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			Foreword

			Writing with My Grandkids

			How the Journey Started

			As a collector of historical memorabilia, I gave my eight-year-old grandson, Brady Williams, a tutorial on the history of writing instruments in April 2018. The overview included an eagle quill; steel-tip pens from the 19th century; elaborate fountain pens; and common gel and ballpoint pens. During that session, I provided Brady with a blank journal to practice with the various writing tools. I also did a “show and tell” using my two published American history books to demonstrate how written words could be printed.

			Two months later, Brady entered my home office and proposed that we should co-develop a fantasy book for kids about dragons and dinosaurs. In his story, Jason would be in 6th grade and his sister Amanda in 7th grade; their cousin Elisa, who lived nearby, was in 8th grade. When Brady heard that dragons and dinosaurs typically don’t appear in the same books and movies, he said, “Pappap, you’ll figure it out.”

			A key next step was to visit the nearby Chapel Hill planetarium. We decided that Jason, Amanda, and Elisa would use a Star Globe to go back in time a year ago to avoid family tragedies—and to prevent Jason’s hearing impairment. Instead, the kids end up in Bukania, a medieval country in the Belacamber parallel universe.

			For our story, Brady and I combined dinosaurs, video game hybrids, and dragon riding. We were also inspired by Brandon Sanderson’s illustration and map strategy for Alcatraz vs the Evil Librarians; “King Arthur & Robin Hood” adventures, e.g., by John Flanagan; and fantasy bestsellers by authors such as Shannon Messenger and Brandon Mull. Additionally, in honor of my three adopted Chinese grandchildren, I incorporated a subplot based on 1421: The Year China Discovered America by Gavin Menzies.

			The series has also become a blend of the Chronicles of Narnia and Lord of the Rings: it has the underlying faith-based concepts of C. S. Lewis along with the epic battles between good and evil found in J. R. R. Tolkien’s works.

			Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles

			Future books will follow the ongoing adventures of Jason, Amanda, and Elisa as they learn how to use their Star Life Keeper powers to save their families, neighbors, and nations from dinosaur assaults. They must collaborate with different cultures and races to form the Star Points of Unity, which  will enable them to stop the Jurassican emperor. Short fiction, e.g., the Orion Fire Storm and Dragon & Betrayals, covers what happened in The Early Years before Star Life Keepers.

			In the Belacamber parallel universe, Jason, Amanda, and Elisa will continue to encounter purebred dinosaurs, dinosaur combinations (e.g., a flying Tyrannosaurus rex), and humanized raptor, tiger, and dire wolf warriors—plus more creatures that Brady and his younger brother Caleb will develop.

			Write with Your Kids

			Please see www.storymakingwithkids.com for more information about Star Life Keepers and how to follow our family’s writing journey. The website provides timely information about the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles series as well as other “fantasy adventures with a heart” for elementary and middle school students. For readers of late chapter books, I have co-developed the Global Fairy Academy with Brady’s cousin, Mia Pei Ni Johnson, as she follows in his storymaking footsteps. The Storymaking with Kids website also includes resources for parents, grandparents, educators, or other engaged adults who want to collaborate with their own children to enhance literacy, collaboration, and critical thinking through creative writing.

			Rick Williams, Sr.

			January 2024

			Inspiration for Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles

			“Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.”

			Frederick Douglass (Abolition Leader)

			“Imagination is everything. It is the preview of life’s coming attractions.”

			Albert Einstein (Recipient, 1921 Nobel Prize in Physics)

			“A book, too, can be a star, a living fire to lighten the darkness, leading out into the expanding universe.”

			Madeleine L’Engle (A Wrinkle in Time)

			“We want to see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as our own.”

			C. S. Lewis (Chronicles of Narnia)

			“Children need to read about ‘heroic legends.’”

			J. R. R. Tolkien (The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings)
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			Chapter 1

			Family Tragedies
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			Jason

			Research Triangle Park

			North Carolina

			April, Day One

			Jason Blakeslee’s past year had been horrible. He lost most of his hearing before sixth grade and his dad died five months ago. Staring at an astronaut’s helmet and crinkly suit behind the glass, he wondered how many times he’d read the planetarium sign.

			Colonel Michael Blakeslee wore this suit on an expedition to the International Space Station. He later joined the Space Force Research Institute to run its Mars program and develop strategies for long-term breathing.

			Placing his shaking hand on the display case, Jason imagined himself also wearing astronaut gear and following in his dad’s footsteps—but safely coming back home.

			He saw the assistant director of the Maria Mitchell Planetarium walking down the hall with Elisa, his fifteen-year-old cousin. Jason put the tips of his index fingers into his ears. He twisted them to make sure the volume was up on his hidden hearing aids.

			Joining Jason at his father’s exhibit, Dr. Jane Quinsley said, “Welcome back. You’ve gotten a lot bigger since the last time I saw you.”

			“I’ve missed coming here,” Jason said. “I love to see the new exhibits.”

			“Our mothers aren’t well,” Elisa added. “We try to spend more time at home.” Her green eyes, sprinkled with gold flecks, teared up.

			“I hope they get better,” Dr. Quinsley said.

			Jason used to ride his bike to see the exhibitions after school. Those visits had kept his dream alive of becoming an astronaut.

			Lately, he’d been assisting his mother, who struggled to recover from their December loss.

			She spent most of her time drinking tea and gazing out the kitchen window. He wished his family could go back to a time when everyone was happy.

			Elisa said to him, “We’re ready for tomorrow’s program.”

			She had asked Jason to help her with preparations for the middle school’s field trip since he knew so much about astronomy. Taking advantage of extra training from his dad—and from his astrophysicist grandfather who donated money to build the planetarium—Jason had won science fairs all around the state of North Carolina. And he was also the only sixth grader asked to join the astronomy club.

			“Your grandfather is still in his meeting,” Dr. Quinsley said. “He asked me to show you our latest displays.”

			They walked past a glass case filled with astronomy instruments. Jason’s dad had especially loved the celestial globe, a glass ball etched with constellations, which Apollo astronauts used in their 1960s training.

			Dr. Quinsley led them to a new display and said, “Jason, your grandfather developed this exhibit he calls Overcoming Challenges with Space Travel. He’s featured the eleven deaf men from DC’s Gallaudet University who tested experimental space units in the 1950s. There’s also information about parastronauts from the European Space Agency’s program, which recruits people with disabilities.”

			They stopped in front of the sign titled From the Moon to Mars.

			Dr. Quinsley said, “We’re thankful other institutions from around the world loaned us meteorites from their collections.”

			Elisa stared at an electronic gadget. “Looks like a drone.”

			“Students made that model of the mini helicopter for Perseverance. It retrieves soil and rock samples for the rover.”

			Dr. Quinsley moved on.

			Five years ago, Jason’s grandfather had sold his space equipment business. From that sale, he developed a public planetarium and named it after Maria Mitchell from Nantucket, the first female American astronomer. Currently serving as its director, he also oversaw a team of engineering students at his private lab next door. They worked on advanced data analytics for space travel. Jason’s dad had conducted research there as part of his work at the nearby Space Force’s research institute.

			After his grandson lost eighty percent of his hearing before sixth grade started—because of an unexplained viral infection—Grandpap had used his expertise in artificial intelligence and nanotechnology to develop miniature hearing aids that he customized for him.

			Jason pointed to a girl’s photo in the exhibit. “I follow her on YouTube.” He fiddled with the astronomy ring his dad had created for him from a rare blue metal. By pulling out the two inner rings, he had a tiny replica of an armillary sphere utilized for ancient star navigation.

			“She’s training to become the first deaf astronaut to go into space,” Jason said.

			“That same young woman is coming to our annual conference, so you’ll get to meet her.” Dr. Quinsley looked at her phone. “Sorry, but I must go to my next meeting.”

			Elisa said, “Thanks for setting up such a cool visit.”

			After Dr. Quinsley left, Jason turned to his cousin, saying, “I’d like to be the first astronaut with a hearing problem to land on Mars.”

			“Your dad taught you to dream big so go for it,” Elisa said. “Grandpap asked us to stop by.”

			“I’ll catch up,” he said. “I want to read the new exhibit signs.”

			After Elisa left, Jason slumped to the floor, leaning his back against the wall. He clasped his hands around his knees. Staring ahead, he fought against the negative thoughts that had bombarded him since his dad didn’t return from his secret mission.

			I feel all alone.

			Jason stood up when he saw a visitor coming down the hall. He glanced at the Space Force watch his father had given to him before he died.

			Elisa’s going to be mad that I’m late, he thought.

			He raced to his grandfather’s planetarium office. Elisa stood next to the open door. Getting closer, he struggled to make out the person’s voice on the speakerphone.

			Grandpap said, “Tonight is a big night for our next experiment.”

			The man replied, “I believe we’ll find out that Colonel Blakeslee’s calculations were accurate.”

			Jason recognized the voice of his grandfather’s former partner, Professor Shan, who taught at Duke University.

			Shan added, “He may have found a shortcut to the Orion star portal before he suddenly died.”

			Elisa’s eyes widened.

			Jason thought, My cousin looks like she just hit the lottery.

			He whispered, “This is what we’ve—”

			She motioned for him to keep quiet.

			“Unfortunately, I’m missing some of my son’s research notes,” Grandpap said.

			“See you at eight o’clock,” the professor said. “I have to prepare for my next class.”

			Jason and Elisa ran down the hall and out the planetarium’s exit door.

			Outside, Jason paced furiously. “This could be our answer.”

			“Did your father really know how to time travel?” Elisa asked. “We’ve talked about going back to a year ago so we can save our families but—”

			“He hoped Grandpap’s supercomputers would solve the problem of time travel. We should come back tonight to find out what’s going on.”

			Jason wanted to go back in time and convince his dad not to proceed with his fatal mission. Elisa planned to warn her own father to stay off his motorcycle. A drunk truck driver had sideswiped him last July 4th on a foggy morning.

			Jason never told Elisa that he also hoped to prevent losing his hearing.

			“Should we ask Amanda to come with us?” she asked.

			“No, we need to check out the lab first.”

			Jason felt closer to Elisa who’d become like an older sister ever since Amanda began acting like a turtle…and withdrawing into her shell with computer devices. He’d recently read about digital hermits and worried that she had become one.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Mysterious Observatory

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Jason

			Research Triangle Park, NC

			Evening

			Biking a mile from their Durham neighborhood under the full moon, Jason and Elisa entered Research Triangle Park, the world’s oldest science park. After retiring from active duty, Jason’s dad had moved his family to North Carolina to work at the Space Force Research Institute.

			They reached Grandpap’s observatory. Shaped like the domed Pantheon in Rome, the building rose four stories high and blocked their view of the planetarium next door.

			They hid their bikes among the trees.

			Jason hoped they were right about Grandpap and time traveling. It had been the worst year of his life and he felt trapped in a never-ending series of family problems. Each day, he woke up wishing the bad things were only nightmares.

			He couldn’t wait to turn thirteen and get a new start.

			Elisa got his attention. “Did you bring your dad’s astro-gadget?”

			“It’s a monocular telescope with 100x power.”

			“Whatever. Grandpap’s covered all the windows at ground level.”

			His cousin said something about a window on the second floor.

			Jason leaned closer to hear her. He could usually make out low-pitched sounds—like the deep groans of frogs at the nearby pond—but had trouble picking up female voices. His ear doctor said it was because they spoke with a higher pitch.

			“I left the tripod behind since we can use the scope without it,” he said.

			“You’re the smartest kid in sixth grade. I know you can make it work.”

			He gazed at Orion and Cassiopeia, his dad’s favorite constellations, in the early night sky. His stomach twisted as stargazing memories pinged around in his mind—like a marble rolling around in a bowl. While friends went to sporting events with their fathers, Jason had accompanied his dad to observatories around the country. He missed those father-son outings.

			“Once we leave the trees, we’ll need to keep quiet,” Jason said. “Security guards patrol the property.”

			Elisa stood up and adjusted her tight black hat. Blond braids fell down her back. For their night adventure, she wore a lightweight leather jacket, skinny black jeans, and ankle boots. Jason chose baggy shorts along with a dark-blue Space Force hoodie and his backpack.

			He said to her, “You look like a ninja assassin.”

			She ignored him, scanning the property. “All clear.”

			They ran across the lawn, cringing when they saw a chunky black rat drag a piece of pizza between cardboard boxes near the observatory.

			Elisa removed her boots so the heels wouldn’t dig into him and tucked them into her backpack. Verifying that the rat was gone, Jason got down on all fours next to the dumpster. She stood on his back and grabbed the top of the slick metal. Struggling to pull herself up, she dangled off the side. Jason helped her and climbed up himself.

			Elisa put on her boots and crouched down to look through a partially blackened second-floor window.

			Reaching into his backpack, Jason handed the high-powered scope to her.

			She surveyed the open room. Turning, she said in a low voice, “There’s an old-looking contraption with a ginormous snow globe inside it.”

			He looked through the scope, saying, “It’s a combination of an armillary sphere and celestial globe.” He paused. “Much bigger than the ones we saw in the planetarium exhibit.”

			“I wasn’t paying attention.”

			With his astronomy training, Jason knew the circular golden strips of metal represented the equator, Tropic of Cancer, and Tropic of Capricorn. A wider band angled across it—with zodiac images—to simulate the sun’s orbit. He estimated the sphere to be about five times bigger than the one he’d seen with his dad at the Galileo Museum on a side street in Florence, Italy. The metallic grayish-blue globe in front of them, covered with constellation etchings, was similar but had modern stainless-steel bands instead of brass.

			Across the room, he saw his dad’s wall paintings of Orion and Cassiopeia.

			He connected Elisa’s phone to the end of the telescope, pointing the lens at the peephole so they could both see at once. On the screen, they caught sight of Grandpap entering the room with Professor Shan. They walked toward the sphere and stopped at the long stairway.

			His grandfather took off a ring and put it in the palm of his outstretched hand. Professor Shan added his own.

			Jason thought about the rings his dad made for him and his sister.

			Sparkles of light shot out of the rings in Grandpap’s hand.

			The celestial globe suddenly brightened like a fiery blue sapphire.

			Elisa tugged on Jason’s shirt and pointed to a white SUV, with an orange bubble on top, approaching on the access road.

			He put the scope away.

			They ducked down and lay flat. Jason tried to ignore the garbage smell. The damp, cold metal made his bare legs tingle.

			The security guard slowed down, aiming a flashlight along the base of the building.

			Jason thought, Grandpap’s going to be mad if I get caught. He warned me to stay away from his research projects.

			The vehicle passed.

			Releasing a long sigh of relief, Jason got up and reattached Elisa’s phone to the handheld telescope. He positioned the monocular, whispering, “The observatory is empty.”

			They waited. The celestial globe lit up again. Their grandfather and Professor Shan came out of it and walked down the platform stairs. The men had previously been smooth shaven. Now, a black and gray beard covered Grandpap’s cheeks. His friend had a wispy mustache. Both had longer hair.

			“That’s amazing,” Jason said.

			“They time traveled in the globe,” Elisa replied in a low voice.

			Jason nodded. “My dad must have come up with a solution.”

			“I wonder how risky it is.”

			“If the globe worked for them, we should give it a try.”

			Jason accidentally dropped his backpack. He held his breath.

			Elisa peeked into the room. “They’re leaving the building. We better get away in case Grandpap comes back here.”

			Jason scrambled down the dumpster and helped Elisa. They raced across the clearing. He noticed Orion had moved. It’s getting late. Mom will want to know where I’ve been. I can’t be grounded again, or I’ll miss next week’s Chapel Hill Science Fair. For his most recent punishment, he’d spent two weeks in his bedroom reading science fiction and astronomy books.

			Getting back on their bikes, they rode in silence with Jason in the lead. They didn’t put on their lights until they had gone far into the woods.

			Jason thought about how to get through the security at his grandfather’s private building.

			Elisa’s headlight knifed through the dark trail.

			“That was crazy wild,” she called out from behind him. “I wish you had made a recording. My friends would love to see it.”

			“Do they think time travel’s real?”

			“Jason, you’re the science guy. They’ll believe you.”

			He pedaled harder.

			She caught up and pulled in front of him. He slammed on his brakes.

			“Hey, watch out,” he said. “I need to get home, or my mom will ground me for going on another one of your wild adventures.”

			“We never get caught,” Elisa said.

			“How come I got punished for the Amazon order?”

			“Quit complaining. We got to keep the stuff.” She added, “Don’t you think it’s strange that Grandpap and Professor Shan both grew more hair and lost weight?”

			“Fits with a scientific theory that time travelers can leave Earth for five minutes but spend five years in the place they visit.”

			Elisa said, “We can sneak out of the planetarium tomorrow while Dr. Quinsley gives her speech…and get into Grandpap’s observatory. We need to confirm what we saw tonight. If that weird spaceship thing works, we can go back in time and convince our fathers not to go on dangerous trips—”

			“I can’t turn on the globe.”

			“Why not? You’re the astronomy dude.”

			“Sorry but I’m not familiar with Grandpap’s technology.”

			“You’ll figure it out.” She pressed down on her pedal and moved forward. “I’ll stop by in the morning. We can talk to your sister on our way to the bus stop and convince her to come with us.”

			They continued on their bike ride home.

			Jason was excited about the possibility of going back in time to prevent his dad’s death.

			If we turn back the clock, maybe we can also prevent the virus from wrecking my hearing.
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			Jason

			Durham, NC

			Modern World

			Day Two

			Jason Blakeslee never expected to spy on his family. He thought about what he’d seen the night before at his grandfather’s astronomy building.

			I don’t like disobeying Grandpap, but we need to see his research project firsthand.

			He removed his backpack from the hook in the laundry room.

			“Are you ready for our next adventure?” Elisa asked as she barged through the side door of the house. She wore a long brown skirt with black leggings.

			He almost dropped his backpack onto the floor.

			“Did you forget how to knock?” he asked her.

			She laughed and whispered, “Is Amanda coming?”

			Jason moved closer so his hearing aids could pick up the full sound of her voice. “I told her what we saw but she won’t go with us. Says we are ‘a duo’ and should do it ourselves.”

			He and Elisa had spent a lot of time together in his tree cabin, which Jason’s dad constructed in the woods behind the house. That’s where they came up with the idea of time travel to prevent their families’ heartbreaks.

			Amanda was jealous they spent so much time together.

			Elisa grabbed his arm and pulled him into the family room. “Let’s get moving so we have time to talk to her.”

			Catching a whiff of peppermint, Jason followed his cousin into the kitchen. His mother sat at the table staring out the sliding glass door at the backyard garden. His dad had created a rocky waterway for her with a bridge over it. The fruit trees bloomed pink and white with splashes of red.

			“Hello, Auntie D,” Elisa said.

			“How’s your mom?” Jason’s mother asked between sips of tea. She wore a fuzzy bathrobe and lambskin slippers. Her hair stuck out in different directions.

			“She’s got good days and bad days,” Elisa said.

			“Sorry she’s had so many problems.”

			Our families have had a ton of crises to deal with, Jason thought. It’s not fair.

			After the accidental death of Elisa’s father, her mother discovered she had a rare disease that medical experts couldn’t diagnose.

			Jason’s mom was seeing a psychologist, but it didn’t seem to help.

			Amanda watered pots of their mother’s half-dead plants on the windowsill above the sink. She brushed aside tangled hair from her face and washed the pile of dishes and glasses. Elisa picked up a towel to dry them.

			He heard the girls giggling. Were they making fun of him again?

			“Did you make my lunch?” he asked his mother.

			She turned and gave him a weak smile. “Honey, you’re on your own today. I’m tired since I couldn’t sleep again and stayed up late reading.”

			He snatched his royal-blue lunch bag from the marble counter. He loved that rectangular bag. His father had painted three gold stars, in a slightly tilted-up straight line, on one side. Orion’s belt. For Amanda’s oval bag, he created five of them in a W-shaped pattern.

			Opening a drawer next to the stove, Jason said, “Mom, you promised to get a fresh loaf of bread.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t go to the grocery store yesterday.” Her face appeared frozen in place. He couldn’t remember the last time his mother had smiled.

			Jason hunted in the middle of the bread loaf and found two somewhat fresh slices. He yanked on the refrigerator door but there wasn’t any lunchmeat inside. No carrots or fruit. Only four crinkled pieces of yellow cheese…and stuff he didn’t like. He trimmed off the hard cheese edges and squirted yellow mustard onto his sandwich, ignoring the almost-empty squishy sound. He wrapped the sandwich in plastic. Good thing he was tall. He found some peanut butter crackers on the pantry’s top shelf.

			Tucking her lunch bag into her backpack, Amanda said to him, “We’ll see you at the bus stop.”

			“Let’s meet in the front yard,” Elisa said. “We can talk about the field trip.”

			His cousin had gotten dressed up to visit the Maria Mitchell Planetarium. Strips of coppery velvet, matching her skirt, kept her blond braids in place. Older boys at school told Jason that Elisa was cute though she confided in him that her nose was too big for her face.

			Jason knew Amanda resented Elisa’s popularity. Last week, from the back seat of the car, he heard his sister grumble about being plain. Her shoulders were too broad. Hair too frizzy. His mother offered to buy her new clothes. Amanda didn’t listen. For the field trip, she wore faded jeans, a University of North Carolina sky-blue sweatshirt, and white walking shoes.

			“I’ll be right out,” he said to the girls.

			“Why are you in such a hurry to go to the planetarium?” asked his mother. “Your grandfather runs it. You can visit anytime.”

			“Our astronomy club is the only thing I like about school.”

			For as long as he could remember, the Blakeslees had been astronomy fans while other families enjoyed sports, outdoor recreation, or music. Jason’s dad started telling stories about planetary travel when his kids were little. He made matching 3D armillary sphere rings for them and himself, saying they connected to “space magic.”

			“Mom, my permission slip isn’t in the kitchen.”

			“Check the office upstairs,” his mother suggested.

			He ran up to the second floor and looked through the clutter of papers on the desk that his dad had used when he worked late.

			Pulling open a side drawer, he noticed a lab notebook and read some of its handwritten entries.

			Wow, this looks like information about research at Grandpap’s center. I need to go through it.

			He saw a drawing with two rings in the palm of a hand and rays of light shooting out from them…like what happened last night with the rings that Grandpap and his friend wore.

			He opened the bedroom curtains. Amanda and Elisa stood talking in the front yard. The bus hadn’t come yet. Red waited at the corner.

			Jason shivered like someone had run an ice cube up and down his spine.

			Lately, the redheaded eighth grader had gotten more obnoxious. Jason wondered how much more he could take. He fought against a panic attack before it spiked. Last week Red had cornered him in the back of the bus. The bully offered to leave him alone if he did his math homework.

			Jason pressed his thumb against his index finger, alternating along his other fingertips as a distraction to relieve stress, just as his dad had taught him.

			Going downstairs with the notebook, Jason reentered the kitchen. He said to his mother, “I couldn’t find the permission slip.”

			With the heel of her hand, she rubbed her forehead, deep in thought. “Oh yeah, I might have used it as a bookmark. Look in the family room.”

			Jason found it in her book. Understanding Depression.

			After getting his permission slip signed, he stuffed it into his backpack, along with the lunch bag and his dad’s research notebook.

			“Thanks, Mom.”

			“Did you put fresh batteries in your hearing aids?” she asked.

			“Last night.”

			The all-in-the-ear devices lost power in a month, and he’d made a spreadsheet to track them. He still remembered freaking out when his mother brought home a package of bad batteries. She’d been too sick to go out for new ones. Grandpap was away. Jason spent a terrible day with no hearing and feeling as if he had gotten stuck alone in a deep cavern. Elisa talked her mother into going out to buy new batteries for him.

			“I hope you feel better today.” He planted a quick kiss on his mother’s cold cheek.

			“Don’t get in trouble again,” she said as he ran into the laundry room.

			For the past four months—ever since “the knock on the door”—they’d used the side entrance. It was right before Christmas when Jason’s mother had found two Space Force Reserve officers standing on the front porch. They announced Jason’s father had died in an accident, but gave no details since it was a confidential, highly classified mission. Afterwards, his mother put up a sign instructing everybody to go around to the side of the house.

			Catching up to the girls on the walkway, Jason said, “Can you believe it…I found Dad’s research notebook. There may be something about time travel. I’ll read it on the bus.”

			The same question kept popping into Jason’s mind ever since he saw Grandpap and Professor Shan come out of the armillary sphere: If Elisa and I travel back to a year ago, can we really prevent our dads’ accidents?

			But he needed to do more than think about potential solutions. It was time for action.

			“Sis, are you gonna sneak out of the planetarium with us?”

			Amanda stopped biting her fingernail and said, “I’m not going. Mother’s buying me a new phone this weekend for helping around the house.”

			Jason said, “I do all the yard work but Mom’s not buying anything for me.”

			“I also take care of you.”

			“In your dreams.”

			His sister elbowed him.

			“Hey, not so hard,” Jason said.

			Elisa warned, “Here comes trouble.”

			Red sauntered down the sidewalk towards them. He had flunked a year and was the oldest boy in middle school. During lunch, he and his gang pressured kids to give them money.

			Attempting to keep his voice upbeat—and steady—Jason said, “I’ll take care of him myself.”

			“Your father wanted the three of us to stick together,” Elisa said. “That’s why he taught us self-defense.”

			Jason didn’t mention he’d recently defended himself against one of the gang members and almost hurt his attacker. He prayed not to lose control again.

			“We’re here to help,” Elisa said.

			Red stopped in front of Jason, one corner of his mouth curling up. “Hey, Deafie, did you finish my homework?” He pretended to use sign language. “It’s due tomorrow.”

			Jason leaned in, his iron-hard eyes fixing on the bully. “I’m not scared of you.”

			Elisa stepped in between them. “Stop it!”

			Red shoved her aside.

			He pushed Jason who fell through the bushes, banging his head, and rolled down the hill.

			The hand-painted lunch bag and his dad’s lab notebook fell out of Jason’s backpack. He retrieved them, his temper skyrocketing, and ran back to Red.

			The bus stopped at the corner.

			Elisa and Amanda went into their fighting positions. Jason ran to them, clenching his fist. “I can handle this alone.”

			“We’ll take him together,” Elisa said.

			Red sneered at the three cousins. “You think you’re the only kids training in martial arts?” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out two wooden handles connected by a thick string.

			Jason had seen nun chucks in Asian fighting movies.

			The bus driver blasted her horn. She opened the door and yelled at them, “Get on the bus right now or I’ll call your parents.”

			The girls went first. Red paused and turned around on the steps, blocking the driver from seeing him run his finger like a knife across his throat.

			Jason read his lips: “See you after school.”
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			Day Two, Two Hours Later

			Jason and Amanda followed Elisa out the auditorium’s exit door. The hallway was empty.

			“You were right,” Jason said to Elisa. “The double-door exit prevents light from interfering with the show.”

			He and his cousin hurried past exhibits of ancient astronomy instruments.

			Amanda trailed behind them.

			Elisa reached back and took her hand. “C’mon, we’ve already watched each of Grandpap’s shows a hundred times so you’re not going to miss anything.”

			They halted in front of a Do Not Enter sign. Elisa slipped past the barrier and went down the dimly lit corridor to the supercomputer lab. Amanda hesitated, her eyebrows bunching together.

			Jason squinted at his smart watch. “We have forty minutes. We can explore Grandpap’s lab and be back before Dr. Quinsley ends her speech.”

			“I’m only helping you to get into the observatory,” Amanda said.

			He held up the research notebook. “Looks like Dad discovered a way to use artificial intelligence and quantum computing for what he called Star Travel.”

			“Father had a good imagination,” she said.

			They followed Elisa down the musty hallway. It smelled like no one had cleaned it for a long time. At the end, the kids found a door with a security keypad next to it.

			Amanda’s iPhone flashlight illuminated the numbers. She tried different combinations.

			No luck.

			“Grandpap uses personal information for passwords,” Jason said. “Have you tried his birth date?”

			He had trouble picking up his sister’s reply because of the echo in the hall. Worse yet, with her back turned, Jason couldn’t read her lips. “Talk louder. And more slowly.”

			Amanda faced him and raised her voice. “Nothing’s worked so far. I need to return before my teacher finds out I’m gone.”

			“We sat in the very back,” Elisa said. “Nobody saw us leave.”

			“What if we get caught?” Amanda asked.

			Elisa replied, “Your brother’s the only one who ever gets detention.”

			After his dad died, Jason had gotten in trouble several times for fighting at school. Anger management problems, the counselor told his mother.

			“Try the year Grandpap got married.” Jason felt a vibration in the hallway as he gave Amanda the date.

			He listened intently.

			“Someone’s coming,” he said.

			The girls focused on the security keypad.

			A ray of light appeared above their heads.

			“Hurry,” Elisa said to Amanda. “Try reversing the numbers.”

			“I’m doing the best I can.”

			The light beam exposed them. “Get away from that door,” a deep voice yelled out.

			Jason saw a stubby guard running down the hall towards them.

			Amanda punched in the new code.

			Click.

			The three cousins fell into the off-limits building. The door banged shut and locked behind them.

			Ignoring the guard’s pounding on the door, Amanda pointed her phone at the wall, found the light switch, and turned it on.

			“We’re stuck in this lab,” she said, her eyes filling with tears, her lower lip trembling.

			“I’m sure there’s a backdoor,” Elisa replied.

			I hope this is worth it, Jason thought.

			They stared at the rotunda.

			“Looks like one of the Thomas Jefferson buildings that Father took us to visit in Virginia,” Amanda said.

			They entered the circular room—as big as their local mall lobby—with a glass dome topping it. They stopped in front of a twelve-foot-high model of an ancient astronomy instrument, which Jason and Elisa had seen last night. It rested on an elevated platform in the center of the building. A long set of metal stairs led up to it.

			The celestial globe inside the sphere’s framework showed the sky in the northern and southern hemispheres. It was almost luminous. Constellation stars dotted its surface. There was a tinge of blue on the stainless-steel bands.

			Elisa said, “I don’t see how Grandpap and Professor Shan got in.”

			“Dad’s research notebook may have the answer.” Jason’s eyes sparkled as he studied the globe. “There are pages and pages of mathematical equations in it, but I haven’t had time to solve them.”

			“We need an answer now,” Elisa said, her shoulders slumping like a sail losing its wind.

			Amanda stared at the opening in the dome above them. “The time machine can’t go through the roof.”

			“Grandpap and Professor Shan definitely went on a virtual trip. Elisa and I didn’t see the globe leave the building after they went inside.” He walked around the structure and came back. “No heat shields or signs of atmospheric effects. I saw capsules damaged by debris on the NASA YouTube channel. Asteroids and satellites dent capsules when they’re—”

			“Don’t be a KIA,” Amanda said. It was her warning that he was acting like ‘a know-it-all.’

			Jason walked with the girls up the metal steps. Getting a higher view, he spotted a glass-enclosed computer lab filled with rows of servers and other hardware. Numbers covered floor-to-ceiling whiteboards.

			“Supercomputers must activate the time-travel system.”

			As they got closer to the pedestal holding up the armillary sphere and celestial globe, he asked, “Why are there four ladders?”

			Elisa added, “And where are the doors?”

			Reaching the platform, she looked closer at constellations etched into the surface. Someone had painted the outline of an ancient armed soldier around the Orion stars and highlighted the five W-shaped stars in Cassiopeia.

			“Maybe Dad painted the warrior,” Jason said.

			“I’m not surprised that Grandpap features the sky fighter and queen.”

			Jason said, “Dad and I used to climb up to the viewing station on top of our tree cabin. It was fun studying the stars with his high-powered telescope. Orion’s three-starred belt was the first constellation he taught me about.”

			Amanda rolled her eyes.

			“They’ve been your family’s favorites,” Elisa noted. “Although your father may have gone too far with the middle names. I’ve heard jokes in school about Jason Orion and Amanda Cassiopeia Blakeslee.”

			The death of his astronaut-turned-scientist father had hit like an ocean wave pounding against a sandcastle. Jason regretted never saying goodbye—he was at school when his father left for his final aeronautic mission.

			Jason had been on his own ever since that failed Space Force operation. When he wasn’t grounded, he played videogames in the family room and read science fiction and fantasy novels, like the Dune series and all of Brandon Sanderson’s The Evil Librarians and Mistborn books. Amanda retreated to her bedroom, getting lost on the Internet with online friends.

			Maybe I’m becoming a videogame and book hermit, he wondered.

			Elisa adjusted to her tragedies by squeezing in more sports and parties while helping her mother. Living in the same neighborhood, she still made time to hang out with Jason at the tree house.

			Rubbing her index finger along the celestial globe, she said, “There must be a hidden door that Grandpap and Professor Shan got through.”

			The cousins went down the stairs. Jason stood in front of a table on the far side of the rotunda. Astronomy antiques were on display. A full-sized bronze statue of Galileo loomed over him.

			On the wall was a framed painting his dad had made of Matteo Ricci, the sixteenth-century Italian monk who’d traveled to China—or what he called East of the Most East. In the Ricci painting, there was an armillary sphere, astrolabe, and celestial globe. His dad also included a copy of Euclid’s geometry book since the Jesuit scholar had taught advanced mathematics to the country’s scientific pioneers. A drawing of Su Song’s astronomy clock from 11th century China—five stories high including an armillary sphere on the top platform—was next to it.

			Jason placed his dad’s notebook on the table and picked up a photography book featuring rare astronomy instruments. He opened the tabbed page and read about a Star Globe in England.

			A touch on his shoulder made him jump. His face reddened. “Amanda, I told you not to sneak up on me.”

			“What are you reading?”

			“Grandpap has information about a Star Globe found in an observatory near Oxford University. An antique collector bought the sphere and shipped it to America, along with rare instruments.” He picked up an astrolabe and fooled with the dial. “Dad called these medieval smart phones. He gave me a reprint of an astrolabe how-to book written by Chaucer who was famous for The Canterbury Tales.”

			“What’s this book say?” she asked.

			“Can you repeat that?”

			She spoke louder and asked the question again.

			“There’s a legend about the Star Globe going through star portals by parallel traveling.”

			“Never heard of it,” she said.

			“I’ve read about the concept.”

			He took the photography book to Elisa and showed her the article. “Grandpap must be the collector who bought the Star Globe, which means—”

			“We were right about him time traveling last night.” Elisa cheered and skimmed through the book. “You need to figure out how to start the globe thingy. You’re the only one who listened to Grandpap’s stories.”

			Amanda joined them, gnawing on the skin of her bottom lip.

			Jason said, “The British globe may have a direct link with Dad’s notebook drawing.”

			“This sphere reminds me of the blue rings Father made for us,” Amanda said, glancing at her hand.

			Jason nodded. “In his notebook, I found a drawing of two astronomy rings in the palm of a hand. Lines shot out from them, like rays of light.”

			Pulling apart the bands inside his ring, he held the small 3-D sphere and compared it to the globe in front of them.

			A perfect match!

			“Last night, it looked like Grandpap and Professor Shan put their rings together…before they entered the time globe.”

			Amanda removed her blue ring. “Father said special things would happen if we worked together.”

			Elisa asked, “What good are geeky good-luck charms?”

			Raising his ring, Jason said, “Ancient explorers used their armillary spheres to make maps and navigate the oceans. We have miniature versions.” His face lit up. “Maybe they work for time travel.”

			Amanda placed her closed ring next to his.

			As soon as the two rings touched—on Jason’s open palm—they radiated a brilliant sapphire light.
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			Elisa climbed the ladder underneath the Orion warrior on the celestial globe. It glowed with the same shade of blue. She held her hands near the sphere. “I can feel heat coming from the globe.”

			An outline of a door appeared between the Orion and Cassiopeia constellations. It glimmered a darker royal blue.

			The door slid open.

			Elisa pumped her arms in the air, long braids flopping around on her shoulders. “Woo-hoo, I’m going in.”
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			Looking up at the celestial globe, Jason’s voice squeaked as he shouted to his cousin, “Wait for me!”

			Elisa stuck her head out of the door and said, “Hurry.” She went back into the Star Globe.

			“Come with us,” Jason urged Amanda. “This is our best opportunity to see Dad again.”

			His sister scaled the ladder and stood outside of the open Orion door. She turned to face Jason at the base of the stairs.

			“We are not going with Elisa,” she called out.

			He yelled over his shoulder as he ran towards the Galileo statue, “I’ll get Dad’s research notes in case we need them.”

			He returned with the lab notebook and climbed the ladder to a small platform above the pedestal.

			Amanda blocked his way, fists on her hip.

			“How do I explain you’re gone?” she asked.

			“Tell Mom and the teachers I’m visiting a friend.” He tried to move past her.

			She pushed him, but he widened his stance, stiffening his legs, and resisted.

			“Knock it off!”

			“You might not make it back,” she said, grabbing his shoulders. “Mother’s had enough calamities.”

			They struggled, stumbling through the open door. Elisa stood inside the Star Globe, tapping the toe of her black ankle-high boot on the bare floor. “What took you so long?” She looked at their flushed cheeks. “Have you two been fighting again?”

			The door closed. Amanda pushed against it.

			As the light dimmed, Jason said, “I can feel the Star Globe activating.”

			The interior of the globe became pitch black.

			“My phone doesn’t work,” Amanda said, her voice quivering.

			Jason reached into his pocket where he’d put the two astronomy rings. He pulled them out and held them together. They started glowing again.

			A flat computer screen, at the back of the capsule, flickered. The words Resume Flight appeared. The globe on the screen lifted off.

			“Those rings are magical,” Elisa said. “Your dad was the smartest person I’ve ever met.”

			“I knew this would be virtual,” Jason said, tracking the flight. “Like a 4-D ride in a theme park.”

			Elisa looked at the screen. “We’re going through layers and layers of puffy white-cotton-candy clouds.”

			“The Star Globe is entering the planetary atmosphere where there’s no oxygen.” He watched the sphere drift farther away from the earth, passing one star after another. “We wouldn’t be able to breathe if we were this far into space.”

			“Can we really go back a year to North Carolina?” Elisa asked, staring at the screen.

			Amanda snorted. “How do you know where we’ll end up?”

			Jason tilted his head. “We’re moving at a fast speed and getting close to Orion. Hard to believe that constellation is more than a thousand light years away.”

			The Star Globe hovered near the dazzling middle star in the warrior’s belt.

			“Alnilam was Dad’s favorite star!” he said.

			“Along with the brightest star in Cassiopeia,” Amanda added.

			Elisa said, “I wish we could take a video. I want to prove we star traveled.”

			An Alnilam portal opened on the screen. The Star Globe gained more speed and entered a murky passageway.

			The screen darkened and the astronomy rings lost their glow. Jason held onto his father’s notebook.

			“This is spooky,” Amanda whispered. “It’s like being in an elevator stuck between floors.”

			They waited in darkness.

			Jason eventually felt a soft bump as if they had landed in a pile of spongy pillows.

			Amanda pounded on the door with her fist and screamed, “What did you two get me into?”

			“Calm down,” he said.

			His sister kicked the door and yelped.

			He saw a faint shimmer. It brightened, filling the capsule with blue light.

			The door opened.

			Amanda peeked out.

			Elisa stepped out onto the platform. Jason followed her.

			“I didn’t want to come with you,” Amanda said. “And now I’m caught in your stupid science experiment.”

			Jason looked around. Tried not to panic. They were in an ancient-looking building, shaped like Grandpap’s North Carolina research lab. Bigger overall…and with different furnishings. The Star Globe’s modern platform rested on the flattened top of a massive rock.

			A set of rickety wooden stairs led down to a shiny marble floor—streaked with crisscrossing blue and gold lightning bolts.

			Above them, paintings of a night sky and twinkling stars covered the dome’s ceiling. There was also artwork of Orion and Cassiopeia—plus the Great Bear and Draco—on the walls.

			Jason looked down. “It seems like we’re standing on a giant meteorite.”

			“More like the roof of my house,” Elisa observed.

			Amanda frowned as she joined them. “We’re not in Grandpap’s observatory.”

			Statues lined the bottom of the building’s circular wall. Each pedestal had a sprig of cherry blossoms in a vase along with a burning golden candle.

			Elisa said, “Let’s see what’s below.” She walked down the shaky stairs that hugged the side of the blue-speckled silver rock. There were no railings to grab onto. She called over her shoulder, “We’re not in North Carolina.”

			“No kidding,” Jason said as he trailed behind her, being careful not to fall over the edge.

			Amanda brought up the rear.

			The kids reached the foot of the stairs and huddled together. A two-foot-high wall surrounded the base of the rock. Inside, ceramic tiles lined a bowl-shaped crater.

			Jason picked up the sweet scent of the candles.

			Amanda pointed above them. “There’s a hole in the roof, but too small for the Star Globe to have come through.”

			He shrugged. “I told you this is virtual reality but no goggles.”

			His sister’s face reddened. “Really Jason! It’s not the time to act like you’re so smart. You need to get us back home before someone finds out I’m missing.”

			Jason recalled reading the lips of a teacher during a recent meeting with his mother. She said I might have a photographic memory. If so, I should be able to figure out how to get back home by star traveling.

			Cocking his head, he surveyed the Star Globe.

			I’m glad I brought Dad’s lab notebook.

			“We’re stuck.” Amanda wrung her hands.

			Elisa pointed to their right. “I’m going outside.” She ran to a wooden double-door with a high archway.

			He heard her boot heels click-clacking in the quiet building. “Thankfully, my hearing aids work,” he said to Amanda.

			“We’ve got bigger problems.”

			The three kids walked into the glaring sunlight. They passed through a courtyard, filled with fragrant blue gardenias and golden honeysuckle, and onto a dirt street. They moved along the wall and peeked around a holly bush—with berries as big as plums. People milled around an old-fashioned-looking town square. Vendors stood behind food and clothing stalls, shouting to lure customers. Donkey-driven carts rattled along a road that passed through the square and left animal droppings in their wake.

			“Looks like we’re in some kind of medieval TV show but smells like a barn back home,” Jason said. He held his nose, which made his voice sound funny. “I feel like I’m in the movie you girls always—”

			“Princess Bride.” Elisa and Amanda said the name at the same time.

			Jason warned them to keep their voices down. “Look at the mountaintop.” He motioned towards a medieval castle to their left. He could see a tall central keep rising above towers and stone ramparts. Crenellated walls to protect archers and spear throwers. Blue and gold banners fluttered in the wind. Two uniformed men stood at attention in the limestone entryway—guarding a tall door and a shorter one—at the bottom of the steep hill by the city. Swords hung from their belts. Each man held a poleax in his right hand.

			A tree-filled ravine was on the right side of the guard station.

			“Let’s see the town square up close.” Elisa moved away from the holly bush and walked on the main dirt road.

			Jason ran his hand through his brown wavy hair. “Those people will know we’re strangers.”

			He winced when he saw two scrawny kids, holding tin cups, begging for money.

			The boy held a cupped hand to his ear like he couldn’t hear.

			The girl moved like a blind friend from Jason’s special class at middle school.

			A man stopped to speak with them but didn’t give any money.

			A chill rippled across Jason’s skin as he imagined being a special needs kid in a medieval world.

			What if I can’t get home?

			A voice startled him. “You overshot your mark by six hundred years…and are in a different universe.”

			They whipped around. Their grandfather stood in a doorway, dressed in the same medieval clothes as the townspeople.
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			“Where did we land?” Elisa asked their grandfather as they returned to the rotunda.

			“In the Capital City of Bukania…in the Belacamber universe. We refer to this building as the Hall of Endless Light.”

			“I’ve never heard of those names,” Amanda said.

			Grandpap laughed as he kept walking. “We’re on Parallel Earth.”

			“At your observatory, we read about a parallel universe in a book from England,” Jason said, gazing at the statues ringing the room. Some looked familiar.

			Grandpap reached the Star Globe and turned around with his arms folded.

			Jason thought, We’re in big trouble and will be grounded for a year.

			“How did you know we were in your globe machine?” Elisa asked.

			“We didn’t. Professor Shan and I had to make an emergency trip and came back to Bukania earlier than expected. We were coming through the Royal Arch from the castle when I spotted you.”

			Jason adjusted the volume on his hearing aids.

			Grandpap’s forehead wrinkled, the lines getting deeper. “What do you have to say for yourselves?”

			Amanda rubbed her upper arms like she had a rash but said nothing.

			Elisa apologized for spying on him the night before.

			Jason said, “Sorry we dragged Amanda into this adventure. Elisa and I wanted to go back in time to stop accidents from happening to our dads.”

			“How did you get past the security system?” Grandpap asked.

			“The access code you let us use to get into your iPad,” Elisa said. “We overheard you discussing star travel with Professor Shan and decided to try your personal password.”

			“Is this building an ancient temple?” Jason asked.

			“Bukanians constructed the Hall of Endless Light around an Orion meteorite that hit—”

			Jason said, “Meteorites landing on earth are usually the size of a bowling ball.”

			Amanda cleared her throat. When Jason looked at her, she put her finger to her lips like she was trying to hush him.

			“This is a parallel universe where some things are like those on earth but others are different. As I was saying, artisans ground up Alnilam powder, created metal, and built the Star Globe. We keep the leftover powder in a vault underneath the archives. It provides a miraculous source of light and energy for the entire country and also has magical powers.”

			Amanda sighed, twisting the sphere ring, which she had put back on her finger. “Grandfather, are we trapped here, or can we get back home?”

			He said, “You’ve gotten a glimpse of Capital City but it’s a false view of this land. We’re in an unsafe medieval world. Dragons and dinosaurs wage bloody battles. People mysteriously disappear. Warlords constantly fight against each other. You should return home.”

			Jason thought about the science books in his bedroom and said, “Dinosaurs in the Jurassic Era died millions of years before—”

			“And dragons are imaginary,” Elisa said.

			“Not in this world. Go home. Otherwise, counterparts will trade places with you and travel to North Carolina in the Star Globe.”

			“What does that mean?” Jason asked.

			“Artificial intelligence and supercomputers enable the Star Globe to parallel time travel in the Belacamber universe.” He hesitated. “If you stay, you’ll assume identities of the royal kids in Bukania…and they will take your places back home until you return.”

			“That’s strange,” Elisa said.

			Grandpap continued, “It’s like a sideways universe where some things are the same…and others are very different.”

			Jason looked at the Star Globe on top of the meteorite. “Dad studied how ancient explorers used innovative technologies to navigate around the world. I wish he could be here with us.”
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			Grandpap nodded. “Your father helped me to develop the concept of parallel time travel. We become the same people in Bukania as we are in North Carolina. But it’s different than traditional bystander time travel where people go backward or forward to a new place and watch what happens around them. We’re fully engaged here.”

			“It’s very confusing,” Amanda said.

			“Our North Carolina memories move to the background and Bukanian thinking comes forward and takes over.”

			Jason asked, “Grandpap, does it bother you to have two sets of memories?”

			“It’s like being in the family room. You know what’s in the kitchen, but you focus on watching TV.” He stopped. “It’s not worth going into details. You need to return to North Carolina. Right away.”

			“What if we stay here with you?” Elisa asked.

			“Since this is your first trip, you would have to spend a week before all of your Bukanian memories returned.”

