any one of us. Timetis upon on us when we must make
a stand for our forest, for our home, and for oaywf life. Dragor is a creature of
greed, of hate, and of power. He is devoid of @alA being that pursues destruction. A
being that desires conquest and domination. His aye fixed are Candlewood. His
fists are clenched for battle, and his minionsaameed for war.” The audience buzzed
with fear. The king put his hand up and steereddlcus back to his words. “These are
things you already know. Do not fear them more fnost because they have been said
out loud.” This seemed to quell the noise almostantly and it made a great deal of
sense to the boys. The king’s speech, thus fdrgbtten them nervous as well. “For
many nights before this one, | have thought abddtwo say to you now. | have come
to realize that it matters very little what | sagré tonight, and perhaps it does not matter
at all. Tomorrow during the battle, these wordl mot be running through your mind:
instinct, reaction, and courage will be the stratgefluences in your head. So | must
say something that will remain in your hearts.”eTing stopped for a moment and
lowered his head. Tears pooled in his eyes, andltdihands trembled on the railing. “I
want to tell you all...that...I love you. That you any friends. You are my children,
my flock. | cannot promise that you will all litkrough tomorrow’s battle.” A tear
rolled down his wrinkly cheek. Wesley felt likeremling him, but he stayed back with a
heaviness on his chest. “But...l...can promise thuitl ifight. His head rose up from

his chest. His hands gripped the rail. “I wiitit,” he said again. “I will fight!!!,” he
screamed this time. “I WILL FIGHT!!!,” he cheeraahd his hands ignited in green
flame. The audience roared with life.

“I will fight!,” came a voice from below.
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“I WILL FIGHT!!!,” the king screamed again.

“I' will fight!!,” Wesley shouted. The arena ergpt with shouting and screaming.
The members of the forest hollered into the niglytdedging their allegiance to defend
their home. Men, women, and children alike exptbitea chorus of prideful cheers.
Behind the boys, Naydeen, Dante and several o#wardted warriors shouted their
allegiance as well. Their hands ignited in blueen, and purple. Below they saw
several of the elves float green, blue, and purdbs above their hands. Some were
punching their flame-engulfed hands in the air. sl looked over and saw David
smiling, his hands bursting into purple flamesehBd him, Dante saw that Wesley was
not displaying his colors. He nudged Naydeen &aed flicked a finger in Wesley’s
direction. A small purple and white flame advantmdards Wesley’'s back. Without
turning around, the boy raised his right hand beiimn and caught the small flame in
his hand with a burst of white light. Naydeen &ahte smiled in approval.

“LET US FIGHT!!” The king continued his inspiringpeech. For a few
moments, it seemed a reasonable concern thatdbedyof the human world might be
vibrating from the noise. Perhaps even some ofj@ta spies were keen to the rally and
to the great noise erupting from the forest. ThegKaised his hand up after awhile and
the roar died down.

“l want to close tonight’s meeting by thanking yallfor your support and for
your friendship. You are all very brave and | aroyal of you no matter the outcome. |
am sure that Dragor will be tested, and, hopefodigted, tomorrow in the forest. My
hope is that we make a stand worthy of our historjave real confidence in all of our

abilities.” He paused. “And, finally, there aveat other people here tonight that | would
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like for all of you to join me in thanking. Withstnow and fighting beside us tomorrow
are two boys—young men, really—whose fight thisat. They have trained well and
are risking much in an effort to defend a home thabt theirs. There is no way to thank
them enough for this help. But please join me nmoapplauding young Wesley and his
friend David! Heroes from the human world!"” Theowd erupted once more. A
scattered bunch of the elves below set off smakkigy blue, and purple flares in the arena
in honor of the boys. David and Wesley took a $teyward and waved at the crowd with
humility. When the applause died down eventualig, king turned back to address his
people one last time.

“Rest tonight, my friends. Dream of far away @aaevith fropple cakes and
fropple juice. Hold your children close as youkdicem into their beds, and remember
well the courageous friends you saw here tonidfaur combined courage will serve you
all tomorrow and it will deal to Dragor a swift bloof defeat! Thank you for your
attention, your loyalty, and your love. Good nighthe king stepped back from the
balcony and dismissed the crowd. He turned ba¢&de the boys and they noticed
youth and excitement on his face. “That went Wk said, as he hobbled towards his
throne with a gentle smile on his face. He tocleat and then addressed the boys and
the council of warriors and sires behind him. Wg¢sDavid, and the others put their
backs to the railing the king had delivered hisegipefrom and listened intently to the
king speak.

“What | have said to them tonight | echo to alyoti now. Only | ask something
more of you twelve. | would ask that you look atteose who are less capable than

yourselves. Battles are not only about attackimgj striking down your foe. They are
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also very much about strategy and protecting tlosend you to conserve your numbers.
Your talents and your abilities are great. We wélstrong tomorrow in the forest and |
believe Dragor’s time here is at an end. Concéntra what's in your hearts, the
strengths of your individual spirits, and on eatfeo. When you are not on watch, sleep
well my friends, and good luck.” The group beganlisband when the king added one
more thing: “Oh and please...drink lots of water gini,” he said with a laugh, joining
the group in exiting the arena.

David and Wesley had one final word with the kamgl then headed up to their
room. It had been a long night and, after beingemoup by Flin, it felt like they had
been up for days. The strange time system ofltles dnad them disoriented. Sleep was
on their eyes, and their bodies begged for rekeyTeach hit their pillows with a thump
and a sigh, and drifted to dream within seconds.