			“Won’t people know we’re outsiders?”

			“You’d be like actors in front of an audience, pretending you know what’s going on while your memories gradually come back.”

			“Is there something we can do to help you here?” Elisa asked.

			Gazing at the ceiling, Grandpap stroked his close-cut, salt-and-pepper beard. He looked at each of them. “Okay, it’s possible the Power Beyond the Universe led you to Bukania for a reason. Queen Dhyanna is dying from a rare disease, and you could be my healing assistants.”

			Jason glanced out of the corner of his eye at Amanda. She looked like she was getting one of her bad headaches.

			“A medicinal mountain plant called Carmanixia might save the queen,” Grandpap said. “But I have to travel beyond West Bukania to find it.”

			He continued, “This would be like being back home when you helped me to search for rare plants.”

			In North Carolina, their grandfather and his scientific friends had built a side business using plants from the Blue Ridge Mountains to improve wellness. The grandkids had tracked down medicinals with them.

			Amanda fussed with her hair. “How can we avoid creatures that want to hurt us?”

			“As members of the sovereign’s family, we have special weapons to protect us against enemies from Jurassica—which is a country in the far west.”

			Elisa raised her hand in the air. “I vote to stay if you can get us back home. This could be the adventure of a lifetime.”

			Jason said to Amanda, “With star travel we’ll be home before anybody knows we’ve been gone.”

			Amanda argued with him but reluctantly agreed to give it a try.

			A wild shriek broke the quiet of the hall. They looked up. A raven-sized bird flew into the ceiling’s hole and raced towards them, landing nearby on a small wooden platform. It had grayish-brown exterior feathers with white and brown squiggly marks across its underbelly.

			“That’s a peregrine falcon,” Jason said. “It’s ultrafast and flies over two hundred miles an hour, especially on its downward flight.”

			Amanda shook her head. “They don’t need a know-it-all in Belacamber.”

			Grandpap walked over to the perch. He untied the string that held a piece of paper against the falcon’s leg. “In Bukania, we use falcons to send and receive urgent messages. Express Riders handle regular mail…like Pony Express Riders did in the Wild West.” He glanced at the note. “After Professor Shan saw you, he went back to the castle. I need to go back, too. The queen’s chief diplomat, Lady Constance, arranged with a trusted maid to find royal clothes for you. She will be here shortly.”

			“What’s that have to do with us?” Jason asked.

			“If you remain here,” Grandpap said, “you must change out of your modern clothes.” He raised his eyebrows as he looked at Jason’s black Carolina Hurricanes hockey cap, turned backwards. The shoelaces on his blue and gold high-topped sports shoes remained untied.

			A tall woman came into the hall, elegantly dressed in a long maroon dress, her collar turned up. Gold lace trimmed the sleeves, neckline, and waist. Her golden-blond hair flowed down over her shoulders. She carried two linen bags with her right hand.

			Jason noticed the woman’s left arm was crippled.

			He was more observant about other people’s disabilities than what his grandfather called self-sufficient kids.

			She nodded her head. “I’m Lady Constance, the queen’s sister-in-law and senior advisor. She’s bedridden and must not be disturbed. Maester Shan asked me to handle this confidential situation.”

			Grandpap said, “Please don’t tell anyone about my grandchildren’s unusual trip.”

			“I will keep their travels a secret just like I do for you and Maester Shan.”

			Lady Constance handed one bag to the girls and the other to Jason. She gestured toward the Star Globe. “Time to dress like Bukanians. Let’s start with the girls. Please follow me to the room behind the globe. Your grandfather hides his clothes there and keeps the door locked.”

			Amanda and Elisa followed the attractive, stately woman past a two-tiered fountain, topped with crossed lightning bolts, and entered a room behind the sphere.

			Grandpap led Jason to a wall plaque. “I must retrieve my war staff. It has an Orionite spearhead I want to show you, which releases what we call starfire.” Before walking away, he said, “You should check out the sign. It’s about this country’s incredible astronomy discovery.”

			Memories came back to Jason as he read the information about Bukania:

			From the three stars in Orion’s belt, the Power Beyond the Universe sent meteorites to three races. Alnilam to humans, Mintaka to elves, and Alnitak to dragons.

			The Power Beyond assigned Star Life Keepers to capitalize on the meteorite gifts to ensure lasting hope, prosperity, and strength in their nations. Belacamber Guardians help them to fulfill their destinies.

			In Abbington, which became Bukania after the War of Unification, craftsmen used Orionite minerals to build the Star Globe and give light for homes and businesses—and starfire for fuel and warfare.

			Prophecies declare that there must be a fusion of the races and cultures into Star Points of Unity to provide a check and balance against rogue neighbors. Together, humans, elves, and dragons will be further empowered—and emboldened—to defeat enemies with dark magic that try to seize their Orion gifts and powers.

			Using the stars as an outline, an artist had drawn a muscular Orion warrior on the wall, holding a big shield with his left hand and a broadsword with his right. Next to it was a painting from the constellation of Cassiopeia that featured the queen, with her long blond hair in braids, sitting on a golden throne. She held a longsword in her lap. Rubbing his cheek, Jason wondered, What a strange coincidence. The warrior looks like Dad back home and the queen like Elisa’s mother before she became ill.

			The Book of Bukania, with letters embossed in gold on its bejeweled leather cover, lay open on top of a wooden stand. Jason discovered each page contained long lists of names and dates. He recognized that some of them were from House Blakeslee. The hand-painted illustrations inside were striking.

			Going back to get a closer look at the Star Globe, Jason realized how big of a hole the meteorite had made upon striking the ground. The Bukanians left the crater intact and decorated it with colorful tiles and the low surrounding wall.

			Behind him, he heard footsteps. Elisa and Amanda came back.

			Lady Constance spoke with Grandpap, saying, “Your granddaughters look as beautiful as ever.” She discussed the queen’s deteriorating condition with him.

			“Are you going to a Halloween party?” Jason whispered to the girls.

			“I wish I had a mirror to see our new clothes,” Elisa replied. Her blond braids hung down over the shoulders of a dark-brown walking coat, which covered a long, pleated olive-green skirt and taupe belted blouse. She had an ornate brooch fastened around her neck. The round gold clasp had two slashes of lightning carved into it, formed like the fountain decoration. Amanda wore similar clothes and had a square brooch made of red, black, and green inlaid gemstones.

			Jason suspected the older boys at school would love to see Elisa in her princess clothes.

			Grandpap returned and said to him, “It’s your turn to change.”

			Elisa took Amanda’s hand. “Let’s explore.” They ran over to look at the statues and wall paintings.

			Jason came back wearing a dark-green tunic. Underneath, he’d kept his tee shirt to remind him of his real home. The sleeveless shirt featured a close-up photo of an exploding star and the words, Far Out Bro: Journey on to New Adventures. He wore tight beige-colored pants. A silver clasp held his satin cape in place.

			He had put his Space Force watch in his pocket. It made him feel anchored to his dad. But he’d left the lab research notebook in the locked room behind the Star Globe for the return trip to North Carolina.

			While in the changing room, he’d taken out his hearing aids and examined them. They survived time traveling and worked well. Thank God I put in new batteries before the field trip, but I need to get back before they run out of juice. I get about a month of power back home. Hopefully that’s the same here.

			Grandpap held up a war staff, which had a small banner with a crossed-lightning emblem. He removed the leather pouch that protected its blade. “This is a magic Alnilam weapon. We’ve made special blades, spearheads, and arrowheads for fighting dinosaurs.”

			“Way too cool,” Jason said. “I read about dragons on the plaque. Do they really exist here?”

			Grandpap turned to the woman and said, “Lady Constance, can you give me a few moments alone to speak privately with my grandchildren?”

			She smiled. “I’ll meet them at the backdoor.”

			After the diplomat left, he said to Jason, “You need to talk like a medieval prince and not a kid at your skate park—and do not ask so many questions.” He paused. “These are dangerous times. Professor Shan is the chief scribe here and called Maester Shan. Besides being a scholar and scientist, he learned how to be a medical healer in his East of the Most East homeland. The council has requested that he and I immediately reexamine the queen. Lady Constance has arranged for you to have a picnic lunch with her in Queen’s Park. After I’m done at Abbington Castle, I’ll meet you at the main entrance. We can talk more about you staying in Bukania.”

			Grandpap explained how to get to the public park. He lowered his voice and said to Jason and the girls, “Your Bukanian counterparts will soon come in the front door. You must leave. Otherwise, it would be awkward to meet each other.”

			“What will they wear?” Amanda asked.

			“They’ll put on the clothes you left in your bags,” Grandpap said.

			“I don’t like someone else wearing my stuff.”

			Elisa nudged her. “Don’t be silly. We have their extra clothes.”

			“Hurry,” their grandfather said as he ushered the kids toward the backdoor where Lady Constance waited. He warned them, “Be careful when you go through the city streets. Lately, there has been an increasing number of townspeople disappearing.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Street Fight
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			Jason

			Town Square

			Capital City

			I feel like I’m in a weird dream, Jason thought.

			He followed Lady Constance through the Hall of Endless Light and into the town square. His grandfather had mentioned that Capital City was on Flat Top Mountain. The military headquarters, archives, and observatory were on the highest level in front of the towering mountain peaks. He craned his neck to see again what Grandpap had called Abbington Castle.

			He thought, It’s hard to imagine lookalikes switching places with us in North Carolina. Everyone will know they’re fakes. Especially Mom.

			The cousins followed the queen’s sister-in-law who elbowed her way through the crowd.

			Amanda asked Jason, “Won’t these people know we are not from their medieval world?”

			“We need to be alert.”

			“I’m scared. How about you?”

			“Maybe we’ll get lucky. Let’s follow Grandpap’s advice and pretend we’re in a play.”

			Elisa spoke softly, “If we can reach this medieval era, we can surely go back a year in time to North Carolina and save our fathers.”

			Vendors shouted out their bargains. The smell of cooking meat from stalls filled the air.

			Jason noticed insects on sticks. Beetles, scorpions, and caterpillars.

			We’ll have to careful with the food in this strange world.

			“We haven’t eaten for a long time and our stomachs are growling,” Elisa said. “Lady Constance, is it possible we could get something to eat before the picnic?”

			The stateswoman bought a small pie for each of them.

			Jason took a bite and tried not to gag. “Ugh. Whoever heard of putting meat in pies? Mom only makes fruit pies.”

			“Don’t be rude,” said Amanda.

			He noticed two large birds flying overhead. High in the sky.

			While the girls ate their food, Jason dropped his meat pie in a garbage barrel and scanned the crowd. The townspeople seemed to be a mixture of different races and cultures. Most wore colorful clothes and hats. A lot of the men had sheathed swords and knives belted to their waists.

			This definitely reminds me of a princess or King Arthur movie.

			He approached a monument in the public square. The sapphire-blue metal of the pillar looked like the Orion meteorite in the Hall of Endless Light. A sculptor had created a bas relief of a fierce-looking woman who wore full battle equipment. He remembered the word “panoply” from his lessons on Greek and Roman warfare. His dad used to say, “The whole armor protected a soldier from head to foot. Sometimes the frontline fighters also wore spikes in the bottom of their sandals to stand firm.”

			A lightweight helmet covered the fighter’s head, with a long braid of hair falling over each shoulder. She wore a custom-fit breastplate and wide metal belt with a big buckle to protect her abdomen. In her right hand, she gripped a medium-sized longsword with a round metal shield in the other. Her knee-high boots had extra thick soles.

			Jason read information etched into the pillar, trying to remember what was so important about the woman.

			Dhyanna

			The Warrior Queen

			“Victory or Death”

			Triumphant in Bukania’s War of Unification

			He spotted the girls in a shop discussing handmade boots. A stringy-haired boy with cold eyes glared at them as they went outside. Tattered, loose-fitting clothes hung on his body like a sheet covering a skeleton. Dirt streaked his face. Two tough-looking kids followed behind him: a hooded, dark-skinned boy—with intense black eyes sunken into a blank face—walked next to a hostile, pale girl whose whitish-silver hair gleamed in the sunlight.

			Jason pushed through the crowd and said to Amanda, “Troublemakers seem to follow us. The boy in front reminds me of Red from back home. We should call his buddies Stone Face and Ghost Girl.”

			“Keep your voice down,” Amanda said. “This isn’t a time to be funny. Grandfather warned us to be careful.”

			“Where’s Lady Constance?” Jason asked. He couldn’t find her. They were on their own.

			The ruffians came closer.

			Townspeople stepped aside.

			“Hey castle kids, why you in the city without guards?” the Leader called out. He said something else. Jason had trouble hearing in the noisy crowd and moved closer as the teenager approached the girls.

			“No one’s gonna save you,” the Leader said to the girls.

			Jason sidestepped in front of him and folded his arms. “We’re part of the royal family.”

			The bully drew closer. He had a flat stare. A knife scar crossed his face. His jaw muscles worked on something in his mouth. He smiled, exposing blackened teeth.

			Stone Face sneered as he looked up and down at Elisa. “Your clothes are fancy. You must be the most royal of this bunch.” He inched towards to her.

			The Leader spit a stream of dark-colored juice onto the cobblestones, the splash barely missing the cousins. He waved a wooden club that he’d kept hidden under his long coat.

			Jason whispered to the girls. “Let’s lose them.”

			Melting into the sweaty throng of townspeople, he held his nose and said, “There are a lot of people in this city who need a bath…and they shouldn’t let their animals go through the square.”

			Amanda nudged her brother as they wove through the crowd. “Don’t draw attention to us.”

			The Leader tracked down his prey, like a hungry lion closing in on a herd, deciding which one to attack first. He shoved aside a woman and her son. The boy fell, cutting his knee, and cried. His mother’s burlap bag fell. Apples rolled away.

			Should I help the mother and her son? Jason asked himself. He hadn’t expected to deal with bullies in the sideways universe.

			The Leader darted behind him and whacked the club across Jason’s back. Stone Face went after Elisa. Ghost Girl closed in on Amanda.

			Jason stopped himself from falling.

			Recovering, he turned around and punched the Leader in the face.

			He shifted his position as if he were avoiding a kick during one of his dad’s training sessions in martial arts. The Leader’s club glanced off his shoulder.

			“Stop fighting,” Lady Constance demanded as she rejoined the kids.

			The attackers ignored her.

			Jason assumed Lady Constance couldn’t physically get involved because of her withered arm.

			It’s up to me to take control of this situation.

			He pivoted and delivered a sidekick to the troublemaker’s neck.

			The Leader clutched his throat, screaming out in a croaky voice, “I’m gonna kill you.”

			Amanda wrestled with Ghost Girl.

			Lady Constance yelled to the surrounding townspeople, “Call for a constable! Royal kids are being attacked.”

			Stone Face lunged at Elisa. She kicked him in the groin. He fell to one knee but got back up. His eyes, flaming with revenge, glowered at Elisa. He reached for her neck.

			She backed up.

			He plowed into her.

			They fell onto the grimy cobblestones.

			Stone Face recovered first. He wrestled with Elisa and got onto her chest, pinning down her arms with his knees, putting his dirty hands around her neck.

			Jason couldn’t tamp down the volcanic eruption that rose from deep inside him. He picked up the Leader’s club from where it had fallen. He smashed it across Stone Face’s head. Elisa’s attacker dropped to the ground.

			Jason prepared to strike him again but remembered his dad’s warnings.

			“Break up the fight,” a constable called out as he ran into the brawl. He was short but muscular. The buttons on his orange and black uniform looked like they might pop off. Lady Constance explained to him what was happening.

			Elisa stood, rubbing her neck.

			Stone Face got up.

			Jason prepared to club him again. He felt Elisa’s hand on his arm, holding him back. She said, “Leave him alone and let’s help your sister.”

			They went after Ghost Girl together and pulled her away from Amanda.

			The gruff constable grabbed the Leader and twisted his arm behind him. “You causing trouble again? Told you to stay in the Lower District where you belong.”

			Two more men in orange and black came through the crowd. They chased Stone Face and Ghost Girl out of the town square.

			The three cousins huddled together.

			“Go back to the castle,” the constable ordered. He held onto the Leader who kicked Jason, screaming with his hoarse throat, “You won’t get away easy next time, castle kids.”

			The cousins ran back into the crowd. They paused, hiding behind some tall men. Lady Constance caught up, out of breath. She said, “The Queen’s Guards are always in front of the archway by the castle stairs. We’re not far away.”

			In a hushed voice, Elisa said to Jason, “Thanks for rescuing me. You okay? Your eyes look like someone in a zombie apocalypse movie.”

			Jason remained silent. He shuddered, remembering the sound of the club whacking Stone Face in the head and he was glad Elisa stopped him from hitting the boy again. He recalled the school counselor’s warning about containing his anger. Although bigger than most kids his age, and already shaving, Jason had avoided contact team sports like football—which usually helped him to avoid losing his temper.

			Elisa prevented him from forgetting one of his dad’s important self-defense lessons: “Take care of yourself and those around you. But know when to walk away.”

			Since his dad’s death, he sometimes felt like he was ready to explode. He asked himself a tough question: Being in a warrior society, will I get away with being angry?

			He hoped he didn’t enjoy fighting too much in this medieval land.

			Amanda interrupted him, saying, “We need to go.”

			“According to the sun’s position, we should make our way over there.” He pointed to the right.

			“How do you know that?” Amanda asked.

			Jason answered, “Sis, you should have paid more attention to Dad’s lessons.”

			She pulled back her hand to hit him. He darted through the crowd. The girls and Lady Constance followed him.

			Near the Royal Arch, Jason pointed up at the sky and said, “Those two birds have been hovering above us since we left the Hall of Endless Light.”

			Elisa shaded her eyes and spotted them. “What are they?”

			“Too big for peregrine falcons…and eagles fly alone. They’re not vultures since you can identify  their wings as you look up. Kinda see through.”

			Two well-armed guards, in blue and gold uniforms, stood under the hand-cut limestone arch with its double doors.

			“What was all that noise?” a guard asked. He stared at Elisa. His body stiffened.

			“Street ruffians harassed us,” Elisa said.

			His face lost its color as he gawked at her.

			“Why are you at the square unprotected?”

			Lady Constance intervened.

			“I am the queen’s chief diplomat. I accept blame for allowing these royal children to be in the city without a military escort.” One of the guards took them to the main walkway. Jason recalled there was a set of stairs on the left that led to Abbington Castle and a winding path on the right, past the wooded ravine, for public access to the gardens and Crystal Springs Lake.

			Jason thought about how he had lost his temper during the fight. He’d forgotten that his school counselor had told him, “Imagine throwing ice water onto your boiling temper before you lose control.”

			He noticed the two birds catching a wind draft high above them.

			Why are they following us?

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Surprise Attack
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			Amanda

			Queen’s Park

			Abbington Castle

			Amanda stood at the public garden’s entrance on Flat Top Mountain, examining a statue of Queen Isabella from House Blakeslee. The inscription revealed she was the deceased mother of Dhyanna.

			After their picnic lunch, Lady Constance had gone back to Abbington Castle, which rose over the trees to the far left. The military training center, parade grounds, and Crossed Swords Cemetery lay between the castle and the Bukanian Archives and Royal Observatory. Amanda remembered that her grandfather, Sir Charles Blakeslee, was the country’s top astronomer and known as the Mapmaker—as well as being a Belacamber Guardian.

			Nearby, two boys sailed a toy boat on the milky blue-green lake, which triggered another memory.

			Maester Shan had built the toy boat out of murewood he got from a trip to the Evergreen Nation to help the elves. He told Amanda he modeled the kids’ boat after his own Tiantan ship that was over one hundred sixty feet wide and four hundred fifty feet long. As admiral, he had led the biggest known fleet from the other side of the world but his flagship wrecked off the coast of Abbington.

			Admiral Shan had arranged with Queen Isabella for he and his two hundred passengers to live in Capital City until a return ship came for them. In the meantime, they shared their innovations, such as medicine, weapons, and factories, while learning about new discoveries in the queen’s realm.

			No Tiantan ship had arrived during the past twenty-three years to take the admiral, his family, and explorers back to their homeland.

			Jason stood by the former queen’s statue and asked, “Amanda, do you think Mom knows we’re missing? She’s probably called the police by now.”

			Amanda repeated what their grandfather had mentioned about parallel time travel before they left the Hall of Endless Light. “Our North Carolina families and friends won’t know the royal lookalikes have taken our—”

			“Here comes Cousin Verilee,” Jason said, looking at the teenaged girl coming down the path. Her long blond braids fluttered in the breeze.

			Elisa noted, “I had forgotten she always tries to dress like me.”

			Verilee Grafton was the same age as Elisa. She was also beautiful and had the same tall, thin figure. Instead of bright green eyes, however, she had one that was blue and the other brown.

			“Act as if nothing is wrong,” Amanda said.

			Elisa waved as their cousin came closer with her younger brother. She said, “Verilee, how are you doing on this wonderful spring day?”

			“Fine…until I saw you.” Verilee scowled as she led her brother past them.

			Jason’s face got bright red. He called down the path, “Don’t be so rude.”

			“Calm down,” Elisa said. “She takes after her dad.”

			Grandpap came toward them from the opposite direction with the maester’s son, Bo Shan, who was a top knight but dressed in his civilian clothes. He wore a red silk robe with gold trim, which was standard clothing in Tiantan—or what Maester Shan sometimes referred to as East of the Most East.

			Like his father, the brown-skinned Bo shaved the front of his head and pulled his remaining black hair into a long single tail. His leather belt held a curved sword. In his spare time, Bo also helped the maester to convert Orion meteorite powder into more starfire weapons.

			The Mapmaker asked him and the grandkids to take a walk with him around Crystal Springs Lake. He said, “I saw Verilee. She’s becoming more unhappy as her father presses her to get involved in his trade guild business, which now dominates the buying and selling of goods in our country. We must not underestimate Lord Grafton since he regards House Blakeslee as his enemy.”

			They strolled along the shore of the lake and approached a green wooden bridge that connected to an island covered with weeping willow trees.

			Grandpap summarized what he and Maester Shan had discussed with the severely ill Queen Dhyanna. She’d decided that the Mapmaker’s expedition should leave earlier than expected—and needed to have knights and foot soldiers so it could become a military expeditionary force.

			Maester Shan had stayed at the castle to try another treatment to cure her life-threatening illness. Nothing had worked thus far.

			Two shadows passed over Queen’s Park.

			Amanda touched Jason’s arm and said in a hushed voice, “Slow down.”

			They hung back from the group.

			She lowered her voice and asked, “Do you remember having a pet pterodactyl?”

			“More memories are coming back as the day goes by. Her name’s Tery. She lives on Sheer Rock behind the observatory.”

			Two pterodactyls flew low over the garden walkway, just above the tree line.

			“Is she following us?”

			“Tery has been resting in her cave due to a sudden illness.”

			Grandpap extended his brass spyglass and surveyed the sky. “One of those pterodactyls is brown. The other is deep red.”

			“Tery’s color is sky blue,” Jason said.

			They followed the flight of the dinosaur birds.

			Grandpap said, “There’s a woman dressed in purple and black riding the red pterodactyl.”

			Elisa strode to the middle of the bridge. Calling out to the boys playing with their toy boat, she ordered them to leave the area.

			The dinosaur birds swooped past them and circled around.

			Amanda and Jason grabbed branches from a fallen tree. Grandpap tore off the leather cover from his war staff’s blade. He lifted his weapon, the small banner fluttering in the breeze. Bo Shan removed his longknife.

			Although the two boys had left the lake, they stopped in the middle of the clearing to gape at the dinosaur birds.

			The red pterodactyl screeched, dropping to the bridge instead of going after the boys.

			Bo Shan threw his knife, but it bounced off the creature.

			Grandpap thrust the glowing blue-metal tip on his war staff at the red ptero. Starfire shot out. Hit its rear leg. Startled, the dinosaur veered off course. The rider, wearing a purple tunic underneath her black cloak, guided the bird above the trees.

			The brown ptero came toward the lake.

			Elisa remained standing on the bridge, yelling for the two boys to leave the park.

			The winged dinosaur reached out to grab her.
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			It missed but tried again.

			Elisa fought back, screaming, holding onto the bridge railing to resist it.

			Amanda and Jason swung their sticks at the ptero.

			Bo Shan removed his curved sword.

			Trying to take off her coat to break free, Elisa got her arms caught in the sleeves. The ptero yanked at her, its claws sinking deeper into the cloth.

			A young Queen’s Guard, dressed in his crisp, clean uniform, sprinted down the garden walkway as the brown pterodactyl lifted Elisa off the bridge. He jumped onto the railing and balanced himself.

			Elisa dangled in midair above him.

			Using his longsword as a giant knife, the young man hacked at Elisa’s stretched-out coat.

			Grandpap aimed his staff blade at the dinosaur bird. A beam of sapphire-blue starfire shot out and distracted the brown ptero.

			Striking again with his longsword, the Queen’s Guard split apart Elisa’s coat. She fell onto the bridge. Jason and Amanda ran to help her.

			Bo Shan raised his curved sword as the brown ptero hovered over the bridge. Like a flash of lightning, his blade hit the creature and wounded it. The surprised dinosaur bird rose up into the sky.

			With an ear-piercing yowl, the red pterodactyl returned and extended its talons, trying to pounce on Elisa…just as Amanda and Jason arrived to take her off the bridge.

			The woman in purple lifted her staff and pointed it at them.

			Grandpap struck first. He bashed the spearhead of his staff into the red ptero’s face and drew blood. Surprised, the dinosaur squawked in pain and retreated.

			Jason dashed across the lawn to help the boys hiding in a bush. He hurried back, leading each one by the hand.

			“All clear,” Grandpap said as he looked up into the sky. The pterodactyls had left. He asked, “How are the kids?”

			“Terrified, but all right,” Jason replied as he calmed down the boys and sent them home to the Lower District. “Were the pteros after Elisa?”

			“Sure looked like it,” Grandpap answered. “They were relentless.”

			Elisa held back tears, clutching the remnant of her tattered coat. Amanda placed her arm across her cousin’s trembling shoulders.

			“We’ve now seen firsthand what could cause townspeople to go missing,” Grandpap said.

			Jason thought, My mum doesn’t let us talk about the Disappeareds.

			The Queen’s Guard nodded. “The Royal Council has instructed us to find out why so many Bukanians have vanished during the past year.”

			Grandpap reached out for the young man’s hand and shook it. “I’m Sir Charles. Who are you?”

			“My name is Raynor. I’m a new trainee.” His face reddened. “My brother and I watch you during morning drills.”

			“Not bad for an old man, eh?”

			Amanda stared at the young man’s eyes, which were as clear blue as a Carolina sky.

			“Thanks for saving my cousin’s life,” she said, pushing a strand of brown hair away from her face and tucking it behind her ear.

			“Let’s find your captain,” Sir Charles said to the guard. “I want to tell him how you helped drive away the pterodactyls. We must also notify the council about the attack.”

			Amanda picked up Elisa’s gold Bukanian brooch with the lightning cross, which had fallen to the grass during her scuffle with the ptero. She handed it to her. “I know how much you love your jewelry.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Glad you escaped.”

			Elisa flashed a weak smile, rubbing her shoulders. “Tough being yanked around by a pterodactyl. My second close call today.”

			Grandpap turned to her and said, “It’s time for you to see the queen. She has important information to share with you. I’ll meet the three of you at the Hall of Endless Light after you’re done.” He left with Raynor for the guards’ headquarters.

			The cousins walked to the castle, rattled from the attack, and kept looking up at the sky in case the pterodactyls came back.
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			The Keep

			Abbington Castle

			Elisa climbed a wooden stairway to the third floor of Abbington Castle, nervous about seeing Queen Dhyanna.

			Why does she want to see me? Has she found out I’m an imposter?

			The royals’ living quarters were at the keep, in the middle of the castle. At the top of the stairs, Elisa looked down the long hallway lined with historical items from House Blakeslee. Paintings of the sovereign’s family filled the walls. All kinds of weapons. She stopped in front of a full set of armor. The sign said Supreme Commander William Armstrong had worn the armor in his last battle. Mykael Blakeslee took his place but fell in a later attack by the Jurassicans.

			Her heart twitched in anguish. I should know more about who these men are, she thought.

			Elisa went to the Highest Monarch’s quarters. Right where Grandpap said they would be. Two Queen’s Guards stared straight ahead—no muscles moving—and ignored her. She knocked on the door.

			The maid opened the heavy oak door. She held a small vase with fresh blue and yellow roses, which she handed to Elisa. “You always bring a bouquet to the queen. Lady Constance figured you might not have time to get fresh flowers today.”

			“How thoughtful.” Elisa smelled the flowers, which triggered memories from past visits to the queen. “Thanks!”

			The maid said, “Since you were a little girl, you’ve always called me ‘Nanny.’”

			Elisa’s eyes moistened. A fresh rush of remembrances struck her. But something was absent. Like trying to solve a puzzle with missing pieces.

			Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the stifling-hot private suite where a fireplace roared. She paused and took off her cape. It was as if she’d walked into the blacksmith’s shop—to visit Jason and his friend Brannon—with the forge going at full blast. The air felt thick, making it hard to breathe. Sweat dripped down her face. She worried about having an anxiety attack and wanted to turn around and leave.

			Elisa carried the vase into the bedroom. The queen lay motionless in the center of the bed, which had an elaborate headboard and cherry-wood posts decorated with vines and clusters of plump grapes. A woodcutter had also carved a cavalry scene on the bed’s footboard, highlighting a man and woman slashing their swords through enemy horse soldiers. The woman’s long braids flew behind her in the wind.

			Those Bukanian fighters look familiar, Elisa thought.

			The smell of sickness grew stronger. Her nostrils tingled. She looked more closely at the queen, dropping the vase of flowers onto the floor.

			“Mother!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Star Points of Unity
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			Elisa

			Queen’s Chambers

			Abbington Castle

			Water from the broken vase splashed on Elisa’s leg and shards of glass surrounded her. She knelt to pick up the large pieces but cut herself. Blood dripped from her thumb. She stood up. “Nanny, I’m so sorry.” The maid took her hand and examined the cut. She wrapped a kerchief around it. “Keep pressure on it. I’ll clean up.”

			Elisa stared at the bed’s carved footboard. She realized her mother, Queen Dhyanna, was the sword-brandishing young woman. The man was her father, William Armstrong, supreme commander of the army.

			I’m the crown princess but I don’t know if I should be excited or terrified.

			Staring at the bedridden queen, she thought her mother was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. Her eyes were wide and as green as sparkling emeralds. Smooth, unblemished face. Her long blond braids—streaked with gray—flared over the pillowcase.

			The queen looked around.

			She struggled to focus. “Glad…you are here…I might not last much longer.” Dhyanna tried to sit up but was too weak.

			Elisa cringed. It felt like a forest fire burned inside her heart and gut. My mothers are sick in both worlds, and my fathers are dead. As Jason says, it’s not fair that our families have so many problems.

			Lady Constance came in from the antechamber and propped Queen Dhyanna against plump pillows, tugging on the embroidered quilt to cover her quivering shoulders.

			Elisa thought back on meeting the chief diplomat in the Hall of Endless Light. Did she tell the queen that I came to Bukania on the Star Globe?

			She stepped forward, her boots crunching broken glass.

			“Elisa, you have a lot to talk about privately with your mother,” Lady Constance said. “Regarding her health, Sir Charles and Maester Shan hope the Carmanixia plant from the Border Mountains can save your mother’s life. However, we must focus now on the potential transfer of authority to you.”

			“Mama, I’m worried about you,” Elisa said as she held back her tears. She didn’t mention the pterodactyls’ attempted assault in the public garden. Her Bukanian mother had enough to be concerned about.

			“We’re running out of time,” Dhyanna said.

			The bleeding on Elisa’s finger had stopped. She gave the kerchief back to the maid.

			Queen Dhyanna gagged as if she had trouble swallowing.

			Elisa gave her a sip of water from a delicate porcelain pitcher and cup, which, she remembered, Maester Shan had brought from Tiantan.

			“Should I come back when you’re feeling better?” she asked her mother.

			“Darling, I need to speak with you now.”

			Struggling to take a deep breath, the queen said, “Elisa, my father will launch his expeditionary force after the Royal Council approves my recommendation at tomorrow’s meeting. I want you to go with Jason and Amanda as medical assistants. You’ve all received extensive instruction in the science of healing plants. When you find Carmanixia, Amanda and Jason can bring it back to me while you stay with your grandfather.”

			“Mama, we’re inexperienced,” Elisa said.

			After a sharp stab of pain passed, the queen said, “I’ve told you there are three choices in stressful situations: Freeze in place…flee and run away…or stand and fight. It’s time for you, Jason, and Amanda to fight. Maester Shan says you have excelled in military lessons. You’re not much younger than I was for my first battle. I’ve asked my father to divide my royal weapons, which I used in the War of Unification, and instruct you and Amanda how to use them.”

			Elisa’s voice cracked. “I-I-I should stay in the Capital City to take care of you.”

			The queen cast a loving look at her daughter. “As crown princess, you must handle negotiations with leaders in the west. War is coming.”

			Struggling, she removed a bulky gold key—attached to a blue silk braid—from around her neck. She motioned to Constance who retrieved it and walked to an unlit fireplace.

			“Elisa, my mother wore this key around her neck at all times, even when she bathed. No one ever saw it.”

			Lady Constance pulled a lever beside the second fireplace and the mantle swung open, revealing a heavy wood door. She said to Elisa, “As you can see this is a fake fireplace. I burn some wood each month to make it smell like it’s in use. This secret door has only one lock, which the queen’s master key opens.”

			She and the maid went inside the hidden door and brought out two books, a gold bar, and a star-shaped pendant on a gold necklace. They stacked them on the table.

			What a strange collection of things, Elisa thought.

			Dhyanna said, “Your grandmother used to say she lived in a lonely labyrinth of double locks and double dealing. After I took over for her, I found out what she meant.”

			“Elisa,” Lady Constance said, “we insert the queen’s master key and one kept by the chairman of the Royal Council to unlock the treasury door.” She paused. “The same primary key is also used in the basement of Maester Shan’s archives. He and his scientists make starfire from the Star Globe’s meteorite and store it in their workroom vault. But they need both keys to access it.”

			“There are other double-lock vaults in the castle,” Dhyanna said. “As chief diplomat, Constance has a key for one in my personal library down the hall, which contains recent legal documents and signed treaties.”

			Lady Constance held up the gold ingot. It was as big as a book but sliced horizontally in half. “This is the queen’s official permit. With it, she grants her full authority to the bearer who can give orders to anyone in the nation. I always carry this passport when traveling to represent the queen.”

			She handed it to Elisa who noted, “It’s really heavy.”

			“Solid gold.”

			Constance placed the passport on the table and brought two books and the pendant on its necklace to the queen. Elisa read the titles: Instructions for Abbington Queens and Rules of the Bukanian Realm.

			Dhyanna said, “Queen Isabella reviewed these books with me when I became a teenager.” She picked up the piece of gold star-shaped jewelry. “She also told me about the Star Points of Unity. Each of the major nations has a unique one. When the five points come together, and are placed in this empty pendant setting, they will be unified and receive more help from the Power Beyond the Universe.”

			The queen showed Instructions for Abbington Queens to Elisa. “This book provides details on matrilineal property rights and a matriarch succession plan.”

			Dhyanna next went through Rules of the Bukanian Realm.

			Elisa’s head spun from all the “do this” and “don’t do that” requirements of becoming the topmost ruler.

			There’s still so much to learn. I hope Grandpap can become my chief advisor.

			She remembered how inspiring her mother had always been. At the age of twenty-one, Dhyanna had led the defense of her Abbington homeland after Elisa’s father William Armstrong was killed in action at Morrisville and the Silver Fox assassin murdered Queen Isabella.

			The queen used the musty-smelling books to teach principles about leadership to her daughter. She admitted making mistakes during her reign.

			“Dear, one of my biggest errors,” Queen Dhyanna said, “is that I’ve been too trusting. I now realize there are two kinds of people: givers and takers. One group truly cares about you, while the second group only cares about themselves. Therefore, you must be wary of liars and deceivers.”

			Cousin Verilee and her father Lord Grafton popped into Elisa’s mind.

			Dhyanna shared private information from her spies about Emperor Zimri and his dark powers. She also mentioned rumors that leaders from the Red Cliff Nation and Dragonora were in discussions with the Jurassicans. Midland already tried to maintain its long-standing neutrality.

			“How do I know if a person is being truthful?” Elisa asked.

			“Listen more than you talk. Watch body movements. Pay close attention to facts and not what people want you to believe. They’ll usually make mistakes and reveal their true intentions.” She smiled. “My Belt of Truth will help during your military campaigns.”

			She placed a sapphire-blue triangle and the Star Points of Unity necklace into Elisa’s hand. “I’m entrusting our Star Point from the Alnilam meteorite and this empty pendant to you and my father. As a Belacamber Guardian, he can help to negotiate with his colleagues in other nations.”

			Elisa nodded but didn’t know what that really meant.

			The queen added, “The two of you need to convince West Bukanian mountaineers and elves, along with the Red Cliff elves and dragons, to give you their Star Points. If needed, Lady Constance can also assist as my diplomatic lead. It is written in prophecies that completion of the Star Points of Unity will give our nations more power to defeat the Jurassicans as well as enemies from the far west and north.”

			She dismissed Constance and the maid.

			Elisa felt her neck flushing.

			“Mama, I don’t want to cause problems, but I refuse to go on the expedition.”

			“Your meetings with allies will not be typical delegation visits,” her mother said. “They will be a matter of survival for their countries and ours.”

			Elisa remained silent.

			Her mother’s face darkened. “This is not a suggestion but an order from the queen to one of her loyal subjects.”

			Elisa’s eyes swept around the room and came to rest on a portrait of Dhyanna and William when she was the crown princess and he commanded the Abbington army.

			It’s sad I have a sick mother in this Belacamber universe and never knew my father who died when I was only two years old. I don’t know if I’m tough enough to handle deaths and illness in both worlds.

			“We don’t have time for arguments,” the queen said. She sighed, taking a deep breath, and motioned to the bedside chair.

			Elisa reluctantly sat down. Her mother put her hand on Elisa’s knee—stopping it from shaking up and down—and picked up a vial from the nightstand.

			“What’s in the bottle?” Elisa asked.

			“Pure murewood oil. You must visit the Harp Tree on one of your journeys to West Bukania. That’s where this oil came from.” The queen told her how elves received revelations before they went into major battles. The Murewood Guardian for the Evergreen Nation protected the Harp Tree.

			The queen removed the stopper and let her daughter sniff the vial.

			Elisa said, “Smells sweet, like a flowery candle in the Hall of Endless Light.”

			Queen Dhyanna tilted the bottle and poured a small amount of oil into her palm. She dipped an index finger into the oil and swirled it. Twisting around, she smeared oil along Elisa’s forehead. She prayed, “May the Power Beyond the Universe grant my daughter wisdom, courage, and strength…and the gift of wise counselors and loyal military commanders.”

			Elisa felt a tingle along her back and neck.

			“You must be careful,” the queen said. “My father taught me about circles of trust when I was your age. He told me to rely mostly on family, close friends, and proven advisors. But I was young and ignored his warnings.”

			The queen patted the bed. “Please lie next to me,”

			After her daughter got settled, she told her about the release of magical gifts.

			It made Elisa think about her science class in middle school. Do we already have magic in our cells like DNA? Or does someone give it to us?

			Dhyanna said, “I feared military engagements when I first became queen. Like me, you’ll receive special powers—at the right time and in the right place—to gain Bukanian victories.”

			Elisa felt her mother’s arm wrap around her and squeeze hard.

			It’s nice to have a hug again, Elisa thought, even under these bad circumstances.

			“I believe you will also receive increased confidence like the Power Beyond gave me,” the queen said.

			They talked together until Elisa had to leave to meet her grandfather—and cousins—at the Hall of Endless Light.

			“Mama, I don’t want to leave you.”

			Queen Dhyanna said. “I know you’re worried about problems ahead. You’ll gain strength and wisdom to overcome them.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Sword Fighting
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			Jason

			Capital City

			Day Three

			Jason stopped an overhead sword attack. The vibration surged up his right arm. He ignored the sharp pain and returned to the ready position. He waited for Oliver Ryons’ next move.

			Jason’s grandfather wanted him to complete his last practice session before the expedition left for West Bukania. At dawn, they drilled at the military training center.

			During previous classes, Jason had become friends with Oliver who was the stocky brother and squire of Sir Percy, the realm’s champion knight. At the other end of the training facility, Jason’s grandfather and a young knight-in-training raced on horseback with lances pointed at each other. Grandpap had once been a renowned knight and liked to practice so he could stay sharp. Many of the young warriors and Queen’s Guards had learned the hard way that the older man remained a tough competitor.

			Jason wore a standard helmet and chain mail plus greaves on his legs. He was almost as tall as Oliver but leaner and more muscular. Like his friend, he had also started shaving.

			They sparred with broadswords made from sturdy hickory branches. Their instructor, Bo Shan, had designed the practice weapons with crosspieces and leather grips to make them feel like actual swords. His father, Maester Shan, had been one of the best swordsmen in their Tiantan homeland.

			Bo called out to them, “Keep moving.”

			“Disarm mama’s boy,” cried out Tiny, one of the three squires who stood behind the fence and rooted for Oliver.

			The other two boys laughed and added their own insults.

			Jason’s face turned beet red. He thought, I wonder if the bullies have heard the story of my sudden healing? Maybe that’s why they’re not calling me the Deaf Kid.

			Yesterday, Grandpap had spread information that Jason experienced a miracle in the Hall of Endless Light: the Power Beyond the Universe had given the prince a dramatic improvement in hearing.

			Although the same age as Oliver—sixteen years old—Tiny looked like a young man in his early twenties. He wore his blond hair in a ponytail and had a stubbly beard. He was the younger brother of one of Sir Percy Ryons’ senior commanders along with Bo Shan and a woman called Sunflower. Comrades referred to him and his brother as “Tiny Mountain” and “Big Mountain.”

			Jason parried Oliver’s next sword thrust and spun around to deliver a backhanded swipe. His opponent recovered, feinted, and slashed with his sword. Jason paused when something hit his helmet.

			Oliver looked over at Tiny who had a pebble in his hand, ready to throw it at Jason. “Leave us alone. I want to win fair and square.”

			Jason glowered at Tiny, who was laughing along with the other two squires.

			“Let’s start over,” Oliver said. “Ignore Tiny. He is jealous about how quickly you’ve mastered Bo Shan’s lessons.”

			Jason pressed forward with even greater intensity. Oliver backed up, blocking the aggressive moves. He stepped to the side and counterattacked.

			Bo Shan stopped the practice with their fake swords.

			Oliver and Jason drank from wooden canteens.

			Their drillmaster said to them, “You both have made excellent progress and are ready to spar with actual swords. But watch out. Although the blades are not battle sharp, they can still be dangerous.”

			Shan gave each of them an unsharpened steel broadsword with a blunted point. He walked over to the Mapmaker, who had finished his lance sparring. Sir Percy joined them.

			Jason and Oliver practiced striking their broadswords against padded leather posts along the fence perimeter.

			“What do you think about the news from Oronocco?” Jason asked in between blows.

			A peregrine had arrived last night. Mountaineers spotted Jurassican creatures moving toward Fort Champion, which guarded the Midland entrance to the Grand Tunnel—and West Bukania.

			Oliver said, “Supreme Commander Laith has expressed concern that Jurassicans might ambush the Mapmaker’s expedition. The council will vote this afternoon about the queen’s recommendation to turn it into a military-supported expeditionary force. My brother will lead the knights and troops while your grandfather handles mapmaking and reconnaissance.”

			“My grandfather asked me to go on the trip but needs council approval,” Jason said. He took another drink from his wooden canteen.

			“Big Mountain invited his brother and friends to join the expedition.”

			Jason thought, I can’t believe Tiny and his troublemaking squires will also go on the trip…and continue to bother me.

			“Do you think the council will agree to the changes?” Oliver asked.

			“The members have little choice. If my grandfather and his band don’t reach the border to bring back Carmanixia, they cannot save the queen.”

			Bo Shan called all his students together and broke them into pairs, saying, “Be careful of the dull blades.”

			Jason was almost as big as his sparring partner Raynor, the blue-eyed Queen’s Guard trainee, who had helped to rescue Elisa at the public garden.

			Facing off, Raynor asked, “What’s your sister’s name?”

			“Amanda,” Jason replied. “Why?”

			“I’ve always thought she was pretty.”

			Jason checked the balance of his sword.

			“Does Amanda have a boyfriend?” Raynor asked.

			“She’s a royal.”

			“Can’t she have a boyfriend?”

			Jason glared at him. “Not a castle guard…or a commoner.”

			“That seems unfair. Can’t she make her own decisions?”

			Jason stood more erect, holding his broadsword. “Our mother makes all courting decisions.”

			“Royals have complicated rules. Can you set up a time for me to speak with your mother?”

			Jason’s temper erupted. “My father’s dead. My mother and I look out for Amanda. So stay away—”

			Bo Shan’s voice carried across the parade ground as sword blades clanged around the practice yard. “Quit jabbering and begin your practice session.”

			Jason struck with his broadsword and smashed aside Raynor’s thrust. He thought, Good thing I can handle this heavy broadsword.

			Pivoting, he brushed aside his opponent’s longsword and launched an overhand swipe. The flat part of his sword struck the Queen’s Guard on his padded shoulder.

			Raynor grunted as he stepped back. “Hey, we’re only practicing.”

			They resumed fighting.

			Jason lunged, striking Raynor in the midsection. His opponent clutched his  chain mail, as he backed off to catch his breath.

			They continued to exchange ferocious blows.

			Jason remained on the offensive.

			Raynor stumbled backwards and fell.

			Jason placed the dull point of his sword at Raynor’s throat. “Stay away from my sister. She doesn’t need you creating problems for her.” He walked over to the fence but kept looking over his shoulder.

			Bo Shan asked the graduating students to come forward. Sir Percy stood in front of them and gave out awards.

			“One of our students will advance to the next level of knighthood training,” Sir Percy said. He called Oliver, his youngest brother, to come forward and gave a special presentation sword to him. “I had the silversmith in the Upper District inscribe our call to arms on the blade: Be strong. Be brave. Be free.”

			Tiny and the other two squires cheered for Oliver.

			Jason saw Raynor giving him a dark look.

			“Hopefully, we’ll leave for West Bukania in the morning,” Sir Percy said.

			Preparations for the next morning’s departure reminded Jason that he had never said goodbye to his father Mykael. He’d expected him to come back from his last military campaign. With Royal Council approval, Jason would go on his grandfather’s expedition. He had vowed to redirect his anger at Emperor Zimri and his Jurassican beasts—and avenge his father’s death at the Battle of Crooked Spine in Midland.
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			Jason

			The Keep

			Abbington Castle

			Jason and Amanda went to see their Bukanian mother. Elisa usually joined them for their daily breakfast but didn’t show up. They started eating without her.

			“Jason, I am thrilled your hearing has improved,” his mother said. “Your grandfather told me about the miracle yesterday in the Hall of Endless Light.”

			She caught Jason off guard. He didn’t want to lie…but also didn’t want to reveal anything about their journey from North Carolina.

			“Mum, you make the best breakfasts,” he said, remembering how much he enjoyed her fried potatoes, ham, and eggs, which came from farms in the Central Valley east of the Daughter of the Stars River.

			More than a dozen years ago, rebels from the Southern Territories had invaded the Central Valley breadbasket. Jason’s father Mykael and Aunt Dhyanna—he was only nineteen, and she was twenty-one—fought side by side to defend Capital City. In her first major role as the new queen, Dhyanna invited the defeated warlords to join her in forming the new confederation of Bukania, which she named after her grandfather, Sir Buchanan Blakeslee. Mykael became her supreme army commander after Jason was born.

			There was also fresh bread and honey from the basement kitchen. The aroma of peppermint —picked fresh from the herb garden behind the castle—reminded Jason of how his parents used to sit at the table drinking tea together and chatting about life. There was always a lot of laughter and smiles. His dad called them “funny times.”

			“How was your training this morning?” his mum asked. “Grandpap said that Sir Percy likes the progress you’re making.”

			“I received my award for sword fighting,” Jason said.

			Grandpap had trained his grandkids to use basic weapons such as the bow and arrow and longknife. Bo Shan worked with them on sword fighting, military strategy, and battle tactics. His maester father also taught Amanda how to handle explosives invented in Tiantan. Bo’s younger sister trained Amanda and Elisa in her weapon of choice—throwing daggers.

			“Queen Dhyanna is preparing us to go on the upcoming expedition to West Bukania,” Amanda said.

			She told her mother that yesterday evening Grandpap had introduced Queen Dhyanna’s Alnilam weapons to the girls: Elisa trained with her mother’s breastplate, Belt of Truth, and the Sword of Dhyanna while Amanda received her helmet, shield, and special Orionite-soled boots.

			I didn’t get anything, Jason thought.

			“My sister-in-law may be queen,” said their mother, “but she cannot keep deciding about my children without checking with me first.” Her Tiantan porcelain cup slipped off the table and smashed on the floor. She ignored it. “I agreed to let you train with weapons only as a precaution in case Jurassicans reach Capital City.”

			“Grandpap and Sir Percy approve of us going on the expedition,” Amanda said.

			Jason added, “Aunt Dhyanna wants us to help them find a Carmanixia plant in the Border Mountains to—”

			Putting her elbows on the table, their mother leaned forward and said, “If war is coming, you will be at risk going anywhere near the border.”

			“Mother, we are almost of age,” Amanda said. “Kids grow up more quickly these days.”

			“I will not allow you to go near Midland, where your father died. The other council members know I control your father’s vote until someone finds his body.”

			Sobbing, she left the room.

			Jason and his sister went to look for Elisa. They remembered she had to pick up some new jewelry in the Upper District.

			Amanda sprinted to catch up to Jason as he ran down the cliff-like steps from Abbington Castle. She stumbled, yelling, “Slow down or I’m going to get hurt.”

			Jason went faster. “Brothers are so annoying,” she hollered. He waited at the Royal Arch near the town square where the ruffians had attacked them. Two stone-faced guards stood at attention.

			“Have you seen Elisa today?” Jason asked them, trying to ignore the hammering of workmen building the platform for the next day’s festivities.

			The tall guard said, “Crown Princess may have gone into the city earlier, but we haven’t seen her.”

			Amanda stopped in front of them, panting.

			“Does our cousin often go into the city by herself?” Jason asked.

			The short guard said, “She brings back gifts, so we leave her alone—”

			“Like what?” Amanda asked.

			“Meat pies.”

			“We’re going to look for Elisa and will bring back treats for you,” Jason said. He stopped from saying, “You can have all the meat pies you want since they taste horrible.”

			“Please wait here while I send an urgent falcon message to our captain.”

			The guard walked over to a nearby perch.

			Jason stepped into the street. He called back to the guards, “We have to find the crown princess right away.” He made a right turn and ran to the elevated sidewalk along the Upper District’s main street. The wind picked up, blowing in his face.

			Amanda caught up to him, saying, “Let’s check with your girlfriend at the jewelry shop.”

			“We’re only friends and not—”

			A voice called to them from the road. “Hey, castle kids, you ready for our next get-together?”

			Ghost Girl sat in the driver’s seat of a small wagon, pulling back on the reins of a donkey. Jason noticed an awful smell.

			A dirt-covered hog snorted in the wagon bed.

			She whipped her rein against the donkey to get it moving, calling out, “We’re going to carve you two up like our hog for tomorrow’s celebration.”

			Jason and Amanda resumed their walk.

			Fighting to improve his memory, Jason entered a shop that specialized in jade and silver jewelry. He heard bells above him chiming as a sudden breeze whipped through the open windows. Fragrant incense filled the room. The smell of cinnamon and apples seemed familiar to him. Fresh memories about his brown-skinned friend, Kayta from the Evergreen Nation, flooded into his mind. Jason recalled fun things they had done together. Like climbing Sheer Rock’s rickety stairs and hiking into the forest to visit Tery at her cave. They also had picnics near a waterfall.

			Kayta’s aunt was an expert in making intricate jewelry.

			When Admiral Shan had arrived from Tiantan, he became friends with Kayta’s mother who lived near the forest elves and sat on their ruling committee. Shan helped her younger sister and the Murewood Guardian to find rare green jade in the northern region of the Evergreen Nation. Elves learned how to mine the jade from pebbles and boulders discovered at the mouth of the Etowah River. They consigned their jade to Kayta’s aunt who moved to Capital City and sold it in her jewelry shop.

			Today, Kayta wore a multicolored jacket, with long fringe hanging down to her thighs, and a bright lavender scarf around her neck. Silver earrings with jade stones dangled from her ears, with matching chains encircling her neck.

			“Have you seen Elisa today?” he asked, stepping up to her counter.

			“She’s supposed to pick up a jade bracelet this morning. I haven’t seen her yet.”

			He toyed with the House Blakeslee clasp at his neck, which held his leather-trimmed satin cape in place.

			“I was supposed to go home to visit my mother but stayed to finish Elisa’s jewelry.”

			“Our grandfather is leading the next expedition to Tunnelsburg and the Border Mountains.” Jason observed her violet eyes as he said, “Elisa, Amanda, and I are going along and will be near your Summer Lea hometown. We’re waiting for approval from the council.” He told her about helping to find rare medicinal plants. Excited about the expedition, he worried about speaking too fast.

			“Watch out for crossbreeds,” Kayta said. “Emperor Zimri’s creatures may be in the mountains.”

			“Like the Disappeareds, no one talks about them. How did crossbreeding start?”

			“My mother says the emperor has a secret way of combining dinosaurs and humans to make powerful—and very smart—creatures.”

			“How much does your mother know about Jurassica?” Amanda asked.

			“She’s an expert on dragons and dinosaurs.” Kayta put her hand on Jason’s arm. “I heard that your pet ptero is not well. I hope she gets better soon.”

			Amanda asked, “Kayta, do you know where Elisa could be?”

			“You should check at the dressmaking or shoe places.”

			Amanda left the jewelry shop. Jason stayed behind.

			Kayta said to him, “Your sister is much more formal than you and Elisa.”

			“Sis follows the rules of royalty.”

			Her violet eyes gleamed.

			“After Elisa picks up her bracelet, I’ll go home to visit my mother. Maybe I can see you at the beginning of the expedition.”

			“Grandpap says we’ll stay overnight in Harper’s Crossroads. How about meeting at the tavern?”

			“Sounds good. We can have hot cider again.”

			He ran out of the jewelry shop and, looking up, saw a flash of silvery white. Is that Ghost Girl spying on me from the balcony? He caught up with Amanda and told her what he saw. He heard the muffled sound of thunder as they moved in and out of the crowds.

			His sister tried to trip him. “The jewelry girl likes you.”

			“Don’t interfere with my friendships.”

			He moved onto the street, saying, “She’s almost sixteen. Her mother and the Evergreen elves will soon have a special ceremony for her. Kayta says they have the best parties.”

			“You’re going to be thirteen in two days and are already as big as older kids, plus your voice is getting deeper.” She grinned. “And you could grow a mustache and beard to look older for her.”

			“I don’t need a matchmaker,” Jason said as he opened the door to Elisa’s favorite dressmaking place.

			The owner hadn’t seen her.

			They next went to the shoemaker’s shop in the Lower District. The smell of leather and dye overwhelmed Jason as he entered. He could make out tapping of hammers against shoe nails in the rear work area. Amanda brushed past him and spoke to the woman at the counter. “Excuse me, madam, we are looking for our cousin Elisa. She is older than me and—”

			“We know the crown princess well, but she hasn’t been here today.” The woman picked up a rag and wiped black dye from her fingers. “She often comes to our shop to have new footwear made but we’re a bit behind. Since my husband disappeared, my kids and I have had to learn the business.” She nodded to the boy and girl working behind her. They were about the same age as Jason and Amanda. “We can handle repairs but are still learning how to make shoes and boots.”

			“Must be hard work,” he said.

			“You got no choice if you want to eat,” said the woman as she backed away from the counter, rubbing her bulging stomach. “And shortly we’ll have another mouth to feed.”

			They left the shop and saw how dark the sky had gotten. Rumbling thunder drew closer to the city. “We should check the castle’s grounds for Elisa,” Amanda suggested.
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			Ptero Riders
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			Jason

			Capital City

			Jason and Amanda searched the lake area in the drizzling rain and headed to the Bukanian Archives. The marble and granite building housed scrolls, books, and government documents. It was also where Maester Shan and his scribes made starfire in the basement’s scientific workrooms.

			No sign of Elisa.

			Amanda ran to check the private royal park behind the castle.

			Jason dashed into the circular observatory, which, like the Hall of Endless Light, resembled his grandfather’s large research building in North Carolina. Shaking off rain from his cape, he placed it across a chair. He smelled burning wood from the fireplace and went over to get warm.

			He looked up at the astronomy clock that Maester Shan and his grandfather had built based on a model from Tiantan. It was almost as tall as the building and dominated the center of the observatory. With an endless chain drive, which transported water internally, the clock showed minutes, hours, and days…and moon phases. Townspeople loved to visit the Queen’s Park so they could hear the astronomy clock ringing out the hours throughout each day.

			Dusty rolled-up scrolls filled the shelves around the circular room. Young students made maps on rolls of paper they’d laid across long tables. One of them held up an astrolabe, saying, “The Mapmaker describes this as a flattened-out version of an armillary sphere and celestial globe.”

			Jason replied, “It’s a vital instrument for astronomy so make sure you learn how to use it.”
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			He went to the work area in the rear, filled with barrels and stacks of wooden boxes. His grandfather, who was preparing for the expeditionary force, said, “Can you crosscheck the list of supplies we’re taking on the trip?”

			“Sure,” Jason said. “I’m worried about Elisa. She missed breakfast this morning and we couldn’t find her in the districts.” While ticking off things on the list, he told his grandfather about their search and his mum being angry about the expedition.

			Amanda came into the room and removed her wet cloak. Brushing back her dark-brown hair, she used a tunic sleeve to wipe away rain drops. She reported to the Mapmaker, “I couldn’t find Elisa on the castle grounds.”

			Grandpap rubbed his black beard speckled with gray. “I’m especially concerned after what happened by the lake yesterday afternoon.”

			“And at Crossed Swords Cemetery,” Jason added, “when the brown ptero came after us again.”

			Maester Shan walked in.

			“Honorable sir,” Amanda said to him, “have you seen Elisa today?”

			“She in trouble again?” Maester Shan asked. Like his son Bo, he had a shaved head and long black hair at the back pulled into a tail. “I heard three royals got into fight yesterday with ruffians in the city.”

			“That was us but we escaped.” Amanda told Shan about the fight in the town square.

			“After the pterodactyl attack yesterday, I asked the captain of the Castle Guards to assign Raynor to watch over you,” the Mapmaker said to the kids. “You shouldn’t go into town without his escort.”

			Jason laughed. “I think he’s more interested in saving my sister’s life than mine.”

			Amanda blushed.

			Maester Shan removed his wire-rimmed glasses and cleaned them with the edge of his red silk robe. He said to Jason, “I saw someone flying on Tery today. She must be fully recovered.”

			Jason’s pet pterodactyl had been ill. Maester Shan had examined her and worried she’d eaten something poisonous.

			“Maybe Brannon came back from Camp Resolve to visit his dad and took her for a ride,” Jason said. His friend was a bugler and flag bearer for General Kearney, who commanded the Army of West Bukania. The boy’s father was the castle blacksmith.

			“There have been a lot of strange things happening around here,” the Grandpap said.

			“What if enemy pterodactyls came back after the crown princess?” Amanda asked. Her forehead creased, causing her round brown eyes to squint.

			A peregrine falcon swept through the hole in the roof and landed on a nearby perch. The Mapmaker removed the message and read it. “Maester Shan, Laith has summoned us to an urgent meeting of the Royal Council to discuss the queen’s condition.”

			Grandpap read part of the note out loud. “Jason and Amanda, Laith has also invited you to attend to—”

			There was a commotion in the doorway. Elisa burst into the observatory. She was out of breath and her blond braids were dripping wet. She put her hands on her knees. After slowing her breathing, she straightened up and said, “Grandpap, a ptero has taken Verilee. I was riding on Tery above Mosquito Mountains and saw our cousin in the park behind the castle.” She stopped to collect her thoughts. “A ptero swooped down and picked her up. Looked like the same one that twice tried to grab us yesterday.”

			“Where did it go?” the Mapmaker asked.

			“I followed them over the mountains to Harvest Valley but had to turn around. Tery’s weak from her illness and only wanted to do a bit of flying. After we got back to her cave, I immediately ran down the Sheer Rock stairs and came right to your observatory.”

			Maester Shan asked, “Which direction did the pterodactyl go?”

			Elisa answered, “West toward the Border Mountains.”

			Amanda shook her head. “We talked in the park yesterday about how Verilee tries to look like the crown princess. Dresses like her. Sometimes wears braids.”

			“The pterodactyl might have snatched up Verilee by mistake,” Grandpap said to Elisa. “We’re going to a special meeting of the council, and I’ll address the kidnapping. You should come with us and talk about what you witnessed.”
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			House Blakeslee
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			Jason

			Queen’s Park

			In the evening, Jason waited for his grandfather near Crystal Springs Lake, hoping he would receive a special gift like the ones Amanda and Elisa had gotten. The night sky was clear except for a few wispy clouds. He felt like he could reach out and touch the blood moon that floated above his head. Throwing rocks, he watched them skim across the water, pleased with his triple bounces.

			The ripples on the lake’s surface were like the restoration of his Bukanian memories. An idea would come to him, hit the surface of his mind, and skip to new recollections. As the day passed, he’d remembered more about Capital City life, which was a relief.

			Jason watched as his grandfather walked along the shore, past the bridge where a pterodactyl had tried to kidnap Elisa. He stopped beside him.

			Jason asked, “What happens to the Disappeareds?”

			“We’ve heard Zimri has forced them to build his new Peace City in Jurassica.”

			“What does that mean for Verilee?”

			His grandfather hesitated. “The emperor will take care of her. He needs to make an exchange for his son Trentell.”

			Jason looked up. Stars filled the sky. Orion was overhead and standing upright. He remembered being at the Maria Mitchell Planetarium with his father—which seemed like a long time ago—and studying an Orion exhibit with him. “Dad said unusual things can happen with the Orion constellation.”

			“Eventide is a special time to view it,” Grandpap said. “Let’s hurry down to the hall.”

			Jason saw a low-flying, puffy cloud—in the shape of a dragon—pass in front of the reddish moon as they walked down the public stairs next to the ravine. The smell of evergreen trees filled the air.

			He said to his grandfather, “My friend Kayta says her mother knows how the Jurassican emperor makes his bizarre creatures. Maester Foote taught us about crossbreeds but said not to talk about humanized dinosaurs outside his classroom.”

			Grandpap looked like he’d swallowed something bitter. “We don’t want to alarm our citizens, which is why we’ve kept Trentell in solitary confinement at Fort William in Tunnelsburg— and not here in the castle dungeon with the Silver Fox assassin. Like his father, he is part human and part saber-toothed tiger. Our leaders also call them hybrids…but we try to keep it quiet.”

			“Can we defend West Bukania against them?” Jason asked. He had enjoyed the previous maester’s lessons on Bukanian history and geography as well as the science of starfire.

			“Humans, elves, and dragons must band together to fight them. The Power Beyond the Universe anointed first-generation Star Life Keepers like your father and aunt—through the Orion constellation—to defend Bukania.

			“What about the other races?”

			“They also have first-generation Star Life Keepers but via meteorites from the other two stars in Orion’s belt…as you read on the Hall plaque after arriving from North Carolina.” He stared at Jason without blinking. “You, Amanda, and Elisa are second-generation Star Life Keepers and must fulfill your calling.”

			“Grandpap, what can a twelve-year-old boy and two teenage girls do—”

			“You’ll be thirteen the day after tomorrow.”

			“We’re too young to fight against dinosaurs.”

			“You’ll have special protection.”

			They continued down the hill, passing guards at the limestone arch, and drew closer to the Hall of Endless Light.

			“Look up.” His grandfather pointed to the sky. “This will be a memorable night.”

			Jason saw the stars in the Orion constellation flash on and off.

			“Watch what happens next.” Grandpap put his arm around Jason’s shoulders as they looked up at the sky. The Orion constellation became a smaller wheel inside a larger outer ring of fire, which spun in the sky. Inside it, Alnilam, Mintaka, and Alnitak turned into balls of fire.

			He followed Grandpap into the hall. Their footsteps echoed in the empty, open building. He breathed in the smell of burning candles. Vases with fresh branches of cherry blossoms were also at the base of the statues and portraits honoring past royalty, nobles, and military commanders.

			Grandpap provided more details about the Star Globe and Orion meteorite. Tilting back his head, Jason said, “I can see the three fiery stars in Orion’s belt through the roof’s hole. Why is the Alnilam star so important?”

			“We refer to it as the Brightest Sapphire Star. The life-giving powers of Alnilam generate special light for homes, stores, and streets. From that star, the Maester and his scribes create starfire to fuel Bukanian foundries and factories—and make magic weapons such as blades, spearheads, and arrowheads.”

			The celestial globe flashed like the Orion stars had done outside.

			An intense ray of light shot down through the hole in the dome and surrounded the Star Globe as Jason walked toward it. The floor rumbled. A high-pitched humming noise came from the globe. There was a muffled explosion of sparks.

			Jason fell backwards as he felt a strange surge of power throbbing in his body. He heard a fluttering noise above him. Small objects bounced off the globe. A memory released in his mind. Grandpap had taught him about Celestial Bread Chips, which the Power Beyond sent down from the sky, now falling through the roof’s opening—and landing in the tiled crater.

			Citizens in the realm keep chips on hand for food shortages.

			Turning around, he saw his grandfather lift a trapdoor in the floor and pull out a wooden canteen and a leather bag.

			Grandpap handed them to Jason and asked him to get water and chips for the expedition. “The fountain has wonderful healing properties. Sadly, it no longer helps your aunt’s rare disease.”

			“Do you think the Carmanixia plant could help Elisa’s mother back in North Carolina?”

			“Take some when you go back and try it.”

			Jason filled the canteen from the fountain. Iron bands held together two circles of cherry wood. On one of the facing sides, someone had carved the House Blakeslee coat of arms with a golden bear. Smaller interlinked slats of alternating brown and blond wood formed the canteen’s outside edges.

			He stuffed Celestial Bread Chips into the leather bag and tried one. This chip tastes like the warm fresh bread and honey we get from the castle’s basement kitchen.

			His grandfather had gone back to the trapdoor. He returned with a glistening broadsword, which had a beautiful hilt and etched scabbard. The steel blade had a bluer-than-blue cast to it. There was a finely detailed engraving of House Blakeslee’s coat of arms on the blade—a golden bear with a short sword in its mouth—and sapphires on the cross guard.

			“As a Belacamber Guardian, and Bukanian leader, I’m awarding the Sword of Mykael to you,” he said to Jason. “Your father carried this sword to victory during the War of Unification and in later battles such our defense against the northern invasion of coastal cities—and his attack on the Southern Territories to seize the Silver Fox assassin who murdered your grandmother.” His eyes narrowed. “As you know, he died fighting with his broadsword against the Jurassicans at the Battle of Crooked Spine…but fortunately Sir Percy brought it back.”

			As supreme commander, his father had led the armies of East and West Bukania five months ago through Midland. They marched on the Divided Highway, past a long line of refugees trying to escape from the Jurassicans.

			Emperor Zimri had led his troops eastward from Jurassica, and across the River of Lost Hope, to hide behind Crooked Spine. He launched a surprise flank attack as the Bukanians marched past the mountain range. During the vicious assault, the general for the Army of East Bukania killed Zimri’s eldest son. Infuriated, the scar-faced emperor, a saber-toothed tiger hybrid, used his extra height and strength to overcome the supreme commander. One of the Bukanian officers saw Zimri smash his heavy broadsword against the side of Mykael’s helm, knocking him to the ground. A Tyrannosaurus rex scooped up Jason’s father in its gigantic mouth and carried his body away.

			A five-headed dragon and her son, known as the Great White Dragon, arrived in time to tilt the battle in favor of the Bukanians. The Jurassicans retreated across the River of Lost Hope to their homeland.

			“Like the Sword of Dhyanna—which I gave to Elisa—this blade also came from the Alnilam meteorite. When you have passed your warrior tests, you’ll receive a new outpouring of light and starfire from the Brightest Sapphire Star.”

			Grandpap held up Mykael’s broadsword.

			“You will now represent House Blakeslee,” he said, placing the Sword of Mykael into Jason’s outstretched hands. “Bo Shan agreed to give additional sword lessons to you and Elisa when the expedition reaches Camp Resolve.”

			He led Jason to a tomb built into the floor. An artisan had carved a bas relief of a male soldier on the lid.

			Jason gasped. “It’s Dad!”

			“We must reclaim his bones from Midland’s Crooked Spine and bury them in this empty royal crypt. One of our scouts found a grave at the foot of the mountain range with a marker for your father. We need to examine the site.”

			They walked outside.

			Grandpap said, “The Power Beyond blesses House Blakeslee with new generations of Star Life Keepers. Your father was about your age when he first learned about his calling. Like you, Mykael worried about being fearless in battle. I sent him to study under a leader at the Evergreen Nation. She gave him special training to become a brave Orion warrior.” He stopped and put a hand on each of Jason’s shoulders, looking into his puzzled brown eyes. “Like your father, you must first pass a Test of Strength and a Test of Courage. My friend will help you.”
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			Dawn Surprise
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			Jason

			Capital City

			Day Four

			Jason opened his eyes a slit, with the light shining in his face, and thought about his dream. It felt real. He recalled someone coming into his bedroom right before dawn to drop something onto the floor.

			Lying on his back, Jason wondered, Is there something underneath my covers?

			Dozing off again, he drifted into the fuzzy world between dreaming and waking.

			He sat up. Opened his eyes wide.

			What’s wrong?

			A stronger ray of light came through the castle window. Something cold and slick rubbed against his left foot.

			He saw a bulge underneath his bedcovers. A question slipped into his foggy mind. Is it my mother’s small white cat?

			She often crept into his bedroom at night. But he didn’t recall her getting under bedcovers. And she was fluffy and not slippery.

			The small mound inched towards the head of the bed.

			Jason rolled over and jumped onto the floor, scrambling across the rug, bumping into his chamber pot. Pee splashed out. He backed up. Embers in the fireplace, which his chamberlain stirred at night, warmed his back. He regretted that his miniature hearing aids were on the bedstand. Should I go back to get them?

			The mound got closer to his pillow.

			A snake’s head popped out from underneath the covers.

			Jason felt like someone had thrown wintry Crystal Lake water on him.

			“A forest viper,” he screamed out loud, trembling. Grandpap had pointed out poisonous snakes during their hikes through the Mosquito Mountains.

			Bulging, yellowish-green eyes looked at him. A killer stare. The snake’s triangular head was red and purple. It had pointy eyebrows that stuck up like horns. Glowing eyes looked down over its mouth.

			Two dagger-like teeth appeared, unfolding from the roof of its widening mouth. A red tongue, split in two at the tip, emerged and probed the stillness of the air.

			Jason saw two rows of tiny teeth lining the roof of its mouth. That’s how the snake pulls large prey down its throat. Little by little.

			The viper slithered out of the bed and moved onto the floor. The body had scales and tiny dragon spikes. It zigzagged through the urine and headed towards him.

			Jason moved to his right, toward the chair where his sword belt hung over its back. He felt for the leather grip. The edge of the blade scraped against the scabbard as he removed it. Looking toward the door, he saw a burlap sack on the floor. It moved.

			Bo Shan’s voice during training came to mind. Stay calm. Focus.

			The snake moved toward him, its five-foot body wriggling across the floor. Intense eyes fixed on Jason who shifted his weight…and prepared to move toward the door.

			The viper reared back, exposing two sharp, curved teeth.

			Its head lunged forward.

			Jason swung the Sword of Mykael. Down and at an angle. Missed.

			The snake dug its teeth into a chair leg.

			Jason backpedaled to the door.

			Locked.

			He looked back, the snake in pursuit.

			With his back to the door, Jason pulled his sword up to the level of his shoulder, recoiling, pointing the blade toward the ceiling.

			If I miss again, I’m dead, he thought.

			He stepped to the right.

			The red and purple viper followed his bare feet.

			Jason crouched. Slowly bent his knees. He adjusted his blade so he could slice horizontally beneath the snake’s head.

			He waited, holding his breath.

			The triangular head darted forward.

			Jason swung his dad’s sword. The blade cut through the viper’s neck.

			He stood up.

			The snake’s head flopped around on the floor, inching ahead. Jason rotated the sword blade. He smashed the flat end as hard as he could against it.

			The stationary head lay at his feet. Vacant eyes. Teeth poking out from frozen-in-place jaws.

			The burlap bag moved. A yellowish-green triangular head poked out, its reddish tongue probing the air.

			Someone must really want to stop me from going on the expedition, Jason thought as he lifted the broadsword again.

			Slithering out of the bag, a second viper moved past the headless body. Its mouth opened wide. Saliva dripped off its curved front teeth.

			Jason repeated his strategy and swiped sideways, cutting off the head.

			His heart pounding, he put in his hearing aids and went onto the balcony. Breathing in a lungful of fresh air, he watched the supreme commander’s workers complete assembly of the viewing stand and bleachers. The platform overlooked the town square and Warrior Queen monument. People gathered early to get a prime spot to view the parade.

			Queen Dhyanna had scheduled the expeditionary force to leave Capital City after breakfast.
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			Jason

			Capital City

			Jason watched as Grandpap and Sir Percy prepared to mobilize their column. The line of people began at the dignitary reviewing stand in the town square and queued up South Main Steet through the Upper District, and down North Main Street to the Lower District. A larger-than-usual crowd had shown up for the expeditionary force’s departure since it was the annual War of Unification Day. It was the country’s second most important holiday, after the Festival of Light and Starfire when people from all over Bukania came to fill up their lamps and fireproof containers in the hall.

			The townspeople gathered on both sides of the city’s main roads—and along East Main Street to the Front Gate—including the balconies. Banners and signs hung from the buildings. The city’s street lanterns remained lit, renewed by light from the Star Globe. Musicians played their lutes and drums. People shouted encouragement for a successful mission.

			The sovereign’s family, nobles, and Royal Council members were in the viewing stand with Supreme Commander Laith sitting on his throne. As husband of the queen, Elisa’s stepfather presided over the parade since Dhyanna remained in bed.

			Jason studied the audience but didn’t see his mother. He turned to Amanda, who rested on her reddish-brown horse named AbbyRose, and asked, “Are you ready?”

			“Can you ever truly be ready for this kind of mission?” Her recurve bow, which was easy to string and draw, hung over her shoulder. Twenty-four arrows in her quiver. Two daggers tucked in the double sheath.

			Jason rode on Dash, his chocolate-brown horse, which had a white face and black legs. He had his longbow and also a full quiver. He kept the Sword of Mykael in a saddle holder.

			His sister wore Queen Dhyanna’s half helm made of sterling silver with gold beads and small sapphires alternating around the edges. She had a reddish cloak over her blue surcoat type of dress, blue leggings, and knee-top boots, which had metal soles. Like Jason, she wore lightweight chain mail under her clothing made from the blue Orion meteorite. Amanda informed him that Raynor, her new friend, had tied the queen’s round shield to a hole he drilled in her saddle.

			Elisa carried the lightweight Sword of Dhyanna, along with a recurve bow and arrows. Her Warrior Queen breastplate was so thin that Jason couldn’t detect that she was wearing it under her tunic.

			Grandpap rode his horse from the column’s rear, nodding to his grandchildren as he passed them. He carried his war staff in a lance-like holder on his horse, a reminder of his knightly days, and wore the same chain mail the blacksmith had made for his grandchildren. The staff’s banner, with its Bukanian coat of arms, fluttered in the breeze.

			He rejoined Sir Percy whose blue-tinted armor gleamed in the sunlight. The realm’s most famous knight had large solid-gold spurs on his heavy boots. His senior commanders were behind him. Sunflower—nicknamed because she was tall, thin, and had golden-orange hair—waited beside Big Mountain who wore a green, twisted-horned helm. Some also called her the Golden Knight and him the Green Knight. Bo Shan was petting the mane of his battle horse.

			Fifty knights accompanied them. Another fifty were already at Camp Resolve where they’d been training cavalrymen for the potential war with Jurassica. The rest of the royal knights were staying in Capital City as tensions increased between the North Fiefdom and the South Fiefdom.

			Jason, Elisa, and Amanda were next in the column. Oliver, Sir Percy’s brother, followed along with his squire comrades. The rest of the expedition, including infantrymen, made up the rearguard and protected supply wagons.

			Flag bearers rode at the head with Grandpap and Sir Percy. Jason wished Brannon could be there with them. His friend loved carrying the Bukanian flag or House Blakeslee banner.

			Twenty Queen’s Guards protected the crown princess and the queen’s golden passport. Raynor had joined them at the last minute.

			From the viewing stand, Laith the Great waved to the music director on a balcony across from him. She stood with a group of soldiers. The musicians stopped playing. The crowd grew silent.

			The woman led the choir in singing a beloved Bukanian war chant. “Let the March Begin.” As with other Bukanian chants, the soldiers sang without melody or rhythm. Their monotone voices rose and fell to the music, echoing in the city street.

			The time has come again to journey far

			Hold light and fire from the Alnilam star.

			Splintered fiefdoms and warlords become one

			Commanders unite, battles will be won.

			Knights, officers, and Star Life Keepers lead

			Soldiers unified in mind, heart, and deed.

			Loyalty regulates their fighting hands

			Courage to protect the west and heartland.

			Bukanians true to their destiny

			Altogether moving in harmony.

			Alnilam supports each swift victory

			Sapphire light, ev’ryone can clearly see.

			Fight Bukania’s battles, win the war

			Bold deeds become tomorrow’s songs of lore.

			Be strong.

			Be brave.

			Be free.

			Boys and girls lifted small Bukanian flags—emblazoned with the crossed lightning bolts—high into the air. The sound of the crowd’s cheering hung in the cool mountain breeze. A soldier in front of the column lifted his ram’s horn and blasted a call to arms to signify that it was time to advance. The onlookers shouted the chant’s refrain: “Be strong. Be brave. Be free.”

			The Mapmaker and Sir Percy bowed their heads as they led their horses past the supreme commander and members of the Royal Council.

			Jason saw Lord Grafton frowning at them. Mum said my uncle is pressuring the council to rescue his daughter, Verilee, from South Jurassica before finding Carmanixia to save the queen.

			Dash halted. AbbyRose and Elisa’s dappled-gray horse stopped beside him.

			Everyone behind them froze.

			Jason tried not to panic. He asked Amanda, “Is there something we’ve forgotten?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

			Elisa overheard them and said, “We have enough restored memories between the three of us to handle a simple march from Capital City.”

			They coaxed their horses to move forward, but to no avail. Grandpap rode back, asking the cousins, “What’s the problem?”

			“We don’t know,” Elisa said.

			“You must not embarrass us in front of the entire city.”

			“Our horses won’t budge,” Amanda said.

			Jason shook his head. “It’s almost as if an invisible shield blocks them.”

			Grandpap rode to the front and relayed to Sir Percy what was happening.

			Jason looked back toward Mosquito Mountains and whispered, “Sis, there’s someone near Point Lookout.”

			“I don’t see anything,” Amanda replied.

			He blocked the sun from his eyes. “I saw a flash of purple above Sheer Rock.”

			His sister opened up their shared spyglass, saying, “Is it my imagination or is that the rider on the red ptero?”

			“The purple lady is holding up her staff.”

			Dark magic.

			The crowd became silent.

			The Mapmaker rode to the town square and looked up to the mountains. He lifted his staff. Its exposed spearhead glittered.

			He shouted, “By the Power Beyond the Universe, I release the Endless Light to come against any evil forces holding back this expeditionary force.” The sun’s rays reflected off the Orionite blade. Starfire flames flew out in all directions. Thunder rumbled in the sky, although there was no sign of a storm.

			Dash and AbbyRose, along with other horses on the street, whinnied and stomped their hooves.

			A dark, shapeless cloud formed above Capital City. It didn’t move. A loud boom further scared the horses. Townspeople covered their ears.

			The Mapmaker aimed his staff at the sky. A vivid wave of light shot out and smashed into the shadowy cloud, breaking it apart. A bolt of lightning zoomed across the sky and pounded into trees above Sheer Rock, igniting a fire.

			The sky cleared.

			Amanda told him the purple lady was gone.

			A gust of wind swept over the column.

			Jason pushed his heels into Dash to move him forward. Elisa followed with her gray horse. Amanda reluctantly directed AbbyRose to go with them.

			The Mapmaker and Sir Percy led the expeditionary force through the Front Gate and down the twisting road. The column snaked along Flat Top Mountain, passing residences on the left for immigrants from East of the Most East and Midland. Lord Grafton’s warehouses and Maester Shan’s iron foundries and factories were also outside the city walls.

			The column went through Fort James, the double-sided fort named after the infant son that Queen Dhyanna had lost before giving birth to Crown Princess Elisa. The troops turned right onto the main road that cut through Apple Valley.

			Marching south, the expeditioners went past busy villages and farms. The limestone-chip Valley Highway ran parallel to the Daughter of the Stars River, whose headwater began in the northern part of the Mosquito Mountains. Major rivers, like the Evergreen Nation’s Ellowah River, flowed into it from Harvest Valley. More rivers and streams joined with the major waterway, which supported farms in the Central Valley heartland and ended at the ocean near the Outer Islands. 

			After riding eighty miles, the force approached Appleton at the entrance to the Western Highway. Farmers from the fertile valleys sent wheat and corn, along with apples, peaches, and pears, to be stored in trade guild warehouses there. Lord Grafton’s network distributed the grain and fruits around Bukania and to surrounding countries.

			At Appleton, Sir Percy and the Mapmaker led the way through the East Gate and past the inner wall, which was the final protection from western invaders like the Jurassicans. Soldiers at the gate collected money for use of the Western Highway. The entire trip, from Appleton to Tunnelsburg and the Grand Tunnel, cost one blue-painted copper coin. Blue, silver, and gold lightning bolts were essential money of the realm.

			Sentries stood on top of the East Gate, monitoring traffic along the highway. Maester Shan’s falconers had perches there to handle long-distance peregrine messages. Express Riders remained on standby below to deliver local mail.

			Jason looked up at the soldiers patrolling the East Bukania Wall. He had first seen the fortification with his dad on the way to Camp Resolve for military training. The memories felt like icicles pricking his heart.

			Grandpap wanted him to carry on his dad’s legacy, but Jason worried about living up to such high expectations—especially since he had the added burden of protecting his hidden hearing aids.
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			Dragonora Prophecies
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			Jason

			Appleton

			Jason rode in the expeditionary force that stopped in the town of Appleton. Wagoneers pulled up to storage buildings to load barrels of sustenance as the horsemen and foot soldiers marched west to the outskirts. The swift-moving Ellowah River was on the column’s left. It flowed from the Hazly Mountains, the next western range after the Mosquito Mountains, and crossed over Harvest Valley. After passing along Narrow Passage, the river twisted and turned on its way east to the Daughter of the Stars River.

			Passing a line of gristmill waterwheels, the soldiers and knights broke into small groups to eat their midday meal on the riverbank. Jason walked over to a shop that smelled of fresh homemade bread. It had a stone base with vertical weather-beaten planks for walls. The Ellowah River passed underneath the big red waterwheel at the mill next door, causing it to spin.

			He went up wobbly steps to the porch, catching a stronger whiff of baked bread. His stomach growled. He passed two worn-out rocking chairs. A wave of heat from the open-hearth oven hit him as he entered the bakery. Loosening the tunic buttons around his neck, he marveled at shelves of bread loaves stacked in front of him. An older woman stood behind the counter.

			“Come in,” she said in a low-pitched, gravelly voice.

			She had a bulbous nose that covered the middle of her oval face. A spritz of dark whiskers shot out from her square chin. She’d pulled her oily graying black hair behind her head, revealing ears almost as big as his fists.

			A boy stood beside the woman at her counter. He squinted with tiny, round, black eyes. “My grandmother and I are eager to lighten your pocket. We heard coins jingling when you walked in.”

			“I’d like to buy a loaf of your fresh bread.”

			“Best place in the region.” The old woman grinned. Several of her teeth were missing, but she didn’t seem to care. “Of course, this is the only bakery between Appleton and Harper’s Crossroads.” She snickered and pointed to a plate on the counter with cubes of fresh bread. “Take a taste. There’s honey if that suits you. From hives out back.”

			Jason took a piece of bread and dipped it into the small bowl. The soft bread and honey tasted wonderful and the smell of the bakery calmed him. He felt like he was back home in Abbington Castle.

			She quoted her price.

			He placed a small blue-bolt coin on the counter while the boy got a loaf of bread from the shelves. The woman stared at him as she pocketed his money.

			“Jason, you don’t recognize me, do you?” the baker asked as the boy placed a sack on the counter. “This here’s my grandson. I came to Appleton to take care of him after his parents died.”

			Worried about his missing memories, Jason looked more closely at her face. He felt sweat dripping underneath his tunic. “Sorry, ma’am, but I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting you before.”

			“I worked as a servant in the castle kitchen for five years.” The woman cocked her head, not blinking as she stared at him. “Hard to breathe down there.”

			“Do you like living in the country? Lots of fresh air out here.”

			The woman stared at him again. “Your House Blakeslee family had lots of fresh air in the castle keep. We almost suffocated down in the basement kitchen.”

			A mental image of him as a youngster popped into his mind. He was playing in the castle kitchen and a hunched-over older woman gave him treats.

			The baker pointed to the road behind him. “Here on the main highway, we get lots of visitors—and we keep our fingers on the pulse of the nation.”

			“We are part of one great country that—”

			“Maybe great for royals and nobles. And knights and guards. But your servants do all the castle dirty work, like emptying chamber pots.”

			“We’ve got bigger problems,” Jason said as he struggled to unlock memories in his brain. “The Jurassicans want to turn all of us into workers.”

			“From what I hear,” the boy said, “the Jurassican emperor and his wife want to stop Bukanians from getting to the Border Mountains.”

			“How do you know where we’re going?” His stomach felt upset. Like he’d eaten spoiled food…or worse. I hope the bread and honey aren’t poisoned.

			The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Everyone needs bread. People come by, from as far away as the Outer Islands and Southern Territories, and give information to a harmless old woman and her grandson. We trade their information to others. Would you like to hear what we recently learned?”

			Jason put another blue bolt on the counter.

			“I always thought you were a smart kid.” She dropped it into her apron pocket.

			The clinking money triggered another memory for Jason: the old woman had gambled on him in the castle kitchen. She gave him fresh bread and honey as a reward for his arm-wrestling victories against servant boys—all older than him—and pocketed the winnings. His mother found out and stopped him from going down to the basement.

			“Jurassicans have been plenty worried about royal kids and friends going on a Bukanian mission,” the woman said. “The Dragonora Prophecies foretell the appearance of human kids with warrior powers who unite the three races.” She pointed to the wall behind him and said to her grandson. “Gimme the message in the center of the wall.” The baker boy removed a piece of ivory-colored parchment paper nailed to the wall and handed it to his grandmother. She laid the paper on the countertop, smoothing it out.

			Jason saw writing in the common language. There was also something written in elvish.

			The woman said, “My grandson knows this here Dragonora Prophecy by heart. Called ‘Star Points of Unity.’” She nodded. The boy closed his eyes and recited:

			A great city brings all nations together,

			Its tower brings all knowledge together.

			A mighty ruler to end disunity,

			All people will sing songs of unity.

			Combined powers to help the young and the old,

			Changing common minerals into pure gold.

			Combined powers to transform a stone to bread,

			Change dirt to meat, never be among the dead.

			Standing tall, the strongest ruler wears the crown,

			He fights with rebels, occupying the high ground.

			Dinosaurs and creatures have powerful hands,

			Dark magic from the south to conquer more lands.

			In the victors’ eager eyes,

			Ruling the world is their prize.

			Winners get money and fame,

			Losers cry and suffer shame.

			Cowards remain afraid and hide like the ten,

			In the end, the final end, most break not bend.

			Adults bow down and march together to the grave,

			But, like the two, Star Life kids and friends are brave.

			Greedy rulers deceive, persist, and pretend,

			With a rush of fear, the weak hide and give in.

			Abbingtonians, mountaineers, dragons, elves

			Complete Star Points of Unity, defend themselves.

			With Alnilam starfire power and light to see,

			United we will all stand strong. Be brave. Be free.

			The muscles in Jason’s neck and shoulders tensed as he held onto the counter. His knuckles whitened. He’d heard about the prophecies, but no one had ever shared any actual words with him.

			“Why is that prophecy on your wall?” Jason asked.

			“My grandmother plays both ends,” the boy said. “Like a wise Midlander.”

			The woman twisted the whiskers on her chin. “A homely old lady and her orphan grandson have survived this long by working with everybody.”

			“What does the prophecy mean regarding dark magic?”

			“Jason, do you remember your War of Unification lessons?”

			“I was born right before our victory. The maester taught us about the war using a short history he wrote called The Early Years.”

			“During the Battle of Morrisville, Zimri sent creatures to help the rebel chieftain—in exchange for him teaching dark magic to the emperor’s brother.”

			“Whose side are you on?” Jason asked.

			“The winning side.”

			“What’s at the bottom of the sign?”

			The old woman winked at her grandson. “The elvish note says, Rally   ’round the kids.’”

			“How can a group of kids prevent enemies from invading West Bukania?”

			“There is another note at the bottom but written in a Jurassican dialect: Reward for capturing royal kids.”

			She handed a note to her grandson. “Please take this message to Harper’s Crossroads.”

			He went out the back door.

			“Can I take this sign with me?” Jason asked as he held up the parchment paper.

			“What do you think?”

			He placed another blue bolt on the counter. With a toothless smile, she snagged the coin.

			Jason rolled up the parchment paper and put it in his coat pocket. He walked out of the building and spotted the baker boy in the backyard, mounting a colossal, black goose.

			The old lady must have also some kind of dark magic, Jason thought. Hard to imagine that a spur-winged goose could carry someone, even a kid, all the way to the next town.

			The baker’s grandson grabbed onto a rope that served as a rein. He directed the goose to fly west along the highway.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			The First Battle
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			Elisa

			Appleton Outskirts

			Impatient, Elisa checked and rechecked her military equipment as she prepared to ride her dappled-gray horse beyond the warehouse district. She wondered about the delay in buying grain and fruit from the trade guild run by Lord Grafton, Verilee’s father.

			She stifled a groan. Why is everything so hard?

			Jason rode up on Dash.

			“We’re delayed,” Elisa said to him. “Grandpap had to use my mother’s gold passport to force the millers to sell us more grain…and to get barrels of apples and pears from other warehouses. It’ll take two hours to load the wagons.”

			Amanda asked, “Jason, where have you been?”

			“At the local bakery.”

			“Raynor wondered if you got into another fight,” Amanda said as she tested the stirrups and underbelly girth on AbbyRose. “He said you lost your temper during yesterday’s training session.”

			“Keep your distance from Raynor or I’ll tell Grandpap about his plan to—”

			“Mind your own business.”

			“Here’s some bread.”

			He broke the loaf of bread in three pieces and, bending from Dash, shared it with the girls.

			“I’m hungry,” Elisa said as she leaned against her ornately carved saddle.

			“Do you remember an old baker lady in the basement at Abbington Castle?” he asked.

			Amanda stuffed her bread into AbbyRose’s saddlebag. “Little brother, I listened to Mother and didn’t go down there.”

			Elisa chewed on a piece of bread while Jason told them about the Dragonora Prophecies and the baker’s prediction that the Jurassicans had a plan to stop royal kids from becoming warriors—and to prevent human, elves, and dragons from bringing together their Star Points.

			She shared what her mother had told her about fulfilling the Dragonora Prophecies…and why the Star Points of Unity were important to neutralize Emperor Zimri. There were rumors, however, that he was getting close to signing treaties with Dragonora, Midland, and the Red Cliff Nation. Queen Dhyanna feared that the Evergreen Nation and Oronocco might also be lured into leaving Bukania and joining forces with Jurassica and other nations in the far west.

			“Lady Constance explained how, as the chief diplomat, she always solidifies existing alliances and builds new ones,” Elisa said as she ate the rest of her bread. “One of her sayings is that ‘statecraft never ends.’”

			Jason patted his pocket. “I have a copy of a prophecy about bending not breaking. I’ll show it to you when we get to the inn.”

			“I wish my mother had forced me to learn more about politics.”

			After wagoneers loaded barrels of grain and fruit, Sir Percy and the Mapmaker led the column down the road toward the Narrow Passage.

			The ground began to rise, and the air became drier. From her geography studies under Maester Shan, Elisa knew that the land south of the Etowah River was rugged and looped around the Hazly mountains to the barren, desert-like Red Cliff Nation region. Narrow Passage went through the craggy end of the Mosquito Mountains and had layers of stunning red, orange, and brown rocks. The corridor was sometimes so constricted that wagons could barely fit through the passageway.

			Moving beyond the village mills, Elisa noticed a series of well-managed farms on the inland side of the river road. Several had fields of wheat lined with apple orchards. They passed a farm with broken-down fences and gates. Chickens pecked around in the barnyard.

			Elisa saw a gaggle of oversized geese floating in the nearby pond. Some waddled along the shore.

			She asked, “Why are geese carrying sticks in their beaks?”

			“Those are spur-winged geese,” Jason replied. “The old lady’s grandson rode on one as I left her bakery. I think he headed west to Harper’s Crossroads.”

			Elisa rode past the pond, glancing at the entrance to Narrow Passage. A woman in a purple tunic and black riding cloak stood on the right side of the cliffs, pulling back her floppy hood.

			Pointing to the woman, Elisa asked Jason and Amanda, “Isn’t that the woman from Capital City?”