Outside their window and across the forest a fisgdd in the night. Set back in
the swampy area of the woods, the sound of staapisg metal hummed through the
trees. Dark creatures sharpened daggers, axddades and lent their ears to the black
Demon of the swamp. Dragor’s words vomited frosithuth, like flames, “Chalem
sent prontos.”

Kill them all...

This morning did not feel like any morning the bapuld remember. A simple
breakfast had been placed on the table, which Daaglexceedingly excited to find. He
hopped out of bed and made his way over to thepfeojice, fropple pancakes, and

fropple bread. Separate from the orange delicamedke table were two full pitchers of
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water. Wesley was without his normal appetitenalin’t taken long at all for his mind to
begin to worry. In fact, almost the minute hisains ended, and his eyes had opened,
the coming fray crowded his thoughts.

“C’mon, Wes, you gotta eat or you are going tditexl during the fight,” David
warned.

“l just can’t eat right now.”

“Just have some of this bread, at least sometK®,” Wesley sat down across
from him and began nibbling on the top piece ofldreWith his mouth full of pancakes,
David tried to explain how glad he was that theeswore for him.

“Oh, imf you downt mind. I'm gomma eat up,” Hembied. Wesley smiled and
raised his eyebrows. He reached over for the @itohwater. It seemed like the only
thing on the table that he actually desired. iHped the huge pitcher up to his lips and
gulped down almost three-quarters of the water.

“l guess you're just thirsty,” David said, his nibdinally clear of food.

“You better drink up too,” Wesley replied. Daviddded and drank a large
guantity of the water as well. He was just stoggmbreath for air when a great horn
sounded in the forest. A second later, anothest lolame from a higher-pitched
instrument, and, in the next second, Flin dashdbim the balcony and fluttered above
the boys’ heads.

“Boys! Boys! The battle, it has begun! Dragarigions have taken out our
perimeter scouts. You need to hurry! Quick! Quards spotted them forming ranks at
the field.” Flin seemed rather hysterical and &dwa the boys nervous. They jumped up

from their chairs and got dressed quickly, as &arted out the balcony to summon more
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troops. In only seconds, the boys were descentmgope ladder and running alongside
hundreds of others on the path leading away fravillage center. Several more green
and purple fairies were floating above the elvesdiseand Flin was by the boys’ side
once more.

“Where are we going?,” Wesley shouted up to her.

“The clearing up ahead. It is the patch of fothat separates Candlewood from
Dragor’s realm. They darted along the path andutin the trees until, after several
moments of running at a hurried pace, they fouedelves joined together with the
same group of elves from the night before. Thé&samere being formed, and the elves
were getting ready for battle.

Looking out over the heads of the small elves Jitwes saw an almost perfectly
square clearing that was at least100 square yaBdsdered by thick trees was a light
green grass field. Inthe center was a largesttate resting up against a smaller boulder.
Above them the ceiling was covered with a beaukiotl of lvy that held within its
tangles several of the glowing spheres that lithgpforest around Candlewood, these
seemed to grow more and more rare the closer tbgdotagor’'s domain. Looking across
the field, Wesley and David could see black shadowle spaces between the trees. It
was curiously dark and looked icy cold.

“Come this way,” Flin beckoned the boys, and thede their way around the
gathering of elves at the edge of the forest. Guward towers were positioned on each
side of the small army, and two elves watched ttems of the enemy across from them
closely. Two horns were attached to the side etohvers, and it was those horns that

Wesley and David had heard earlier.
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Flin lead them underneath the tower on the lel¢ sivhere they were met by the
king and the ten members of the council. It cdaddseen on the faces of the others that
the time to defend—and take—Ilives was at hanen Ehe king looked serious and
combat-ready. It shocked the boys to see thatdbakge to calm once they arrived. It
gave them the impression that a great deal of itapoe was going to be based on their
actions.

“Good to see you, boys,” the king said with a emitl am also pleased to see you
wearing the symbol of Candlewood around your nedksity is quite simply one of the
most important requirements of a well-fought bati®ith that symbol around your neck,
| am sure you will inspire those around you. Itamly inspires me.” The other
members of the council nodded and seemed very gmld wearing identical pendants.
Wesley and David looked down at the noble creatbeésre them and were
overwhelmed with determination. “Boys, | woulddiko thank you both one last time for
your help,” the king said sincerely.

“We will do our best,” Wesley said, followed byad, of agreement from David.

“As | said last night,” the king began to addrdssm all, “protecting those around
you is as important as killing the enemy. We figigether for each other, not separate
and for ourselves. Make no mistake about it—yeufee most important weapons
Candlewood has! Let your ferocity be felt!,” thi@dx proclaimed to his council of
warriors. He gave one hard look around at all veelf the warriors before him, when a
shrill horn sounded across the clearing. All &gdiént.

The battle was upon them.
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The king made his way out to the front of his de@nd stood on a small stump
that served as a perfect natural podium. In fadithe base was a curious box with a
handle coming out of the top. Just as the king atemit to speak, the edge of the
clearing across from the elves began to ignite smtiall fires. Some were grey; some
were orange and red. A strange blackness creptantthe trees. It hushed the lights
above them and spread towards the peaceful Candteeloes. The power of Dragor
was prepared.

“Friends, do not fear what is about to happeamIhere with you. And so is a
great source of magic that can silence the masblkeiof things. This magic is in you,”
the king announced loudly over the quieted crovnd, laoked deeply into Wesley's eyes.

The beloved king closed his eyes for a moment whgtdenly, two small
shadow-like darts flashed through the air, baretyceable. There was a slight thud on
the tower floor above them and, when Wesley loakest, he saw the guard in the other
tower sitting down, his chin slumped against hissth

“Here they come,” Wesley whispered to himself &alid. At that, a swarm of
dark elves rushed out of the forest and into tkarahg opposite them. They maneuvered
through the grass like gorillas. Dirt and bladégrass tossed up behind them as their
hands and feet slashed into the ground at a dead. spheir hands ignited in orange,
red, and grey flames. They shot attacks at theseand in back of the king, all of which
were disarmed by blue, green, and purple boltg@f fThe chaos momentarily calmed
when, from the front of the army the king’'s voi@e one last time.

“Though we are only the tiniest part of a greated much more powerful life

force...the smallest of all things...can change thes®mof tomorrow.” And, with that,
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he jumped onto the ground and slammed the handlediox down onto its base. In an
instant, dozens of small bursts of water shot amfthe ground ahead of the front line.
The elves standing behind it shot their hands fodvaad ignited the swirls of water in
colored fire and sent them racing through the tain@ charging enemy. A few of the
elves’ electric balls were dodged, but a good ntantheir intended targets, and some
enemy combatants began to fall.

Next, a swarm of fairies advanced out into tharme and, in pairs, began
attacking Dragor’'s army. David and Wesley saw sofrtbe small lights fall under the
blow of an orange and red blast of fire that strilekm.

“Let us fight for Candlewood!,” Naydeen said, e touncil members ran into
the clearing and struck down several enemies. fiopted the remaining elves to
charge, and soon the grass field was engulfedspeatacle that all the books Wesley had
read up to that day, could not compare with. Ewdere balls of light, and colored fire—
—blue, orange, purple, green, red, and grey—waliagthrough the air. Some
ricocheted into the forest and exploded on trehgre were striking the ceiling. Wesley
looked anxiously for Flin, and for the King. HeasBante and his sires performing
incredible acrobatic stunts, flipping and twistihgough the air, then vanishing in the
grass. Dragor’s minions were falling left and tighth only few casualties for
Candlewood. Directly in front of the guard towkey were under, the boys flinched as a
horrid looking grey elf jumped on a body in froritom, and used the shoulders to vault
on the face of a smaller elf. The unsuspectingrmyedf tried to get his pitchfork up to
stab at him, but was too late. A throaty cry eseddpis lungs as his opponent’s nails

gouged four crevices up his back. A kindling sgloded to life in the pit of Wesley's

208



stomach, and when he turned to look at David, #esuatadness was swimming in his
eyes.

“Let’s go!!” David said, and the boys rushed outo the field. The small black
and grey minions were agile and quick and thein &&oked like it was rotting on their
bones. David ran ahead of Wesley and shot arkattéc his right hand at a minion who
was still clawing the back of the small elf. Amimering purple disc sliced through the
air and with a loud “THUNK” sank into the elf’'s céte Wesley took no more than a few
steps when he spotted a small ax coming towardsdad, the blade flaming red. He
blasted the ax down with a small shard of whitatingng, located the foe that threw it,
and aimed his hand out towards him with his finggnead. A small white orb shot out
of his palm, in a split second; smashed into tltengelf's chest. He fell instantly and
shook, wildly on the ground for a few seconds befilying. Wesley watched as the
creature exhaled its last breath, then jumpedarathand spun over an orange orb flying
towards his back. He landed on his hands and kaedshen placed both of his hands
before his chest. A spray of electrified whitesdhot from his hands and struck down
four charging minions around him. As the creatde#isthe elves that they were fighting
against looked over at Wesley with their jaws dexhpcompletely stunned. Wesley
shouted, “Keep fighting!”

A few feet away, David saw one of Dragor’s solgligmp onto his friend Toby’s
back. The creature sunk his teeth deep into Talgt and Toby let out a how! of pain.
David made a fast sprint towards them, ignitechlaisd in a purple-and-white flame, and

punched the minion directly in the face. He wasyalted off of Toby’s back through
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the air towards the large stone in the centerb&shed against the side of the stone and
dropped to the grass, dead.

“Thank you, human!,” Toby shouted to his rescuer.

“You're welcome,” David hollered, out of breathStay close to me,” he said to
his small friend.

“David, sir, take some water,” Toby replied, jumg@ia little bit out of nervous
excitement. He reached down to his belt and brougla pouch of water. David took it
and was about to take a drink when a minion jurrgiddm from the side.

“Look out!,” Toby cried. David took the water pduand swung it behind his
head. He brought it around and it struck the nmretween his cheek and nose and
winced at an explosion of purple fire. It actdetla small grenade and launched David,
Toby, and a few others around him to the grounkle dreature that had leapt at David
was obliterated.

David and Toby exchanged looks of disbelief.

“Holy whoopsie moly,” Toby whimpered.

“l guess that says it,” David said, equally swspd.

“Maxy, bring David some water,” Toby said to orfdle elves a few feet from
them, who had also been knocked down by the bMsixy rolled onto this stomach,
stood up, and quickly brought the pouch to Davidpwook a long drink of the cool
refreshing water.