			Amanda handed her the spyglass that she shared with Jason.

			Elisa looked through it and said, “It’s a humanized tiger. Cute face but saber-toothed fangs. Sure looks like the same lady who tried to nab me by the lake.”

			The tiger woman lifted her staff and pointed toward the geese. A cloud of smoke hovered over the pond. The spur-winged geese rose above the mist. Still carrying sticks, they flapped their large wings and flew toward the cliff where the woman stood. Another smoke cloud blocked Elisa’s view. With the spyglass, she saw geese pop out the other side as flying goblins, organizing into a V-shaped formation. The creatures let loose with screeching noises.

			They turned around and flew toward the expeditionary force.

			The horrible squawking of the goblins reminded Elisa of an animal she once caught in a mountain trap, beyond the castle, fighting to stay alive. It made a similar deep-from-the-gut noise. Noticing Grandpap remove his war staff from the saddle holder, she took the recurve bow off her shoulder and selected an arrow from her quiver. She saw Amanda had done the same thing, but Jason hesitated, freezing in place.

			Tightening their flight pattern, the goblins headed toward the advancing soldiers. Some of them were small and wiry, while others were so chubby Elisa wondered how they could fly. She noticed they carried spears or clubs in their talons.

			The shrill sounds of the flying goblins grew louder.
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			Sir Percy sat on his battle horse—also covered in the same shiny blue armor he wore himself—and shouted to his officers, “Leaders, command your men to move into a defensive position.”

			Bo Shan wore red armor with a dragon on his shield. Big Mountain, known as the Green Knight, had jagged rocky peaks painted on his shield. The Golden Knight featured colorful sunflowers, matching her brilliant reddish-orange hair in honor of her nickname. They ordered their soldiers to spread out in a perpendicular line across the highway. The three cousins were on the right side—off the road—near the pond and barnyard. They nocked their arrows.

			Turning his back to the goblins, Sir Percy yelled out to his men: “Be strong. Be brave—” His men finished the call to arms: “Be free.”

			Elisa watched Sir Percy’s armored warhorse lead the way. The royal knights galloped straight ahead into the low-flying goblins wearing bowl-like helmets and leather protectors…although some were bare-chested. The ugly creatures had crinkled faces—looking like wild hogs with unblinking, small round eyes, red pug snouts, and large pointy ears—and spike-like teeth filled their mouths. Two long fangs jutted up from lower jaws.

			Lifting their spears, the goblins rushed forward even though they had no shields—and were at a major disadvantage against Sir Percy’s well-equipped horsemen.

			Charging into the center of the goblins, the Bukanian knights jabbed and slashed at the creatures with their battle weapons. Sir Percy ran his lance through the exposed shoulder of the goblin commander. Big Mountain leaned over on his horse, his green armor gleaming in the sunlight, and whirled the chain of his nail-pointed ball. Sunflower jabbed her lance into lunatic attackers. The Mapmaker used the spearhead on his war staff to fend off a crazed rotund goblin, wearing a horned helm, that charged into the Bukanian line on foot. His barrel chest was smooth but his arms had long bristly blond hair. He carried a big club in his right hand and a linked chain in his left.

			Bo Shan rushed over to help the Mapmaker and killed the burly goblin with his curved Tiantan sword.

			Elisa prepared for an attack on the right flank and listened for an order to engage.

			Waiting is nerve-wracking, she thought.

			The remnant of flying goblins spread out.

			Jason watched as the bizarre creatures dodged the initial counterattack. A Bukanian guard fell off his horse after a short spear penetrated his armor.

			Sir Percy rode along the line yelling, “Stay calm and focus.”

			A fresh wave of ferocious goblins charged the Bukanian right flank. Elisa and her cousins shot their arrows, releasing them in rapid succession.

			The creatures kept coming, pushing through the battle line, and pouncing on soldiers and their horses.

			Sunflower returned her lance to its holder and pulled her broadsword from a leather strap attached to the saddle. She reinforced the right flank along with Sir Percy. Queen’s Guards, including Raynor, protected Crown Princess Elisa.

			Jumping off their horses, Sir Percy swung his heavy hammer and Sunflower slashed with her sword. They left a trail of mauled bodies in their wake.

			The battle ended as the surviving goblins flew over Etowah River and into the red and orange mountains to the south.

			Elisa estimated that about a dozen Bukanian soldiers remained on the battlefield. She watched as Sir Percy and Big Mountain rode past the bodies of dead goblins to the cliff where the tiger woman stood. Their horses zigzagged up the peak in pursuit of her. A red pterodactyl—previously hidden behind the hill—flew above them. The woman, her black cloak swirling in the wind, climbed onto its saddle. She pointed her staff, let loose with a roar,  and shot flames at the knights. Slowed them down. Another cloud of dark smoke masked her escape.

			Elisa, Jason, and Amanda got off their horses to inspect dead creatures on the battlefield.

			Gagging, Elisa said, “Smells like the butcher shed in back of Abbington Castle.”

			“The creatures charged as if they didn’t care about dying,” Amanda said, shuddering. “Sorry we had to kill them.”

			“We had no choice.” Jason rubbed his chest where a goblin spear had hit his armor.

			“You must strike back against aggressors…or you become their next victims,” said Sunflower. Her armor creaked as she stooped to examine a dead creature.

			Amanda tried to stop her body from shaking. “We’ve killed deer and wild boar on hunting trips…and hairy spiders bigger than our hands. This somehow feels different.” She mumbled, “I feel like I’m getting a headache.”

			Elisa asked, “Do you think this attack relates to the Dragonora Prophecies?”

			“If the old woman was right,” Jason replied, “the three of us could have been targets.”

			Amanda rubbed her forehead.

			Elisa felt like going to sit behind a tree. By herself.

			Sunflower said to her, “Crown Princess, the queen authorized me to protect you. You’ve learned an excellent lesson: caution can get you killed.” She glanced at Jason, his face reddening, but said nothing to him.

			Raynor rode over to them. “Are you okay?” he asked Amanda.

			Her frown disappeared. “Yes. I’m glad you are unharmed.”

			“The Mapmaker told my captain we could make a good fighting team.”

			Jason said, “Raynor, you should be more interested in helping your fellow Queen’s Guards instead of sweet-talking my sister.”

			Raynor’s eyes froze like ice chips.

			“Don’t worry about my intentions,” he called out as he rode away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Narrow Passage
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			Amanda

			North of Appleton

			Amanda felt a slammer headache coming on as she thought about the flying goblins she had helped to kill. She stood by her horse, AbbyRose, with Jason and Elisa as they waited for the Mapmaker or Sir Percy to give the go ahead for marching to Harper’s Crossroads. After the unexpected creature attack, the kids fretted about what would happen when the expeditioners squeezed through cliffs known as the Narrow Passage.

			“I’m hungry,” Elisa said.

			“The expedition doesn’t have time to break for dinner,” Jason said. “We need to get through the gap right away.”

			Amanda shook her head. “We don’t want to get caught there at sunset. Remember how dark it was when we went through in the daylight to Camp Resolve?”

			Like many of the soldiers, she kept glancing up at the reddish-orange peaks guarding the entrance to the Mosquito Mountains lower range. The tiger woman was gone—along with her dark magic—which had turned geese into goblin killers.

			Jason said, “Grandpap told me that one of Sir Percy’s scouts found a message lying in the dirt where the hybrid creature had stood. It provided details about our troops and estimated that we’d reach the mouth of Narrow Passage in mid-afternoon.”

			“Do you think the heads-up came from the Appleton baker?”

			Jason had not yet shown her Dragonora Prophecy to the girls but summarized the contents for them.

			According to the prediction, royal kids would become a threat to the Jurassican empire. The former castle cook believed Emperor Zimri’s wife was the humanized creature hunting for them.

			Elisa asked, “Jason, didn’t you see the baker’s grandson ride on a spur-winged goose as you left? Could be evidence of dark magic and not a coincidence. She sent—”

			“That note to the empress,” Amanda said, completing her sentence. “Gave her time to prepare for changing black geese into maniacal goblin invaders.”

			Jason nodded. “That’s what I told Grandpap. He and Sir Percy are worried about another attack as the expedition squeezes through the tight gap up ahead—and we’ll be at a disadvantage to fight back.”

			The three kids continued to look for signs that the expeditionary force was ready to resume the march.

			Amanda heard Elisa nervously tapping on the saddle of her horse.

			“Calm down,” she said to her cousin.

			“I told you I’m hungry. The sooner we get moving, the sooner we can have dinner in Harper’s Crossroads.”

			“The tavern has great food,” Jason said. The three of them used to go there for meals when they went through training at Camp Resolve.

			Elisa surveyed the abandoned farm where they had seen geese earlier on its pond.

			“There are apple trees in the front yard. Let’s do some picking while we’re waiting.”

			Amanda frowned at her. “That is one of the craziest things you’ve ever come up with. We are in a danger zone so it’s not time for you to take impulsive risks.”

			“I promise we’ll be super quick.”

			“Elisa feels the need for speed…like jet pilots in the movie we saw together at the movie theater.” Jason tried to keep a straight face.

			“Your duo routine is not very funny.” Amanda glared at him. “You should not be talking about the modern world in case someone hears you.”

			“I think our horses would like apples, too,” Elisa said.

			“I’m staying here,” Amanda said. “You are going to get caught. Everybody will see you ride to the apple tree. The officers will be angry you disobeyed their orders.”

			Elisa motioned for Jason to follow her. “C’mon, you’re always ready for one of my adventures to—”

			Amanda said, “Jason, you have a history of getting into trouble. Back home, you were one of those kids who always got caught. Like the time you and your friends spray-painted the back of the grocery store, thinking that fake names would prevent the police from connecting you to the graffiti.”

			She added, “Until one of your friends identified you.”

			“No one lives at the broken-down farm so it’s not stealing,” Elisa said. She did a dance, saying to Jason, “Let’s pick apples together. Dash will love them.” She mounted her horse. “Are you coming or not?”

			Jason got onto his saddle. “Sis, wait here for us. This should only take five minutes.”

			“Right. And that promise comes from a boy who is never on time. Father used to say you’d be late for your own funeral.”

			Elisa and Jason urged their horses into a gallop and rode to the old farmhouse.

			Amanda brightened up when she saw Raynor coming towards her. She felt her heart beating fast as she waved to him, like waiting in line to go on a daredevil roller coaster ride with Jason and Elisa in the modern world.

			“Amanda,” Raynor said. “Nice job of fighting against the goblins. Pretty soon city singers will chant about your bravery.”

			“Thanks. It was frightening.”

			“Battles are supposed to be scary to us since we might not survive the fighting. Fortunately, we both received formal military training.” He paused. “The Mapmaker told my captain about me helping out at Queen’s Park. As you know, he convinced him to let me come along on this expedition.”

			She didn’t know how to answer. Chit-chatting with boys—besides her dorky brother—had never been easy for her.

			“It’s exciting to see you away from the castle watchdogs.”

			Amanda felt blood rushing to her face. I wish I wasn’t wearing Aunt Dhyanna’s helmet. Otherwise my hair would hang in front of my face and block Raynor from seeing me blush. I’m still amazed that a handsome older boy finds me interesting.

			“Where’s your troublemaker brother?”

			“He and Elisa rode to an abandoned farmhouse to pick apples.”

			“Sir Percy will punish them if he finds out they’ve ignored his order for everyone to stay put. He may even send them back to Capital City. One of his officers told me the troops are ready to go.”

			I can’t stay in this expedition without them.

			Raynor said, “That’s a good reminder for me to get back. I don’t want to get punished for speaking with a beautiful royal girl.”

			He flashed a smile at her as he rode back to his place in the column.

			Amanda felt as if her heart would pound through her chest.

			She got on AbbyRose to get a better view of the farmhouse. Jason and Elisa were up in one of the apple trees.

			As Raynor had predicted, the column began to move.

			What am I doing to do?

			Her headache came back.

			If I go now with the expedition, my brother will accuse me of cozying up to Raynor. If I wait for him and Elisa, I’ll have to endure Sir Percy’s wrath against them.

			She decided to stay a little longer and breathed a sigh of relief as she saw them returning…with armloads of apples.

			“We’ve got serious problems,” she called out as they got closer. “It’s getting dark and the troops moved out while you were gone.”

			Elisa tossed an apple at her. “Here’s one for AbbyRose.”

			Amanda caught it and fed the yellow apple to her horse. She didn’t know who made more noise munching on an apple: AbbyRose or Elisa. “You two are always getting in trouble and I don’t want to clean up after another one of your ‘duo adventures.’ You’re both insane.”

			She pointed toward the cliffs. “Your excursion has forced us to ride in the back of the column.”

			“At least you’ll be closer to your new boyfriend,” Jason said wiping juice from his chin. “From up in the tree I could see you making eyes at him.” He gave an apple to Dash, stuffing the others in a saddlebag and retrieving his gear and quiver.

			Amanda saw Sunflower, one of the knight commanders, frantically beckoning for them to get moving.

			The cousins joined the rearguard.

			“Every time I come through here, I wonder if I’ll ever get out,” Amanda said as they entered the murky gap. She felt a chill and wrapped her cloak around her, glad she had worn leggings under her riding dress.

			Elisa threw her apple core into a clump of cacti on the side of the road. “Don’t be silly, we have experienced fighters to protect us.”

			The further they rode into Narrow Passage, the more Amanda grew concerned.

			An officer called to them for help. The last wagon in the column had gotten stuck in a tight space.

			Jason said, “The wagoneer wants us to help.”

			He got off Dash to support a group of soldiers pushing their shoulders against the immobilized wagon.

			Amanda and Elisa also assisted.

			The driver maneuvered his wagon and escaped from the tight space.

			The kids joined the rearguard soldiers in leading their horses on foot. As the column squeezed through more tight spots, Amanda  looked up in sky and said, “This is what I was afraid of. The sun is setting and we’re still in this gap.”

			“I just saw a shooting star,” Jason said. “Reminds me of when I was with Grandpap last night looking up through the opening in the Hall of Endless Light.”

			“We’re going to need starfire lamps but they’re in one of the wagons ahead of us.”

			Jason whispered to the girls. “I just spotted two birds high above us. Like the ones I saw in the town square when Leader, Stone Face, and Ghost Girl attacked us.”

			“Maybe its Tery.”

			He explained the differences in flying behavior of raptors.

			Amanda laughed, “Don’t give us a long KIA dissertation about killer birds. This is a serious situation.”

			Jason kept looking up at the darkening sky.

			“Grab your bows and arrows in case we get attacked,” he said.

			Amanda’s headache pain worsened, like someone was tapping a hammer against her head.

			“Thanks to you and Elisa, we’re by ourselves at the back of the line.” She drew in a slow steady breath and released it. “While you were messing around, Grandpap stopped to see us and dropped off thirty arrows with Orionite heads in case we have more attackers. I put ten into each of your quivers.”

			“Did he know Elisa and I were missing?”

			Amanda groaned. “I covered for you. Again.”

			“Pterodactyls are coming our way,” Jason yelled. “Nock an Orionite arrow.”

			“I’m sick of dino birds,” Elisa said as she jammed an arrow’s notch into her bowstring.

			Amanda moved by a cliff wall that towered over a green hillside.

			The others followed her.

			Elisa asked, “Are you sure we want to have the rocks behind us? It’ll be harder to escape.”

			“The wall should interfere with their attack since they’ll have a steep ascent to get back into the air.” Amanda moved into her fighting position, ready to shoot lefthanded. She had woven arrows through her belt to make it easy to grab them.

			Elisa stood beside her, watching as two pterodactyls swooped down to the gap. Jason took his place next to Elisa at the beginning of their improvised archery line.

			The three cousins prepared to fire their first shots at the killer dinosaur birds. The Orionite arrowheads turned into radiant sapphire balls of starfire.

			Aiming at the head of the bigger ptero, Jason said, “This is the kind of magic that Grandpap assured us would come to second-generation Star Life Keepers.”

			“Quit analyzing and get ready to fire,” Amanda replied. “I don’t want to die because you’re blabbing and not shooting.”

			She released her first Orionite arrow at the smaller pterodactyl that was coming at her. It shrugged off the hit, pushing its claws forward so it could attack with outstretched talons.

			Jason and Elisa shot at the bigger bird.

			The kids released their next volley together. Their fiery arrows lodged in the skin of the two pterodactyls.

			Both dinosaur birds flew away to shake off the flaming arrows sticking out of their bodies.

			We may not survive this latest Jurassican attack, Amanda thought. Remembering how the smaller creature had broken eye contact, and looked over her shoulder, she glanced back.
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			The ghostly outline of an Orion warrior appeared behind her, lighting up the cliff wall, glowing like the astronomy rings in their grandfather’s observatory. It was as if the painting on the celestial globe had come to life.

			I wish I had never left Grandpap’s planetarium to help Elisa and my brother, Amanda said to herself. She was startled when the Orion warrior nodded at her.

			“I’m running out of Orionite arrows,” Jason hollered.

			“Me too,” Elisa cried out.

			Amanda said, “We have Star Life support. Look behind you.”

			Jason and Elisa turned and saw the same apparition—the Orion fighter that was on the Star Globes in North Carolina and Capital City.

			The warrior gestured with his broadsword...as if he were encouraging them to keep fighting.

			They heard screeching as the pterodactyls returned.

			Preparing to shoot again, the cousins saw blue starfire spread from their arrowheads to the shafts.

			I’m surprised I can’t feel any heat, Amanda observed.

			Their next volley ignited larger patches of the dinosaurs’ skin. The burning splotches made the birds even angrier. They began to shriek. It was a bloodcurdling sound of anguish.

			The cousins sent their final blasts of starfire at the pterodactyls. They flashed through the air like comets. Flames engulfed the dinosaur birds, which wailed louder and flew away.

			Amanda looked around.

			They were all alone.

			“Did you see the Orion warrior?” she asked.

			“Definitely,” Jason smiled.

			Elisa said, “Amanda, it wasn’t your imagination.”

			“The Power Beyond knew we needed extra help,” Jason answered. “Lighting up our arrow shafts gave us more starfire to injure the pteros.”

			Elisa added, “Seeing the Orion warrior reminded me of the Archangel Michael in our Sunday School classes when we were little. I could almost feel him moving behind us.”

			In the waning light, Amanda searched and pointed to the raptors standing on top of a cliff yelping and trying to put out the fire, which spread to their whole bodies.

			Mesmerized, the cousins watched as the blue starfire burned the pterodactyls to ashes. They saw Sunflower and a foot soldier, with lamps, running to help them.

			Jason said, “We’re going to have a hard time explaining this latest adventure.”

			Elisa replied, “At least we’re still alive.”

			Wagging her recurve bow at them, Amanda said, “It’s time you two quit playing your duo tricks. Surviving in this medieval land is not fun and games.”

			She looked up and said, “There’s another falling star. I hope that’s a good sign for the rest of the expedition.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Forest Elves
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			Elisa

			Harper’s Crossroads

			Harvest Valley

			As Elisa left the Wayside Inn with Jason, she asked about his sister. Sunflower followed them.

			He said, “Amanda has one of her slammer headaches and wants to rest this evening.”

			“After being attacked by dinosaurs and creatures, she’s lucky that a headache is her only problem. How’s your chest?”

			“Bo Shan gave me some Tiantan medicine. The pain has gone away, but I’ve got an ugly bruise.”

			“What is Grandpap doing?”

			“He and Bo Shan are going through Maester Foote’s sketchbook to learn about potential Jurassican attackers. The accompanying journals are still missing.”

			Elisa shook her head. “Maester Foote tried to get me to keep a journal. He said words are important. ‘Words read, words spoken, and words written…as well as words remembered.’”

			“I’m still surprised the maester died suddenly since he was in good shape like Grandpap. Remember he used that same sketchbook during his teachings?” Jason asked. “I loved the stories about Queen Isabella sending him and eleven other young men to spy on foreigners in the west. Grandmother wanted answers to her questions. Were their lands green and fertile or brown and dry? Were the inhabitants strong or weak, few or many? Did they live in open camps or behind fortifications? Were there giants along with the dinosaurs?”

			Elisa’s lips puckered as she tried to remember details of the maester’s story. “I must not have been paying attention. What happened to the rest of the spies?”

			“Ten of the spies came back terrified, reporting that the Jurassicans were invincible. They reported the mouth of a Tyrannosaurus rex was so big it could scoop up and eat a full-grown cow. Emperor Zimri and his wife had also developed dark magic to make crossbreeds.” He paused. “But Foote and his best friend claimed our soldiers could win based on what they learned from the Dragon Prophet and his wife—”

			“What did they say?”

			“They told Queen Isabella her army could defeat the emperor by following a secret underground passageway to destroy the Jurassicans’ life source. She promoted Foote to become maester and made his fellow spy a nobleman.” He added, “They must have been the two brave ones mentioned in the Dragonora Prophecies.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Jason said, “I forgot to show you the parchment paper I bought from the baker in Appleton.” He recited one stanza of the prophecy.

			Cowards remain afraid and hide like the ten,

			In the end, the final end, most break not bend.

			Adults bow down and march together to the grave,

			But like the two, Star Life kids and friends are brave.

			“How do you interpret that prediction?”

			Jason said, “Jurassicans will try to take over the world and most people want to avoid fighting like the ten scared spies. Only a few will be like Maester Foote and his friend who bent but didn’t break. Both were strong and very courageous.”

			“Who does it refer to?”

			“The baker says the emperor thinks it’s us.”

			“That’s crazy.”

			“If the prophecy is about us, we need to figure out who are our friends.”

			Elisa and Jason navigated through the muddy streets, being careful to dodge mud puddles and filth. Sir Percy Ryons and his younger brother Oliver crossed the street to walk beside them.

			She knew Oliver from military training. She’d forgotten the squire had become friends with Jason. A year older than her, he wanted to be a knight like his brother.

			Sir Percy lowered his kerchief, which he had been holding over his nose and mouth to block out the disgusting smell. He said, “Crown Princess, that was good fighting at Narrow Passage. Queen Dhyanna will be proud to hear about your bravery. I sent her a peregrine message.”

			“Thank you, Sir Percy.” She felt blood rushing to her head. She tried to appear calm, but inside she did a dance, amazed to receive a compliment from her mother’s top soldier.

			They kept maneuvering down the street to avoid animal waste. Elisa wished she had brought along a perfumed kerchief, like the one Sir Percy was using to block out the nauseating smell. She remembered her ailing mother reading from the Rules of the Bukanian Realm, “The Queen’s Guards will execute anyone who steals the outdoor kerchief of a knight or noble.” She and the queen had agreed, during their private session, to change that radical law.

			Elisa worried, This smell is making me sick. I don’t want to vomit in front of Sir Percy.

			Sir Percy said to Jason, “You have your father’s sword and must not hesitate to use it in combat. Bo Shan agreed to give you more training on this expedition.”

			He stopped in front of a tavern. Oliver pushed the hard-to-open front door.

			Elisa and Jason followed Sir Percy into the lobby, which smelled like smoke and intoxicating honey drinks. On the right was a large room filled with music and laughter. Townspeople and soldiers drank mead and played cards around the tables. The stuffed heads of beaver, elk, and deer covered the walls. A roaring fire crackled. In the far corner of the room was a stage where three men played musical instruments while a woman in a long yellow dress sang “Songs of the Warrior Queen.” Men and women danced in an open area below the stage.

			Sir Percy and Oliver entered the main room.

			Elisa and Jason went into the smaller one on the left that served only hot or cold apple cider. Sunflower passed them and stood in the shadows by the door.

			“Elisa, I don’t see your friend Kayta,” Jason said. “She’s supposed to meet me.”

			“She had to visit her mother but left my new bracelet and a note with the innkeeper.” She held up her wrist and showed the green jade slip-on to him. It matched the stones in her favorite bracelet she wore on the other wrist, which had a locket with a picture of her father, Supreme Commander William Armstrong, who died in combat when she was two years old.

			“Let’s make sure our backs are against the wall like Bo Shan taught us.” She led him to an empty table in the far corner of the room.

			“Right,” Jason said. “So no one can sneak up behind us.”

			They could hear singing from the main hall.

			“I’m tired of being a crown princess,” Elisa said. “I’d rather go to Capital City’s fun places, but instead I’m stuck in the castle learning about royal manners and old laws.”

			Jason waved to a tall boy who entered the room with a dark-gray, white-chested wolfhound, which was almost as big as a young pony.

			Elisa called out, “Brannon, come and join us.”

			His father operated a blacksmith shop on Flat Top Mountain in the military training area. Elisa had caught Jason bending metal at the forge, even though royal kids weren’t supposed to perform manual labor. She threatened to tell his mother unless he let her ride his pet pterodactyl. Riding Tery over the castle grounds and Mosquito Mountains was thrilling. Few people knew the crown princess was taking life-threatening risks.

			Elisa noticed two tall elves—identical twin boys—behind Brannon. The color of their cloaks was a mixture of brown, green, and gray, which, she figured, must allow them to blend into forests while hunting and trapping. They wore long-sleeved white linen shirts with tails sticking below their vests. As the elves came closer, she saw from their neck tattoos they were elf hunters, even at a young age.

			The wolfhound ran over and jumped up, putting his paws on Jason’s lap.

			“Hi Max,” he said, rubbing behind both ears. He told him to lie down. Max obeyed. “Good boy,” he said. Brannon rewarded the wolfhound with a treat as the dog rested beside the table.

			“I’m surprised the owner lets you bring Max into the tavern,” Elisa said.

			“His dog died. He enjoys having Max around as long as I keep him out of the main room.”

			She told Brannon about the pterodactyl and goblin attacks. “How are things at Camp Resolve?”

			“We’re getting ready to defend against an invasion.”

			General Kearney had established the Army of West Bukania’s headquarters at the camp, located a few miles north of Harper’s Crossroads in Harvest Valley. Jason’s friend Brannon served as a flag-bearer under Colonel Scott. He’d also learned how to play military calls on a horn.

			Jason said, “I saw your father at the sending-off parade for the expedition. Sorry you weren’t there to carry a flag or play your bugle.”

			“I was in camp going through drills every day. From sunup to sundown.”

			Back home, Brannon let Jason take Max on walks. In exchange, and because of his fear of flying, Jason had asked him to take turns with Elisa riding his pterodactyl. Everyone in the castle, including his own family, thought that Jason was the one flying Tery above the Mosquito Mountains.

			Brannon introduced the forest elves to Elisa and Jason. The kids were all about the same age. Brannon explained that Fender was a “warrior defender” and next in line to become Elf King. Bullseye got his nickname by being one of the most skilled archers among the tribes. Both twins were tall with light brown complexions and had classic elven features: Spiked ears; intense, slanted green eyes; eyebrows that tilted up; and long black hair and pointy hairlines.

			“My elf friends need your help,” Brannon said to Jason. “They want—”

			Fender interrupted him. “You must take us to the Mapmaker.”

			“He’s in a private meeting.”

			Fender scowled at Jason and said, “Jurassicans ambushed hunters in the—”

			A pale-looking young man interrupted the conversation as he sat down at their table. “Purebreds or hybrids?”

			“Hi, Timothy,” Jason said to the lanky boy.

			Timothy worked in the castle’s leather shop. He also trained at Camp Resolve as a drummer boy. Elisa didn’t like him. Brannon and Jason were also big for their ages, but unlike sourpuss Timothy, they were carefree and fun-loving. Timothy was a pest and always mad. Although skinny and wiry, instead of muscular like them, he was a bully and liked to start fights with smaller boys. His blond hair, gray eyes, and colorless skin reminded Elisa of Ghost Girl who attacked them in the town square when they arrived from North Carolina.

			Fender looked across the table, saying, “Sounds like you know a lot about our enemies.”

			“Soldier gossip.” Timothy cocked his head to the side and asked, “Were you afraid of them?”

			Fender rubbed the tattoos circling his neck. He explained how, a day earlier, a band of hunters had encountered their first velociraptor people along Big Notch Trail. “We stopped the surprise attack, but the creatures left deadly marks. One of them scratched our father. A poisonous claw broke off, lodging in his chest near the heart. The poison has spread throughout his body. He requested that his good friend, the Mapmaker, come to Summer Lea immediately and perform surgery on him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			A Test of Strength
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			Jason

			Harper’s Crossroads

			Jason saw two rough-looking men barge into the tavern’s side room where he sat with Elisa and his friends. He reached under his cloak and gripped the handle of his longknife in case they caused trouble.

			A man with a sunken, pimply face and a scar across his right eye came up to their table. He had long stringy hair that hung down over his stooped shoulders. The drifter’s clothes smelled as if someone had soaked them in ale. He said, “Who brought in these trespassers? No elves allowed in here. They have their own eating and drinking places.”

			“They’re guests of mine,” Jason said as he got up.

			“Who are you?”

			“Jason Blakeslee. I’m a member of the queen’s expedition to the western regions.”

			Brannon stood next to him. He nodded at Elisa and said, “She’s the crown princess. You better leave her cousin alone. He’s a prince.”

			The second man kept silent and glowered at Brannon. His eyes were glassy. His face oily. Several upper teeth were missing.

			“Someone in the other room told me this here teenager is the strongest kid around.” The leader pulled over a chair from another table and sat down. Max jumped up, snarling, his head looming above the table.

			Holding up his hand, the middle-aged man said, “Keep your beast away from me.” He placed two blue bolts on the table and rolled up the right sleeve of his shirt.

			If I back down, I’ll look weak in front of my friends, Jason thought. If I lose, it’s not a big deal since no one expects a kid to win against an adult.

			He put down his coins, taking off his cloak and exposing his weapons.

			Brannon said to the drifter, “You’ve got a major advantage and should give him a head start.”

			Timothy moved out of his chair to make room for Jason to sit in it.

			The wild-looking man put his elbow on the table. “This big boy has a grown-up weapon collection. So, he doesn’t need any special deal.”

			Avoiding the man’s disgusting breath, Jason grabbed his sweaty hand. Someone gave the signal for the contest to begin. The drifter struck first. Tried to slam Jason’s hand down onto the table. His friend yelled, urging him to finish the contest right away. People from the other room came to watch and cheered for the boy underdog.

			Jason wanted his opponent to think he was making progress. He yielded until his hand was several inches from the table. His arm remained locked in place. The frustrated man pressed down. He strained, trying harder, breaking the rules as he lifted his body off the chair to gain more leverage. His eyes swelled in his sunken face. His pimples got as red as miniature tomatoes.

			When he thought his opponent was tiring, Jason forced the man’s arm back to the upright position. “Guess it’s time to start over.”

			The man’s face twitched. He swallowed hard.

			Jason pushed down. The drifter resisted. Jason applied more pressure. The man’s arm moved backwards. Inch by inch. The room had grown quiet. Everyone heard the man’s hand hit the table.

			The arm-wrestling match was over.

			I beat an adult, Jason thought as he pocketed the coins.

			The defeated man jumped up. “You used some kind of elven magic.” He pulled a dagger from his belt and turned toward Fender and Bullseye. “I want my blue bolts back.”

			A loud voice commanded, “Stop right there.” Sunflower stepped from the shadows and stood behind Elisa.

			Big Mountain, wearing expensive, gold-trimmed green clothes, came into the room with his younger brother Tiny, as well as Oliver and two other squires.

			“You lost fair and square.” Sunflower hovered over the table, holding onto the two-handed grip of her hefty broadsword. She waved with her free hand to a crowd of men and women that had gathered in the hall to watch the contest. “The boy’s got witnesses.”

			The drifter slapped more money onto the table and said, “I’m taking bets for another try.”

			Jason prepared to leave the room.

			“You can’t walk away until I say so,” the wild-eyed man said, jamming the point of his dagger into the tabletop.

			“Yes, he can.” Elisa’s chair scraped across the wooded floor as she stood. Max bared his teeth. Brannon, Timothy, Fender, and Bullseye also got up.

			“Our expedition has problems to deal with,” Jason said. “We need to talk to the Mapmaker right away.”

			Sunflower said to the man, “I’m taking the boy and his friends out of here. You don’t want to make trouble for them.” She glanced at the outside door where Sir Percy stood watching the confrontation.

			Tiny sat down in Jason’s place across from the drifter. “I can take him. Mama’s boy got lucky.”

			Back in the muddy street, Jason told Sir Percy about the dinosaur attack on elves descending Big Notch Trail. Fender provided more details.

			“How did creatures get into the mountains?” Elisa asked.

			Sir Percy took his perfumed kerchief from his pocket. Before putting it over his nose, he said, “You should also ask: How did goblins get close to Appleton and the East Gate? And why did pterodactyls appear in Capital City and the Narrow Passage?”

			Sir Percy turned to Jason. “Where is the Mapmaker staying?”

			“Wayside Inn.”

			“Can I participate in your meeting?”

			“Definitely,” Jason said. He waved goodbye to Brannon and Timothy, who returned to Camp Resolve.

			“Jason, you are growing up fast,” Sir Percy said. “I enjoyed seeing the expression on the man’s face when you beat him. I’ll tell your grandfather that you passed your Test of Strength.”

			Sir Percy joined the meeting with the Mapmaker in the Wayside Inn’s lobby. Fender and Bullseye told them about the Jurassican ambush at Falling Rocks and their father’s condition. Elisa showed them Queen Dhyanna’s Star Point. Fender said that the Evergreen elves were willing to discuss combining forces to defeat the Jurassicans.

			Elisa gave House Blakeslee’s Star Point and the empty Unity pendant to her grandfather since he planned to discuss a deepening elven collaboration with the Murewood Guardian, his fellow protector of the Star Life Keepers.

			Sunflower escorted Elisa upstairs as discussions continued regarding the prospects of war.

			Jason also went to his sleeping room and washed his face. He looked in the dirty mirror on the wall and lifted his tunic to see his space tee shirt from the modern world, which he’d kept hidden for the past couple of days. He had to think quick earlier and prevent Bo Shan from seeing it while treating his goblin wound.

			He looked at the exploding star—and “Journey on to New Adventures” inscription—wondering whether to laugh or to cry. 

			Maybe Elisa and I should have settled for a quiet beach vacation and not time travel.

			He mumbled to himself, “I may have beaten a man in arm-wrestling, but I’m not ready to wage war against human-like creatures.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Evergreen Nation
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			Jason

			Zig Zag Trail

			Day Five

			Jason had shared the sleeping room with his grandfather and Bo Shan, overhearing them talk late at night about the dangers ahead. In the morning, Grandpap told them about a peregrine message, which came to Harper’s Crossroads from the Crimson Queen. She notified him that Jurassican troops had gotten past Fort Champion and through the Grand Tunnel. They were gathering along the Snake River across from Tunnelsburg. Local militia and soldiers from Fort William fought to hold them back.

			The Mapmaker, Sir Percy, and their expeditionary force departed at daybreak and halted at Camp Resolve. They learned the supreme commander had ordered General Kearney to take his Army of West Bukania, after South Fiefdom reinforcements arrived, to Tunnelsburg. The leaders decided to split into three groups.

			Kearney’s main army included another fifty royal knights.

			Colonel Scott, his second-in-command, had one hundred infantrymen. Elisa, Amanda, and Bo Shan would accompany him along with the Queen’s Guards and Jason’s friends, Brannon and Timothy. Sunflower wanted to protect Elisa, but Sir Percy ordered her to go with him in case Jurassicans attacked again in the Hazly Mountains.

			Scott’s team set off on the Western Highway, toward the West Bukania Wall. Kearney told them to wait at Minersville to reunite with the Evergreen Nation delegation and the main army.

			Sir Percy and the Mapmaker led a smaller group from Camp Resolve and through the Harvest Valley. Their band included Sunflower, Big Mountain, and the squires. The elf boys—Fender and Bullseye—led the team in single file up the steep eastern slope of Zig Zag Trail to the Evergreen Nation’s summer capital.

			Jason guided Dash through the fog. The road narrowed and crisscrossed through patches of a recent spring snowfall, which dotted the mountainside. There was no barrier on the outer side of the trail.

			Forcing himself not to look over the drop off, he clutched Dash’s reins. Although the air was cool, he worried about getting a fever. His heart rate picked up. His chest hurt when he breathed. Sweat collected underneath his helmet.

			Last night, he dreamt about flying on Tery. He hoped his mother had found the source of his pet pterodactyl’s sickness.

			As visibility decreased, Jason tensed his legs around Dash’s belly. He felt trapped and didn’t know what to do.

			The Mapmaker looked over his shoulder at him. He raised his eyebrows like he was asking, “Are you okay?” He pointed up, which baffled Jason. What was there to see in the foggy sky?

			Jason shook his head as a thought struck him. Did his grandfather want him to draw upon his new power as a Star Life Keeper? If so, how could he do it?

			With his free hand, Jason touched his astronomy ring.

			He held his breath. Maester Shan had taught him the calming principle of Seven-Five-Seven: Inhale over a count of seven…hold for a count of five…exhale for a count of seven. He mentally kept track of each breathing step and felt more at ease as the team went higher up the side of the mountain. I could have used this breathing technique to go flying in Dad’s plane during my one and only flight in North Carolina. He said I’d better get used to being high up if I wanted to be an astronaut.

			The riders reached the top of the trail. They moved north until they came to a broad meadow overlooked by misty mountaintops. Early blooming wildflowers—a sea of yellow, blue, purple, and red swirls—produced a carpet of colors. Ahead, he could see hundreds of buildings and tents.

			Jason said to his grandfather, “Bullseye told me the elves have two capitals.”

			Grandpap answered, “Summer Lea is their capital from spring to fall. It sits at the base of Summit Peak. The view from up there is incredible.”

			“I’ve never seen white trees before.”

			“You’ll learn more about Murewood Forest during your visit.”

			“Where do elves go during the cold weather?”

			“The Evergreen King moves his headquarters to Winter Lea in the sunnier lower foothills.”

			The Mapmaker’s team passed farms and a large corral that held the elves’ colorful horses—not just basic black, brown, and white horses—but reddish-brown, gray, and dappled horses with various spots and color combinations. Cattle, sheep, and goats grazed inside livestock pens. Grandpap had told Jason that the Evergreen Nation’s primary businesses were leather goods, furs, medicinal plants, and jewelry. Tanneries, on the outskirts of the city, filled the air with an awful smell.

			Approaching Summer Lea, Jason saw wooden lodges and animal-skin tents up close. Some dwellings were large enough for a family, and others were only for one person. The elves had arranged everything in a perpendicular grid. Elevated wooden sidewalks, like those in Capital City, lined major streets. A large, pillared building on the hilly outskirts overlooked the city. Smoke from campfires drifted in the mountain breeze.
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			Summer Lea

			The next morning, Jason looked around the elven hut where he had slept. He examined its fine workmanship. Animal skins, stretched between a support frame, covered the outer walls. Corn stalks, tightly interwoven, and other thatch formed the roof. Underneath the ceiling, horizontal drapes prevented bits and pieces from falling into the room. Fireplace and cooking smells filled the hut.

			Jason went outside and shivered from the cool fog, which obscured his view of Summit Peak, the highest vantage point in West Bukania. He imagined it looked down upon the elven community like an Abbington Castle watchtower.

			“Welcome to Summer Lea,” Kayta called out from a nearby hut. The silversmith apprentice from Capital City wore a deerskin jacket and carried a matching bag with a strap over her shoulder. Her bright lavender scarf fluttered in the breeze.

			Kayta gave him an elvish kiss on each cheek. Jason’s face grew as rosy as a polished apple from Harvest Valley.

			“Sorry for not meeting you at Harper’s Crossroads,” she said. “Mother wanted me to come straight here to pick up gemstones, gold, and silver for my auntie’s shop. My brother in the north also sent a new shipment of Etowah River green jade.” She had a glint in her eyes. “You like to fight and would have enjoyed the battles between elf warriors last night.”

			Breath streamed like a puff of smoke from Jason’s mouth into the cool mountain air. He asked himself, How did Kayta get to Summer Lea before us?

			“Bullseye says elves are tough fighters,” he said to her.

			“There are fierce rivalries between forest tribes…and also against elves in the Red Cliff Nation. The elders meet in the Hall of the Elves to settle disagreements. My mother is the only non-elf senior member of the king’s assembly.”

			Kayta tightened her deerskin jacket.

			Jason said, “Sir Percy arranged for me to have sword-fighting lessons until late.”

			“I had a sleepover with elven girlfriends. They wanted to know about life in Capital City and if there are any handsome Abbingtonian boys.” Kayta raised her eyebrows. “I suggested they meet you.”

			An elf girl walked by with a clay pot on her head. She turned her head to look at Jason, holding her pot steady. She spoke to Kayta in elvish. Her complexion was brown but a lighter shade than Kayta’s skin.

			After the girl left, Kayta said, “My friend agrees that I was right about good-looking human boys. She thinks you’re almost tan enough to be an elf.”

			He didn’t mention he had dark-skinned Hispanic and Italian relatives in the modern world.

			“How can she balance that pot?” he asked Kayta.

			“There is a small, flat, woven-straw platform that fits over the head to carry things,” she said, motioning for him to follow her. “The Mapmaker wishes to see us.”

			Grandpap met them outside a community center. Elf artisans had cut grooves into the end of the building’s logs, so they all fit together. Hardened mud sealed the cracks.

			He led them to a private room off the main hallway. They sat around a table made from the cross-sectional trunk of a white murewood tree. The outside surface glistened. An East of the Most East pot of tea and porcelain cups were in the middle of the table. There were delicate, early spring-harvest tea leaves in a bowl.

			Closing the door, Grandpap said, “I’ve examined his majesty. It will be dangerous to remove the broken claw from his chest. Sadly, it’s lodged in the ribs near his heart.” He took a sip of tea and added, “Even if my surgery is successful, there could still be a problem with dinosaur poison.”

			Katya said, “My mother says it’s hard to get rid of.”

			“My last meeting with your mother was a year ago,” Grandpap said.

			“She’s learned a lot more about earth chemicals,” Kayta said. “Maybe they can counter the dinosaur poison.”

			“Grandpap, you never mentioned that you know Kayta’s mother,” Jason said.

			“You’ll like her. She’s a first-generation Star Life Keeper—like your father and aunt—and helped me to train them. Our last discussion was about the emperor and her keeping watch over Zimri’s growing Jurassican army.”

			Jason leaned back in his wooden chair. He folded his arms across his chest. “I promised to meet with Bullseye this morning to learn more about elven life. I thought he and Fender were twins, but it turns out they’re triplets—”

			“You must go with Kayta to Bridal Veil Falls.” Grandpap sipped the tea, propping his arms on the table.

			Jason felt anger building up inside of him. “Bullseye wants me to meet his sister Bryn.” He avoided saying that he didn’t want to be his grandfather’s messenger boy.

			“Bullseye and his sister will be busy helping me to take care of Poppy today,” Grandpap said. He reached over and tousled Jason’s hair. “Congratulations! Sir Percy told me you beat a man in arm-wrestling at Harper’s Crossroads. Kayta’s mother will be glad you passed your Test of Strength…sooner than your father. She will speak to you about a Test of Courage.

			Jason had mixed feelings about his victory at Harper’s Crossroads. He was proud of beating the drifter, but worried about new tests.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Bridal Veil Falls
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			Jason

			Above Summer Lea

			Jason waited while Kayta stopped at her hut. She came out with a woven straw basket. “My elven friends prepared lunch for us. We can have our picnic near Bridal Veil Falls. It’ll be like the ones we have above Sheer Rock.”

			“Isn’t it too cold to eat outside?”

			“Should warm up by the time we get there. We can sit in a sunny place.” She paused. “And we’ll be above the smell of the tanneries.”

			They climbed a steep path that wove through the snow-covered rocks of the mountain. Kayta let him carry the picnic basket.

			“Is this too heavy to carry on my head?” he asked.

			She laughed and shoulder-bumped him.

			Halfway up the winding, rocky path, they sat on a large boulder to rest. The late-morning sun beat down on them, melting the lingering snow. Kayta stared at him. Her questioning, violet eyes made him feel uncomfortable.

			“Jason, your grandfather told me about your miraculous improvement in hearing.”

			“Timely, since Bukanians don’t care about kids with problems—”

			“You’re lucky to be a prince,” Kayta said. “Or it could be worse.” She nervously fiddled with her purple-streaked hair. “Elisa told me she’s impressed with your military skills.”

			“My cousin is two years older and does much better.”

			“She thinks you can become a valiant soldier, like your father. The Mapmaker also told me about presenting you with the Sword of Mykael.”

			Jason questioned why Grandpap was sharing personal information with Kayta.

			“I hope to train even more with my dad’s sword when we rejoin the Army of West Bukania and get to see the Army of the Red Unicorn. We must hurry. To make up time, my grandfather wants to take the shortcut down to Settlers Valley. However, he’s worried about a late snowstorm and Jurassican attackers.”

			“Big Notch Trail goes down the western slope of Hazly Mountains but it’s not as steep as the eastern slope,” she said, her lips pressing together. “Boulders fell from the mountain years ago to create a chokepoint that’s called Falling Rocks. You’ll have to wind through those rocks to stay on the trail. It’s where Jurassican raiders ambushed the Evergreen King and his hunting party. No one knows how—or where—the dinosaur creatures got past the West Bukania Wall.”

			The twenty-foot-thick wall created a formidable barrier that separated Minersville from Tunnelsburg.

			Kayta led Jason to Bridal Veil Falls, where the air smelled clean. Torrents of water poured down the mountain in a series of falls. The noise was so loud he had trouble hearing her talk.

			She spoke into his ear. Her breath tickled him. “I would like to show you one of my favorite views. It’s even better than Point Lookout in Mosquito Mountains. And we don’t have to climb the Sheer Rock stairs.” Taking his hand, she led Jason closer to the waterfalls. The rushing sound of water grew louder. Moisture dampened his face. He licked his lips and imagined he could taste cool mountain water.

			They reached the overlook.

			“Are you okay?” Kayta asked.

			“I don’t like heights. And I have a fear of flying.”

			“How can you ride your ptero?” Kayta asked.

			He gazed at the water falling from Summit Peak, ignoring her question.
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			“I can see how the falls got their name,” Jason said. “The mist is like the veil a Bukanian bride wears during her marriage ceremony. Does the stream go all the way to Harvest Valley?”

			“Yes. Fresh water from the falls goes to Winter Lea and the farms below.”

			“I prefer being in the valley and not on a cliff—”

			“Let’s take a break and have lunch to celebrate your early birthday,” Kayta said. “My friends provided us with smoked trout, goat cheese, dried apples, and fresh braided bread.”

			He picked up the picnic basket. “I saw a sunny place on our way up here. Away from the falls, so we won’t have to shout.” And I can hear better.

			They walked down the path and found a smooth rock to sit on. As they ate lunch, Kayta talked about the jade stones she’d gotten to take back to her aunt’s shop.

			“Maester Shan was gracious to teach elves how to find jade in northern riverbeds and to grow tea along the mountainsides,” Kayta said.

			“He and his son Bo got more involved in Bukania once they realized a Tiantan ship was not coming to pick them up. They say shopkeepers in the Lower District want more elven products, such as healing botanicals, which remind them of their homeland.”