It gradually occurred to the boys and to the deées of Candlewood that the
battle was coming to a close. There were dozensmies around the field, most of

which were the quickly decaying bodies of the nmsio Wesley looked around and saw
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that the fighting had almost completely stopped| @@ last few dark creatures were
running back to the forest from which they camée €lves let out a magnificent cheer.
They hollered and shouted around the boys, andayesid David celebrated along with
them. The Candlewood elves hadn’t sustained amguselosses, and it was a great relief
to have the battle concluded. The cheering roaved louder until a strange laugh crept
from inside the dark forest. The sinister whisgi@itled their bones.

“It's Dragor,” came a voice from the field.

“He is coming,” announced another. The king appeéan top of the large stone
with his arms raised.

“Prepare yourselves, defenders of Candlewood EoMsw is when your true
character will shine, and your courage will begdstWhatever comes out of those trees,
stand up to it, and drive it away from our homeshe king turned back around and
faced the loathsome woods. The lights on therggdbove burned low, and then
sputtered out. The forest sank in darkness. &lémok over the field.

“Ignite your colors,” Naydeen commanded to tho$®would. The word spread
to the whole field, which was pitch black excepttlee flaming hands and fists. Like
purple, green and blue torches had been lit alf theeground. The king shouted,
“Tilliem orithas,” and raised his hands to the icgjl A green-and-white light blast forth
from his arms and lit the glow lights above.

They could see large terrible creatures slowlgmgmmg from the woods.

Massive compared to the three foot elves, the reagtls managed to tower over Wesley
and David as well. They were mud-covered demomns fsom the swamp, with bodies

bulging from muscles covered in black goop. Likeray eels, their grey tongues
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squirmed from their mouths, writhing about likeammal in a cage. Long bony fingers,
like blades, swayed from their sides. They caleXifed the forest and onto the field.
The creatures had once been elves, from Candlevbobdhey had been transformed and
demented into the dreadful living thing that thegre&znow. From the black soil around
the swamps of Dragor’s lair, his evil magic spoiled earth and ate up the once green
elves. Working into their bodies like a diseasmdar’s will transformed them
underground. Sprouting up through the mud, theshirthed like trees; spawned from
the dark. The foul creatures lunged forward frow $wamp, not recognizing the green
species that they once were.

“Shadowalkers!!!,” the elves bellowed. The bogh & hollow pit grow in their
stomach, swallowing hope. Fear crept over theth@gswere facing enemies who were
no longer smaller then themselves. Now the eneasylarger and stronger!

The massive shadowalkers spat red magic out oftiaads and, their mouths
projected an awful crimson blaze. Fifteen of teendns pressed forward through the
defending elves, slinging bodies in every direction

“Work together!,” Dante bellowed from a distand&'esley and David watched
as a group of the elves shot flaming balls of ipeat the creature’s head. Two fairies
hovered above a shadowalker and blasted it withlptwand-blue beams of light. One of
the shadowalkers behind it shot a red bolt ofdiréne purple fairy and its light went out
as it fell to the ground.

Wesley and David ran up to the new battle, aditsiedemon fell to the ground
and died. The remaining beasts had quickly spafiaxer the clearing and individual

battles broke out around them. Elves without magice stabbing pitchforks and blades
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into the feet of the great black figures. Weslay s small elf throw a knife at the head

of one of the shadowalkers to the right of him. Wddched as Dante sent a purple blast at
the knife and ignited it in a fierce purple fireiasontinued on its path towards the
demon. The flaming blade struck the shadowy creatuits forehead and it fell to the
ground instantly still.

David went to help a group of elves attack a denadnle Wesley went towards
the black forest. The last of the shadowalkers stegping out of the forest, as Wesley
realized he was at the part of the battle thatdessh the worst for the Candlewood elves.
The tiny bodies of a great host of elves were spadt lifeless around him. He slowed
down his run. It was a dark moment for the boy bedelt a deep sorrow in his heart for
his fallen friends. He looked up at the shadowadkening towards him and channeled
his grief into courage. A deep burning insidedhiest made his hands clench into fists.
His eyes squinted and his heart pounded when ta &&lol breeze on the back of his
neck and saw a blue glow out of the corner of fies e

“Think I can help you take this one down?,” Flaids hovering above his left
shoulder. Wesley was overjoyed to see her. Hateprtowards the massive demon.
Flin darted at the being’s head, dodging a blasedfflame as she advanced on top of
him. She buzzed around its face, distractingoitnfWesley’s actions below. Wesley
managed to sneak up under its legs using some wansaihhat Dante had taught him the
night before. He used the magic inside him to ntakeself invisible for a split second,
and then somersaulted on the ground undetectéa s&Ww that Wesley was underneath
her and the monster, and she quickly dashed out-feét in front of the beast. The evil

being looked over at her, puzzled, as Flin liftedthad and waved good-bye.
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Underneath its belly, Wesley curled both of himainto his chest, bent down at
the waist, and then shot his arms and his cheshtwithe air. An incredible white light
blasted around him and destroyed the creature dliove Wesley turned and quickly
shot another bolt of blazing white lightning ovéaaother shadowalker and struck it
down as well. He winked at Flin, and saw her lglosv illuminate even more. Wesley
turned a little more and saw David jump in theaaid plunge both of his fists into the
back of another shadow creature and, with an explasf purple light, knocked the great
beast to the ground.

Wesley looked back at the dark forest and saw dungefor which he was not
prepared. Two deep red eyes burned from withiridhest. His eyes squinted and he
saw red-and-black flames engulfing two large hartdis.could not make out the shape of
the body or the outline of the face. It was Dragiod Wesley’s real battle had not yet
begun. He turned to face him directly when, likeudlet, a small black shadow passed
above his head. Wesley's heart sank. He turndceaerything slowed down. His body
spun around, as his eyes followed the flaming btk In the background, blasts of
green, purple, and red lights melted together. riduight showed brighter than Flin.
Wesley looked over at her beautiful glowing bodg aaw her face. He saw her eyes,
her tiny blue spiked hair, and small facial feasur&he was smiling at the young boy
and, before Wesley could do anything, she wasfalio the ground. Dragor’s attack had
extinguished her beautiful blue light and takenlier

“AHHHH!!II NOOOOOO!!!” Wesley screamed at thep of his lungs. His
face and his body shook with anger. His bloodlfie#t sewage, and his bones seemed to

go hollow in his ribs. He raced over to Flin’s gaghd prayed for one more second with
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her. “Flin, NO, noo. You can't be dead, you'tdie,” he said, kneeling down beside
her body.

“l...jJus—...,” her body was shaking and the lightier eyes was fading. Wesley
picked her up in his hands.

“Flin,” Wesley whispered.

“I...1 will miss you, Wes.” she said and her heall te the side.

Wesley felt something rupture at the back his nek& a well of nauseating slime
released itself into his body. He rested her dmattk down on the ground and felt hot
tears well up in his eyes. Looking up he saw Ddigldting alongside Dante and
Naydeen. Several more shadowalkers remained id¢heng and the battle was geared
towards them. Wesley wanted nothing to do witmthéHis battle was elsewhere. He
stood and clenched his fists at his side. Hedetaleep breath through his teeth and
took a step towards the Dark usurper in the forésking a second step, he was
suddenly halted when a familiar hand pulled atrigist arm. He looked down and saw
the king standing beside him.

“It is time,” the king said, with a gentle smilacha warm nod of approval. “We
will hold the rest of the shadowalkers off of yokight Dragor with the power in your
heart, Wesley. You are a wonderful young manis titme for you to realize it for
yourself!” The king patted Wesley’'s hand and tart@ go back to battle the
shadowalkers.

For a moment Wesley felt calm, and, at the same & deep determination.

There was fear, anger, and a powerful hurt in Barth as he thought of the loss of his
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friend. In the same moment, he remembered thesatbiking spoke the night before,
and listened to his heart.

“I will fight,” he whispered to himself and walkedwards the Dark Lord Dragor.
He got only a few steps when, unexpectedly, themptdeneath him began to rumble. It
shook softly at first, but then quickly grew to ialent earthquake. Wesley crouched
down to his knees and watched as the world aroundhook. He looked back and saw
the fighting continuing, but the same quaking waisig on throughout the clearing. In a
moment, the ground around him began to split opére earth roared beneath his feet
and steam shot up from the ground. A burning & kcracked through the earth and
changed the clearing entirely. It now burned vitiness and swallowed up some of the
corpses around the field. Wesley looked up afterquake and saw Dragor standing
there out of the trees.

He was an awful creature. His eyes burned a ceemside his skull. At the
side of his head two large horns bent out of higple and arched towards his eyes.
Another set of smaller horns extended out fromuibyger part of his neck and jutted out
towards his mouth. His skin was a dark, dark rmediibalmost seemed to be a shade of
black around his eyes and his mouth. The earspofthis head made him look like he
was once an elf. They flowed with the fire thasvgnited on top of his head, almost as
though they were part of it. His back was alsdi@) while his hands and forearms were
engulfed in a blackish red flame. The skin ondady seemed to have two layers. The
top layer was a smooth firm skin and, underneatbpked as though large dragon scales

were formed. Black bat-like wings arched abovebaisk making his massive body all
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the more daunting. His legs were covered in alglatk flame that rested closely on his
body; it made it hard to make out whether or noh&e feet, or hooves, or claws.

Wesley watched as the great monster rose up tollest potential and stared at
the young boy. He towered over Wesley by at léastfeet and it seemed like Wesley
only rose up his waist. It was a small matter iaslgy’s mind.

“This field will serve as your grave, little humamragor said to Wesley in a
breath of flame.

“l am your match, Dragor. Your time of terror &g the Candlewood elves is at
an end. This field will be your final resting p&aclt has already been turned into a grave
for your entire army and—I am here to make surejgim them,” Wesley yelled up at
him.

“Don’t you want to join your little fairy friend?,He said, twisting Wesley’s
insides with grief. Wesley had had enough. Heatred at Dragor and brought his
hands forward. A brilliant, incredible stream difite light poured from his hands and
struck Dragor in his hands—but he had brought thpracross his chest and managed to
absorb the attack with a black shield.