			“They also fancy the beautiful clay pottery, like the one my elf friend carried on her head. The elven leaders prefer direct business with shopkeepers and not going through the trade guild since Verilee Grafton’s father takes advantage of people in the west.” Kayta licked her lips. “It’s hard to find people you can trust.”

			“He’s my uncle, but not a blood relative. Same as Laith the Great. There are many people besides me who don’t like Lord Grafton but feel pressured to work with his business network. Do you know Verilee?” He shared how a pterodactyl had kidnapped her. “My grandfather believes she’s in a Jurassican prison.”

			“Sounds dreadful.”

			“Lord Grafton has tried to manipulate the monarchy rules to make her the crown princess instead of Elisa. Claims Verilee was born first, ten minutes earlier. The former maester settled the dispute with a full investigation.”

			Kayta said, “Your grandfather thinks that Maester Foote may not have died from natural causes.”

			“Grandpap never mentioned that to me.”

			“My mother says we must look behind a situation to see what we’re missing.”

			“Is she overprotective like my mum?”

			“I’m doing more of what I want now that I’m older.”

			After they finished eating, she stood up, tugging on his arm. Jason hid Kayta’s basket behind a rock. She led him back to the falls. The sun had burned off the fog. Shading her eyes from the bright sun, she focused on Summit Peak. “The view from there is incredible.”

			He replied, “If you’ve got ptero wings to get to the top.”

			“Elisa mentioned you communicate with Tery. How does that work?”

			He remained silent.

			“You can tell me.”

			“It’s hard to explain,” Jason said. “Somehow, we share thoughts with one another.”

			“I’ll bet you could also mind-talk with dragons,” she said, shading her eyes again. “It’s time to see my mother. She has something very important to share with you.”

			She walked to the edge of the cliff and turned around to face him. “Be patient and stay here.”

			“Watch out,” Jason called out.

			A cloud of hissing, billowing steam formed around Kayta. Jason lost sight of her. He waited. The cloud disappeared. A young dragon, sleek with silver-and-green coloring, stood where Kayta had been. It had a narrow snout and a mouth full of knife-like teeth. Deep, shining, violet-colored eyes. Kayta’s bright-lavender scarf hung around the dragon’s neck, and her leather bag across its shoulder and chest.

			During his intensive studies with Maester Foote, he had never heard him talk about a human shapeshifting into a dragon.

			A voice appeared in Jason’s mind. It’s me…Kayta.

			Is that really you? he answered by thinking.

			My mother calls me Dragon Girl. Everyone in our family is a shapeshifter.

			How about your aunt in Capital City?

			Auntie is the Jade Dragon. We call my mother the Summit Dragon.

			Jason stayed silent.

			Dragons call shapeshifting ‘changing views’ so this is normal in my family’s world. It’s safe to climb onto my back.

			He didn’t budge.

			I’ll take you to meet my mother.

			His fear of flying hit him like the rush of a tornado. He closed his eyes. 

			Trust me, Dragon Girl whispered into his mind. You passed your Test of Strength. You can do this. Place your arms around my neck and hold on tight.

			Aren’t you kinda small for a dragon?

			But very strong.

			Jason thought about falling onto the rocks or his body being swept away in the fast-moving water. He moved next to the dragon and touched its scales. Surprisingly, the skin was warm, smooth, and soft.

			Dragon Girl crouched down on her belly next to him.

			I can hear your concerns, she spoke into his mind. I know what I’m doing. It’s a quick ride.

			Clambering onto the young dragon’s back, Jason positioned his shaking arms around her neck and closed his eyes. He thought it was ironic that he was afraid to ride Tery and now he was getting on a dragon’s back with no saddle.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Five-Headed Dragon
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			Jason

			Summit Peak

			As Dragon Girl landed on Summit Peak, a soft female voice said out loud, “Congratulations, Jason.” He opened his eyes. “You’ve taken an important step to conquer your fears.”

			He felt dizzy from the high altitude.

			Dragon Girl had turned back into Kayta and stood alongside a beautiful older woman who had the same creamy brown skin. She wore a purple gown and rare purple jade jewelry that matched her eyes. Wavy gray hair hung down past her shoulders, swinging in the wind.

			“I’m worried about the Jurassicans,” the woman said to him.

			He hesitated.

			When he agreed to stay in Bukania to help save the queen, he never imagined he would be speaking with dragons.

			“Aunt Dhyanna keeps saying war is coming.”

			“War is here.”

			He told her about the peregrine message from the Crimson Queen as well as Jurassican invaders in Capital City and north of Appleton.

			“There are more invaders on the loose.”

			He blinked his eyes several times and shook his head. “What can we do?”

			The woman said, “You will personally release more of the Power Beyond the Universe by coming here to—”

			“Do you know about our Hall of Endless Light?”

			“Your father was a first-generation Star Life Keeper, just like me. You and Kayta are among the next generation. It will take a unification of humans, elves, and dragons to defeat the Jurassicans. No group can win on its own.”

			Jason had trouble processing the situation. Too much information was coming at him. Too fast. The woman’s remarkable beauty didn’t make it any easier. But her soft voice comforted him. Like a velvety cushion. He told her about his Alnilam experience at the Hall of Endless Light and arm-wrestling in the Harper’s Crossroads tavern.

			“You’ve passed the Test of Strength. Soon you must also pass the Test of Courage.” The woman led him to the cliff. He looked over the edge. To his surprise, Jason felt less afraid. Something stirred inside him. He mentally poured cold water over his fears.

			“I’m here to help you like I did with your father years ago.”

			A sharp blast of wind almost knocked him off the cliff. Kayta placed her hand against his chest to hold him back.

			“Stay here,” her mother said to him.

			She jumped off the cliff. Her dress whipped in the breeze. Jason looked over the edge but couldn’t see her. “Kayta, you must rescue your mother!”

			“Don’t worry, she’s only changing views.”

			Jason felt a swish of air across his head, like colossal flapping wings passing by. He saw a five-headed dragon land on a high rock. Its enormous body had solid purple coloring with a silver underbelly. Barbed scales covered the top of the five heads and ran down the long necks. The dragon had a wingspan much wider than Tery’s or the pteros they had fought at Narrow Passage. Spiky teeth filled each of the five gaping mouths. Ribbed fins stuck out from the sides of the heads like smaller pairs of wings.
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			He’d enjoyed studying dragons with Maester Foote. Seeing one face to face was different. The five-headed dragon—much bigger than Dragon Girl—terrified him.

			An unfamiliar voice spoke into his mind. I am the Summit Dragon. Don’t be afraid.

			He looked from one head to the next. The middle eyes had the same violet—and kind-looking—expression as Kayta. They focused on him and didn’t seem threatening. The dragon’s other four heads looked in different directions, observing the sky, always on the alert.

			What do you want from me? Jason hoped mind-talking with the Summit Dragon was similar to how he communicated with Tery.

			Your full attention, the strange voice said. The Summit Dragon looked down from her high vantage point. Kayta had transformed back to Dragon Girl and stood on a lower one facing him.

			With my dragon vision, I have a panoramic view of your western kingdom from Summit Peak, all the way to Tunnelsburg and the Border Mountains. Plus, I fly around West Bukania and monitor what’s going on. As far away as Dragonora, my children keep a close watch on the Jurassicans. The emperor has built a vast army and is starting to launch his attacks.

			She grew quiet.

			Her voice reentered his mind. My husband died during our battles with the dinosaurs.

			Jason concentrated on the words entering his mind.

			The Summit Dragon said, You have a Star Life Keeper’s power and the Sword of Mykael. And your own pterodactyl. You might not need my help.

			I need all the help I can get.

			Jason shared concerns about losing his temper.

			You will learn how to manage your anger and channel it to defeat your enemies. It takes time. Too many uncontrolled emotions result in too many mistakes. Your father had the same problems but harnessed his emotions for warfare.

			He checked to make sure his dad’s homemade astronomy ring was still on his finger.

			My husband was as white as a fresh coat of snow. Known as the Dragon Prophet, he had visions and dreams to share with future generations. He wrote them down on scrolls, which became known as the Dragonora Prophecies.

			He told her about the baker’s parchment and rumor of Jurassican interference.

			You are wise to be skeptical about the motives of Jurassicans and their followers. They betrayed the dragons.

			What happened? Jason asked.

			My husband predicted the dinosaurs would make a breed of new creatures, which had the intelligence of humans…while retaining the fighting skills of dinosaurs. Zimri, a saber man, fulfilled those prophecies when he convinced the dinosaur leaders to betray us. We fought hard but my husband was the last surviving leader. They stole our homeland—to feed on our plants and animals—after we welcomed them as guests.

			Sadness clouded her eyes.

			The Summit Dragon told him that her husband had fought close-up with Zimri, scarring his face for life. It took two Tyrannosaurus rex dinosaurs to overcome him. Zimri’s killers forced dragon survivors into a barren, isolated land of mostly shades of brown. She’d helped to bury the bodies of dead family and friends in a dismal region renamed the Valley of Dragon Bones.

			She and her family stayed in the desolate area. Most of their neighbors chose to accept a truce with the dinosaurs. They found a green area on the other side of the mountains—referred to as South of the Starks—and Emperor Zimri left them alone.

			Jason said, Queen Dhyanna would like dragons to form an alliance with humans and elves to stand against the dinosaur aggressors. He paused. Do you know about the Star Points of Unity?

			My husband gave his Star Point to our eldest son who lives in the Stark Mountains beyond the Red Cliff Nation.

			Aunt Dhyanna entrusted House Blakeslee’s Star Point to the crown princess and Mapmaker. My grandfather will meet with the Murewood Guardian to take the first step to fill up the empty Unity pendant.

			She reminded him that dragons helped Bukanians to stop Emperor Zimri’s last military advance at the Battle of Crooked Spine. There was a new urgency. She’d flown over Peace City, which rapidly was becoming the most impressive city on the continent. The emperor had also convinced scientific experts and alchemists to gather at his new Tower of Learning. Their experiments would soon provide a new solution for dinosaurs and creatures.

			What does Zimri want? Jason asked.

			Power, wealth, and control over a long-term supply of food. Her middle head stared off into the distance. In the meantime, they need Bukania’s green resources.

			The Summit Queen’s other four heads searched the skies.

			My husband and I developed a special bond with two men from your former Abbington country. I believe one of them had the name ‘Fort’—or something like that.

			Jason looked into her bottomless violet eyes, feeling like he was getting lost in them. He cleared his throat. You must mean Maester Foote, who recently died.

			He and his friend were brave. Using one of my husband’s scrolls, I led them to a dormant volcano and through secret passageways to the dinosaurs’ underground caverns.

			They reported to Queen Isabella that her army could overcome Jurassica with the dragons’ help. The other spies stated the dinosaurs were too strong to defeat.

			The dragon shook her head in disgust.

			Jason asked, How did dinosaurs survive for so many years—

			They have a unique spring of subterranean drinking water, which prevents them from becoming extinct. Zimri discovered the source. One branch of the river went outside to form reservoirs, and the other remained underground. His workers have built aqueducts—or water channels—throughout North and South Jurassica to transport the life-giving water.

			She believed that, without special water and food sources, the creatures could not last more than a few weeks. Her youngest son was hiding from them in the northern part of the Evergreen Nation. He’d seen aqueducts and reservoirs in North Jurassica.

			The Summit Dragon moved closer. With the completed Star Points of Unity, we can work together and prevent Zimri’s dark powers from damaging our lands and your Hall of Endless Light.

			Jason felt like he was going to be sick.

			What’s wrong? You’re trying to block me from reading your mind.

			He shook his head. Destroying the Star Globe will hurt my family. I can’t talk about it. He changed the subject. What about the scrolls?

			My husband showed his scrolls and maps to Foote and his comrade. They copied some of his information. She hesitated. My daughter and I can follow your thoughts. We agree this is all overwhelming, not just for children but also for adults. Sometimes unusual times call for unusual solutions. I believe hope and positivity will overcome despair and negativity.

			She continued, My children are second-generation Star Life Keepers and want to avenge their father’s death. You or your grandfather must speak with my eldest son in Dragonora. He’s known as the Great White Dragon. Maybe he can mobilize other dragons to help. She also told him that, in her web of caves behind the Bridal Veil Falls, she had stored dragon eggs from before the Dragon Prophet died. She hatched them as needed. Some of them would soon be ready for battle.

			The Summit Dragon motioned toward Tunnelsburg. Jurassicans sneak through West Bukania and disrupt your communication lines to increase confusion.

			Worries and fears overwhelmed Jason. His mind bounced around, like a boat being tossed about in a severe storm. He told the Summit Dragon about the ptero-riding woman at Queen’s Park and outside Appleton.

			Jason didn’t mention the strange Orion apparition that appeared at Narrow Passage and cheered them on.

			The Summit Dragon narrowed her eyes. The sorceress must have been Morelda, the emperor’s wife.

			Jason shared his suspicions about the baker and her grandson.

			Morelda has spies everywhere, including in Capital City. The boy on the spur-winged goose likely informed her about the expeditionary force. Go back and tell your grandfather to rally support at once. I’ve given earth chemicals to Kayta so she can help to restore the Evergreen King to good health after surgery. She’ll keep in touch with me—

			The other four heads began screeching at a dark-green pterodactyl circling above the summit. Without weapons, Jason picked up a handful of rocks and braced himself.

			The rider-less pterodactyl came closer, swooping down with its talons extended.

			Jason threw stones at the ptero’s head. Nearby, the Summit Dragon sent out a jet of red and orange flame.

			The attacker left but returned for another strike.

			Flames shot out from all five dragon mouths.

			The ptero flew away.

			The Summit Dragon mind-talked with Jason. Go back to Summer Lea and tell the Mapmaker what’s happening in West Bukania. Your family and mine must also take back the Breath of Life, which the emperor stole from my husband.

			What is that?

			My oldest son will tell you more.

			Kayta added, Jason, climb on my back again. I’ll take you back down to the falls.

			The Summit Queen said, As second-generation Star Life Keepers, you both must have what we call ‘dragon vision’ and ‘peregrine speed.’ Keep alert about what lies ahead of you and move quickly.

			Jason climbed onto Kayta’s back, locked his arms around her neck again, and held tight as the purple and silver dragon flew off the peak. He continued to look around for the pterodactyl, but it didn’t come back. He mind-talked, saying, It was amazing to see dragon flames today.

			I hope to get mine soon, Dragon Girl said.

			Down below, after dismounting on the rocky plateau across from Bridal Veil Falls, Jason wondered about dragons in the caves. Did they have five heads? What color were they? Despite noise from the rushing water, he was certain he could hear the faint sound of squawking. The Summit Dragon’s voice came into his mind.

			In my opinion, your leaders will need the full force of my dragon family to stop Emperor Zimri and his sorceress wife. Contact me if you need help.

			He looked at the peak and waved goodbye to Kayta’s mother. He mind-talked with her, Thanks for your encouragement.

			She replied, You are ready for battle. Don’t second guess yourself. You will soon become a warrior like your father.
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			Evergreen King
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			Jason

			Summer Lea

			Jason accompanied Kayta to the Evergreen King’s bedroom so she could give her mother’s pouch of healing chemicals to the Mapmaker. He saw Fender pacing back and forth in front of the bedroom.

			“Your grandfather’s surgery failed,” Fender said to Jason. “He removed the claw from Poppy’s chest, but the dinosaur poison has gotten worse. None of his medicinals work.”

			Jason gritted his teeth and looked at Kayta.

			She said to Fender, “The Mapmaker only promised he’d try to heal your father.”

			“What took you so long?” Fender asked. His tan face flushed. “Jason’s grandfather is a Belacamber Guardian and took an oath to help the Evergreen Nation. He’s failed.”

			“Aren’t you being unreasonable?” Kayta asked.

			“I don’t want Poppy to fall into a coma…and never wake up again like my mother.”

			Jason had heard that elves received eternal life once they reached old age. He wondered, Why is the Elf Queen in a coma?

			“We have important information from Kayta’s mother to share with my grandfather.”

			“Why didn’t she come herself?” Fender asked. “She’s a member of Poppy’s Assembly of Elders.”

			Kayta stood her ground. “My mother needs to remain on Summit Peak to watch for Jurassicans entering the valleys. She believes West Bukania is in great danger and the Royal Council must send someone—”

			Fender hissed. “Capital City leaders don’t come to the west except to collect more taxes from elves and miners.”

			Jason shook his head and said, “That’s unfair.”

			“The council’s tax man always demands more taxes.” Rays of anger darted out from Fender’s green eyes. “But he refuses to come up to the Evergreen Nation to collect them. Poppy had to send my mother to meet him at Harper’s Crossroads and she—”

			Grandpap came out and made a hushing sound. “Please lower your voices.” He looked at Kayta. “How’s your mother?”

			“More worried than ever about the Jurassicans.” Kayta removed a leather pouch from her deerskin bag and gave it to him. “She says these earth chemicals can neutralize dinosaur toxicity.”

			Grandpap held open the door for them to enter.

			Jason looked around the room. A teenaged girl stood in the corner.

			The Evergreen King was on his back, his eyes closed. White deerskins covered him. His breath seemed to shake bones in his chest as he tried to breathe in and out. Bullseye sat beside the bed. The Mapmaker’s Orionite staff leaned nearby.

			An enormous stone fireplace filled the opposite wall. A pot was heating. Opening the Summit Dragon’s pouch, Grandpap poured a stream of earth chemicals into his hand. Catching light from the fire, the chemicals glowed. A coppery iron-like color.

			The girl stepped forward from the shadows.

			Jason’s heart rate sped up.

			She had long, wavy red hair with golden streaks. Her almond-shaped green eyes appeared big for her high-cheekbone face.

			He glanced at Fender and Bullseye, deciding that the girl must be Bryn, their triplet sister.

			She handed a small elven pottery dish to his grandfather who added earth chemicals. After pouring hot water into it, he used the tip of his longknife to dissolve the powder.

			Bryn glanced up and saw Jason staring at her. She met his gaze, held it, and turned her attention back to the Mapmaker.

			“How was your visit to Summit Peak?” Bullseye asked in a low voice.

			Jason and Kayta told him about the pterodactyl and the Summit Queen’s reports about Jurassicans in West Bukania.

			Grandpap said, “Please roll back Poppy’s deerskin.”

			Fender pulled down the bedcover. His father’s eyes looked cloudy and unfocused.

			Jason almost cried out when he saw the flaming-red wound, sewn up with ligament string, and oozing black pus. He thought about the dinosaur creatures he’d faced at Appleton and Narrow Passage, his stomach fluttering, his left eyelid twitching. I could be the one lying in bed with a ripped-apart chest instead of a bruise.

			“We need more light.” The Mapmaker picked up his war staff, removed the leather cover, and leaned it back against the wall. “Let’s have a moment of silence and believe that the Power Beyond will speed up the king’s recovery.”

			They bowed their heads. The room became quiet except for the snapping and cracking from the fireplace.

			After a few moments, Grandpap said, “Time to try the earth chemicals from Kayta’s mother.”

			Jason saw the sapphire-blue metal, lodged in the war staff’s tip, begin to glow and shine its radiance onto the king. Grandpap put a piece of rolled-up leather in his patient’s mouth. He picked up the dish with dissolved earthen chemicals. Using the flat blade of his knife, he smoothed the sticky coppery mixture over the wound.

			The Evergreen King grimaced in pain, locking his teeth around the leather wad.

			“Please hold down Poppy’s shoulders,” Grandpap said to Fender, “while I apply more salve.” After finishing his treatment, he stood by his friend’s side.

			Fender stared at Jason with accusing eyes.

			Light from the Orionite blade further brightened up the room.

			The king cried out as the chemical mash on his chest sizzled. Wisps of rust-colored smoke arose. An awful, foul smell, like burning human flesh, filled the room. Bitter vomit from Jason’s stomach leapt into the back of his throat. He looked over at the door…and resisted the urge to run out of the room.

			The muffled screams grew louder. More coppery smoke rose to the ceiling.

			Black fluid oozed from the sewn-up wound and spread across the king’s chest. Grandpap grabbed a cloth from beside the bed and wiped away the fluid. He threw the slimy cloth into the fire. Bryn handed him a clean one. He repeated the process until the king’s chest was dry. He said, “It’s good that the black pus has turned clear. Means Poppy’s defense system is getting stronger.”

			They waited.

			Jason looked over at Bryn. She ignored him.

			He heard a loud sigh.

			The king’s eyes opened. The cloudiness had disappeared. In a husky voice, he said, “I am indebted to you all for saving my life…and preventing me from going into an eternal coma. I’ll be on my feet in no time.”

			After clearing his throat, Grandpap said, “Poppy, you’re a tough Star Life Keeper, but you need to rest for a while.” He introduced Jason and Kayta, telling him about the Summit Dragon’s healing chemicals. He pointed to the Orionite staff and said, “We also had help from the Power Beyond the Universe.”

			“What time of day is it?” the king asked.

			“Close to dinner time,” Fender said. “We’ll bring your food in here so you can rest.”

			“Contact the elders and command them to assemble tomorrow for a celebration of my recovery. We must have a roaring bonfire and our best food. Also, make sure the singers, dancers, and musicians are ready to perform.” A gentle smile lightened his face. The soft redness of his skin had returned. His clear eyes twinkled. “Mapmaker, we’ll send warriors with you to get past Falling Rocks. They’ll accompany your expedition for the rest of the journey. Since my border with North Jurassica has been quiet, I will also summon reinforcements from our tribes there. Where should I send them?”

			The Mapmaker replied, “They can meet us at Buckhorn Station on the Western Highway where we’ll gather to finalize our plans.”

			Jason said, “Kayta’s mother confirms that Jurassicans have gotten through the Grand Tunnel to the western shore of the Snake River. She’s also spotted scouting parties in places other than Falling Rocks.”

			“Tunnelsburg is at risk,” the Mapmaker said. “But Colonel Scott and his troops are escorting the column so our expeditionary force should be safe.”

			No one asked how Kayta’s mother could see that far away. Do they already know she’s a shapeshifting dragon?

			Poppy lay down on the bed and closed his eyes.

			As they walked out of the bedroom, the Mapmaker said to Jason, “I believe the king will have a surprise for you at tomorrow’s celebration.”
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			Settlers Valley

			In a farmhouse off the Western Highway, Empress Morelda shoved her face into the belly of a dead young boar and ate its internal organs. The saberling captain on the other side of the table did the same thing with his uncooked meat. The noise of their chomping was the only sound in the farmhouse. Morelda had sent everyone else away so she could discuss the next day’s battle strategy in private with him.

			With her three-inch incisors, Morelda ripped off a piece of flesh from the boar’s fatty hip and sat back to chew it. Blood trickled down her chin whiskers. She burped out loud.

			“Isn’t it nice to slurp and burp?” she asked the tiger captain who wore gleaming armor. He’d placed his gigantic helmet and shiny sword on the serving table. “Like our relatives used to do before they got mixed up with humans.”

			Morelda’s father had been a saber-toothed tiger and fierce Jurassican warrior. Zimri used his dark magic to combine the soldier’s tiger girl with the baby from a dark-haired Midlander woman…and transformed her into tiger-human changeling.

			The captain agreed. “I find it stressful eating like purebreds and foreigners.” He stuck his face back into the boar and ripped out a piece of stomach.

			In between bites, Morelda asked, “How many chickens did you capture, including ones from this farm?”

			“We have about fifty locked up in the barn. Hard to find more.”

			Morelda growled at him. “Didn’t I tell you I need at least one hundred?” She glared at the officer. “What’s the latest information about the Bukanians?”

			“Our spy says Colonel Scott will reach the west wall by late morning. The army general will stay at Camp Resolve until reinforcements show up.”

			“Bring the owner to meet with me.”

			He went outside.

			A few minutes later she heard a knock on the door. The tiger captain, his armor clinking and clanging, brought in the nervous homeowner. The man looked more like a council noble than a farmer.
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			Morelda stood up and used her staff to direct the owner to the head of the table.

			“How are you and your family?” she asked, remaining standing.

			“What do you think? We’re prisoners squashed into a tool shed. And we’re starving.”

			“Would your family like our boar leftovers?”

			The farmer looked at two plates of half-eaten, uncooked boar meat and made a choking sound. He removed a perfumed linen kerchief from his pocket to wipe his mouth. “My wife and our kids will not eat like creatures from—”

			“It hardly in your best interest to insult me.” Morelda lifted her staff and sent a stream of fire onto the boar she’d been eating. Fat sizzled. After the fire went out, the farmhouse owner leaned forward to smell the cooked animal. He stripped off a large piece of well-done flesh. Shoving it into his mouth, he didn’t bother to wipe grease off his face.

			Morelda watched him gobble up the cooked boar meat. “You should not put your own interests ahead of your family.”

			The tiger captain shook his hairy head.

			“In Jurassica, we put our families first.”

			Ripping off another piece, the owner mumbled with his mouth full, saying, “I come first in my household.”

			“How much do you want for your chickens?”

			He gave her an amount.

			“I can see you’re a tough negotiator.” She reached into her bag, pulled out a handful of blue and silver bolts, and placed them on the table in front of him. “Here’s a down payment.”

			The farmer counted her coins and returned them to the table. “Worth a lot more.”

			“I’ll match your request if you help my men find chickens from neighboring farms.”

			“When?”

			“Now.”

			“It’s too dark. How many?”

			“Fifty.”

			The man shook his head. “Hard to find in the night.”

			She placed gold coins in front of him. “Here is the rest of the money.”

			The owner smirked. He used the tip of a knife to dig out a piece of boar meat stuck between a gap in his front teeth. “You’ve got a deal.”

			Morelda removed the money from the table and said, “I’ll pay in the morning when I see the additional fifty chickens.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			West Bukania Wall
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			Elisa

			Western Highway

			Settlers Valley

			Day Six

			At dawn, Morelda inspected the captain’s troops, which stood at attention in the farmyard. Most of them were hybrids—half-wolf and half-human. Her red ptero waited nearby. She looked up at the ridge, separating the farmhouse from the West Bukania Wall. More than a hundred tiny raptors lined the grassy knoll.

			Morelda walked past a dozen chickens pecking at corn kernels in the dirt. She nodded at the tiger captain. He removed the gag from the farmhouse owner’s mouth, but kept his wrists tied behind the pole. The prisoner let loose with an outpouring of curses, complaining, “I brought you more than fifty hard-to-find chickens. I stole them from my neighbors in the middle of the night as part of our deal.”

			Morelda withdrew a handful of corn kernels from her pocket and tossed them on the ground next to the man’s feet. The chickens got closer. Pecked at them. Morelda waved her staff. Black smoke covered the ground. The air cleared, exposing knee-high dinosaurs. Moving closer, the chicken raptors nibbled on the owner’s trouser legs.

			He panicked, kicking at them. “CUT ME LOOSE.”

			Morelda walked away, saying, “We gave the coins to your family.”

			The farmer cried out as the first knee-high dino bit into his leg.

			She mounted her red ptero.

			The Tiger Captain saluted. She looked at him and said, “You’d better make sure our mission is successful or you’ll end up like that greedy farmer.”

			Morelda steered her pterodactyl above them. The captain ran up the hill and led his troops toward the West Bukania Wall.

			The farmer’s screaming faded in the distance as knee-high dinosaurs in the farmyard joined those along the ridge.
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			“Something’s wrong,” Elisa said, looking over her shoulder at Amanda riding on AbbyRose.

			“I’m suspicious about Colonel Scott and his marching orders,” her cousin replied. “Raynor agrees. He says it makes no sense to narrow our column. The gates along the Western Highway accommodate two horses or four soldiers, side by side.”

			They were in the center of the strung-out column with Raynor and other expeditioners. Fifty soldiers from Scott’s Camp Resolve company made up the front of the single file. Another fifty were in the rear, along with supply wagons.

			Elisa pulled away and slowed down her horse to ride alongside Amanda and AbbyRose.

			“What’s going on?” Elisa asked as they approached the West Bukania Wall. Clusters of mulberry trees lined the highway.

			“We better hurry so we can get to Minersville this afternoon to meet Grandpap and my brother.”

			“Can I borrow your spyglass?” Elisa asked.

			Amanda opened her saddlebag and handed the brass-and-leather scope to Elisa, who returned to her place in line.

			Extending it, Elisa saw that Colonel Scott had left the front and was riding toward her along the right side of the column. His chief of staff came down the left. She aimed the spyglass at the West Bukania Wall. Guards on top faced west, away from Scott’s troops.

			“That’s odd,” she muttered to herself.

			The colonel and his chief of staff rode faster towards her.

			Through the scope, Elisa saw a guard turn and speak to the soldier next to him.

			A wolfman!

			Her heart sank deep into her chest.

			“It’s a trap,” she yelled out to Scott, who raced towards her.

			The fake guards above the gate turned around and shot arrows at the Bukanians. From behind the wall, there was howling, as if a horde of wolves competed to make the most noise. Direwolf changelings streamed onto the highway, carrying swords and pikes. They slashed and stabbed men at the front of Scott’s column.

			The situation worsened.

			Looking through the scope again, Elisa saw what looked like chickens come through the West Gate. Except they had unusual silver feathers and large, black, pluming tails.

			Their ugly chicken heads were an unsettling combination of different shades of red: Tall fleshy crests, shadowed eyes, and bags drooping underneath their beaks.

			As the swarm of freakish creatures came into the clearing, she saw red-lipped beaks, with wicked mouths full of needlelike teeth dripping with drool.

			She moved and got a better angled view of their bodies.

			Knee-high dinosaurs.

			Unlike chickens, they had hands and feet with talons big enough to scratch out an enemy’s eye. The clawed arms and legs resembled raptors she had seen in her school lessons about dinosaurs and crossbreeds.

			She suppressed the escalating fear, which threatened to numb her.

			I must remain alert and not freeze or flee.

			“We’re under attack by wolfmen and chicken raptors from Jurassica!” she called out to the colonel as he approached her. “Take a look through my spyglass.”
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			He ignored her and tried to grab her horse’s reins.

			She gazed through the device again.

			With muscular hind legs, the small dinosaur creatures had rushed along the column of the Bukanian army. The first wave swung into the center of the troops, scattering the soldiers who ran to get away from them. Some of the chicken raptors climbed over an injured horse that had fallen. They went berserk and chewed off its saddle and reins. Their nasty teeth and hand-claws ripped apart the horse’s flesh. Blood and tissue dripped from their mouths. Soon, only a pile of bones remained. The rampaging “knee-highs” turned their attention to a dead soldier who had a wolfman’s spear poking out of his chest.

			“Colonel Scott, why are you riding away from the fight?” Elisa shouted as he and his chief of staff sandwiched her horse.

			“Crown Princess, we must protect you.”

			“I’ll protect myself.” Elisa tucked the spyglass into her belt.

			The chief of staff grabbed the bridle of her horse. Held tight.

			“Release me,” Elisa commanded him. “How dare you interfere with Queen Dhyanna’s daughter?”

			The chief of staff ignored her.

			“Where are my Queen’s Guards?”

			Scott said, “You must come with us to remain safe.”

			Puzzled, Elisa surveyed the chaos on the highway as soldiers scattered, trying to elude the rampaging Jurassican wolf creatures and chicken raptors. Enemy combatants took prisoners.

			She saw Bo Shan protecting Amanda as he led her to a tree to avoid capture. He wore his red silk robe and not his knightly equipment.

			Raynor, the Queen’s Guard, covered their retreat.

			A wolfman rushed through the bushes.

			Amanda pulled a dagger from her double sheath. Flung it into its chest. The creature went down.

			The chief of staff led Elisa’s horse away from the highway and into the woods. Scott followed them.

			I wish Sir Percy hadn’t ordered Sunflower to go with him to the Evergreen Nation. She’d know what to do.

			Angry at losing control of her horse, Elisa reached for an overhanging tree branch. Pulled herself up. She swung down from her saddle and landed on the ground, removing the Sword of Dhyanna. She waved it in front of her.

			The chief of staff dismounted, tying both horses to a sturdy tree. He said, “Crown Princess, we must get you away from this ambush.”

			She didn’t move.

			Coming closer, he removed his sword and tried to swat away the Sword of Dhyanna. Though surprised, Elisa parried the blow, thankful for the extensive training that the Mapmaker and Shan had provided.

			She sensed Scott coming from the side and turned to face him.

			The colonel held out his broadsword, the sharp point inches from her throat. “Crown Princess, throw down your sword. We don’t want to hurt you.”

			Elisa backed up. “My mother executes traitors.”

			Scott’s chief of staff inched forward.

			They’re kidnapping me!

			Cornering her against the trunk of a mulberry tree, the colonel said, “Drop your weapon.”

			She pretended to obey. While stooping down to place her sword on the ground, Elisa removed the longknife from her belt. The chief of staff came closer, crowding her. She sprang up, avoiding his bear hug—and shoved the blade of the longknife into his side.

			He fell to the dust. Blood gushed from his wound.

			Scott grabbed hold of her arm and twisted.

			The pain was unbearable. Elisa gave up. Dropped her knife.

			“Colonel Scott, the highest queen will punish you for this unlawful behavior,” she said.

			He twisted her arm harder, steering her toward another clearing on the other side of the trees.

			Elisa saw a young saber woman, probably between twenty-five and thirty years of age, wearing a purple tunic and leggings, partially covered by a black riding cloak. She wore an emerald necklace and matching earrings. Two pterodactyls waited nearby. Elisa tried to break free, saying to her, “You’re the one who tried to capture me by the public lake—”

			“You got away,” the woman said. “One of my pterodactyls went back but unfortunately captured your cousin instead of you.”

			From far away, Elisa thought the saber woman had an attractive, human-like face. Getting closer, however, she saw wispy tiger whiskers and animal ears.

			Scott set Elisa free and shoved her. He left to check on his chief of staff who lay motionless at the base of the tree where the scuffle had taken place.

			Elisa rubbed her arm, noticing an unpleasant smell coming from the woman in front of her.

			“I am the empress of Jurassica. If you follow my orders, you will be fine.”

			“I demand you return my cousin Verilee safely to Capital City.”

			“You’re not in a position to give orders,” Morelda said. “You and your cousin make good hostages.”

			Elisa pointed her finger at the woman. “You were also on the cliff at Narrow Passage.”

			“You’ve seen how destructive my soldiers can be. There will be less future bloodshed in Bukania if you cooperate with my husband.”

			Elisa moved her arms behind her back as if she were stretching them. “What about my people you’ve ambushed?”

			“Those who live will become prisoners in Tunnelsburg,” Morelda said.

			Scott returned. “My chief of staff is dead.”

			“Sorry to lose a well-trained spy.” The woman turned back to Elisa, who looked sick. “Don’t worry, there are replacements inside your Capital City.”

			Elisa thought, I’ve never killed a person before. I can mourn later but now I must survive.

			She kicked the dirt as a distraction.

			Scott said to her, “Crown Princess, Jurassican troops are taking over Tunnelsburg and will release Empress Morelda’s stepson Trentell from the Fort William prison. He’ll defeat the rest of Kearney’s army and advance to Capital City where reinforcements will arrive.”

			Scowling, Elisa said to Scott, “You’re nothing but a backstabbing traitor.”

			“Sometimes you need to switch sides to be with the winner.”

			He handed a rope to the woman.

			Elisa dropped her cousins’ spyglass onto the ground, along with the jade bracelet she had removed behind her back. She kicked them underneath the smaller pterodactyl—with the heel of her boot.

			“Relax and enjoy the ride to Jurassica,” said Morelda. “My husband means no harm. He has grand plans for you.”

			She stared into Elisa’s penetrating green eyes. “If I ever have a daughter of my own, I’ll want her to be courageous like you.”

			Morelda faced Scott and clawed apart his colonel’s uniform. Blood seeped into the cloth.

			After tying Elisa to the back of the dinosaur, she climbed onto the bigger ptero. She leaned down and said to Scott, “Say you fought to save the queen’s daughter and the evil queen almost killed you.”

			She signaled the pteros. They both rose into the air. She called down to Scott: “I’ll see you in Tunnelsburg.”

			Morelda flew due north on her red ptero while the one carrying Elisa headed west towards Jurassica.
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			Jason

			Hall of the Elves

			Summer Lea

			Jason had looked forward all day to celebrating the miraculous recovery of the Evergreen King. He sat down next to his grandfather and Kayta in the Hall of the Elves, located at the base of Summit Peak. Inside there was an internal wooden structure of crossbeams and heavy posts that held up the earthen-and-straw ceiling. Its round walls were murewood planks, heated to bend and shape them.

			Leaders from all over the nation gathered for the feast along with the Bukanian expeditioners. According to Kayta, Poppy had an effective communication system to summon them, which included messenger falcons. Maester Shan had also taught the tribes to use colored flags and candlelit kite lanterns.

			The smell of cooking food made Jason’s mouth water. Chunks of venison and mutton spun on metal poles above fire pits, the fat spitting into the flames below. Bowls of squash, maize, and stewed vegetables filled the tables along with fruits, nuts, and braided bread. Jason ate until his stomach felt like it was going to explode.

			After the meal, the room grew quiet. Servers cleared the main tables and brought out plates of berry and nut bread plus elven chocolate. The Evergreen King stood up in front of a long table with something hidden under an emerald-green scarf. Elf servers returned with pitchers of wine and empty pottery cups.

			The king asked Jason and Kayta to join him at the head table. He said to the audience, “I am grateful to these kids for obtaining healing chemicals to save me. Thanks also to my friend, the Mapmaker, who is an honorary assembly member and performed complex surgery.” He hit his knuckles lightly on the table. The men and women joined in. Soon the entire room echoed with the tapping of knuckles on wood.

			Kayta whispered to Jason, but he had trouble hearing the words. He only made out, “This elven tradition is like clapping hands in your culture.”

			The king said, “The Orionite blade from the Mapmaker’s staff and Summit Peak chemicals prevented me from spending eternity caught between the living and the dead.”

			Knocking on the tables grew louder.

			Earlier, Kayta had told him about other elven customs such as dealing with immortality and how they cared for loved ones who had fallen into a coma. She sat down, but the king asked Jason to remain standing.

			“Today, the Mapmaker’s grandson has turned thirteen,” announced the king. “In our land, that means Jason Blakeslee is ready to complete his warfare training. This evening, he’ll visit the Harp Tree to receive new courage as he prepares for battle.” He gave Jason a glass with a fingerful of red wine and raised his own. “The Mapmaker has agreed to let Jason follow our elven custom to have a small drink of wine on his thirteenth birthday.” He clinked Jason’s glass. Tribal members raised their full glasses, saluted Jason, and drank their wine. They tilted their empty glasses forward—the openings facing out—to show they were empty. More cheering. The king led his leaders in singing the Evergreen Nation’s birthday song. They all sat down and ate berry and nut cake.

			Jason refrained from smacking his lips. This dessert is way better than the meat pies in Capital City and the wine is sweeter than I expected.

			After the birthday cake, the Evergreen King stood and picked up an object covered in green velvety cloth from the table behind him. The room became quiet.

			“I’m pleased to present this white murewood longbow as a birthday gift from the Evergreen Nation to Jason,” he said. “Our most skilled elven craftsmen made it for you.”

			Jason’s face beamed with joy. He thanked the king, his Assembly of Elders, and the elven artisans. He returned to his seat.

			“Please come back, Jason,” the king said, “we’re not done.” He removed another hidden object. “This knife is a joint gift from the Mapmaker and me. Orionite blade. Carved white handle also made from an offshoot of the Harp Tree’s murewood. I killed and skinned a white deer to make the scabbard.”

			He handed the longknife to Jason and led him outside to where an eight-foot-tall bonfire blazed. The Evergreen King eased himself into a raised white wooden chair. Fender, Bullseye, and Bryn sat to his left. The elders were next. Everyone else sat cross-legged on the straw-cushioned ground.

			The Mapmaker was on Poppy’s right, in the place of highest honor for a most distinguished guest, followed by Sir Percy Ryons, Sunflower, Big Mountain, Kayta, Jason, and Oliver. Tiny sat next to Oliver, tucking his long legs underneath him. Their two squire friends were last.

			The king smoked a two-foot-long carved pipe covered with designs of painted wild animals, which his community hunted and trapped.

			Kayta taught Jason more about elven culture, including the Harp Tree.

			As members of the elven community circled around the fire, Jason realized most of them were tall. Women had on deerskin dresses with colorful beads and jewels sewn around the edges. The men wore long-sleeve white shirts with fur-lined vests, tight deerskin pants, and beaver hats. Only leaders and Poppy’s family had tiny bells attached to their leggings.

			An elderly woman led the tribe in singing. More than a dozen male musicians played drums. Young women shook tambourines made of animal skins stretched tightly over the surface. Small bones, attached to sides of the wooden hoops, rattled. The constant hum of laughing, drumming, and banging of tambourines made it impossible for Jason to hear anyone speak unless the person was next to him.

			Men and women twirled around the roaring fire. Kayta invited Jason to dance with her. Rounding a turn, he saw Bryn give him a dark look.

			Jason sat down. Looking around the circle, he thought about how the elves were more advanced than he’d expected. Sophisticated communication. Modern architecture, elevated sidewalks, and utensils for cooking and eating. Women in leadership positions.

			The Evergreen King raised his right hand. There was silence around the bonfire. He motioned to Bryn. A young, handsome elf stood beside her, softly playing a slow beat on his drum. She swayed and moved her arms in undulating waves, dancing around the bonfire. The bonfire highlighted the golden streaks in her red hair. Her deerskin skirt, decorated with turquoise sequins, swirled as she made her turns. Jason marveled at how she moved with silky elegance.

			Several other girls and young women joined Bryn’s dance. They all went around the bonfire. Each time Bryn passed Jason, she looked past him.

			After the music stopped, the king told a story about hunting white deer. Jason listened as other storytellers talked about daring feats, hunts, and victories. A warrior stood up and criticized Bukanian leaders for mistreating the Evergreen Nation. Raising his arms and yelling, he reiterated similar points that Fender had made earlier. Jason noticed that the man had three ring tattoos around his neck.

			Fender got up and steered the out-of-control warrior away from the party. Jason heard the two emotional elves shouting as they walked into the darkness.

			The party ended.

			Bullseye came over, with Bryn following him, and said that the upset warrior with the neck rings had successfully hunted game in all three of the nation’s official levels: From small animals, such as rabbit, beaver, and red and silver fox…to medium animals like deer, elk, and wolf…to large ones like bears and mountain lions.

			“Poppy and his family are the only ones allowed to hunt the black panther and jaguar,” Bullseye said to Jason. “White deer are off-limits to everyone but Poppy. No one can hunt a golden bear since it is our nation’s sign of honor—”

			“And on our House Blakeslee coat of arms.”

			“Poppy has told us about the assassin from years ago called the Silver Fox. What happened to her?”

			“The Silver Fox killed my grandmother, Queen Isabella, when I was first born.” Jason scowled. “She’s now imprisoned in our castle dungeon.”

			“Poppy has shared stories about how the Silver Fox showed up at the battles outside Morrisville to kill Queen Dhyanna. He says your chief diplomat may seem stately now but, thirteen years ago as a young woman, she fought with the Sword of Dhyanna—to save the new queen’s life.”

			“Lady Constance, the chief diplomat?”

			“My dad tells me she was a tough fighter despite her crippled arm.”

			“Do you hunt?” Jason asked Bryn.

			“I am not as good as Bullseye with shooting bow and arrow in the forest where—”

			“She is the best at launching short spears on horseback,” Bullseye said.

			The fire reflected off Bryn’s twinkling green eyes and smooth tan skin. Jason could see something was bothering her.

			She said, “I agree with Fender and our brave warrior who pointed out that Bukanian leaders take advantage of our Evergreen Nation.” She walked away and spoke to the handsome young drummer who’d played while she danced.

			Jason asked Bullseye as Grandpap approached, “Is that boy with Bryn a warrior? He has a single tattoo around his neck.”

			“He has reached the first level.”

			Grandpap said, “We’ll take the Big Notch Trail shortcut to Settlers Valley in the morning and meet with the Crimson Queen in Oronocco.”

			“Aren’t you worried about the velociraptor humans that attacked my father?” Bullseye asked.

			“We must take the risk and get back to Colonel Scott and our main force. Thanks to Poppy for kindly agreeing to send warriors with us.”

			“My brother and I volunteered to accompany the expedition all the way to the Border Mountains,” Bullseye said. “We’re grateful you saved Poppy’s life. Our sister Bryn also offered to go along since she has a lot of experience in finding medicinal plants.”
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			The Harp Tree
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			Jason

			Murewood Forest

			Summer Lea

			Why am I supposed to visit the elves’ magical tree? Jason wondered as he walked through Murewood Forest along a path lined with candle-lit red lanterns.

			Fender and Bryn led the way, aided by a full moon and a clear sky. They each had deerskin gloves tucked into their belts under the hooded white capes they put on after dinner. Their legging bells rang in the quiet night.

			The Mapmaker and Kayta were next. Staying alongside Jason, Bullseye handed him a red mushroom. “Eat this. It will calm you.”

			Jason chewed the raw mushroom, surprised it was not bitter but tasted like elven chocolate from dinner.

			Fender stopped and said, “We must prepare the Harp Tree for Jason’s revelations.” He and his sister ran ahead, their capes flowing behind them.

			Why is Bryn upset with me when we barely know each other? Jason asked himself.

			There was silence other than the soft tinkling of Bullseye’s leg bells. No sound of insects or frogs. A beam of moonlight pierced the thick canopy of white trees above the path.

			Jason asked, “Grandpap, have you ever gone inside the Harp Tree?”

			The Mapmaker nodded his head. “Yes, Poppy has brought me here several times. He and his people possess a keen understanding of the spirit world. They have a unique ability to visit the future so they can make better decisions in the present. That is why warriors enter the Harp Tree before warfare.”

			Bullseye said, “Elves can also see invisible light and darkness battling around them—and know how to use natural forces in defense.”

			“Are all elves immortal?” Jason asked.

			“We can withstand the aging process but not if we have a tragic accident,” the elf boy said.

			“Jason, Evergreen Nation powers come from the Mintaka star in Orion’s belt,” Grandpap said. “You will experience some of that elven magic tonight.”

			He strode down the path, saying, “Poppy, his wife, and brother are first-generation Star Life Keepers like Queen Dhyanna, Mykael, and the Summit Dragon.” He looked at Jason, Bullseye, and Kayta. “The three of you represent the next generation.”

			Bullseye said to the Mapmaker, “As you’ve experienced before, elves play music in Murewood Forest to connect with the Power Beyond the Universe.”

			Kayta said, “The Breath of Life is the dragons’ special power from the Orion constellation. While the Mintaka meteorite fell in an Evergreen forest, the Alnitak meteorite landed in what is now the deserted northern region of Dragonora. In what became the Valley of Dry Bones.”

			Near the crest of the hill, filled with a dense grove of white trees, Jason heard the faint sound of harp music. The music grew louder as they got closer. It was a soothing melody.

			They entered a clearing.

			He expected to see a musician playing a handheld lyre, but no one was there. The strumming grew louder and seemed to fill the entire area.

			Bullseye said, “The sacred Harp Tree is in front of us.”