Dragor launched a large flaming black ball at WesIHe dove quickly out of the
way, avoiding a stream of lava, and landing on alspatch of grass. The ball passed by
him and crackled into the forest across the clgariWesley rolled onto his knees and
spun around, shooting his arm out across his clfesbmpletely flat white circle zipped
through the air, bursting into white flames asat gloser to Dragor’s body. Dragor

leaned to the side but not enough to completelgddde spinning sphere. The side of
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the white flaming blade cut into his shoulder aadts gush of thick dark red blood out
of his arm. He didn’t even wince at the woundority seemed to make him angrier.
Dragor jumped at Wesley and brought his hands begetbove his head. Just
before his feet were going to land on the grountroeght his hands down on top of
Wesley. A great black light shot out of his fiatsthey swung down through the air.
Wesley shouted a spell that put a white shieldraidum. Dragor’s blow came down on
top of him, crushing the spell-shield. A blastight came from under Dragor’s fist, and
Wesley fell to the ground stunned and severely @ea#f. Dragor also seemed
disoriented, but quickly brought his foot up torefothe life out of the human below him.
Just as his foot was getting raised in the airpthedisappeared. Dragor halted his foot
and brought it back down where it had been. Hie tavisted in confusion and he bent
down to examine the ground. He saw the smallmeitlbut couldn’t make out an actual
body. He moved a step closer when a disembodieddrst into white flame. Then
Wesley revealed himself and lunged up at Dragacef He flung his fist as hard as he
could at Dragor’s eyes and punched him directihaanose. The great demon’s head
shot back, with white flame burning on his facéhnasetreated. Wesley got up and
turned to back away from the Dark Lord. He wasalielvably thirsty. He stumbled
towards the large stone in the center of the clgaaind fell back against the large rock,
exhausted. Stones seemed to have formed in hpdemendering a stifling headache.
His tongue felt like a cactus in the desert, Ips tracked and dry like a snake’s shed
skin. Despite his best efforts he couldn’t keeprhouth closed and struggled with
ragged breaths to cool his body. Dragor quickljorvered from the blow, disheartening

Wesley even more.
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“Wesley,” a voice said from the ground behind hiWWesley turned and saw
Naydeen lying up against the rock. His small bbdgt been crushed by one of the large
shadowalkers. “Wesley, take...take my sword. Yau cgou can use it to defeat
Dragor. Put your power inside of it. And runnito his body,” Naydeen said, gasping for
air and struggling to move the sword towards Wesley

“Naydeen!,” Wesley shouted. He jumped over aagtief lava that separated
them and bent down by his side. “Naydeen, whdtat®! You didn’t train me with a
sword,” he said to the fallen member of the council

“Let your heart do the fighting, Wesley. It ietgreatest weapon on this field
today.” He closed his eyes and brought his hardstahest barely breathing.
“Thank...Thank...Thank you for your help,” he said, dhdse were his last words.
Wesley set Naydeen'’s head down to the side, ataedtthen picked up the sword and
turned to face Dragor one last time.

Behind him only five more of the terrible shadokek remained, and David, the
king, and the other surviving inhabitants of Camdied were fighting hard to slay them.
Wesley looked up as Dragor approached, vaultingeifoff the forest floor with his
great black wings, then, like a bull, crashed ah®surface of the stone, cracking the
rock under the weight of his hooves.

“A nice little toy you have acquired,” Dragor saab he brought his hands
together and spread them apart, revealing a lavgedsof his own. The handle was
buried in his massive fingers and, at the top,d large skull covered his hand. The

colossal blade stabbed through the top of the gkudlcontinued a whole four feet from
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its base. The tip had two grooves curved towandgsamother near the top, fanned back
out, and ended in a razor-sharp point.

“This is the skull of the only other being in tverld who had the white light you
possess.” Dragor sneered. “It is the skull oélinbut I’'m looking forward to replacing
it with the skull of a human,” The dark creaturatsgt Wesley.

“This ends now!,” Wesley said, concentrating &l énergy into the blade of the
sword. He felt the magic move through him likeuarent. Starting at his chest it swam
up through his arms and jettisoned into the hitt ap into the metal. It glowed with an
intense white light that seemed to re-construcbthde. Wesley jumped in the air and
brought the sword down on top of Dragor. It wagkjy met by Dragor's own blade and
they clashed in an immense eruption of light. \&¢swung the blade back around and
aimed for Dragor’s belly. The demon dodged it gféssly. They swung attacks at each
other over and over. Blocking then attacking;chitag then blocking. The swords
clanged and spat white and black fire at each other

Dragor tried to thrust Wesley off the side of Hmilder and into the lava that
covered the ground around them. Wesley jabbedwloed up Dragor's blade, causing
the creature’s hands to fly up in the air. Dashinder his legs, he rolled to the opposite
side. He got to his knees, put his feet undernieiath and then darted towards Dragor’'s
back with his blade. Without turning around, Drageung the blade behind his back
and deflected Wesley’s blow. He continued the gwiomought the blade above his
horns, and turned to strike down at the young bbgad. Wesley ducked his head down
and laid the blade of his sword flat across hidread back, still on his knees. He felt

Dragor’s blow crash onto the steel; a sharp vibratang through his back and neck.
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Bells rang in his ears. While Wesley tried to igeate, Dragor brought his foot back
and kicked the kneeling boy in the stomach sendingsprawling across the stone.

Wesley stopped himself and looked over at thetgrneaster of the black forest.
Steam was rising up all around him and the ligint$h@ mud-ceiling had all burned out.
He saw his friends continuing to fight. His brebtirned his throat, and his mouth was
parched for water. Wesley paused for a momenéthirey heavily over his sword. He
got to his knees and sucked in air as best he cdilié strike from Dragor seemed to
clamp his diaphragm, prohibiting breath from gegtim. He thought of Flin and how
much he would miss her. He thought of Naydeen,antie others lying dead in the
grass. Dragor towered over him across the stodeviatory seemed impossible. But
Wesley fought on getting to his feet, despite #a rolling down his face, he carried
himself towards his foe. He saw Dragor smirk atdigns of defeat. The air around him
felt like it was on fire. The smell of burning $le came into his lungs as a hot steam—
more than he could take. Wesley clutched onteWwisrd and wearily stumbled forward.
His eyes closed he found his mom smiling at hine tlbught of her laugh and of the
way she never seemed to spend time focusing dpath¢hings in life. Something in
him, switched on and, like a dam breaking, heHatbody rush with energy.