			Jason saw a white murewood tree that towered over all the others, rising high into the starlit sky. Majestic branches—spreading out like an oak tree but sweeping downward like a willow tree—formed an awning around the base of the giant white trunk. Other trees surrounded it, almost as if they were sentinels.

			There was a large crater in the clearing.

			Bullseye said, “After the Mintaka meteorite hit here, its magical powers worked underground to form the roots of the Harp Tree, which sent out shoots to create Murewood Forest.”

			“Where’s the music coming from?” Jason asked as he approached the Harp Tree.

			Bullseye pointed to the branches. “There’s my sister. She and Fender are playing music to prepare the Harp Tree for your entrance.”

			Looking up, Jason saw the white-caped Bryn standing on a high branch. She wore deerskin gloves and moved her hands, back and forth, along what appeared to be large metal strings. Rubbing her gloves along strings of different widths and lengths generated a broad spectrum of musical notes and pitches.

			The Harp Tree strings stretched across the moonlit clearing. Jason saw they attached to a murewood tree on the other side. Fender stood in its branches, playing music with his gloved hands.

			Turning back to the Harp Tree, Jason saw a tall elf woman in a gold hooded cape.

			Bullseye whispered, “My aunt is the Murewood Guardian.”

			“Greetings, Sir Charles,” the woman said to Grandpap. “It is good to see you again but we only seem to meet when times are dangerous.”

			Grandpap nodded. “Let’s talk about the Star Points of Unity.”

			“Poppy has given me permission to discuss sharing our Star Point with you,” the Murewood Guardian said. “He believes it is time for the five races and cultures to come together.”

			“Queen Dhyanna gave her Star Points of Unity pendant and Bukania’s Star Point to Crown Princess Elisa and me before we left Capital City. My granddaughter has asked me to take the lead in building a stronger collaboration with the Evergreen Nation.”

			He told her about the Carmanixia plant that grew along the western slope of the Border Mountains—and the urgency to retrieve it for the queen’s survival.

			“I’ve taken my niece Bryn there to search for medicinals,” the Murewood Guardian said. “Speaking of danger, it is a place filled with dark magic.”

			Grandpap placed his hand on Jason’s arm. “The Evergreen Guardian will escort you through the trunk’s opening. Bullseye will take over as your guide. Together, you will learn more from the Power Beyond regarding how Star Life Keepers must draw strength from the light and resist dark forces.”

			As Jason took a deep breath, he thought about the Star Globe in his grandfather’s North Carolina observatory that had brought him to Bukania.

			“Will this be like time traveling?”

			“More like soul traveling,” Grandpap said. “Bullseye is an experienced guide. It’s a mystical journey rather than a magical one.”

			Jason followed the Murewood Guardian into the white tree and stood in the center of the tree’s trunk. She held his hand. He could feel the harp music vibrating within the dark chamber and strumming through her body.

			A powerful force knocked him backwards. He fell to the ground. Lying on a floor of murewood nettles, his body shook as he thrashed around on the floor. His eyes rolled up into his head, leaving only the whites showing. Something pressed down on his shoulders and chest.

			Am I paralyzed?

			A blue-colored silhouette released from his body and rose—like a meteor shower slowly floating away at an angle of forty-five degrees—to rest in an upper corner of the chamber. The silhouette looked down at him. A voice spoke into his mind, “We will learn about Life and Death …and about Today and Tomorrow.”

			A green-colored silhouette appeared.

			“Who are you?” Jason asked.

			“I am your friend Bullseye. We’re both in the spirit world. Our guardian is gone. She chose me to deliver messages from the Power Beyond the Universe. Our silhouettes will travel through the Harp Tree together. Side by side. We’ll mind-talk and visit the Canyon of Terror, the Place of Celestial Rest, and the Land of the Living.”

			Bullseye’s green silhouette guided Jason’s blue one deeper into the tree’s darkness. The air grew rough.

			Ahead, Bullseye called back, “We’re passing through shadows of light.” The wispy, smoke-like silhouettes bounced around as they passed through a filmy veil and dropped into a canyon. Volcanic walls stretched for miles into the far horizon. Black desert sand covered the floor of the chasm. Through it flowed a river of steaming, brilliant-red lava. Fire bubbles bounced along the surface. Flames spurted up into the air.

			Through his silhouette’s ears, Jason could hear moans and shrieks. There were other sounds. Rattling chains. A deep-throated bell tolled in the distance. A bass drum thumped, thumped, thumped.

			Following Bullseye, he crossed above the lava river as bursts of hot steam and flashing sparks shot up around them. They reached the far wall. Peculiar noises got louder, echoing back and forth in the canyon, like thousands of yowling swamp frogs and clickety-clacking insects, all making noises at the same time.

			They floated up along the cliff, passing humans stuck to the volcanic wall. Only heads, hands, and feet moved. The rest of the bodies remained as solid as stone.

			Bullseye’s voice came back into Jason’s mind. “My aunt says these weeping men and women did not care about other people. No compassion. No pity for the needy. It was always about them. They lived as takers, betraying others and breaking hearts. The sound you hear is the wailing of their lost souls.”

			The silhouettes lingered near walls peppered with bodies. Isolated, expressionless faces. Very little movement. Mouths begging for help, their muffled cries like the raspy sound of de-barked dogs. Hands poked out of the plastered walls and beckoned to them. Feet moved, going nowhere.

			Jason stopped in front of a familiar face: the well-known thief from Capital City—the ruffian leader’s father—who had robbed shopkeepers and threatened to burn down places of business for any owner who didn’t pay protection money to him. The thief caused trouble for the townspeople over many years. Unable to take any more mistreatment, they’d presented officials with a case against him. The city constables executed the criminal in the town square. Jason and Amanda had snuck down from Abbington Castle to watch the hanging.

			The silhouettes rose above the wall to a watchtower built on a high hill, which looked out over miles of bushes and grass. Harmonious music drifted across the canyon.

			From the watchtower, Jason saw, through his silhouette, a tapestry of colorful wildflowers that filled the meadows. People sat on chairs, talking and laughing and singing songs of joy. Tables, full of all kinds of food, were next to them. Other people rested, reading books or painting pictures. A few swam in the crystal-clear lakes. Men and women strummed lyres, by themselves or in groups. Others played mandolins and flutes.

			“Those who did good, and treated others with respect and fairness, dwell in the Place of Celestial Rest,” Bullseye spoke into his mind. “They did not consider themselves special but trusted in the Power Beyond the Universe and fulfilled their calling. They cared about other people and added value to their lives. When necessary, they fixed broken hearts and offered encouragement. Because they were givers—instead of takers—they now enjoy endless hope and rest.”

			Jason saw Queen Isabella, Aunt Evlynn, and Supreme Commander William, Dhyanna’s first husband. William Armstrong had died in the battle against warlords from the Southern Territories before Queen Dhyanna formed Bukania. Aunt Evlynn, Dhyanna’s sister, was Verilee’s mother who also passed away young.

			“Heroes never die,” Bullseye said. “Turn around and look over the canyon to the Land of the Living.” He swiveled on top of the watchtower and looked to the other side. “Let’s see what we can find there.”

			Soaring above the canyon, they heard shrieks and screams from the abyss fade away, along with music, singing, and laughter from the meadows. Below was Summer Lea. They traveled beyond the Border Mountains and over walled hilltop cities in Midland. Lines of weary refugees, victims of Jurassican attacks, moved toward West Bukania.

			Jason asked Bullseye, “Does anyone know the location of Mykael Blakeslee’s gravesite? After-action reports stated that a Tyrannosaurus rex killed him during the Battle of Crooked Spine five months ago.”

			“I have nothing to add.”

			“We want to take my dad’s body back to his tomb in the Hall of Endless Light.”

			They drifted over the River of Lost Hope and a hilltop town into South Jurassica. Dirt fields and treeless rolling brown hills gave way to black, craggy volcanic rock, which transitioned to sky-high, sharp-peaked mountains. Thousands of burning fires covered the area.

			“The Valley of Five Volcanoes is up ahead,” Bullseye said. “Dormant volcanoes surround Jurassica’s Peace City.”

			Jason saw a large city built against black and gray-rock mountains. Steam escaped from nearby craters.

			Water from a reservoir flowed along above-ground channels snaking through the countryside all the way from South Jurassica to North Jurassica. In a valley, the silhouettes hovered above a mountainous island in a mirror-like lake. There was an encampment or settlement situated at the base of a tall grassy hill. Vertical, split-log walls encircled it. Inside were tumble-down wooden shanties and shops along mud-spattered streets. In one of the few grassy clearings, a tall man stood on a rock, teaching a group of men and women who sat in front of him. Jason thought he looked familiar, but passing by so quickly, he couldn’t get a clear view of the man.

			Bullseye led Jason’s silhouette over jagged rocky peaks.

			“Dragon Teeth Mountains,” he said. “They serve as Jurassica’s western boundary.”

			Jason was surprised to see rolling green fields and horses grazing in the far west.

			“It’s hard to estimate size from up here,” he said. “But those horses seem larger than Sir Percy’s battle charger.”

			“You’ll soon see why.”

			They floated over a military camp where soldiers were going through drills. Dogs ran around the fields.

			Jason looked down on the big muscular soldiers and said, “Those fighters are more than seven feet tall and wearing heavy armor. They are not simply overweight large men from our regions. Even their dogs look big and mean.”

			“Those muscular warrior giants are unbeatable. They train with dire wolves that are bigger and more vicious that your friend’s wolfhound. You can see why Jurassicans go east to conquer farm lands.”

			“Maester Shan hinted that he and his fellow spy saw giants in the far west…but I thought he meant more dangerous dinosaurs.”

			Bullseye went back to Peace City. There was widespread construction going on in Zimri’s capital. Thousands of dinosaurs and creatures dotted the outskirts.

			The silhouettes went south and passed over the River of Lost Hope into Dragonora. Giant snakes floated on its surface.

			In the Stark Mountains, above a valley of bleached bones, a white dragon sat at the entrance to a cave.

			They went over a red-colored desert. Jason assumed it was the Red Cliff Nation. Colorful hot springs, painted rocks, and clouds of smoke dotted the land. Geysers shot up from the ground. A wide prairie spread out for miles to the Border Mountains.

			They returned to Summer Lea.

			When Jason awoke, he was lying in a clearing between white murewoods. Bullseye helped him to his feet. Fender, Bryn, and Kayta stood nearby. Grandpap ran over and hugged him, saying, “Welcome back. The Harp Tree has strengthened your courage. You’re now ready for the most dangerous part of our journey.”

			He patted Jason on the back. “You can return to the elves’ summer capital. I must meet with Poppy’s sister.”
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			A Test of Courage
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			Jason

			Big Notch Trail

			Day Seven

			Dash stumbled and almost fell over the edge of the path that wound down the mountain. Jason pulled back on the reins, forcing himself to pay more attention.

			The Mapmaker had led the column from Summer Lea along the narrow route. Like Zig Zag Trail, it only accommodated a single file. Sir Percy, Big Mountain, and Sunflower were in front along with Fender and his elven warriors who had three-ringed tattoos around their necks. Bullseye and Bryn rode their horses using fur skins instead of leather saddles. No stirrups for support. Only tight leg muscles to hold onto their horses.

			Kayta wasn’t with them. She’d gone to see her mother.

			Thirty mounted elven fighters, sent by the Evergreen King for protection, came behind them.

			At the next turn, Jason looked down and saw a cluster of large boulders that blocked the trail. Falling Rocks. Some boulders were as big as lodges in Summer Lea. The path snaked in and out of the rocks—where raptor crossbreeds had previously ambushed the Elf King and his hunters. Snow fell. The fluffy snowflakes made it difficult to see the trail. Jason pulled the cloak hood over his head.

			The Mapmaker and Sir Percy stopped to huddle with Fender. The rest of the expedition waited.

			Bullseye was in front of Jason with Bryn behind him, resting on her white horse with big brown spots. She continued to ignore Jason. Oliver Ryons came next on his brother’s spare warhorse.

			Turning to Jason, Bullseye asked, “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah, just thinking about dinosaurs and creatures. I hope my sister and cousin are okay.”

			Sitting astride his chocolate-brown horse, with its white face and mane, Bullseye said, “My father has put out a call to other tribes to join the Mapmaker’s force.”

			Jason summoned his pet pterodactyl living above Capital City. Tery, are you feeling better? We’re on our way to the Western Highway and on to Tunnelsburg, which we believe the dinosaurs have invaded. We need your help.

			Jason didn’t hear back. He tried to suppress the waves of anxiety that pulsed through his body. The snow picked up.

			“We must be patient,” Bullseye said. “Elves have a saying, ‘The bigger the animal you’re hunting, the more patience you need to take it down…since you’ll only get one chance before it kills you.’ That’s why we need help from all five nations to defeat the Jurassicans.”

			Jason looked around but didn’t see any signs of an ambush. “Do elves get along with miners in Oronocco?”

			“Not usually, but they joined us in resisting your aunt’s confederation of nations. The council forced both elves and mountaineers to give in. In the Evergreen Nation and Oronocco, there are still many leaders who resent the royals’ mistreatment.”

			Jason received a reply from Tery. Jason, I feel better. I’m ready to fly a long distance!

			He replied, Our expeditionary force will meet with the Oronoccons and return to the Western Highway. You can meet us on the way to Tunnelsburg.

			Ahead, he saw Fender ride his dappled-gray horse toward the imposing rocks. The Elf King had assigned him to be in charge of the elven squad, despite his young age.

			Fender waved for four of his warriors to follow him. They all nocked arrows into their bowstrings and rode forward.

			The snow fell harder.

			Jason lost sight of the elf scouts and lowered his voice to ask Bullseye, “When the creatures ambushed Poppy, where did they hide?”

			“It was raining hard that day and the pass was foggy. They waited until our hunters spread out along the trail and jumped from the rocks on top of us.” He stopped. “It was heartbreaking that our father got hurt after what happened to our mother.”

			Jason reflected on what Bullseye shared before they left Summer Lea. A mountain lion had attacked his mother and aunt last year on Zig Zag Trail on their way to Harvest Valley. They were riding to Harper’s Crossroads to meet with the tax collector.

			Bullseye’s aunt recovered, but his mother remained in a coma, caught between the Land of the Living and the Place of Celestial Rest. She had to receive around-the-clock care at Winter Lea.

			No wonder Bryn has acted coldly towards me, Jason thought. She blames the royal family and council for her mother’s tragic condition.

			Bullseye mentioned that his mother was beautiful. Smooth-like-honey light brown skin. Thick red hair. She had the widest and greenest eyes that anyone had ever seen. From the description, it was clear to Jason that Bryn must look like her mother.

			For this expedition, Bullseye and Bryn wore clothes in varying shades of muted colors that made it easier to hide in the woods. Brown wool tunics hung down to the middle of their thighs, fastened by belts made from elk hide. Their cloaks and tight leggings were gray with green, swirling threads. Fur from a black wolf trimmed soft leather boots.

			Their cloaks were unusual. Turkey feathers—painted green, brown, and gray—camouflaged their arms so they could hide in the trees to shoot bows and arrows.

			“It was timely for your father to give us gifts,” Jason said to Bullseye, touching his white longbow slung over his back. At the back of the column were wagons, pulled by donkeys, filled with supplies and barrels of arrows and short spears. On a previous trip to the Evergreen Nation, the Mapmaker had asked the elves to make arrowheads and spear tips from the powdered sapphire metal he and Maester Shan delivered. Barrels in the wagons contained both standard and new Orionite weapons.

			He turned around in his saddle to see Bryn. Her expressionless, almond-shaped eyes stared at him.

			“Poppy made a remarkable recovery,” he said to her. “Kayta and I—”

			“Fender asked what took you so long,” Bryn said, her voice flat. “You should have brought back the Summit Dragon’s earth chemicals sooner. Poppy almost died.”

			“Shhh,” Bullseye said softly. “We need to listen for strange noises.”

			After Fender and his scouts returned, the Mapmaker called everyone to arms. He removed the leather covering from the Orionite blade on his war staff. The royal knights got back on their battle horses, keeping lances in saddle holders. Sir Percy grabbed his heavy war hammer. Big Mountain selected his chained mace, which had menacing barbs attached to a central metal ball. The broadsword was Sunflower’s weapon of choice for hand-to-hand combat.

			Jason made sure he had easy access to his murewood longbow. After the surprise attack at Narrow Passage, he’d kept spare arrows stuffed into his fur-lined boots. Bryn and Bullseye readied their recurve bows, which were preferable for shooting from horses. The curve at each end of the limb made it easier to string the bow on the run. They notched arrows, pointing them downward. Bryn also had an eight-inch spear launcher attached to her belt. Bullseye had told Jason elven warriors respected her deadly accuracy with the long, feathered darts, which she kept in another quiver on her back.

			Riding forward, with the snow blowing in their faces, the expeditioners reached the boulders. Several horses got spooked, shaking their heads and whinnying.

			Jason patted Dash on the neck and said, “Steady, boy.”

			There was no sign of an ambush.

			Once they got beyond the rocks and entered a thicket of trees, some team members put their weapons away. Bullseye advised Jason to keep alert. They approached trees with long branches that draped over the trail. Bryn snapped her fingers to get Jason’s attention. She pointed through the cloud of wet snow to the covering of trees above them. She cupped her hand against her ear. He remembered Grandpap’s statement that elves had extra-sensitive hearing. He waited, but his hearing aids made it difficult to detect minor sounds.

			Some branches shook as a vine dropped from a tree. A raptor man emerged, hanging upside down.

			The Mapmaker and Fender readied their weapons and yelled back to the riders, “Enemy ahead.”

			Other vines fell through the snow-covered trees to the ground. Upside-down men and women descended, each of their mouths holding a longknife or short sword. They jumped right-side up onto the ground.

			Jason stopped Dash. He drew his bowstring. Pulled it back. He aimed at someone descending from the trees near him.

			A hideous raptor man!

			The creature had the teeth and claws of a velociraptor but a human-looking face and muscular body of a man.

			Jason let his first arrow fly. A direct hit. The attacker cried out, his foot stuck in the vine and twirling above the trail.

			Sir Percy smashed his war hammer into a raptor man in front of him, crushing its skull. Big Mountain swung his mace, which took out a female creature.
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			One of the humanized raptors charged at Jason. Oliver rode forward and skewered it with his knight’s lance. Another one came from behind, landing on Jason’s back, pulling him off his horse. It tried to rip off his helm.

			Jason shook loose and rolled underneath Dash’s belly—but not before the raptor woman bit into one of his boots.

			The creature followed him.

			Standing up, Jason pulled his Sword of Mykael from its fur-lined scabbard. He lashed out, but his attacker sidestepped the blade.

			She smirked as she grabbed Jason’s round shield, which had fallen to the snowy ground.

			Oliver jumped off his charger to help Jason.

			Attackers surrounded them.

			Jason swung the Sword of Mykael. Its blade clanged against his own shield, sending vibrations through his hands.

			The confident raptor woman lunged with her short sword. The swirling snow threw off its aim.

			Avoiding the enemy’s thrust, Jason rammed the hilt of his sword against her head. He knocked the creature out. From the corner of his eye, he saw a second raptoress coming at him, brandishing a longknife.

			Oliver fumbled to take his broadsword from the scabbard on his back. A raptor man rushed forward and stabbed him in the left side of his chest.

			Jason positioned his broadsword in front of him.

			The new assailant leapt.

			The blade of the Sword of Mykael stabbed into the raptoress, which collapsed to the ground. Blood poured from the wound, leaving a black stain that spread out in the snow. The creature struggled to get up, whipping its blade at Jason’s leg. An arrow smacked into her neck. Chest heaving, she took one last breath.

			Jason’s stomach tightened as he watched the creature’s body dissolve into the snow.

			Bryn lifted her recurve bow and nodded.

			She doesn’t like me but just saved my life, he thought.

			He ran over to help Oliver.

			Sir Percy got there first.

			Jason watched as Oliver drew in a final breath and died in his brother’s arms.

			Surviving creatures retreated into the woods. They left behind their dead comrades.

			The skirmish ended.

			Jason walked away. Heartbroken. Tears filled his eyes.

			Bullseye came over to comfort him. “Sorry about your friend. We also lost three elves.”

			“We’ll have plenty of opportunities to repay our enemies.” Jason held back his tears. “It’s a long way to Peace City.”

			They both looked up in case more creatures dropped from the trees.

			The expeditioners took care of their wounded and dead as the snow let up.

			The squires crowded around Jason. Tiny said, “You’re responsible for Oliver’s death. You should have defended yourself.”

			Jason walked away and sat on a rock. Took off his boot. He examined the teeth marks in the leather left by the first attacker and remembered the Evergreen King’s sores and the black oozing pus. With hands shaking, he rolled down his heavy socks. He was relieved that the raptor’s teeth hadn’t penetrated his skin and released poison into his bloodstream. But the loss of Oliver felt raw, like an invisible wound. Maybe we should have gone back to North Carolina when we had the chance, he thought. I’d rather deal with growing-up problems at home than be here with dinosaur killers. He swept away tears with his sleeve.

			His grandfather came over. “You okay?”

			Jason told him about the raptor woman’s bite. “Fortunately, there aren’t any puncture wounds.”

			“How is your bruise from Appleton?” Grandpap asked.

			Jason rubbed his chest. “Hurts where my mail stopped the goblin’s spear. I’ll put on more of Bo Shan’s healing ointment when we meet up with him again in Minersville.”

			“Today could have been worse,” Grandpap said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Sorry about the loss of your friend Oliver.”

			“He’ll never become a knight. That was his dream.”

			“Oliver fought to the death like a knight. Sir Percy will sing about his brother’s courage for the rest of his days.”

			Jason hung his head.

			“Congratulations on using the Sword of Mykael to pass your Test of Courage!” Grandpap lowered his voice. “You now understand my warnings about perilous times here in Bukania and why you and the girls needed to return to North Carolina a week ago. The life you once knew may never be the same.”

			“Can we still go back earlier?”

			“The farther our expedition goes into West Bukania, the harder it is for you to return right away. We need to find Carmanixia before we go back to Capital City and reactivate the Star Globe.”

			His grandfather left to prepare the team to resume their journey down Big Notch Trail to Settlers Valley. Mounting Dash, Jason rode past a supply wagon that carried the bodies of Oliver and three elves.

			The expeditioners left the dead velociraptor creatures lying in the black-streaked snow as they rode beyond Falling Rocks to reunite with Colonel Scott’s troops at Minersville—and to seek help from the Crimson Queen and her Army of the Red Unicorn.

			Jason rode by himself. He reflected on Oliver’s death, the squires’ accusations, and his longing to go back home—along with his grandfather’s hint that he had passed the point of no return.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Walking on Treetops
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			Jason

			Western Highway

			Settlers Valley

			Day Eight

			Jason tightened his grip on Dash’s reins. The horse slowed down, skittish about a sound coming from bushes next to the limestone-chip highway. An animal’s snout poked through the leaves. Dash whinnied. Jason pulled the murewood longbow off his shoulder. Reached for an arrow. Nocked it.

			Jason stopped, catching the eye of a dark gray wolfhound with a white chest.

			“Max!”

			The puzzled dog stared at the riders passing by.
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			Jason tried to imitate Brannon’s whistle.

			The dog’s ears perked up.

			Bullseye came beside him and asked, “Isn’t that the dog from the Harper’s Crossroads tavern?”

			“Brannon’s his master and they were part of Colonel Scott’s force. I wonder why Max isn’t with them?”

			Jason dismounted and gave Dash’s reins to Bullseye. He pulled a piece of venison jerky from his pocket. He walked halfway toward the dog, stretching out his palm, showing him the treat. Burrs and pieces of mud stuck to the dog’s hair. Max huffed and puffed, his tongue hanging out of his mouth.

			Jason knelt and said, “Good boy, it’s me.”

			The wolfhound came to him and ate the jerky from his hand. He stroked the dog’s head—almost as big as his own—and said, “You need a drink.” He took his wooden canteen, slung over the saddle horn, and filled his cupped hand with water. Max lapped up the water. Jason kept pouring out water.

			“You should be careful about wasting it,” Bullseye said as he held the reins for both horses. “We’ll be going through areas with dry wells.”

			“This is special water from the Hall of Endless Light.” Jason held up the wooden canteen with House Blakeslee’s bear and sword carved into its side. “My grandfather had me fill it before we left Capital City. He says it will never run dry.”

			Jason rubbed behind Max’s ears. “He looks hungry.”

			Bullseye laughed. “Elves have powerful nature magic but not an endless supply of venison jerky.”

			After feeding Max, Jason cleaned the dog’s fur and said to him, “Follow me. We need to find Brannon.” Jason got back on Dash and urged him forward. The horse’s hooves crunched on the highway. Max ran along the dirt edge.
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			Minersville

			The innkeeper handed a note to Grandpap who said, “Jason, it’s a summons to go to the Crimson Queen’s headquarters. You should come with me.”

			After putting Max and their belongings in the inn’s room, they walked through the wide treelined streets of Minersville, which was bigger than Capital City. Grandpap pointed out the impressive architectural quality of the buildings. “People throughout the continent believe mountaineers have the best craftmanship. They are also the most expert miners.”

			They came to a castle covering several city blocks. It was a majestic granite building. A ten-foot-high matching wall surrounded it.

			“Grandpap, have you met the queen of the miners?” Jason asked.

			“I see her at council strategy sessions along with leaders from the other fiefdoms. She has transformed Oronocco into a wealthy country. It remains a semi-independent part of Bukania, like the Evergreen Nation. The queen has also developed a sizeable army, made up of mountain men and women who reflect her aggressive fighting spirit.” He paused. “The queen is tough, outspoken, and direct…and doesn’t like political games and court intrigue.”

			“What’s her coat of arms?”

			“House of the Red Unicorn.”

			“Unusual heraldry.”

			“The red unicorn is mean like her.”

			“Why is she called the Crimson Queen?”

			“Everything associated with her must be a shade of red. Her favorite color reminds people she spilled a lot of blood to get her crown…and that she will spill more blood to keep it.”

			They stopped at the entrance. An unfriendly guard opened the gate. He wore a red half helm and uniform. He was shorter than Jason, but even broader in the shoulders. Boiled leather molded to his upper body. He carried a battle axe. An artist had painted a snarling red unicorn on his shield.

			Another guard opened the front door and asked them to wait in the lobby. Jason’s jaw dropped as he peeked into the great hall on the right side. It was far more beautiful than any room in Abbington Castle. A large candle-lit chandelier hung from the high ceiling. A regal throne rested on a raised golden platform. The room had a lot of polished marble with vermillion and ivory stones that checkerboarded the floor. Finely crafted tapestries. Stained-glass windows projected a variety of red colors and shapes into the room.

			“Welcome Mapmaker,” a young mountaineer in civilian clothes said as he approached them. “The reception area is across the hall.”

			He led them to a smaller room. The aromatic smell of flowers was almost overwhelming. Jason recognized red roses and carnations among them. Along the far wall, there were two throne-style chairs for dignitaries. Benches lined the other walls. The young man told them to wait and closed the door as he left. They walked around the room and looked at portraits of famous miners. The Mapmaker pointed out Zann the Wise, an influential Belacamber Guardian.

			“Zann is brilliant,” the Mapmaker said. “He’s an engineer, architect, and expert in mineralogy. He’s also the most knowledgeable person with earth magic.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Zann uses above-ground magic to control external forces such as light, heat, or motion. He also draws upon below-ground magic. There are many supernatural qualities of metals and other substances in the earth like the chemicals the Summit Dragon sent with you and Kayta.”

			“Is that like alchemy where people try to turn common metals into gold?”

			“Alchemy is one part of earth magic.”

			“Why are they making us wait so long?” Jason walked towards the door. It burst open, almost hitting him in the face.

			He jumped back.

			Two girls entered. One of them ran into the room. The other waited by the door.

			“Jason!”

			Amanda hugged him,  mussing his brown hair.

			He sniffed. “When did you start wearing perfume?”

			Ignoring the question, she spotted her grandfather and jumped into his arms. He swung her around in a joyful circle, saying, “I’ve been praying that the Power Beyond would protect you. Who is your friend?”

			The girl by the door had on the same long, red satin dress that Amanda wore. Similar accessories. She had bushy, blood-red hair—not orangish-red hair like the elf triplet—and the shiny, roundish face of a porcelain doll.

			“This is Ruby, the Crimson Queen’s niece,” Amanda said. “We’re the same age and have become instant friends.”

			Jason thought his sister looked different. Seems like she’s had a beauty transformation, he said to himself. Make-up. Hair not covering her face. A braided ponytail hanging down between her shoulders.

			The Mapmaker and Jason introduced themselves to Ruby.

			Amanda said, “Bo Shan, Raynor, and I got away during a surprise attack on the Western Highway and avoided becoming prisoners.”

			Grandpap asked, “Did anyone else escape?”

			“Dinosaur creatures led the survivors to Tunnelsburg—”

			“What happened to Elisa?”

			Tears trickled down Amanda’s cheeks. “We believe the enemy took her away.”

			Ruby handed Amanda an embroidered linen kerchief, stitched with red thread, to wipe her face.

			Grandpap took hold of Amanda’s hand and asked, “Are you sure the enemy took Elisa?”

			She quit sobbing and answered, “Jurassicans set an ambush for us at the West Bukania Wall. They masqueraded as guards. A saber-toothed commander led wolfmen into battle along with knee-high demons. After the battle, we returned and found Elisa’s Sword of Dhyanna—and her bloody longknife—lying near the trunk of a tree along with the body of Colonel Scott’s chief of staff.”

			“What happened to him?”

			“We believe Elisa stabbed him in self-defense.” She swallowed hard. “Raynor found scuff marks in the dirt. And drops of blood.”

			“I met the chief of staff when I trained at Camp Resolve,” Jason said. “Are you saying he betrayed Bukania?”

			“Yes. He helped the enemy to kidnap Elisa. In the middle of dinosaur footprints, we discovered the spyglass I let her borrow. Nearby was Elisa’s new jade bracelet. We suspect she left the spyglass and bracelet behind as a signal that someone took her away…probably another pterodactyl since her own footprints ended.”

			Jason said. “First, they grabbed Cousin Verilee…and now they have Elisa.”

			“Bo Shan, Raynor, and I fought back. I used Aunt Dhyanna’s shield to deflect arrows and spears. Sadly, I had to kill one of the creatures with a throwing dagger as we escaped.”

			She paused and took a deep breath. “During the fight, Shan led us to a vine hanging from a mulberry tree. He said we had two choices.” Adopting his foreign accent, she said, “Walk on trees like I learned to do in Tiantan with my father or become a prisoner.” Amanda took a deep breath. “He showed me how to climb up the vine and walk across the top of the mulberry trees. Raynor followed us.”

			“You have the advantage of being a Star Life Keeper,” Grandpap said, “And the Shans were also Keepers in East of the Most East. The brilliant Rigel star in Orion’s left leg gives them special magic.”

			Amanda’s face brightened. “Without the special helmet and shoes, I couldn’t have done it. The helmet blocked fear from getting into my mind. The boots kept me from falling.” She lifted her dress to show the Orionite-soled leather boots, which went up to her knees. “I won’t go anywhere without these boots.”

			“Did Raynor make it?” Grandpap asked.

			“He received the power of Aunt Dhyanna’s special boots by holding my hand. We followed Bo Shan and walked lightly across the top of the mulberry trees.” Her brown eyes flashed like glowing embers in a fire. “Raynor and I got to share a wonderful experience.”

			“What about General Kearney’s soldiers?”

			“We returned after the attackers left. I recovered my dagger and bandaged the wounded. Bo Shan and Raynor examined the bodies.” Amanda’s face darkened. “Sorry, but we didn’t find Jason’s friend Brannon.”

			Grandpap asked, “Did the Jurassicans take Colonel Scott as a prisoner?”

			“We never found his body.”

			Jason and Grandpap waited for the rest of the story. Ruby put her hand on Amanda’s shoulder to calm her.

			“We had trouble counting dead bodies,” Amanda said to Jason. Her face grew pale. “The chicken raptors had chewed them up. Sickening. General Kearney’s lead scout showed up with horse soldiers to help us. The main army arrived later. Military healers took the wounded soldiers to a medical center in Buckhorn Station.” She sighed and smoothed out her dress. “Raynor and I discovered Elisa’s horse near the ambush site. Her overturned wagon and scattered belongings were on the highway. We could not find Max—”

			“He must have followed Brannon’s scent along the highway. We left Max at the inn.” Jason looked puzzled. “Sis, how come you’re wearing a dress?”

			Amanda blushed. “The Crimson Queen insisted that, if I stayed in her manor house as a guest, I needed to put aside my riding clothes. Ruby and I are the same age and the same size.” She held the mountaineer girl’s hand. “She let me wear one of her dresses.”

			Ruby said to the Mapmaker, “Men from the Army of West Bukania are now guarding the wall, but they don’t know how to use peregrine communication. General Kearney sent one of the surviving Express Riders from Buckhorn Station to deliver a private message to you and the queen about a council of war.”

			“I wonder how many other Jurassicans have gotten inland,” the Mapmaker asked.

			“They’ve captured Tunnelsburg and all the forts. My aunt is angry that General Kearney has slowed down the liberation of our people.”
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			Jason returned to the inn with his grandfather to get ready for the next morning’s trip to Buckhorn Station, a large crossroads town in West Bukania. He went to the back garden to be alone and think about all that he’d gone through since arriving in Capital City. Although relieved Amanda was okay, he nevertheless worried about Elisa and Cousin Verilee. What will the dinosaurs do to them? And how will I learn more about Orion’s power so I can help solve our Bukanian problems and get back home within three weeks? I feel like a cartoon character in an old TV show carrying a stick of dynamite…with a burning fuse trailing behind me as the batteries for my hearing aids wear out.

			He dreaded the thought of fighting more creatures.

			In his mind’s eye, he could see the half-human/half-velociraptor woman attack him at Falling Rocks. It was almost as if the Sword of Mykael had a life of its own and stabbed the crossbreed to save his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Explosives & Raids
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			Amanda

			Buckhorn Station

			Day Nine

			Grandpap and Jason entered the Friendship Inn where Amanda welcomed them.

			“Sorry I wasn’t able to meet you in Minersville,” the Crimson Queen said as she came down the stairs. She had a high-pitched, squeaky voice. Her braided, red-colored hair hung down over one shoulder to her waist.

			They stepped forward to meet the queen who was squat and sturdy.

			The Mapmaker said, “Your Royal Highness, thanks to you and your niece for taking such good care of my granddaughter.” He knelt in front of the queen and kissed the largest ring on her finger. Jason did the same.

			Two generals followed the queen, wearing scarlet uniforms, shoulder straps, and medals. The ugly man had muscular shoulders and a hairy face with two bottom teeth jutting out of his tightly closed lips. The woman was attractive, like the queen and Ruby.

			The Crimson Queen had chew-bark in her mouth. Her jaw muscles bulged as she gnawed on it. She had bright, coal-black eyes with a narrow, tilted nose.

			Amanda thought, With so much jewelry, she would probably sink in a lake if she went for a swim.

			Red was her favorite color. Ruby gems in her tiara and jangling bracelets. A large ruby stud in her nose. She also wore red fingernail polish and had a red-painted clubbed mace that doubled as a walking stick.

			The Mapmaker talked about his urgent need to reach the Border Mountains to save Queen Dhyanna.

			“Last fall,” said the Crimson Queen, “I told the council that Jurassicans had planned an invasion. We needed reinforcements at Forts William and Gibson—and at Fort Champion that protects the Grand Tunnel. Kearney made fun of my requests. Now spies inform me that our townspeople and the Midlander refugees are barely surviving…and many live in mine tunnels and caves underneath the city, in darkness, eating snakes and bats like a pack of wild animals. Children die each day.”

			The Mapmaker shook his head. “My son was ready to help you, but he died at the Battle of Crooked Spine.”

			“The Jurassican invaders have imprisoned Colonel Scott and his surviving soldiers at Fort William. Mapmaker, you must help me to convince General Kearney to launch a rapid assault on Tunnelsburg.”
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			After leaving the Friendship Inn, Jason and Amanda walked down the Western Highway. She had changed back into her riding clothes.

			Max trotted near them. He stopped in his tracks and growled.

			“Jason, over there.” Amanda waved at a pond on their right. A pile of dead pigs, sheep, and cows rested on a small island. Ravens and vultures pecked at the carcasses. She turned around. “There’s also a pile of bodies in the pond on the opposite side of the road.”

			He covered his nose and said, “Phew. What an awful smell.”
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			“The Jurassicans have been conducting raids around here,” Amanda said. “I’ll bet they used pterodactyls to put dead animals in the middle of the ponds. Ruby says they have ruined sources of fresh water—all the way from Buckhorn Station to the outskirts of Tunnelsburg—to slow down General Kearney’s army.”

			Jason placed a kerchief over his nose and took a shallow breath.

			“I wish I had a royal kerchief,” Amanda said.

			“Sir Percy used his perfumed kerchief when I walked down the streets of Harper’s Crossroads with Elisa.”

			She felt a pain in her gut as she remembered Elisa being with her on the Western Highway. Now the crown princess was a Jurassican prisoner. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around her body. “I hope we don’t run into knee-high dinosaurs again.”

			Jason said, “I’ve had nightmares about being attacked by goblins and velociraptor women.” He told her more about the ambush that led to the death of his friend Oliver.

			“I’m worried about what will happen next,” Amanda said.

			“Me too. One good thing is that you’re not biting your fingernails.”

			Amanda looked at her hands. “Oh, my goodness, you’re right!”

			“Have all your Bukanian memories come back?” Jason asked.

			“I think so.” She linked her arm with his as they turned around and walked away from the ponds. “You seem calmer.”

			Max stayed close to them.

			“How was your thirteenth birthday?” she asked. “Too bad you weren’t back home to celebrate it with Mother.”

			Jason told her about his visit to Summit Peak.

			“Kayta and I had a picnic and early birthday celebration near Bridal Veil—”

			“She likes—”

			“She’s too old.”

			“I told you to grow a mustache.”

			He ignored her and shared how Kayta and her mother had shapeshifted into dragons. “Kayta’s mother trained Dad and she gave me advice about being brave. She also offered to help us if Grandpap’s expedition runs into trouble in West Bukania.”

			“I’m worried about our soldiers being held in underground prisons in Tunnelsburg, like ones the Crimson Queen told me about,” Amanda said. “I’m relieved Raynor is not with them.”

			“You spent a lot of time with him during the trip from Minersville. He needs Mum’s permission to court you.”

			She shoved him away. “Why do you hate Raynor?”

			“He’s a blue-eyed opportunist who wants to weasel his way into a royal family.”

			“That’s not true.” She walked toward Buckhorn Station.

			Catching up to her, he said, “I saw the gang leader’s father during the mystical trip through the Harp Tree. Don’t you remember Raynor used to be a member of his crime ring?”

			He shared his experiences from the Canyon of Terror, Place of Celestial Rest, and Land of the Living, adding, “I saw a man in my vision who looked like Dad. It happened so fast—”

			“That’s impossible since—”

			“Here is what I remember.” He shared about seeing the Valley of Five Volcanoes. “There was a prison encampment on a lake island. A man who looked like Dad taught a group of people.”

			Amanda stopped.

			“During the Battle of Crooked Spine, a dinosaur took Father’s body away.”

			The skin between Jason’s eyes scrunched up. “We need proof there’s a mirror-lake prison in Jurassica.”

			“Where do you think it’s located?”

			“We left Midland and crossed the River of Lost Hope into Jurassica. Flew to the western part of the emperor’s country. Volcanoes surrounded his capital—”

			“Tery should take you to confirm what you saw in your vision.”

			“First, I have to learn how to ride her.”

			“What do you mean? I’ve seen you riding Tery above Abbington Castle and the Mosquito Mountains.”

			He looked down at the ground. “I tricked everyone. I’m afraid of flying. How come you didn’t have a problem when Dad took you in his small plane to Virginia?”

			She laughed. “It was fun plus I got to spend extra time with him.”

			“Besides Elisa riding Tery, my friend Brannon also takes my place.”

			“You’re kidding me.”

			“No, I’ve never been up in the air with Tery. Maybe you could ride on her and scout out Jurassica. If you can walk on top of trees with—”

			“Jason, you are much braver now. You can ride Tery yourself.”

			“Thanks, sis. I hope you’re right because she’s flying here to help us.”

			“General Kearney must drive the Jurassicans from Tunnelsburg, so we can get Carmanixia for Aunt Dhyanna and go to Jurassica to rescue Elisa and Verilee.” Amanda shook her head. “I hope Elisa uses her Orionite breastplate to prevent the emperor from manipulating her emotions.”

			“Do you think we’ve passed the point of no return to get out of Belacamber and back to our universe? Remember Dad’s old story about commanders that burned bridges in the rear of their armies? They made sure their soldiers stayed and fought the enemy.”

			“It seems like such a long time ago that we were kids in North Carolina.” She sighed. “I wish we were back there. Life was a lot easier.”

			“Let’s hope that the Star Globe doesn’t become our burning bridge.”

			“Scary thought.”

			“I hid Dad’s lab research notebook in the locked room behind the Star Globe. If something happens to Grandpap, I hope I can get us get back home.”

			Three of Kearney’s scouts approached from Buckhorn Station. Jason waved. He said he’d met the men when Grandpap showed them maps of the Tunnelsburg area.

			Several seconds later, there was a loud explosion that shook the ground, followed by screaming and yelling. Max let loose with a desperate, deep-throated, agonizing howl.

			Jason and Amanda swung around and looked up the road past the ponds. It was a brutal killing zone. Remains of the lead scout and his horse scattered the road. After throwing their riders, the other horses raced back down the road. The two mangled survivors tried to rise.

			Running to see the carnage firsthand, Jason bent over one of the men while Amanda attended to his partner.

			“What happened?” Jason asked as he wiped blood off the soldier’s face.

			“Enemy planted an infernal trap in the road. Sarge was in the lead and his horse stepped on it. The bomb blew us backwards.” He shook his head. “Could be more up ahead.”

			“My sister has worked with explosives. Let’s see what she can figure out.”

			Jason helped the man to his feet. He noticed that his sister had walked away from the other soldier.

			She shook her head. “I’m sorry he didn’t make it.” She knelt and examined the road. “Stay here.”

			Jason and the surviving cavalryman waited.

			Amanda went up the road toward Tunnelsburg and came back to them. “Jurassicans buried other explosive devices. Don’t know how many more. We need Zann the Wise to dismantle them. He’s had experience with homemade bombs.”

			They asked the horse soldier to stand guard while they ran back to Buckhorn Station to notify the commanders.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Velocidactyl Assault

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Jason

			Leaving Buckhorn Station

			Day Ten

			Jason woke up at dawn to the sounds of an army breaking camp. The area smelled like the aftermath of a forest fire mixed with sizzling bacon. Raiders had tried to start a fire outside their camp during the night and soldiers were making breakfast from hogs purchased at nearby farms.

			He was running late, so he skipped eating, instead giving food and water to Max while he packed. He and Bullseye took down their tent, stuffing their few belongings into saddlebags on the back of their horses. They joined General Kearney’s marching soldiers while Max ran behind them. Zann the Wise had disarmed other highway bombs past the ponds filled with dead farm animals.

			Riding AbbyRose, Amanda caught up with Jason and Dash as the armies marched to the Black River.

			As annoying as his sister could be, Jason was relieved they had reunited—but he would never admit it to her.

			Bullseye and Bryn rode behind them. Fender was up ahead with the Grandpap, Sir Percy, and the Crimson Queen. The latter’s Army of the Red Unicorn troops remained in the rear of Kearney’s column. The Oronoccon queen was livid they were being held in reserve.

			After lunch, under a clear blue sky, the troops resumed their march to Tunnelsburg, which was about twenty miles away. The ground changed from flatland to hills, from hard red clay to black crumbly dirt. The countryside was like a checkered board from an East of the Most East game, with small stands of trees intermixed with clearings for family farms. Looking to his left, Jason saw a dense thicket of pine trees. There was a cabin and a small barn on his right.

			A large bird flew above him and created a fleeting shadow.

			He looked up.

			Another pterodactyl.

			Riderless.

			As the flying dinosaur swooped lower, Jason saw it was not a purebred ptero but some kind of crossbreed. It had the big jaws, teeth, and claws of a velociraptor but the smooth, aerodynamic body of a pterodactyl.

			A velocidactyl!

			During his school lessons, Maester Foote had shown a drawing of a hybrid like the one above him.

			Jason sensed he was the prey, thinking about the Disappeareds, and made a split-second decision to lure the creature away from the marching troops. He knew it would be impossible to squeeze Dash through the tightly packed pine trees, so he yanked the reins toward a field to his right. He kicked Dash’s flanks. His horse broke into a full gallop. Jason glanced up at the darkening sky. The green and yellow flying raptor was following him. Its talons flexed, spreading wide open to lift him from his saddle.

			Jason steered Dash toward a nearby cabin. A woman, holding a baby in her arms, came out the door and onto the front porch. She screamed and froze, clutching the child against her chest.

			“Get back in your house,” Jason yelled to her, ignoring the feeling of terror that slapped him in the face like a sheet of freezing rain. He veered toward a building made of split logs and a thatched roof. The double doors were wide open.

			Jason slowed down and entered the woman’s barn. The smell of manure hit him like a blast of foul air. A donkey and oxen peered over the gates of their stalls.

			Jason halted Dash.

			Pieces of the thatched roof sprinkled onto them. The donkey brayed. Oxen stiffened their legs.

			Looking up, Jason watched as a claw ripped open a section of the roof. A high-pitched hissing filled the closed-in space. Dash got up on his hind legs. Jason held on tight.

			A small opening appeared in the roof.

			Jason calmed his horse.

			The velocidactyl’s green and yellow face peered inside the barn.

			Orange featherlike tufts lined each side of its head. Red eyes, burning like hot coals, fixed on Jason who jumped off Dash. The creature’s jaws opened, exposing a set of vicious-looking teeth.

			Max ran into the barn, barking.

			Amanda and Bullseye entered on foot as they got their recurve bows ready. Bryn trailed behind, removing the launcher for short spears from her belt.

			Jason recalled that, before they left Buckhorn Station, Grandpap had given each of them a few arrows with Orionite tips, which he’d had Evergreen Nation’s craftsmen make for him. He also provided darts with the sapphire-metal points to Bryn. He predicted the starfire weapons were going to be necessary to kill dinosaurs.

			A muscular velocidactyl arm popped through another opening in the roof. Claws reached down at them. The brittle wooden framework groaned under the dinosaur’s weight. The openings grew wider and revealed more of the winged raptor. Bullseye and Amanda took aim and shot arrows, nocking one after another in a flash. Their arrows bounced off the creature’s green and yellow chest.

			Jason withdrew the Sword of Mykael. It vibrated in his hand. He tightened his grip.

			Setting a four-foot dart in the wooden shaft’s long groove, Bryn wedged its heel against the back of the launcher’s cup and against her armpit. She stepped forward and levered her upper arm to thrust it forward. Flinging her wrist, like a soldier firing a catapult, she heaved the feathered short spear. It bounced off the dinosaur.