He looked up and saw Dragor coming towards himosscthe rock, swinging his
sword around to his right shoulder, both handspgrptightly around the handle, ready to
deliver Wesley a finishing blow. Empowered by tgbts of Flin, his mother, and the
king, Wesley braced the sword in against his hifhWwbth hands, bent his knees, and
pointed the tip at Dragor's chest. When the deafdhe black forest began to bring his

hands up to strike, Wesley planted his back foatresg the rock. A small white
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explosion burst under his foot and flung him fordvar a blaze of white flame. Speeding
forward Wesley gripped the handle firm in his hgradsd thrust the white flaming sword
deep into Dragor’s heart.

The beast, roared in pain, dropped his sword]@wkked down at the young
human that had bested him. Wesley pushed the stamger into his chest, and twisted.
Bone snapped, and Dragor’s face grimaced in pain.

“A light can always push back the darkness Dralgot,darkness can never
extinguish a light. Your reign here is finishetlyesley said and pushed the handle of the
sword so that it knocked the dark fiend onto hiskbaDragor struggled for a moment
spitting up black blood. He gnashed out at Weblggg his fangs and clawing at the
rock with his nails. Life was escaping his bodyis chest trembled for a second longer,
then the dark ruler of the black forest let outlhg breath.

Wesley dropped his hands down to his side andeldalp as the glowing lights
above him lit up to their fullest. At the momeifitQragor’'s death, the earth closed back
up and silenced the lava that had flowed fromriégks. The remaining shadowalkers
lost all their power, and they were easily vangedsh

Wesley dropped to his knees before his enemy’y bad looked around at the
carnage that the battle for Candlewood Forest haded. Elves, fairies, minions, and
shadowalkers lay dead or dying across the fieldeifTbodies now plagued the ground
around the stone, though some had been lost iedttke when it split. It was a terrible
sight. His heart hollowed out, as he thought osthwho were dead. Those that fought.

All who were his friends.
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He gradually found himself among the survivorfioldgh a significant amount of
elves had lost their lives in the battle, hundiedsed Wesley now at the rock. They
huddled around to get a look at the great threstwias no more. Dragor’s body was at
least four times their size, and to see sometliiaghig, even though it was dead, held
them back a few feet, hesitating. The king madenay over to Wesley, with David
following closely behind.

“You're OK!,” David said to his friend, bending dm beside him to pat him on
the back. “You're OKandyou defeated Dragor!,” David added.

“My boy!,” the king said, sensing a great sorrow/¥esley’s heart. “You have
saved our Kingdom, this forest, and our way of liRragor is no more, and we owe you
everything!,” the king said, taking off his crowfiToday | offer you my most profound
gratitude,” the king said bowing his head.

“l...1 couldn’t save her,” Wesley cried with his leebbwered to the ground. “I
saw his black spell moving towards her and | cotldn couldn’t do anything...to stop
it...l1 froze up,” Wesley said, his shoulders shakifidie king nodded his head and
understood what was troubling the boy so much.

“Perhaps,” he said, reaching into his pocket, “gan save her now.” He placed
Flin’s tiny body before him at his knees. Weslelf & deep stab in his heart upon seeing
her body again.

“I'll need some water,” Wesley asked the king.

“l do not think this is a matter of water, buthrat a matter of the heart,” the king
offered, taking a step back. Wesley looked elitit confused at first, but felt his body

shutter with hope, to try and save Flin. The hufmaught his hands out from his side
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and took a deep breath in. He felt unsure of wdab, but knew that something had to
be done. He cupped his hands over Flin's bodycéoskd his eyes. His mind focused

on what her smile looked like the last moment tltehad seen her. He remembered
looking down at her when he had jumped down thelkfmle and been surprised to see
that she had caught him. The image of them saywogl-bye after his first visit to
Candlewood popped into his head. He thought hilngioglow, and of her tiny voice.
With all of his might, he concentrated on the tireart inside of Flin’s still body. He
squinted his eyes and felt a tiny flutter underltaads. Wesley opened his eyes and saw
a faint blue light shining back against the whigdt under his hands.

“You're alivel,” Wesley whispered in excitement.

“She’s alive!,” David said amazed. Whispers brokéamong the crowd and a
round of applause thundered around the young boyhenfriend. Flin fluttered the
wings behind her back and rose up to her feet. |&hed around, a little confused, and
rubbed her hands over her eyes. Wesley smiled @bwis tiny friend. Flin looked up
and saw Wesley—and her blue glow shined brightar ever.

“I'm alive,” she sniffled. “You saved me.”

“I missed you too much to let you go,” Wesley wigsed to her.

“Well done, my boy,” the king said to Wesley amdiled proudly at him.

“You did it, Wes,” David said to his friend. “Yasaved them.”

“We all did it,” Wesley said looking around at eyene.