			Max ran in circles, barking at the attacker whose hissing had grown louder.

			Bryn released another dart. The starfire point lodged in the dinosaur’s soft neck, smoldering under the creature’s skin.

			The velocidactyl flailed around on the roof trying to shake the dart loose. Boards creaked, mixed with the noise of terrified animals neighing and braying. The enraged creature prepared to jump into the barn. Its jaws opened wider.

			Bryn loaded and fired another short spear, which again hit the hissing winged raptor in the neck but penetrating deeper to slow down its attack.

			Amanda shot an arrow into the velocidactyl’s left eye. The starfire tip sizzled. The pain and smoke made the beast go berserk.

			Bullseye’s arrow followed and lodged in its face.

			Amanda’s next shot pounded into its other eye.

			The dinosaur’s agonizing shriek rattled the walls of the barn. Blinded, it reached down through the broken boards.

			Jason heard the familiar cry of a different dinosaur.

			Remaining boards sagged from an added weight and the roof collapsed.

			The stunned velocidactyl—its neck ripped open—fell to the barn floor. A stream of black blood mixed with straw on the barn floor. A pterodactyl, with a sky-blue face and a blue and gold collar, looked down through the opening.

			Bullseye nocked another arrow.

			“Stop,” Jason yelled. “She’s my pet.”

			He lifted the vibrating Sword of Mykael. The blade glowed like a burning sapphire. He thrust it downward with all his might into the velocidactyl. Jason held tight. With one last effort, the velocidactyl moaned, trying to shake off the sword to continue the fight. Its head sunk to the floor—flopping around—and went still.

			“I never heard of anyone having a pet dinosaur,” Bullseye replied. “Pretty soon you’ll tell us you have a pet dragon, too.”

			“I’ve raised Tery since the previous maester brought her home as a fledgling from a visit to the west.”

			Everyone else stood in amazement as the dinosaur dissolved into small pieces. Bullseye and Bryn let loose with an elven battle cry. Amanda imitated them. Tery squealed, trying to take part in the celebration. Max sniffed at the dinosaur remains as they disappeared.

			Jason sent a mind-message. Tery, perfect timing. Thanks for saving us.

			“Those starfire arrowheads and spearheads were incredible,” Bullseye said. “Otherwise, we might all be dead.”

			The other kids agreed with him.

			Bryn hooked her eight-inch spear thrower to her belt and asked, “Jason, why was the flying crossbreed focused on you?”

			“A ptero also came after me at Summit Peak, but the five-headed dragon chased it away. Her husband prophesied that human and elf Star Life Keepers would unite with dragons against the Jurassicans. She agrees with the old baker at Narrow Passage that Emperor Zimri and his wife Morelda may be after us. Fits with the lines I found in the Dragonora Prophecy.”

			Adults bow down and march together to the grave.

			But, like the two, Star Life kids will be seen as brave.

			Jason said, “And maybe that’s why they kidnapped Elisa.”

			The farmer arrived from his fields and thanked them for saving his wife and baby.

			After getting over the shock of the attack, the four kids caught up to Kearney’s column. The troops continued their march toward the Black River, chanting, “On to Tunnelsburg.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Jurassican Prison
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			Elisa

			Peace City, Jurassica

			Sunlight peeked through the window in Elisa’s prison cell. It was the only source of light. She sat on the edge of the bed and stretched her aching back. What does the emperor want? Was his wife telling the truth when she said he wouldn’t hurt me?

			The pterodactyl had deposited her at the mouth of a cave. A human-like tiger creature had unstrapped Elisa and led her to a cell deep in the mountain. She’d slept on a warped, smelly board instead of a mattress for two nights. No pillows. The tattered, dirty blankets smelled like wet dog fur. Her knee bounced up and down as she looked around the small room.

			A hole in the floor served as a toilet. There was a straight-backed wooden chair by the window. On the other side, a pitcher, basin, and oversized book were on a rough-surfaced table.

			She thought about her servants and the easy life she’d had at Abbington Castle. I wonder what happened to all my belongings on the Western Highway. I wish I had a bath and change of clothes.

			The guard had let her keep the queen’s lightweight breastplate and the Belt of Truth, which she stored in a corner of her cell.

			Elisa dragged the chair across the stone floor and set it in front of the table, splashing water on her face. She dried it with her cloak and picked up the oversized book. It was in poor condition compared to the beautifully illustrated books in the Bukanian Archives. When Admiral Shan’s ship arrived from Tiantan, it had contained one of the few printing presses in the world—with moveable wooden type—along with four thousand mass-produced scrolls in his East of the Most East fleet library.

			Shan and Maester Foote had carved wooden letters according to the common tongue, which everyone spoke in the realm. A merchant in the Upper District used the printing press and letters to produce books for average citizens. Queen Dhyanna arranged for her brother Mykael to lead a nationwide educational program. He and Maester Foote taught classes for her townspeople at the Bukanian Archives.

			Picking up The History of Jurassica, she leafed through it. The crude binding was falling apart. Discolored inside pages. Poor printing.

			Mystified about being given the book in the common tongue, she read about how dinosaurs lived underground for centuries—drinking from a special river—and had not become extinct. Running out of food, they’d left their hidden caves and occupied the volcanic region of the dragons’ homeland.

			During that era, an adventurous saber-toothed tiger and his brother had found a way to use dark magic to combine two dinosaurs—or a dinosaur and human—to develop new creatures for the advanced society they sought to create. They brought together young dinosaurs—saber-toothed tigers, dire wolves, and velociraptors—with human boys and girls to create dinosaur hybrids. Those creatures and their offspring rose to the highest levels of power.

			The tiger created his own offspring who, as a teenager, spearheaded a campaign against the neighboring dragons, seeking the green lands in the east and north. His charming young hybrid son named Zimri led the dinosaurs to victory after victory. He became ruler of the country taken from the dragons and crowned himself “Emperor of Jurassica.”

			Humanized dinosaurs redirected the underground river to create fresh-water reservoirs in their new homeland.

			Elisa grew anxious as she read about the Jurassican bullies. She took off her bracelet and opened the locket, staring at the painted picture of her father, Supreme Commander William Armstrong. He had died in battle fighting against rebels from the Southern Territories. She thought, I wish my father was still alive to defend us against these evil beings.

			Continuing to read, Elisa learned about Zimri’s scheme to kidnap people from surrounding countries, such as Midland, and turn them into farm workers to generate more food per square mile in his empire. He also collaborated with rebels from the Southern Territories to seize Abbington’s farming villages in the Central Valley breadbasket…and to share the captured food and laborers. 

			In recent years, Zimri had crossed the River of Lost Hope to invade Midland. Elisa’s uncle, Mykael Blakeslee, found out about the plan and convinced exiled dragons to help his Bukanian troops at the Battle of Spine Mountain. Sadly, her uncle died while fighting to send the dinosaurs and hybrids home to Jurassica.

			She stopped reading and took a late-afternoon nap.

			A loud noise in the hall awakened her. She heard two men arguing outside her cell. The door opened, banging against the cave wall. A wolfman shoved a prisoner into the room and slammed the door shut. Elisa heard the click of a key in the lock and worried about being imprisoned with a man.

			The prisoner squirmed around on the floor and sat with his back against the wall. He started crying. Elisa kept quiet, not knowing what to do. She stared at the man in the fading evening light. He was pale and very thin. His long scraggly hair made it difficult for her to see his face. His clothes were muddy, as if he had wallowed around in a pigpen. Blood dripped from his face onto his shirt.

			The prisoner looked over at her.

			“Shoemaker,” Elisa cried out. “What are you doing here?”

			She had often visited his Upper District shop, where he made new shoes and boots for her. She’d gotten to know his family. Closing her eyes, Elisa imagined she could detect the comforting smells in his shop. It brought back memories of other shopkeepers, including dressmakers and Kayta’s silversmith aunt.

			“Sorry you are stuck here, too,” the shoemaker said. “How long have you been in prison?”

			“I got here two nights ago. Have you seen my cousin Verilee?”

			“I heard she’s at the volcanic castle.”

			Elisa got up and went over to the bed and removed the threadbare blanket, thinking about how working women used to fulfill her every need. Now she was acting like a servant as she approached the shoemaker—a commoner—who needed help. She knelt down in front of him and wiped blood off his face. The man used the blanket to dry his tears. He thanked her. Fear clouded his eyes. “Crown Princess, what are you doing here?” he asked.

			“I guess the same as you. We’re both Disappeareds.”

			“How long have I been gone?”

			Elisa thought hard, recalling what she’d last heard from his wife in the shoemaking shop. “I believe they snatched you away eight months ago.”

			“What about my family? Do they have enough food to eat?”

			“Your wife took over the shop. Even at their young ages, your son and daughter have learned how to repair shoes.”

			Elisa didn’t mention that his wife was pregnant and due soon to deliver their baby.

			In between sobs, the man said, “I miss climbing the Sheer Rock stairs with my kids and hiking through the Mosquito Mountains.”

			“Same with me. I love the view from Point Lookout.”

			He used the blanket to dry his eyes again. “I’m ashamed of my weakness. Do you know about the emperor’s wife and his top magician? They have their own unbelievable dark powers plus what they learned from the rebel chieftain.”

			She pointed to the poorly crafted book on the table. “I received a history book to read, but I didn’t come across anything about the emperor’s wife. What’s her name?”

			“Morelda was the saberling widow of Zimri’s eldest son, who died at the Battle of Crooked Spine. The general of the East Bukanian army killed him. She became the emperor’s second wife and shares his thirst for power and control.”

			“I think she’s the one who kidnapped me.”

			He wrapped the threadbare blanket around his body. “She and her husband have developed a new strategy to infiltrate the lands of their enemies. Traitors inside those countries concoct plans to weaken the rulers. I became one of the little birdies that passed along information to Morelda. My fellow prisoners found out and punished me.”

			“How did you survive?”

			“I ended up in an island settlement in the Valley of Five Volcanoes. I repaired boots for workers who secretly gave me food and helped me to escape.”

			“What’s the name of that city?”

			“It’s not an actual city and has no name. People refer to it as the Training Center or Mirror Lake, which is where the island encampment is located.”

			“Who is being trained there?” Elisa asked.

			“Spies. We call them Copies—”

			“What’s that?”

			“You know, the Jurassicans duplicate them. With their dark powers, Zimri, his uncle, and Morelda have experimented with something called the Breath of Life to make exact Copies—like fake identical twins—that go to the training center to learn more about a nation’s language and culture. They later enter countries as spies.”

			As Elisa listened to him, she thought about fake people roaming around the countryside. Did I know about this crisis before, but forgot because of our time travel? How can we figure out who’s real and who’s not? I must escape to warn my mother and the council.

			The shoemaker licked his cracked lips. “The wolfmen recaptured me. I’m waiting to see the emperor.”

			“What will he do?”

			“He and his wife will dupe me.”

			“What happens to you?”

			“They have two choices. One punishment is to send me deep into the mines to find gold, silver, and other rare metals, which is a quick death sentence.”

			“And the second option?”

			“Kill me right away. Make me an example to other prisoners.”

			“How can you tell if someone is a Copy?” Elisa asked.

			Before he could answer, she heard a key rattle in the door’s lock. In the dusky light, she saw two mean-looking guards enter the room. They had humanized dire wolf features. She could see silky hair on their necks and arms. Their hands and feet were furry and had sharp claws. 

			One of the wolfmen moved toward the shoemaker, who kicked the creature. The guard’s loud growl echoed in the small room. Elisa covered her ears.

			The other direling grabbed the shoemaker by the throat and squeezed. “We don’t have time for your games.” He tore off the blanket and dragged him out the door.

			Recovering, the injured guard approached Elisa. She tried not to react to his foul smell.

			“Are you going to cause trouble?” he asked.

			“No, sir. What’s next?”

			The wolfman grinned, exposing his jagged teeth. “Stay put till the emperor decides when to meet you.”

			Elisa lay down on the plank bed and cried.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Crossfire
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			Jason

			Outside Tunnelsburg

			Day Eleven

			In the evening, Jason had arrived at the Black River with Army of West Bukania soldiers that worked all night. They replaced the bridge that the Jurassicans had burned down by strapping together buoyant, upside-down wagons—end to end—and nailing boards on top of them. Everyone crossed the well-built floating pontoon bridges, technology Sir Shan had brought from Tiantan, and marched to the barren hills outside of Tunnelsburg.

			“What happened to the trees?” Jason asked Grandpap the next day, as they observed enemy encampments dotting the city outskirts.

			“According to spies, Jurassicans used forced laborers and refugees to cut down trees and crowd them together in an interlocked jumble between here and the city.”

			“To slow us down?”

			Grandpap answered, “Correct. Our officers ordered soldiers to clear a path for the army to maneuver through the tangled mess.” He hesitated. “General Kearney has resisted the Crimson Queen’s plan for a frontal assault and wants his soldiers to march down the Snake River from the northwest, which would be like going in a side door. He’s sent his chief scout and a dozen cavalrymen to explore his surprise attack route. Fender went with them.”

			Jason said, “It’s disappointing the Express Rider brought bad news that reinforcements may not come. Will a civil war in East Bukania jeopardize recapturing Tunnelsburg?”

			“At Laith’s last council meeting, the hatred between the dukes of the North Fiefdom and South Fiefdom surprised me. But they must now band together since rebel troops are massing along our southern border. It will be difficult to fight enemies on two distant sides of our country.”

			“Are Zimri and the rebel chieftain working together again?”

			“Sadly, it looks that way.”

			“Then the Crimson Queen’s strategy to quickly push the Jurassicans out of Tunnelsburg would enable Uncle Laith to redeploy troops to the south.”

			Grandpap slapped him on the back. “I agree with Bo Shan that you have done well in learning about strategic warfare.”

			They saw the chief scout and Fender ride up to confer with Kearney. After listening to them, the general sent a messenger to the Mapmaker. Jason took off on Dash to notify Sir Percy, who wore whole-body, blue-tinted armor. They joined Kearney as the general’s chief scout repeated his findings: enemy troops had gathered along the Snake River, north of Tunnelsburg.

			Bukanian soldiers could no longer sneak around the city.

			Kearney shifted around in his saddle, which was too small for him, letting loose a string of swear words. He sent a messenger to Colonel Hunter to move his troops down the Western Highway to Fort William, which guarded the entrance to Tunnelsburg. Another one rode off to give his other commander the go-ahead to launch her attack on Fort Gibson south of the city. Fender went with Sir Percy to get their horse soldiers ready.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Tunnelsburg Main Road 

			Jason joined his grandfather as the Army of West Bukania worked its way through the fallen-tree obstacles and entered Tunnelsburg. The city was above them on the left, but there was no way to reach it except to follow the highway that twisted around Fort William. The column of soldiers marched along a narrow corridor between two sets of hills.

			Enemy archers fired arrows at the rear of the army, which the Crimson Queen’s army protected.

			One of her officers called out, “It’s an ambush.”

			Huge boulders rained down on Kearney’s troops from a hill on the right.

			“Grandpap, what’s going on?” Jason asked.

			“The Jurassicans must have a catapult. They’ve caught the main army in a crossfire.”

			More boulders flew at the soldiers. This time from the opposite side. Officers commanded their troops to remain in formation, despite the cries of agony from wounded comrades.

			His grandfather looked around. “The enemy vise is squeezing our troops. Can you summon Tery?”

			“I’ll try.”

			“I must confer with General Kearney and Sir Percy.” Grandpap raced his stallion to the head of the column.

			After her surprise attack against the velocidactyl, Tery had rested on wind drafts high above the Bukanian army. Jason exchanged mind-messages with her. She agreed to fly over the hills to see what was going on.

			He took his murewood longbow and a full quiver from Dash’s saddle. After tying her reins and Max’s rope to a nearby sycamore tree, he ran over to help Colonel Hunter who had called the archers forward.

			The colonel smelled like he’d been drinking alcohol again.

			Amanda, Bryn, and Bullseye were already in line. Jason removed a standard arrow and nocked it on his longbow string.

			Colonel Hunter, using his sword like a crutch to steady himself, shouted out, “Fifty-five degrees.”

			The archers followed the officer’s order, drawing back their bowstrings while aiming at the hilltops.

			Hunter, his eyes glazed, called out his command. “Nock. Draw. Loose.”

			A flurry of arrows shot up toward the attackers.

			Though pleased to be part of the archery defense, Jason questioned the tactic of firing into the hills without having a good sighting.

			Kearney’s troops stalled in the bottleneck formed by hills on both sides—and being fired on from three directions. Knights prepared to face attackers coming from the city. The soldiers, horses, and wagons at the back of the column broke ranks. There was a stampede to get away. Overturned supply wagons and chariots clogged the rear. Bodies of dead soldiers and horses created problems for anyone trying to pass them. The screams of injured soldiers further scared the animals.

			Panic set in.

			Sir Percy and the Mapmaker rode up and down among the soldiers, shouting encouragement.

			Jason got on Dash and went towards the rear. He glimpsed a flash of sky blue in a cluster of poplar trees. Riding closer, he confirmed it was Tery.

			He dismounted and tied Dash’s reins to another tree. He hugged Tery and mind-talked, Thanks for coming back so fast. How did you put on your saddle when you left Capital City?

			Your mother asked Brannon’s father to help.

			Jason looked at the saddle and studied what was the best way to get on it.

			There are humans on the hills with dinosaurs and the creatures that you call crossbreeds, Tery said. 

			He listened to her explain how Brannon and Elisa had mounted her. He fell off. Tried again. Locked his feet into the stirrups below Tery’s wings and neck. This will be risky since I don’t know how to ride. And I’m afraid of flying.

			Don’t forget, I can follow your thoughts, Tery reminded him.

			Settling into the saddle, Jason used a leather belt to strap himself in place. Tery turned her head around. Her dark-blue eyes beamed as if she were smiling. We’ll figure it out together. Imagine you’re riding a horse. Squeeze your legs tightly against me. But don’t look down until you’re comfortable doing this.

			“Onward and upward,” Jason said, mimicking the Summit Dragon’s call to flight.

			He flopped around in the saddle, terrified of falling, as Tery took off. Adjusting his position, he pushed his feet down harder on the stirrups and tightened his grip on the reins. Pretending he was riding Dash up to Summer Lea, he pressed his legs against Tery’s flanks as she flew north and swung around the hills.

			Jason made a mistake and looked down. Dizzy and nauseous, he fought to quell his fears. “I need help from the Power Beyond,” he cried out loud. A burst of wind rushed from behind his back. Tery caught an updraft and drifted higher in the sky.

			Jason steadied himself and mind-talked, I can fly. 

			Rising higher, Tery said, No, I can fly. You’re the rider.

			Jason shouted, Woo hoo, I feel like I’m mounting up with wings like eagles…and gaining self-confidence.

			Remember, you’re a beginner, Tery said. We should have practiced before we flew into battle.

			I’ve got the hang of this and have a good view of the invaders. Let’s disable the catapults.

			Tery descended. Jason clenched the reins—but not too tightly—and focused on enemy attackers. Up ahead, he could see dire wolves coming down the highway to confront Kearney’s army head on. Jurassican cavalry followed them. Foot soldiers lined up along the bluffs between the highway and city.

			Jason urged Tery to fly over the hill on the Bukanian army’s left flank. After scrutinizing a group of dinosaurs and hybrid creatures, he instructed her to head for one of the two long-armed wooden catapults on the hilltop. He looked closer at the creatures. From his lessons at the Bukanian Archives, he knew one of the purebred dinosaurs was a spinosaurus. There were also mean-looking tiger soldiers and humanized velociraptors dressed in shiny metallic uniforms. A tiger woman commanded the squad.

			The spinosaurus used its mouth to pick up a large boulder and loaded it onto the sling. Raptor men managed the counterweights. After the boulder was in place, the officer gave the order to let go. The counterweights fell to the ground, launching the sling upward—and sending another boulder down onto General Kearney’s army.

			Tery dove. She grabbed the catapult with her talons, flew away from the hillside, and dropped it into the woods. She went back for the other one.

			Jason saw dire wolves—a horde and not a pack—advancing closer toward Kearney’s troops, taking advantage of the confusion produced by the catapulted boulders. Despite the wind noise, he heard the wolves howling to scare the Bukanian horses and soldiers.

			It was a disturbing, nerve-jangling sound.

			Tery flew to the hill on the right side of the highway. Crossbreeds gripped longbows and shot arrows. By bobbing and weaving, Tery made it difficult for them to score a hit.

			Jason hung on tight, leaning his body from side to side to avoid arrows whistling past his head.

			Tery picked up the third catapult and dropped it onto a spinosaurus. The tigermen scurried in all directions. Jason asked Tery to get back up into the air so he could get a better vantage point.

			Kearney and his officers had stopped the stampede. After restoring order, the general motioned for his artillery unit to come forward and fire at the enemy foot soldiers gathered on the bluffs. He also ordered his archers to send a shower of arrows upon the wolves rushing down the road. Sir Percy got his knights ready.

			Jason spotted the remaining catapult and directed Tery to seize it.

			Cannonballs from Kearney’s artillery zeroed in on enemy soldiers who scrambled for cover behind the ridge.

			Sitting high on his battle horse, Sir Percy prepared his royal knights—one hundred from both the original expedition and Camp Resolve—to join the fray. They readied their lances, battle hammers, flails with spiked balls, and broadswords. Pulling helmets down to cover their faces, they steadied their horses and waited to smash apart the enemy formation.

			Kearney waved for Sir Percy to go forward with his knights. They charged into the middle of oncoming Jurassicans, striking dire wolves and slashing horse soldiers.

			Tery picked up the last catapult. A tigerman snapped at her.
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			Jason jerked to his left to avoid getting hit by an arrow.

			His leather strap broke loose.

			He lost his hold on the reins, tumbling off the saddle.

			Fortunately, Tery wasn’t high off the ground. Jason landed in a bush and only suffered minor scratches from thorny branches. Tery dumped the last catapult and circled above him, sending mind-messages.

			Jason replied, None of our enemies know I’m here but it’s too dangerous for you to rescue me. I’ll stay till dark. Either the enemy troops will move closer to the city, or I can sneak behind their lines to our army. In the meantime, take another rest. I’ll send a message if I need you.

			Through an opening in the bushes, Jason watched the battle unfold.

			I hope no one finds me here. The enemy will take me prisoner. Bukanians will think I’m a coward.

			I can still hear you, Tery said as she flew above him.

			Jurassicans moved near his hiding place on the hill. Some were close enough that he could smell them. He resisted an urge to sneeze.

			Kearney’s soldiers gained the advantage.

			The Jurassican troops retreated to the city with Sir Percy and his royal knights in pursuit.

			Jason left his hiding place after he was sure the enemy was out of sight. He looked for Dash and Max but couldn’t find them. He hoped someone from Kearney’s army had led them to the next camp.

			On the main road, he found Grandpap talking with the Crimson Queen. She had a wad of chew-bark in her mouth, ignoring the dead and wounded soldiers around her. The Mapmaker pointed to wagons full of bodies passing them. “We’ve lost a lot of good men and women.”

			He added, “Laith the Great needs to send reinforcements from East Bukania as soon as possible. Hopefully, more elf warriors will also show up.”

			The queen spit a stream of dark fluid onto the road and wiped off her mouth. “Won’t be enough to make up for our loss. My troops are always ready to fight.”

			Grandpap asked Jason, “Where have you been?”

			“Tery and I had trouble getting rid of the last catapult.”

			Mountaineers pushed and prodded Jurassican crossbreeds, hands tied behind their backs, which hadn’t been able to retreat.

			The Crimson Queen said, “By the time Bukanian soldiers reach the city’s last hill, they’ll face an enemy further embedded in Fort William. Maybe the general will finally allow my soldiers to play an active role and not just slow down a retreat.” She led her Army of the Red Unicorn up the Tunnelsburg road toward the rallying point on the ridge east of Fort William.

			“Jason, you and I should assist army healers with the wounded,” his grandfather said.

			Amanda arrived to help them.

			Jason almost vomited as he cleaned wounds of injured soldiers and bandaged them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Under Fort William
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			Amanda

			Tunnelsburg

			“I’m ready to take this risk to get past the Jurassicans and find the Carmanixia plant for Aunt Dhyanna,” Amanda said, responding to Jason’s question about a secret tunnel that connected to Fort William. They walked at dusk along the Curling River. Bukanian troops had settled behind them on the hill, directly across from Fort William. “We need to be careful. According to Ruby, the builders never adequately reinforced the dirt walls with boards and poles.”

			“If Zann the Wise gets through the secret passage to blow up a fort wall, our soldiers can cross the moat and swarm into the fortress. But why does he need you?”

			Kearney had held a meeting earlier with his officers to plan a siege. Crimson Queen didn’t attend, sending word that her people couldn’t survive a long delay. She informed the general and his council that she was going to use an escape route—which builders had constructed underneath the officers’ quarters—to blow up part of the fort. She’d asked Amanda, who trained with explosives under Maester Shan, to accompany Zann.

			Amanda and Jason crossed the Curling River on a narrow footbridge. They made their way toward a cluster of bushes, which hid the tunnel exit from Fort William. 

			Jason kicked a stone. “I remember Maester Shan saying his explosives can be unstable.”

			“We must take chances for Elisa and Verilee. After facing creatures in battle, I can imagine how terrifying it is for them being imprisoned.”

			“I don’t want to lose you in the process,” Jason said.

			“I am surprised you care so—”

			“Can you ask the Crimson Queen if I can go with you?”

			Amanda looked into his concerned brown eyes. “She’s still angry at Grandpap for siding with General Kearney.”

			They pushed through bushes to the tunnel’s exit. The Crimson Queen was speaking with a rugged-looking elf with long white hair and a beard that flowed down to his belt. Ruby was with them.

			“That’s Zann the Wise,” Amanda whispered. “I met him in Minersville.”

			Jason said, “He looks like an old sorcerer from little kids’ stories.”

			Amanda elbowed him. “Hush! He’s a guardian like Grandpap so we must respect him. And handling explosives is serious business.”

			As they approached, the Crimson Queen beckoned for Amanda to join their discussion. 

			The queen stared at Jason, rage sizzling in her inky-black eyes. “Did Kearney send you to spy on me? I can’t believe he and his commanders are still planning a siege. As I’ve said over and over, it will take too much time. Meanwhile, my people are dying in mineshafts and caves.” 

			“Your Highness, I came here to help my sister.” Jason saw the queen’s ears wiggle. Not a good sign from what Ruby had told them.

			“There is only room for Zann and Amanda. They know what they’re doing.”

			Ruby chimed in. “Jason, it’s a tight fit and you’re too big.”

			Zann said to Amanda, “My men have gotten the materials ready.”

			He led her to a small wagon for pulling the gunpowder and fusing through the tunnel. It included two small shovels to widen the shaft along with a cord, soaked in an oily combustible agent, that wrapped around a wooden drum—much like a seamstress wound her thread around a spool. Upon reaching the tunnel, Zann explained how he and Amanda would anchor the fuse in explosives and unwind the bobbin on their return. Back at the exit, they’d light a torch and ignite the fuse—keeping their fingers crossed flames reached the explosives.

			A miner opened the door to the hidden tunnel. The queen said to Zann and Amanda, “May the favor of the Red Unicorn be with you.” She touched each of them on the shoulder with her ruby-studded mace club.

			Lighting a torch, the guardian led the way into the tunnel, followed by Amanda who pulled the wagon. He stood up straight. She could also walk upright. 

			The tunnel tapered as a result of dirt falling from the walls. Amanda had to jiggle the wagon to get past narrow areas. She worried about being trapped as the passageway further tightened. She bent over. Her heart rate quickened. Sweat collected on her brow. 

			The tunnel got even smaller. They both had to crawl.

			Sweat poured down Amanda’s neck and drenched her back. The walls pressed against her shoulders. She tried some of Maester Shan’s relaxed-breathing techniques.  

			Zann, who couldn’t turn around, said to her, “Just a little bit farther. We are close to the tunnel’s entrance. Leave the wagon here.”

			Amanda had trouble standing in the enclosed space beside the fort.

			Kneeling beside the door, Zann used his flint and steel kit to restart his torch, which had flickered out. Handed the light to Amanda. After opening the burlap bag, he poured out the explosive powder, shoving the end of the fuse deep into the pile. They made their way back to the wagon, unwinding the cord from its wooden bobbin. 

			She heard a low rumbling.

			Ahead of them, a wall collapsed.

			Dust filled the air and covered her face. Some went up her nose, causing her to alternate between coughing and sneezing.

			Zann held the torch. He called out to her, “Are you alright?”

			Amanda assessed the situation, her voice rising as she tried to speak. “I’m okay, but we have a blocked tunnel in front of us.” The dusty air grew stale. She struggled to breathe. In her mind, she repeated the Abbington motto: Stay calm. Focus.

			He said, “My earth magic isn’t working in here. You’ll have to shovel and pass dirt back.”

			She started digging and filled up Zann’s cupped hands with dirt, which he threw behind him, being careful not to interfere with the cord. She lost track of how many handfuls of dirt she passed on. Her shoulders hurt. She had more trouble breathing, growing concerned about dying from asphyxiation. Pushing her shovel forward, she forced her way through the dirt pile. 

			Fresh air drifted into the tunnel. 

			“I have an opening,” she said to the guardian. “We may be closer to the outside than I thought.”

			“Try yelling through the hole. Maybe someone will hear you.”

			Keeping her voice level, she called out for help. There was no answer. She shouted louder. Someone replied! 

			The voice got closer. 

			She saw the face of a miner and cried out, “Can you dig us out?” 

			“I’ll be right back,” he yelled.

			The man returned with a friend. They shoveled dirt from the blockage and put it in another wagon to take out of the tunnel.

			Once the opening was big enough, Amanda crawled through it and reached back for Zann’s hand. He instead squeezed the wooden bobbin through the hole, being careful to protect the combustible cord. “Let’s forget about the wagon,” he said. “Unwind the spool as you go through the tunnel. I’ll be right behind you.”

			Reaching the exit, Amanda inhaled a deep breath of fresh air. She staggered into the bushes. Jason caught her and put his arm around her shoulder. He led her to the Curling River in the waning light. She washed tunnel dust from her face, over and over again.

			“Don’t drink the water,” Jason said. “I’ll go back for my canteen.” He crossed the river and ran up the ridge.

			Amanda heard Ruby calling from behind her. Her friend nudged the bushes aside and said, “The queen wants you to come back to watch her light the fuse.”

			They returned to the hidden door.

			The Crimson Queen greeted the girls and said, “Zann’s team has cleared dirt off the fuse.” She grabbed the torch from Zann and ignited the combustible cord. 

			Amanda listened to the burning cord sizzling inside the tunnel. The noise stopped.

			Zann said, “I’m going back in.” He took back his torch and reentered the tunnel.

			“I’ll wait here,” Amanda said.

			There was a worrisome rumbling—louder than before—followed by the tunnel’s total collapse.

			Miners started digging out a new opening.

			Jason came back with his wooden canteen and gave it to her. She guzzled cool water from the Hall of Endless Light.

			Amanda wiped her mouth and said, “Thanks, Jason. I feel better already.”

			“Kearney is mad at us for helping the Crimson Queen.”

			Zann crawled out of the tunnel, dust masking his face and beard. Amanda and Jason heard him report that his miners couldn’t get back into the tunnel. The queen ripped off her helmet and threw it to the ground.

			Jason grabbed Amanda’s arm. “We need to get back to the ridge or the general will send someone to get us.” 

			They crossed over the Curling River and made their way to the battle line where the Mapmaker and Maester Shan stood beside Kearney, Sir Percy, and Fender. 

			Their grandfather ignored them.

			Jason and Amanda kept walking. 

			She groaned. “I feel like such a failure.”

			“You’re not the only one,” Jason said. “I fell off Tery during the crossfire but don’t think anyone saw me hiding in the bushes.”
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			Chapter 35

			Valley of Death
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			Jason

			Fort William

			Day Twelve

			Jason stood on the ridge with Kearney’s anxious soldiers looking over Shadow Valley or what they called the Valley of Death. The general would soon command them to march across the open fields to recapture Fort William—and many knew they wouldn’t make it back to the ridge at day’s end.

			He felt like turning down his hearing aids to avoid listening to the inevitable screams of wounded and dying soldiers. He had a bad feeling regarding this battle, thinking about the flying goblins and pterodactyls.

			I knew war would be terrible. But this has been much worse than I imagined.

			Jason was on the far right-hand side of the Bukanian line with the soldiers held in reserve. It had become a dreary morning. He pulled his cloak over his head to keep dry from the on-and-off rain. Dash and Max stood beside him, damp and waiting for the next move.

			Agonized about falling off Tery—and Amanda’s tunnel landslide—he worried about the Bukanian commanders. General Kearney remained angry that he and Amanda had delayed following his orders. Worse yet, Grandpap appeared upset with them. He remembered Sir Percy’s hints about his poor performance at Narrow Passage but didn’t know how the knight commander felt now. The Crimson Queen never liked him anyway.

			Hammers banged on the plateau behind him as Kearney’s soldiers repaired the captured Jurassican long-arm catapults. They had dragged all four of them up the hill after the crossfire.

			Amanda rode on AbbyRose and stopped next to him, rolling her shoulders and stretching her neck.

			“Are you okay?” he asked, wondering if she had another headache.

			“How can Kearney’s army possibly get across this valley? Trentell’s soldiers are watching every move our soldiers make.”

			“Sis, our army will lose hundreds of soldiers as soon as they cross the Curling River.” 

			“Anyone who survives the charge will have to scale those heavily fortified walls.”

			“Do you want some of Bullseye’s venison?” he asked as he put a piece of jerky in his mouth. Because of the intermittent rain, the soldiers had difficulty making campfires, so everyone had to fend for themselves.

			Amanda waved his offer away. “Be careful. The jerky could ruin your teeth.”

			“Thanks, Mum.” He laughed at his own joke.

			“We are in the middle of a war, and you should be serious.”

			“Just trying to use humor to lighten you up.” Jason paused and looked at the battle line. “Where’s your blue-eyed boyfriend? I haven’t seen him fighting. Must be on guard duty at—”

			Amanda said, “The general ordered Raynor and the other Castle Guards to protect the supply wagons.”

			“Raynor is like the Crimson Queen’s soldiers. They always stay behind and don’t go into battle.”

			“Not funny. He helped to protect the rear of the army during the ambush.”

			Her frown lines deepened. “I’m glad he’s away from the main fighting.”

			Jason told her about tragic deaths of Bullseye’s elf friends during the crossfire. He took a deep breath and let it out, repositioning the longbow on his shoulder. He scanned the valley used as grazing land for military horses, thinking about bodies soon to be scattered along it. “Don’t tell anyone but I got sick when I found one of the dead elves.”

			She shook her head. “I almost panicked when I was stuck in the tunnel. May the Power Beyond keep us safe today.” 

			The hill sloped downward from the ridge to marshes and the Curling River. After cutting through the lowland, the waterway spilled into the Snake River north of the city. The Western Highway crossed over the Curling River on a wooden bridge, wound up the opposite slope to the fortress, and passed on the left into Tunnelsburg. Fort William originally overlooked the west to resist invasions like Fort Champion did on the Midland side of the Grand Tunnel. The Jurassicans had reversed Fort William—the rear was now the front—to prevent Bukanians from taking it back. They had a clear line of sight across Shadow Valley to watch every move that Kearney’s troops made.

			“Here come your new friends,” Amanda said as Bullseye and Bryn rode toward them. “Jason, I see you’re still having trouble with the ladies.” Her hazel eyes glimmered. “The elf girl doesn’t like you and you said Kayta’s too old.”

			He ignored her and greeted the elves who also seemed nervous.

			Bullseye announced reinforcements had arrived from the Evergreen Nation’s northern boundary.

			“Our tribes sent warriors just in time,” he said. “But it’s too bad that General Kearney and the Crimson Queen continue to argue.”

			“She was angry when I first met her in Minersville,” Amanda said. “General Kearney had already refused demands to attack the Jurassicans in Tunnelsburg immediately and free her people.”

			Bryn entered the conversation. “The queen continues to complain about her Army of the Red Unicorn being kept in the rear—”

			“She was right about the general wasting time with his proposed side door,” Amanda said.

			The Army of West Bukania had approximately two thousand troops overall. Bukanian infantrymen and archers checked their weapons and protective gear. Fender prepared his two hundred fifty elven horse soldiers. Five hundred male and female mountaineers served under the Crimson Queen. Some of them rode in two-person chariots with a driver and archer. The mountaineers had mastered the crossbow technology that Maester Shan brought from East of the Most East. Kearney only wanted a few chariots in the initial attack across the treeless Valley of Death.

			Sir Percy’s knights were ready for battle. They had put on their full armor and many of their sturdy battle horses wore matching protective covering. Squires inserted their masters’ hands into steel-fingered gauntlets as the final preparation for battle.

			The rain stopped.

			Jason wiped his sweaty hands on his tunic sleeves. The battle’s about to begin.

			“Have you heard from Kayta?” Amanda asked him.

			“I sent mind-messages to her mother but no news. I’m disappointed. The Summit Dragon offered to help since the Jurassicans killed her husband and forced the dragons into exile. Emperor Zimri wants to kill the rest her family—and to prevent the Dragonora Prophecies from coming true. That’s why Summit Dragon sent Kayta to Capital City and her brother far north in the Evergreen Nation.”

			“What about Tery?”

			“I haven’t heard from her since the crossfire.”

			She’s probably annoyed at me, he thought, for falling off her saddle.

			Jason borrowed the spyglass from his sister, which Elisa had dropped in the woods near the West Bukania Wall. He surveyed the immense fort. It had high walls and a tall keep in the middle with a watchtower on the city side of the fort. Grandpap said the fortress had a ten-feet-thick wall, twelve-foot gate, and fifty-feet high walls. Bukanian workers, under Mykael Blakeslee’s leadership, had inserted iron rods into white limestone blocks to make a more indestructible fortification. As supreme commander, Jason’s dad named it after William Armstrong to honor his bravery during the War of Unification.

			Soldiers lined the top of the fort. A wide moat, filled with water, ran alongside the bottom with a split-rail fence between it and the valley.

			“The gate is opening,” Amanda said. Enemy troops streamed out of Fort William and lined up in front of the fence.

			“Here come more spinosaurus dinosaurs. They’re guarding the gate.”

			“Tiger men and women are once again the highest-ranking officers.”

			“Thanks to Maester Foote, we at least know about Jurassican creatures. He said the spinosaurus’ crocodile-like snout was as dangerous as the gigantic jaws of a Tyrannosaurus rex.” He reflected on stories about the T-rex that killed his dad at the Battle of Crooked Spine.

			She replied, “I hope they don’t have any chicken raptors.”

			Wolfmen and wolfwomen came out of the fort, their bone-chilling howls echoing in Shadow Valley, and established a new line in front of the other soldiers.

			Bullseye said, “Riders with black and gold uniforms are coming down the hill.”

			“One of them is carrying a white flag.”

			A mournful, drawn-out funeral song joined the cacophony of noise.

			“What’s that sound?” Amanda asked.

			“Eerie.” 

			“I see a long, curved horn sticking out of the ramparts.”

			Jason continued to use the spyglass that they constantly fought over. “A woman is standing—”

			“It’s the sorceress queen again.”

			Jason recognized the empress who had attacked Elisa at the public park ten days ago on Flat Top Mountain. She now wore an armored battle vest over her purple tunic. She stood, exposed in a crenellated opening, concentrating on the three-man delegation riding from Fort William to the Curling River.

			“Trentell must be the tall saberling officer in the lead,” he said.

			Bullseye calmed his horse beside them. “The rider with the white flag looks like the boy I met at Harper’s Crossroads.”

			Jason groaned. “That’s my friend Timothy who—”

			“Trained with us at Camp Resolve,” said Amanda. “He’s a traitor! I always told you there was something strange about that ghost-faced boy.”
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			Chapter 36

			Unleashed Fury
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			Jason

			Fort William

			“Sis, do you think they’ll end this war before it gets worse?” Jason asked as they watched the three Jurassican horses gallop down the highway towards the Curling River. Timothy’s white flag fluttered in the wind, which was picking up speed.

			“I have high hopes, but don’t think our leaders will accept peace terms,” Amanda said. “Too much bloodshed and resentment. Too little trust. They know the Jurassicans are sneaky and pretend to be allies—”

			“Like how they betrayed the Dragon Prophet.”

			General Kearney rode forward to meet the peace delegation. The Mapmaker, Crimson Queen, Sir Percy, and Fender accompanied him. A young bugler—Brannon’s red-haired friend from Camp Express—held up the Bukanian blue and gold flag.

			Jason thought, I hope Brannon is okay in jail.

			The delegation members stopped on the bridge, facing one another.

			Trentell took off his black and silver helm, tucking it under his arm. A high-ranking older officer was next to him. Trentell greeted Kearney, who didn’t remove his helm, which had a tall crest and two gold lightning bolts coming out of the sides like horns.

			Amanda said, “Trentell is handsome despite being a saberling. It’s as if a sculptor in an Upper District art shop chiseled his facial features from marble or granite.”

			Jason looked through the spyglass. “He seems smug and cocky for someone not much older than us.”

			“He likes being in charge,” Amanda suggested.

			“His horse is mean looking.”

			Jason watched closely as Trentell spoke. The young commander’s smooth face helped with lipreading. With Kearney’s back turned, however, Jason could only follow the Jurassican side of the conversation. He relayed to Amanda, Bullseye, and Bryn what was going on.

			“Trentell said to the Bukanian leaders, ‘We agree to release the townspeople. In exchange, you will leave the battlefield and grant Jurassica full authority over the Grand Tunnel, Tunnelsburg, and all the land east to the Black River.’”

			With his back to them, General Kearney replied.

			Jason added, “Trentell told him, ‘Sorry you’ve rejected my terms. Jurassicans will chase your army to Buckhorn Station. Your soldiers won’t find drinkable water. Many will die. Survivors will become workers in our empire.’”

			Kearney glanced at his other leaders, who shook their heads.

			The Mapmaker spoke. Jason figured his grandfather was talking about Elisa being held prisoner since Trentell responded, “It’s a private matter that you must take up with the emperor. Crown Princess Elisa and Verilee Grafton are safe in my father’s new Peace City. I believe he has special plans for them.”

			The Mapmaker reached into his saddlebag and removed Queen Dhyanna’s solid-gold passport, which was as big as the horizontal slice of a brick.

			The corners of Trentell’s mouth turned up in a faint smile. Shaking his head, he put on his helm and rode back to Fort William. Timothy and the officer followed him. Kearney’s delegation returned to the Bukanian battleline.
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			Back along the ridge, Grandpap looked at Jason. “Let’s finish putting on your full armor.”

			Jason wore external chain mail, with thin rings, which Brannon’s father had crafted for him. He still had on the lightweight, sapphire-metal mesh shirt underneath. Grandpap helped him put on his brown suede-leather vest that buckled in the back. A leather belt held it in place at his waist. Thigh padding came next. Small shiny-steel knee plates attached to it. High-top boots protected Jason’s lower legs.

			He kept his arms lightly covered to allow for maximal range of motion when shooting his longbow. His brown and black leather paladin helm hung on his saddle where he kept his shield in case of sword fights.

			Morelda stood on the ramparts and sang in a high-pitched voice that floated over to the Bukanians.

			The singing got louder, echoing across the open battlefield.

			Grandpap helped Amanda with her armor and returned to huddle with the other commanders.

			She said to Jason, “The tiger woman’s singing is weird. Gives me goosebumps.”

			“I think it’s a call to arms,” Jason remarked.

			Four velocidactyls rose from behind the fort. Each of them took a position on the high walls. Their shrieks replaced the singing. A cannon boomed from Fort William. The solid shot missed the Bukanians but the next one got closer.

			“Where did they get cannons?” Amanda yelled over to him.

			“Probably captured them at Fort Champion.”

			“Maybe Timothy taught the Jurassicans how to handle them.”

			Kearney’s artillery returned fire.

			Trentell’s soldiers moved beyond the fort.

			After ordering archers to the front, Colonel Hunter lifted his longsword. “Nock. Draw.” He dropped his arm, staggering, and yelled, “Fire.” A cloud of Bukanian arrows darkened the sky. They came down on the Jurassicans like a hailstorm. Enemy soldiers blocked oncoming arrows with their shields. Some were too slow. Wounded, they fell to the grassy hillside. Their screams got louder as fresh waves of arrows came down on them.

			More Jurassicans, both wounded and dead, fell to the ground.

			Kearney ordered his men to activate the repaired catapults on the plateau behind the troops. They launched boulders that smashed through the line of Jurassicans and crashed into Fort William. Artillerists continued to fire across the valley.

			Trentell’s men kept coming.

			Jason felt like his heart skipped a beat. I should join the archers but must wait for Tery to show up.

			Kearney ordered the three hundred and fifty Bukanian knights and elven reinforcements to ride forward and wait. He’d finally yielded to the Crimson Queen’s pressure. Five hundred male and female charioteers went into motion.

			Infantrymen moved forward. Some carried scaling ladders and grappling hooks.

			Sir Percy rode back and forth in front of his horse soldiers and charioteers, shouting, “Riders of the Realm, this is your opportunity to bring honor to your families. Today you can inspire the bards who will sing songs of valor about you in the coming years.”

			The cavalry beat weapons against their shields, screaming, “Victory for the Warrior Queen!”

			Brannon’s redheaded friend blasted his horn using the call to advance. He joined the charge as a flag bearer.

			Sir Percy shouted the Bukanian battle cry: “Be strong. Be brave. Be free.”

			He led the horse soldiers down the slope on the highway. Upon reaching the other side of the bridge, the horsemen fanned out. More realm horns blew. The Crimson Queen’s reddish chariots made it across the bridge and charged up the gradual part of the hill. Percy’s cavalry smashed into the Jurassican ranks, their massive warhorses trampling enemy troops.

			The Bukanian infantry soldiers rushed forward in their wake, hacking and stabbing their way to the fort. Some of Kearney’s most aggressive fighters crossed over the fence and moat, reaching the front wall of the fortress. They threw grappling hooks over the top of it. Some climbed up ropes. Others used scaling ladders.

			Morelda had remained on the front wall after she quit singing. She commanded the Jurassican defenders to pour vats of boiling water and hot animal fat onto the Bukanians. The victims screamed and scrambled to get away.

			Kearney’s artillerists extended their cannonade so that their shots went over the troops and landed inside the fort.

			Jason watched as Morelda lifted her staff to unleash more Jurassican fury. A velocidactyl flew down to a pile of boulders outside the fort. The flying raptor picked up a large boulder and dropped it onto the hillside. The cart-sized stone ricocheted down the slope, bowling over blue and gold infantrymen. Three more velocidactyls followed suit. A steady procession of rocks crashed into the Bukanians—like kids’ toy balls knocking through wooden soldiers—and turned the tide in favor of the Jurassicans.

			Trentell called reinforcements out of the fort. They rushed down the slope.

			Kearney’s troops retreated across Shadow Valley and the Curling River.