“This is the greatest gift anyone could have green us. To live without fear...|
have hoped to give that to my people since | Wagya” Wesley looked deeply into the

king's eyes and saw true appreciation. “And, Daya@lr courage on the field today
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saved many of our lives; you looked out for us likewere your own brothers and
sisters. | cannot commend you enough for defendurdiome,” the king praised.

“What now?,” David said. “What do we do next?”

“It is probably time to get you boys home. A cteaphas come to an end here in
Candlewood, and a new one has begun. Wesleyts/iwis to our forest began the
conclusion of one, and | am glad to see that Dagod,have joined him in writing the
beginning of this much better one. You are bottaodly welcome back to our forest
any time that you wish, and | would ask that yotlm®strangers to these woods. You
will always be welcome here with a roaring firdr@pple feast, and a king that owes you
his crown. | do believe that it is time for youget back to your own world now, and
fight your own battles which we hope will be fewdaiar between. Remember the
triumph you had here today and let it shine agfa lihrough the dark times that you see
up above. There are always going to be Dragof’sll different shapes and sizes in the
world. Listen to your heart and quiet your mindsl éhe voices of other, and this will not
be the last victory that you both shall see.” Wesind David listened intently to the
words of the king and said good-bye to Candlewdéssume that many of the elves
would like to thank you on your way out, but | tkiwe will let Flin guide you to the

door, just like last time.”

After a number of hugs and “thanks,” that theyt msunt of, Wesley and David

found themselves in front of the king one last time
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“It will never be too many times for me to thanéwy boys. | hope you always
understand whether it is five days from or nowiee fyears, that you are heroes of an
entire kingdom of people. You are my personal égf@s well,” the king said humbly.

“We will see you again. Thank you for your traigj” David said to the king and
bent to shake his hand.

“I will miss you,” Wesley said to his dear friend.

“You will be missed, my boy,” the king replied aghing up to shake Wesley’s
hand. Wesley looked at his hand for a momentthed bent down and hugged the king.
Crown slumped over his brow, the elvin leader sthdad laughed. They embraced each
other firmly and then Wesley turned down the pathards David and Flin. The king
waved at the humans with all of Candlewood Forestimg behind him, wishing the
boys farewell.

They walked down the path feeling drained, emdatilyrand physically. They
were both happy and sad to be leaving, and anxtgst home. The path led them to
the door of Candlewood, and Flin, hovering abowedbor with tears in her eyes.

“It seems like so long ago that we came throughdbor. But it was only
yesterday.” Flin and Wesley laughed and cried.

“That is exactly what Wesley said last time he Wwase,” Flin reminisced.

“Well | sure am going to miss you, little lady,’aid said up to Flin.

“I will miss you too, David. You are a very braggan and it was a pleasure to
get to know you,” she said and kissed him on tleekh She flew down from his cheek
and touched her hand to his throat. A warm glome&om her body and David was

back to speaking English rather than Candlewood.
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“I'll wait outside,” David said to Wesley. In thengue of the forest Wesley told
Flin to open the door and she did, understandiag@avid would let them say their
goodbyes in private. Flin put the key in the thole above the door and David waved
good-bye to Flin one last time. In a few secotigs,door was shut, and Wesley and Flin
were alone in the forest.

“It is always hard to say good-bye,” Wesley saidhis fairy friend.

“It is hard to say good-bye to friends.” She regl

“l was so worried that you were gone forever.”

“l was,” Flin replied. “You are a keeper of theegt white magic, Wesley, you
have a heart that is so pure and so powerful ireaerse the grip of death. Always be
true to yourself, and kind to others, and your pogaild grow to do even more magical
things.” Flin put her head down for a moment. éTdreat elf that once had the white
magic in this forest, was my best friend, Weslele was a good, kind, hard-working elf
that everyone admired and loved. | see some ofifniyou. | would hate to lose you, as
| lost my friend, because of the dark things irs thorld, and your world, ruining what is
good. For some reason, | do not fear that thdthappen with you, but | know that it
can. So just be mindful of your heart and of yactions. You...you are someone | am
so thankful for,” Flin said to the young boy, aarebegan to roll down her face.

“I will come back and visit you soon,” Wesley saidthe tiny blue fairy. It was
all he could think to say, because the sorrow snhigiart was so extreme. “Come find me
if you need anything before then, OK?” Wesley lzed)

“I will, and maybe | will even if | don’t,” Flin aid, smiling and glowing a little bit

brighter through the tears. She floated downantfiof him and gave him a kiss on the
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forehead, then descended down to his throat améglaer hand on it. Wesley closed his
eyes and didn’t feel the same loss of connectidgh ®lin that he had felt last time. He
smiled at her as she backed away.

“Fenlee,” Wesley said this time to Flin.

“Bye,” Flin said and waved up at him. They bothiled as she put the key into
the lock and the great wall of the forest dissoled white flash before them. Wesley
saw David on the other side and he stepped thrtugtin him. Flin flew down to the
center of the opening, still inside the forest, andled at the boys as the wall closed up
and left David and Wesley at the bottom of the darlke alone and back in the human
world.

“Well this sucks,” David said, not able to sediag.

“Hahaha, yeah reality comes back to bite you prgtickly after you leave
Candlewood,” Wesley replied.

“Well you know what?,” David offered, trying tonid the wall and the staircase.

“What?,” Wesley replied.

“There is always next time.”

“There is always next time,” Wesley echoed, asiibys walked up the stairs and

into the light.
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