			Jason saw a Jurassican cannonball careen down the hill at Brannon’s red-haired friend, who carried his flag high. His bugle, attached to his belt, bounced up and down on his hip as he ran. The worried boy glanced over his shoulder and bent at the waist. The cannonball skipped past him. A comrade lifted him up, running his hand along the vertical rip in the back of the bugler’s coat. Miraculously, the cannonball didn’t hurt the flagbearer who ran to the bridge with his companion. Finding it blocked with chariots and rider-less horses, they waded through chest-high water to get across the river. Brannon’s friend held up the flag to keep it dry.

			Kearney’s officers on the ridge watched as the velocidactyls returned to their perches.

			“We need help,” Amanda called over to Jason.

			A shriek in the sky caught their attention.

			“I think our most important reinforcements have arrived,” Jason answered as he looked above the Shadow Mountains.

			A five-headed, purple and silver dragon appeared.

			Tery and Dragon Girl flew behind her. They all landed in a clearing to the right of Kearney’s troops. Dragon Girl changed into Kayta. Tery greeted his master.

			Jason thrust his arms into the air, yelling, “Hurrah!”

			The Summit Dragon stood to the side—not shapeshifting—as she analyzed the battlefield and Fort William. She sent a mind-message to Jason.

			How is my young warrior friend doing? 

			I’ve had my ups and downs. He told her about the Falling Rocks ambush, velociraptor attack at the farmhouse, and crossfire.

			Are you all right now?

			I’m embarrassed. I fell off Tery during the crossfire and hid till dusk.

			The Summit Dragon said, We saw Tery as we got closer. Hard not to miss her sky-blue color that you told me about. I asked her to join us.

			Thanks.

			Your father also made mistakes but learned to trust in his Orion powers. Would you like to hear more advice I gave him?

			I appreciate your help.

			Look ahead. Forget what is behind you—press on—and stretch forward to receive the laurels for your next victory.

			Jason said, I’m worried my hearing problem will hold me back.

			And your inability to control your emotions—

			What?

			The Summit Dragon laughed. Remember, I read minds. Be patient. Maester Shan and his knight son have trained you for hand-to-hand combat. I told you that your father had similar challenges and learned to rely on the Power Beyond. You’re ready.

			The Summit Dragon asked Jason to summarize Kearney’s failed assault on Fort William. After his update, she met with Tery to discuss their battle tactics. They surveyed the fortress while Jason rejoined the others.

			The Mapmaker hurried up to the kids and said, “We don’t know how long it will take us to recapture Fort William.” He turned to Kayta. “Could you fly Amanda to the Border Mountains? We’re running out of time.”

			“My mother and Tery don’t want me to go into battle anyway. I should be able to reach the border…if enemies don’t attack us.” She frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t have my flames yet, so I can’t fight back.”

			He asked, “Amanda, are you willing to find Carmanixia yourself if Kayta flies you over Tunnelsburg?”

			“Kayta, can you make it?” she asked. “It’s a long flight.”

			“I may have to rest along the way.”

			“Grandpap, what about a saddle?” asked Amanda. “I can’t use Tery’s since Jason may need to ride on her.”

			Concern darkened her face, like a cloud passing in front of the sun.

			Grandpap suggested, “What about elf style?”

			Bryn said, “Amanda, I’ll give you my special horse blanket and teach you a few tips about how to hang on without a saddle. You could also use some elf pants. I have an extra pair in the supply wagon.”

			“I’m grateful for your help.”

			Jason saw his sister lift her chin, and the spark returned to her eyes.

			Grandpap said, “Amanda and Kayta, be on the lookout for velocidactyls. There may be more than those four sitting on the fort walls.”

			He gently squeezed Amanda’s shoulder while Kayta changed views to become Dragon Girl.

			“Thanks for going on this dangerous mission to save Queen Dhyanna,” Grandpap said before he walked back to discuss the next battle steps with General Kearney and Sir Percy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Eyeless Ghost Serpents
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			Amanda

			Border Mountains

			Later in the afternoon, six-wing vultures pursued Amanda and Kayta as they ran along the forest’s edge in the hills. The creatures had bald heads and three pairs of black wings with furry, gray feathers covering their bodies. 

			The girls frantically searched the thick underbrush but couldn’t find an opening in the trees. They needed to reach the other side of the forest to find Carmanixia. Amanda thought about drawings of bizarre dinosaur birds she had seen in Maester Foote’s sketchbook. I don’t remember these hideous-looking vultures.
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			She called out to Kayta, “We have to get into the woods so the vultures can’t follow us.”

			Kayta didn’t answer. She breathed hard, recovering from her air battle with the flying vultures, which had surrounded and harassed her. Quickly coming down to a clearing, she shapeshifted from Dragon Girl to human form so she could escape on the ground.

			Amanda ducked into the dark forest, believing that vultures—with eagle-like wingspans—couldn’t get through the tightly packed trees. Kayta followed her.

			As she ran through the woods, Amanda heard a snuffle-like noise.

			Turning back to Kayta, she called out, “The vultures are tracking our scents.”

			Amanda ran faster.

			The sniffing grew louder.

			Glancing back, she spotted different six-winged creatures in the trees behind them. These birds had tufts of red feathers sticking up from their heads.

			Amanda never expected they could vertically fold their wings to navigate in tight spaces. She made a sharp left turn, but Kayta went straight ahead.

			The forest became dense. Amanda shouldered her way between the tall pine trees. She slowed down and looked for Kayta, but she had disappeared.

			Amanda veered into the tangled underbrush and stopped.

			A dead end.

			Catching her breath, she spotted a clearing through an opening in the bushes.

			She wanted to scream, Kayta, where are you?

			But the vultures would find her if she called out. Or, she’d make herself an easy target if she ran into the nearby clearing.

			Amanda felt like she could hear Grandpap’s words in her head: “It’s all about risk versus reward.”

			She left the forest. Pushing her way out of the brushwood, she entered the open space.

			A vulture swooped down, trying to scratch its talons across the back of her neck. She thought about Jason’s description of the velociraptor cuts he had seen on the Evergreen King’s chest—and how he said the smell of black, oozing pus had been so dreadful. She put getting hurt out of her mind and pivoted, changing directions.

			A slimy green vine wrapped itself around both of her ankles. She fell onto her stomach and struggled to get free. Her aunt’s sword got ripped from her belt. The vulture tried to snatch her from the vine’s grip but missed.

			Amanda’s fingers clawed the dirt as the vine dragged her through the weeds. She resisted, but it seemed to have a mind of its own and kept pulling her over the lip of a wide, deep well. Amanda fell onto a pile of leaves at the bottom that cushioned her fall.

			She let out a sigh of relief as she got up.

			Thankfully, I don’t seem to have any broken bones.

			The bottom of the hole smelled like a rotting animal. She saw a bucket dangling from a rope above her. She’d missed it during her fall down the well.

			Looking closer, she saw a frayed rope.

			I hope that will hold me.

			Using her longknife—its blue blade made from Orionite—she saw-cut through the vine that held her left ankle. It cried out in pain.

			“Oh no, it’s alive!” she hollered in surprise, breaking free. She scurried to the other side of the well.

			Using the small amount of late-afternoon sunlight streaming into the well, she detected wiggling vines lining the entire surface of the circular walls. Hundreds of them. Some smooth; some full of thorns. All in constant motion.

			Her body shook from head to toe as she thought about being stuck in a deathtrap. Her stomach twisted around like the living vines.

			I can’t leave…and I can’t stay.

			The vultures prevented her from calling out.

			Whatever was in the well could kill her. 

			She examined the well and saw rough-hewn slabs of stone built into the wall for handholds and footholds. Covered with slimy vines.

			Ugh, she thought.

			The ground moved near her feet. A round head and a foul-smelling mouth, crammed full of razor-sharp teeth, poked through matted leaves and bone scraps.

			Amanda tightened her grip on the knife.

			A long, skinny tongue appeared.

			She held her breath, bit her lip, and forced her mind to stop thinking about the dangerous situation. I gotta get out of here, somehow, someway.

			She flattened herself against the wall.

			The creature probed the other side of the well where she had stood.

			She reached for the rope, but the tongue came back and latched onto her foot. It tried to yank her into the wheezing mouth. White tentacles came out of the leaf pile. She hacked at them with her longknife. Once freed, Amanda scooted up the dangling rope. As she put full weight on it, the strands unraveled…along with her line to safety.

			She fell back.

			Shivering, and terrified by the creature emerging from the bottom, she began to climb the slippery wall stones.

			Disgusting, greasy vines clutched her hands and arms. She shook them off.

			Thorns ripped across the leather pants, which the elf girl, Bryn, had loaned her.

			She slashed at the vines. Ignored their cries. Continued to ascend the well by gripping and standing on the stones.

			Getting closer to the shaft’s opening, she returned her longknife to its belt sheath and reached for the top of the hole. The wheezing grew louder. A white head and small body, like an octopus she’d seen on the Bukanian coastland, rose behind her. Its breath smelled like a hundred piles of rotting garbage.

			More tentacles reached out. “Some kind of dinosaur serpent,” she said to herself.

			It moved further up the well.

			Closer and closer.

			Amanda tried to get out.

			The creature tugged on one of her feet.

			Amanda’s left hand found the lip of the hole. Her right hand got a solid hold just as the serpent jerked her. She pulled herself up and swung her legs to get out of the well.

			Sucked in fresh air.

			Rolled away.

			The serpent’s thunderous bellow, echoing in the well, sent tremors throughout her entire body. A shiny ivory-colored head emerged from the opening. Expressionless. No eyes. Weird antennae grew out of its smooth head. The long tongue probed to find the escaped prey.

			Amanda rolled even farther away from the well.

			A noise in the trees drew her attention. It sounded like a cross between a bird’s squawk and an animal’s growl. She spotted a six-winged vulture perched on a low tree branch. Inflamed, hateful eyes stared down at her. The creature’s wrinkled face and neck were a dark shade of red. That same color ran like blood down over its furry shoulders and chest feathers.

			The vulture jumped to the ground and blocked her path.

			She heard sniffling and whirled around to see a vulture behind her.

			They’re surrounding me.

			Wings beat the air.

			Dragon Girl came into view. She flew toward the six-winged creatures, picking up speed and lunging at the vulture closest to Amanda. Her jaws gripped its leg and yanked the bird into the air. The vulture had trouble breaking away. She flung it into the weeds and came back for its partner. 

			Skreich!

			The other vulture spread its wings. Dragon Girl went above and came down hard, driving it into the weeds. The birds scrambled to get airborne again. Dragon Girl circled back, roaring at them. The vultures folded up their wings and retreated through the trees.

			Dragon Girl landed and shapeshifted back to Kayta.

			“You saved my life,” Amanda said as the girls wrapped their arms around each other, squeezing hard.

			“Sorry I got lost running through the trees,” Kayta said as she stepped back. She grinned. “Maybe I do better in the air than on the ground.”

			“I’m happy to be alive,” Amanda said. She tracked down the Sword of Dhyanna, which had fallen from her belt when the living vine grabbed her. She told Kayta about the eyeless serpent in the well. “It looked like a ghostly octopus.”

			Kayta glanced up at the gloomy sky. “We need to be back in our campsite before it gets dark.”

			“Zann the Wise told me there’s an abandoned mine in these foothills.” Amanda didn’t mention their embarrassing tunnel accident at Fort William. “Could explain why a well is here.” She pulled a drawing from her pocket and unfolded it. “First, we have to get across StillWater River—”

			“What’s that?” Kayta asked as she moved closer to the map.

			“It flows next to what was once a mining village. There is a bridge across the river that leads to a path, which goes through the Silent Rainforest to the Twin Waterfalls.” Amanda used her index finger to trace the path along the map. “Ruby remembers seeing Carmanixia hanging from trees on the other side of a chasm.”

			Kayta said, “Bryn told me the Carmanixia grows on vines with big diamond-shaped leaves. The golden-globe flowers have blue sparkles inside. At dusk, the flowers glow like cantaloupe-sized suns.”

			“Zann and Ruby warned me that some vines are poisonous to the touch. They showed me on the map which trees are safe.” She pointed to the woods behind them. “The village should be there.”

			“What happened to it?”

			“Something scared the miners away, but they refused to tell anyone why they left. Maybe those octopus thingies attacked the people.” She put away the map and circled around the well to avoid living vines and the serpent, using her sword to remove the underbrush.

			“Hey, I see abandoned houses in the trees,” she called out to Kayta. She cut away more undergrowth. “This might be the primary road. Let’s follow it.”

			“We have to go back before it gets dark,” Kayta warned.

			“Ordinarily I would play it safe, except my aunt is dying. We need to find Carmanixia to save her.” She looked up at the sun. “We have about two hours of light left.” She looked into Kayta’s violet eyes. “You look tired. Do you need to rest?”

			“I’ll be okay.”

			They moved down the trail, which widened into a road and led to the main village. They didn’t see any mountaineers. A silvery raccoon, with black fur masking its face, ran across the path. The chubby animal lumbered through the high grass and entered a broken-down house on the right.

			There was a raspy, choking sound.

			Amanda peered through the open window. Next to her, Kayta gasped. A white tentacle had wrapped around the terrified raccoon. The grip tightened.

			More arm-like tentacles appeared. They pulled the raccoon into the shadows towards a yawning mouth.

			Amanda looked over at the trees on the other side.
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			They approached the water, with its mirror-like surface, and a wooden bridge that was falling apart.

			Halfway across, the girls heard a loud splintering noise.

			Amanda looked over her shoulder. “We’re not alone,” she called out to Kayta.

			A ghost-like head battered its way through the boards. Six dripping antennae extended from the large round head. Its tongue—as big as one of the girls—probed the air to find new prey.

			“It’s much bigger than the others,” Kayta shouted. “We better run to the jungle.”

			A speckled tentacle popped out of the water. Others joined it. The wiggling head directed them to encircle the girls.

			Amanda held up her vibrating Sword of Dhyanna. She swiped the blade across a tentacle, slicing through it.

			“Kayta, can you turn into Dragon Girl and help us to escape?”

			Eight vine-like arms tried to trap them.

			“I don’t think I can get into the air without this gauntlet of slimy tentacles stopping me.”

			Amanda knocked another one back using the flat side of her blue glowing blade.

			They dashed away before the tentacles could pull them into the water.

			Making it to the other side, they looked back and saw that the head had disappeared. It suddenly rose above the shiny surface of the water on the right side of the bridge. The creature’s whirling tentacles tried to drag the girls from the bank.

			Kayta tripped and fell. Amanda pulled her up and said, “We need to find the Carmanixia for my aunt.”

			The roar of the frustrated eyeless ghost serpent was the last sound they heard as they entered the Silent Rainforest.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Emperor’s Beast

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Jason

			Tunnelsburg

			Jason followed the flight of two velocidactyls with the spyglass he’d borrowed from Grandpap. Amanda had taken their shared one to the Border Mountains. Leaving Fort William, the green raptor bird took the lead and flew toward the Bukanian side of the battlefield. The Summit Dragon swooped down onto it. They wrestled in midair. The velocidactyl flew upward, circled back, and attacked. Fire shot out of the dragon’s five mouths and enveloped its victim in flames.

			Falling into the Curling River, the winged dino tried to douse its burning body with water. Sunflower rode up and swung her razor-sharp broadsword. The head of the raptor bird floated downstream toward the Snake River.

			While the Summit Dragon had been fighting with the first crossbreed, the second one, a yellow and green velocidactyl, went after Tery with its jaws open and jagged teeth ready to strike.

			Tery slammed her body into the attacker. Threw it off course.

			The velocidactyl regained its control in the air.

			Tery jabbed her long beak into its side.

			Her opponent shook free.

			The Summit Dragon joined the fight. A burst of flame erupted from her middle mouth and swirled around the raptor bird. Her other four heads turned around and shot flames at the same time. The second velocidactyl dropped to the hillside and struggled to get back up. Big Mountain had stayed on the battlefield. He rode over, holding the wooden handle of his flail, swinging the chain round and round. His spiked ball battered the fallen creature, which fell, motionless, into the grass.

			Jason mind-talked with Tery. Glad you joined the Summit Dragon for this air battle.

			She answered, This will be a tough fight for both of us.

			There was more squawking from Fort William. A brown velocidactyl, along with a black one, raced over the battlefield. The Summit Dragon and Tery circled above Kearney’s army and turned to face the two new attackers.

			The velocidactyls—flying in tandem, wing to wing—rushed across the ravine. Thunder boomed in the distance as the sky darkened. The dinosaur hybrids adjusted their flight pattern and aimed straight at the Summit Dragon. They each grabbed one of her necks. Enraged, the Summit Dragon screamed and shook them off. After the winged raptors retreated, they came back for another pass at the dragon. The black velocidactyl suddenly shifted its attention to Tery.

			All five heads of the Summit Dragon breathed fire on the brown flying raptor, trapping the dinosaur in a fiery red-orange cocoon. It spiraled to the ground, lifeless.

			Tery fought hard, but the black velocidactyl got the upper hand. She lost velocity and fell toward the Curling River.

			Jason screamed, tightening his grip on the spyglass, and sent an urgent mind-message. Tery, get in the air.

			She recovered before hitting the ground and flew back up, faster than expected. She jabbed her beak into the winged dino. Its outspread talons swept across her right shoulder.

			Flying behind the crossbreed, the Summit Dragon had trouble getting a good angle and only singed the enemy’s wings with a fresh burst of fire.

			Tery came back strong, though blood poured from her shoulder. She slashed her talons across the velocidactyl’s neck.

			The Summit Dragon shot more flames, moving along the body of the anguished black raptor bird, which moaned and fell downward, fighting to stay airborne. It hit the ground with a loud thud. Writhing in the grass, the singed creature had trouble getting back up. Sunflower and Big Mountain rode forward and killed the third and fourth wounded velocidactyls.

			Kearney’s soldiers cheered, thinking the battle was over.

			The purple clothed Morelda resumed her singing. She raised her staff.

			A new flying dinosaur landed on top of Fort William’s lookout tower.

			The five-headed dragon and Tery flew back to the Army of West Bukania and the Army of the Red Unicorn. Bryn tended to Tery’s shoulder wound.

			From his position on Kearney’s line of battle, Jason watched in awe as a gigantic flying dinosaur flew back and forth in front of Fort William. It settled down at the gate and roared like a mountain lion, challenging General Kearney to send an opponent to fight against it, one on one, face to face.

			Jason recalled another Maester Foote lesson. The new creature resembles the pteranodon we studied. Bigger and meaner than a pterodactyl. But this flying dinosaur isn’t a purebred pteranodon.

			The reddish-orange crossbreed in front of Fort William had a bird’s streamlined body and wings. Yet it had the head and shoulders of a Tyrannosaurus rex. Same immense jaws and teeth. Same long, thick tail.

			A tyrannodon hybrid.

			There was a loud clap of thunder above the layer of grayish-black clouds. A storm drew closer.

			The emperor’s beast placed one of its massive feet on the body of a dead Bukanian knight. Pushed it over the hill. As the armored man rolled and clanged down the battlefield slope, the T-rex bird spread out its wings and strutted in front of Fort William. Jason estimated the wingspan to be approximately twenty-five feet, which was much wider than any of the pterodactyls and velocidactyls that had opposed them in the past week—and probably three times bigger than the wingspans of eagles he’d seen in the Mosquito Mountains behind Abbington Castle. Like a Tyrannosaurus rex, the tyrannodon had two powerful rear legs along with big toes and sharp claws on its feet…and the same two tiny, useless arms sticking out of its brawny shoulders.

			The tyrannodon roared, soon joined by the howling of dire wolves and soldiers.

			The noise frightened the Bukanian horses.

			“It’s like stalking a grizzly bear,” Bullseye said as he leaned closer to him. “Don’t let its terrible roar distract you. Remain focused on killing it.”

			“I feel like putting my hands over my ears.” Jason wished he could turn down his hearing aids.

			Dash shifted around, whinnying.

			“It’s also too loud for him,” Bullseye said.

			After checking with General Kearny and the Crimson Queen, the Mapmaker rode to the far end of the line where Jason and Bullseye sat on their horses. Bryn had returned with a blanket and placed it on her white horse with the big brown spots. The Summit Dragon and Tery rested from their air battles, mind-talking about a strategy to defeat the tyrannodon. After stopping in front of Jason and Bullseye, the Mapmaker said, “Since Orionite in the Sword of Mykael worked against the velocidactyl on our way to the Black River, we’ll need the starfire arrows that the elves made.”

			He looked at the tyrannodon and shook his head. “Jason, if the Summit Dragon fails, ride Tery and fire your Orionite arrowheads. Maybe you can ask Bryn to help with her throwing darts.”

			Bullseye said, “My sister is the most accurate spear launcher anyone has ever seen…even on horseback.” He went to find an aide to retrieve arrows and spears from an elves’ supply wagon.

			After Bullseye left, Jason removed his full-leather armor. He kept his voice low.

			“Grandpap, I need to be unencumbered when I’m flying on Tery.”

			“That’s a big risk.”

			“It we can’t kill this winged T-rex, the risk is even greater that it will destroy General Kearney’s army.”

			“Be careful.”

			Jason took his broadsword and slipped the blade into his belt.

			Grandpap said, “Going into battle, you’ve heard Sir Percy and I shout to our troops, ‘Stay calm. Focus.’”

			“They’ve killed our soldiers and hurt Tery.”

			“If someone wrongs us, we also privately say to one another: ‘Fight smart. Move on.’” He looked into his grandson’s puzzled brown eyes. “It’s normal to get mad and want revenge against those who’ve harmed a loved one or a friend. But you can’t let your temper get out of control—or you’ll make silly mistakes while fighting.”

			Grandpap added, “After the battle, the best form of personal revenge is to ignore the offenders. They aren’t worth talking about…or even thinking about.”

			“That would be hard to do,” Jason said.

			“I didn’t say forget who’s wronged you. Resentment ferments inside, like the sourest of sour vinegar. Forgive, so there’s no poison left inside of you. Then move on.”

			Before riding back to confer with other commanders, Grandpap said, “Make House Blakeslee proud of you.”

			A flurry of mind-messages blasted Jason. He had trouble telling the difference between voices of the Summit Dragon and Tery. They spoke rapidly, discussing how to defeat the tyrannodon. The five-headed dragon made the final decision. She would take the lead to confront the beast. Tery needed time to recover and wait for the right moment to reenter the fight.

			Dragon Girl sent Jason a mind-message saying she and Amanda had safely reached the Border Mountains. Strange dinosaur birds had pursued them. Six-winged vultures.

			The Summit Dragon flapped her wings and flew over the battlefield littered with bodies of the dead and the dying. She only went a short distance and circled back to land in front of blood-spattered realm infantrymen on the ridge.

			On the other side of Shadow Valley, Jurassican soldiers yelled and lifted their weapons to show support for the tyrannodon waiting in front of their fortress.

			Kearney’s troops shouted louder.

			The buildup to this fight reminds me of a professional wrestling match my dad took me to in Raleigh, Jason thought.

			The Summit Dragon rose above the Bukanian line.

			Jason watched the tyrannodon extend its broad wings and fly towards her. His throat tightened. He took a couple of deep breaths as he reflected on the Summit Dragon’s story about Zimri’s Tyrannosaurus rex attackers viciously killing her husband…and his father at the Battle of Crooked Spine.

			They couldn’t stop the emperor’s strongest fighters on the ground. How could anyone stop a flying T-rex?

			The tyrannodon and Summit Dragon flew directly flew directly towards one another. They were like two knights in a jousting contest, charging headlong with battle horses at full speed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Clash in the Sky
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			Jason

			Tunnelsburg

			Jason stood on the right flank of the Bukanian battleline overlooking the Valley of Death. From the ridge, he watched the Summit Dragon shoot fire at the reddish-orange tyrannodon. The beast avoided the flames, moving with surprising quickness and ease. The Summit Dragon pursued it. They circled one another.

			Jason concentrated on the battle. He had a bad feeling. As powerful as the five-headed dragon is, how can she withstand sustained attacks from so many flying dinosaurs? What will happen if there are more tyrannodons hiding behind Fort William?

			A jagged flash of lightning lit up the storm clouds.

			The winged T-rex charged. In defense, all the Summit Dragon’s heads released their flames at the same time. The crossbred bird dropped below the fire shield.

			A bright red pterodactyl suddenly appeared in the sky high above the Summit Dragon. Jason focused his spyglass on the rider of the approaching dinosaur bird. The rider lifted a staff. A flash of purple appeared underneath the armored vest.

			Morelda.

			The evil sorceress is joining the fight, Jason thought. Her dark magic will cause even more trouble for Kayta’s mother.

			Morelda steered the pterodactyl closer, releasing a stream of fire from her staff that hit the Summit Dragon’s primary head. Stunned her.

			The tyrannodon reversed direction and moved above the dragon. The red pterodactyl floated in the air nearby.

			Recovering from the staff’s flames, the five-headed dragon shook her heads and flew away. She circled back, heading straight at Morelda and the tyrannodon.

			The Summit Dragon spread out her heads. Two flames from the left shot at Morelda. The right ones aimed at the tyrannodon.

			Her flames blinded the shrieking red ptero.

			After swerving away from the flying T-rex, the Summit Dragon knifed her talons across the pterodactyl’s face. The mouth in her primary head opened wide, baring large teeth, as she bit into Morelda’s forearm.

			Blood spurted out.

			The tyrannodon drove its clawed feet into the back of the distracted Summit Dragon.

			She tried to shake it off and desperately rolled over in midair. Upside down. Her heads misfired and wasted their flames.

			Releasing its grip, the tyrannodon reoriented and touched down on the dragon’s soft underbelly.

			Shaking and twisting her body, the Summit Dragon struggled to get loose.

			Morelda lost control of her pterodactyl. It plummeted into the hillside and absorbed the full brunt of the crash. Her leg got caught underneath the creature. She wriggled, twisted, and broke free, clutching her bloody arm.

			Trentell led five of his cavalrymen from Fort William to rescue his stepmother. Sunflower and Big Mountain reacted to what was happening. Their shiny gold and green armor became like a blur of brilliant colors as they raced forward. Hooves from their battle horses clip-clopped over the Curling River bridge. They left the highway, riding up the grassy slope.

			Morelda examined her bloody arm and shook off effects from the crash. Unable to put weight on her right leg, she removed her knife and cut off a swath from the purple tunic. With one hand, she wrapped the cloth around her injured opposite arm, above the elbow, to stop the bleeding.

			In the sky, the Summit Dragon remained upside down—belly up—trying to dislodge the tyrannodon’s claws, which held fast to her stomach. The claws dug deeper.

			All five dragon heads let loose with spurts of fire but couldn’t reach their attacker.

			The winged T-rex used its extra weight to drive the Summit Dragon downward and into the Curling River.

			On the Jurassican side of the waterway, Trentell and his men reached Morelda first. They jumped from their horses and led her away from the groaning pterodactyl. She was shaken and wobbly.

			Trentell cut off a rein, using it as a tourniquet on his stepmother’s lower arm. His soldiers got back on their horses to meet the onrushing Bukanian knights.

			Sunflower jammed her lance into the center of the first Jurassican horseman’s chest, knocking him to the ground. She rode by and turned, leveling out her weapon for the next strike.

			Two saberlings split off and rode toward Big Mountain. One tossed a spear. It bounced off the Bukanian knight’s green armor. The other saber man delivered a deadly blow with his battle ax. Big Mountain knocked it away with his flail and spiked ball. After passing by, he returned and struck hard. Knocked off the man’s helm. His opponent collapsed onto the field.

			Trentell lifted Morelda and tied her across the saddle of his horse. More Jurassican cavalrymen rode downhill to come to his aid. He snatched up his stepmother’s staff and mounted the fallen man’s horse, leading his own up the hill with Morelda strapped to its back.

			His soldiers waved swords and other weapons as they charged.

			Sunflower and Big Mountain turned to face new attackers. They forced two of the Jurassicans off their horses, but it took too much time—and Trentell safely reached Fort William. His men followed. The knights rode back to the Bukanian side of the battlefield.

			Jason mind-talked with Tery. From the high ground, they watched the Summit Dragon try to recalibrate, still upside down, the tyrannodon straddling her belly. The five-headed dragon fought to regain control of her flight.

			“We must help our friend,” Jason shouted to those near him on the right side of Kearney’s line. He tried to control his anger as the Summit Dragon struggled.

			Tery spoke into his mind. I’m ready.

			Bryn jumped off her horse and checked the spear thrower attached to her belt.

			Jason said to Tery, Bryn and I can use arrowheads and spear tips made with special metal from the Hall of Endless Light. The starfire weapons will kill our dinosaur enemies if we can score a direct hit.

			Tery asked, How will the elf girl ride me?

			She’ll have to squeeze into the saddle behind me and wrap her arms around my waist. Elves have special powers regarding natural forces so she’ll figure out how to launch her short spears.

			The Summit Dragon continued to resist the airborne T-rex. She whirled around, slapping her spiked tail, but could not dislodge the beast from her stomach.

			Jason could tell from her herky-jerky movements that she was growing desperate.

			She mind-talked with him. I can’t stop this maniac. I need help or we’ll lose the battle.

			The gargantuan Tyrannosaurus-rex jaws crunched down on her tail, ripping it apart.

			Blood splattered onto the dragon’s purple and silver sides. She fought to regain her flight balance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Crossing the Chasm
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			Amanda

			Border Mountains

			Amanda looked at the monkey-like creatures swinging in the canopy of trees that blocked the fading sun.

			“Whoever heard of a Silent Rainforest?” she asked Kayta.

			“Usually, monkeys would be chittering. I can’t even hear rustling leaves as they swing through the trees.”

			Amanda paused to examine mushrooms—some as big as apples—growing at the base of a tree amidst clumps of green and yellow moss. She noticed Kayta was way ahead, so she strode to catch up.
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			A slender, bony arm wrapped around Amanda’s waist and lifted her up. She screamed. The dense trees absorbed the sound. There was no echo.

			She listened but couldn’t hear if Kayta was shouting her name down below.

			As the creature lugged her toward the treetop, it looked down at her.

			Amanda recognized the animal from her studies with Maester Foote.

			A skinless baboon!

			The creature had an almost-invisible thin layer of translucent skin that stretched over its bones, protecting internal organs. From a distance, the prehistoric creature appeared to have no skin.

			She could see that the baboon dino had a slender body with four-foot-long arms that matched its four-foot-long legs. Delicate fingers and toes. A long tail served as another arm or leg. It had a thick neck. Oval-shaped head. Three-inch incisors extended from its upper and lower jaws. Saliva dripped from its sharp teeth.

			Near the top of the tree, the baboon grabbed onto a vine and swung from one to the next—at lightning speed—using its legs and long tail as support.

			Dragon Girl flew near the swinging creature. She nodded at Amanda as she maneuvered underneath the tree ceiling. The young dragon rose above the dino. Timing her move…waiting until the creature reached for the next vine…she snatched Amanda and moved away.

			Hanging onto Dragon Girl’s neck, Amanda sent her a mind-message: Thanks for rescuing me. Again. Can you fly out of here?

			No openings in the trees above us.

			They saw another baboon dinosaur swinging towards them. Instead of coming head-on, it swerved to the side and spit a long stream of goo onto Dragon Girl’s right wing.

			The creature disappeared.

			Dragon Girl cried out in anguish. She said to Amanda, “The baboon’s spit has numbed my wing. We must land.” She nosedived and landed hard on the path below.

			Shaken, Amanda dismounted and searched for more attackers.

			Dragon Girl transformed back to Kayta. She clenched her teeth as she cradled her right arm. “The pain is almost unbearable. There are tingles shooting down my arm. We must get out of here.”

			Two skinless baboons surrounded the girls, drool hanging from their fangs.

			A small monkey came toward them.

			One of the dinosaurs chased it away.

			The monkey refused to move.

			A stream of gooey slime splashed onto its face. Screaming in the noiseless rainforest, the monkey tried to wipe off the sticky ooze and poison that froze its face. Blinded, it fell and thrashed around.

			Using its vise-like jaws, the other creature picked up the petrified monkey, crushing it, and hurled the lifeless body into the bushes.

			The two skinless baboons stood opposite each other, surrounding the girls. They pulled back their lips to spit.

			“At the count of three, fall to the ground,” Amanda whispered to Kayta.

			“One-two-three.” She dropped to the mossy floor. Kayta collapsed next to her.

			The dinos spit at the same time. Each stream of pasty slime hit the other one. They grabbed their faces and rolled around on the ground like the frantic monkey had done.

			The girls stood up.

			Amanda said, “The baboons can’t see us.”

			She searched for a way to escape.

			Screams from the blinded creatures got lost in the silent trees.

			“Let’s go.” Kayta raced up the path, with Amanda behind her.

			Running as fast as they could, the girls looked around to make sure they weren’t being followed. They kept running and emerged from the unnatural stillness of the rainforest. The path ended at the edge of a rope bridge that stretched across a chasm. They heard swift-moving rapids below them…and an even louder sound upriver.

			“I’m glad to be out of that eerie jungle,” Kayta said, holding her injured arm.

			Amanda pulled open her spyglass and pointed it to her right. “Twin Falls must be up there.”

			“They might be like Bridal Veil Falls in the Evergreen Nation. Where I took Jason on his birthday.”

			Amanda let out a whoop. “I can see Carmanixia hanging from the trees on the other side of the river. The golden balls are shining in the woods.”

			“My right arm is useless.” Kayta massaged it with her left hand.

			“We’re in trouble if you can’t take us to the other side,” Amanda said as she pointed to the bottom of the bridge. “The planks are in worse shape than the ones over the StillWater River. Some have already fallen into the rapids.”

			“I can’t hold the ropes to get across.”

			Amanda said, “The Silent Rainforest alters sounds out here but I think there’s noise to our left.” She opened Zann’s map. “Oh no, I read it wrong!”

			Kayta followed her finger to the left side of the map.

			“I was in a hurry and didn’t look at the other part of the drawing. You can see that the rapids pass under this bridge and drop off a cliff. They form Skyhigh Falls, which look much higher than Twin Falls upstream. If we tumble off this bridge, we won’t survive the rushing water and rocks below us.”

			They remained quiet, trying to hear a roaring noise downriver.

			“We have to try to escape.”

			Amanda put the spyglass away and planted her foot on the first plank of the bridge. Slowly put pressure on it. There was a loud snap as the plank split in half. She flinched, grabbing the rope to steady herself.

			The sky darkened.

			A swarm of bat dinosaurs gathered above them.

			“They look like giant flying rats,” Amanda yelled.

			The creatures were as big as eagles. Their wings spanned five or six feet. Long, stringy tails flared out behind them. Red eyes bulged from their hairy heads. Some opened their mouths, revealing rows of tiny sharp teeth.

			Amanda reached out and took Kayta’s left hand. “Come on, we don’t have much time…or much daylight.”

			“Sorry,” Kayta said. “I wish I could turn into a dragon and fly us to the other side.”

			Bat dinos sailed over their heads.

			Amanda stepped onto another plank. It held her weight. She moved to the next one. Kayta followed. Halfway across the bridge, a plank cracked. They looked down and saw it plummet into the rapids, swept away toward Skyhigh Falls.

			A bat whisked by Amanda’s head. It made a strange, high-pitched noise. Another one flew by and tried to bite her ear. She swatted it away as she searched for a solid plank to step on.

			Kayta said, “You won’t believe this. A baboon is gnawing through ropes that anchor the bridge to the trees.” She moved her right arm in the air as if trying to restore circulation.

			Amanda glanced back toward the Silent Rainforest as one of the bridge’s primary ropes loosened. Two more baboon dinos swung on vines and landed near the bridge to help.
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			The rope broke free, and the entire bridge lurched to one side. Amanda tightened her grip on the remaining rope as she held onto Kayta with her other hand.

			Chippie-chirping bat dinos flew back and forth over the canyon, preparing for a full-scale attack.

			Amanda shouted, “If the bridge collapses, we’re going over the big waterfalls.”

			Kayta hollered back, “I’ll try to fly!” She jumped off the bridge, turning into Dragon Girl.

			The baboons howled at her from the shore.

			Dragon Girl fell towards the river, flapping her wings, trying to get airborne.

			Bat dinos harassed her.

			Right before Dragon Girl struck the churning rapids, her injured right wing spread out.

			She flapped her wings harder and went back to the dangling bridge to pick up Amanda. Rising higher in the air, so the bats couldn’t follow, she soared over Skyhigh Falls. Her talons holding onto Amanda’s shoulders.

			We could never have survived going over the cliff, Dragon Girl mind-talked.

			Your claws are hurting me, Amanda replied. I can’t hang on much longer. She reached out, trying to grab onto Dragon Girl’s legs.

			Crossing to the other side of the chasm, Dragon Girl landed in a clearing surrounded by trees full of glowing flowers. The sun was setting. In the reduced light, the Carmanixia globes grew brighter.

			She morphed back into a human.

			Amanda unfolded Zann’s map.

			Kayta looked over her shoulder. “How do we identify the good vines from the bad ones?”

			“Zann made notes on his map about how to differentiate them. The good ones don’t have thorns.”

			“Something’s watching us,” Kayta said. Above them a skinless baboon sat on a tree limb, concentrating on the two girls.

			“According to Zann’s description, the poisonous thorny vines are over there.” She motioned toward a tree on their left. “Another bizarre creature is stalking us.”

			The sky turned to a hazy shade of gray.

			“We have to move quickly to the opposite side. Those vines don’t have poisonous thorns.” She took off her cloak and formed it into a sack.

			The skinless baboon climbed down its tree.

			Kayta turned into a dragon, and Amanda got on her back. As my mother says, onward and upward. She flapped her wings and drifted next to shimmering Carmanixia flowers attached to large diamond-shaped green leaves. The blue-sparkle golden balls—glowing in the dusk—danced in the wind.

			The snarling creature stood below them.

			Leaning over, Amanda used her longknife to slice off globes and leaves from thorn-free vines, stuffing them into her makeshift bag.

			She tightened her legs.

			The baboon growled louder.

			If I fall, I’ll be crushed in its jaws.

			After filling the sack, she mind-talked with Dragon Girl, asking, Since it’ll be too dark to return by the land route, are you able to fly me back to camp?

			The effect of the poison has worn off. I think I can make it.

			Dragon Girl flew over the chasm. In their rage, the creatures had destroyed the rope bridge. She passed the Silent Rainforest and deserted mountaineer village on the way to their campsite.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			No Fear & No Retreat
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			Jason

			Tunnelsburg

			Jason grew more anxious as the Summit Dragon crashed into the Curling River. He thought about his grandfather’s advice: “No fear. No retreat. No regrets.”

			The Summit Dragon’s hurt and we must save her, he said to Tery as the sun began to set. We only have a little daylight left.

			Make sure you hold more tightly with your knees this time, Tery answered. You might not survive another fall.

			Jason flushed from his neck to his scalp. How’s your shoulder wound?

			The Evergreen elf girl took care of me.

			Jason called to Bryn. They prepared to mount Tery, adjusting the saddle and girth.

			“We have to improvise,” he said to the elf girl. “I’ll stand up in the stirrups so you’ll have more room on the saddle behind me.”

			Bullseye came over and said, “My aide made a mistake. He brought only a few Orionite arrows and darts from the supply wagon.”

			Bryn said, “There’s not enough time to send him back.”

			Jason took the five Orionite arrows and inspected the feathering. Bryn inserted her darts into a large quiver.

			“The fletching looks good,” he said.

			Bullseye was upset. He said, “Sorry about the mistake.”

			“Let’s pray the tips turn into starfire on their way to the beast and do major damage,” Bryn replied.

			“I’ll go on horseback and distract the dinosaur so you two can get closer.” Nudging his horse, Bullseye rode in front of the realm horsemen that waited along Kearney’s line. He called out, “Elves to the hunt,” and went down the slope. His chocolate-brown horse’s white mane fluttered in the breeze. A dozen elf warriors rode after him.

			Jason attached his round sapphire-metal shield to the saddle. He mind-talked with Tery. If I fall off again, everyone in the army will see me. And I could die this time. May the Power Beyond help me stay in the saddle.

			His ptero answered, Focus on your goal and not falling.

			Bryn said to Jason, “Good thing you took off your armor. We’ll need to be agile riding on Tery to take down a tyrannodon…it’s like being nimble to kill a bear in the Evergreen woods.”

			“Thanks.” He hoped that the lightweight Orionite chainmail made by Brannon’s father would give him basic protection.

			He climbed onto Tery. Bryn squeezed into the saddle behind him. She took the leather strap, which was anchored to the ptero’s neck, and wove it through Jason’s belt.

			Tery flapped her wings, caught an air draft, and rose above the battlefield.

			Jason became enraged watching the tyrannodon rip apart the disoriented Summit Dragon, which sloshed around in the Curling River. It felt like someone had poured juice from an Outer Islands lemon into his stomach.

			The elf warriors let out war shouts to distract the dinosaur as their horses got closer.

			Stepping out of the river, the angry tyrannodon used its powerful back legs to climb onto the Bukanian side of the battlefield. Dragon blood dripped from its teeth.

			Bullseye and his elf comrades shot arrows at the tyrannodon, but it shrugged them off.

			Can we kill this creature? Jason mind-talked to Tery. Flying toward the winged T-rex, she answered she was ready to die trying.

			In the distance, a V-shaped squad of mounted pterodactyls flew from Fort William. A red and black flying dinosaur rushed ahead as a scout. It came directly at them. A pale, skinny young man—or teenage boy—sat on it, drawing the string of his bow.

			Tery turned around to face the unexpected danger.

			The lead pterodactyl approached them.

			Jason recognized the ghost-like rider.

			Turning in the saddle, he yelled to Bryn, “It’s Timothy—”

			“The traitor?”

			“Right. None of us knew he switched sides.”

			“Maybe he’s a Copy.”

			“If you’re right, where’s the Original Timothy?”

			Jason thought, I can’t believe I grew up with Timothy but never suspected he was a spy.

			“Would it be easier if I took him out with my spear?” Bryn asked.

			Timothy shot an arrow that sailed past Tery.

			“Thanks. I’ll hold up my shield to protect us.”

			Jason’s stomach rumbled. He fought against the fear that immobilized him outside Appleton when he first encountered the flying goblins. Before the expedition, he could never have imagined that a friend would be ready to kill him.

			As Tery faced the enemy pterodactyls, Bryn inserted a spear into her wooden launcher.

			Jason glanced down at the battlefield. The flying Tyrannosaurus rex had eluded the elves and was getting airborne.

			Pressing his legs together more tightly, Jason held up his aunt’s shield and deflected Timothy’s arrows. Remaining seated, Bryn levered her right arm and released an Orionite-tipped spear. It flamed and went right through one of the pterodactyl’s membranous wings.

			The red and black dinosaur bird shrugged off the blow and kept coming.

			More arrows bounced off Jason’s shield.

			Tery turned sideways in the air so that Bryn had a better aim. She let loose with another shot. It hit Timothy’s leg. Though sagging in the saddle, he remained on his pterodactyl and fired another arrow. Missed. Bryn launched a third spear whose point pounded into the ptero’s side and smoldered. The creature thrashed around in the air. Timothy fell off the saddle. The sound of his screaming disappeared as he plunged into the Curling River.

			Jason yelled out to Bryn, “Great shooting! Maybe we can still win this battle.”

			His grandfather had warned him about betrayal. Timothy’s treachery was gut wrenching. But he didn’t have time to think about signs that he and Brannon had missed.

			He saw the other enemy pterodactyls circling above them. Reattaching his shield to the saddle, he said to Bryn,  “The winged T-rex is coming for us!”

			“Sorry I wasted shots,” she called back. “I only have two Orionite spears left.”

			“I’ll do my best with five arrows.” He was worried but didn’t say anything. He prayed to the Power Beyond for renewed strength and courage.

			Jason mind-talked with Tery to get closer to the tyrannodon.

			The roar of the winged killer boomed across the valley like another earsplitting burst of thunder.

			Jason nocked an arrow.

			Starfire encapsulated the arrowhead.

			He stood stiff-legged, pressing his feet down harder on the stirrups and squeezing his legs into Tery’s flanks. Bryn stood on the saddle behind him, holding onto the leather strap looped through his belt.
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			“Be careful,” he yelled, thinking about how he fell off Tery during the Tunnelsburg crossfire.

			She told him she had special elf balance. “We don’t have any choice. It’s kill or be killed.”

			His first Orionite-tipped arrow went wide. Same with the second one.

			Bryn placed her next-to-last spear into the launcher under her armpit. Her hand lashed out. Her starfire dart struck the T-rex bird, which jerked its head back and forth, shaking the spearhead loose.

			Two other mounted flying dinosaurs swooped down and tried to claw Tery. They missed. Jason instructed her to hover near the beast.

			After nocking another arrow, Jason aimed and let it fly.

			The Orionite arrowhead hit the creature’s forehead, sending off blue sparks.

			Tery floated at eye level with the defiant creature, which snarled at her.

			Bryn prepared to launch her last dart.

			The tyrannodon roared.

			Jason aimed at its left eye.

			Direct hit.

			Going berserk, the angry beast wailed and shook its head. Jason saw the eye collapsing inward—from the effect of Alnilam’s burning sapphire metal—which reminded him of the velocidactyl he wounded in the barn near Buckhorn Station.

			He knew from Maester Foote’s studies, however, that a tyrannodon was stronger and harder to eliminate.

			Bullseye and his fellow warriors shot arrows from the ground at the pterodactyl fighters above them. But they were too far away to cause much damage.

			“The other pteros regrouped and are ready to launch another attack,” Jason shouted.

			Bryn yelled back, “We better hurry and hit the mark.”

			Jason fired his last arrow into the tyrannodon’s disintegrating eye.

			Focusing on the creature’s screaming, Bryn aimed her final shot at the open mouth. Her four-foot spear penetrated the back of its throat. The beast clamped its bloodstained teeth down and snapped Bryn’s dart in two, sending the feathered wooden shaft to the ground.

			Twisting its neck, the creature made loud choking sounds with the spearhead lodged in the back of its throat. A wisp of smoke escaped between its clenched jaws.

			Two sizzling arrowheads remained stuck in its left eye.

			Tery remained suspended in the air, waiting to see what happened next.

			The dinosaur bird whipped its head back and forth, flapping its wings to stay airborne.

			Suddenly, it dove and landed on the Bukanians’ side of the battlefield. The pterodactyls above closed the distance between them.

			Jason called out to Bryn, “We must land so we can get away from those attackers and finish off the beast.”
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			Border Mountains

			Amanda and Kayta used light from the flower globes to find their way around the campsite. They filled up an iron pot with water from a nearby stream and found edible mushrooms. Kayta chopped them up along with carrots and turnips they had brought.

			Amanda said, “I’m scared we won’t reach Abbington Castle in time to save my aunt.” She removed the fire-starter kit Grandpap had taught her to use. She struck the piece of steel with a flint rock. The sparks lit the sticks she’d bundled together. After she ignited the kindling, she added larger sticks until she had a roaring blaze.

			Kayta sighed. “I’m a dragon. It’s annoying to watch you use a fire-starter kit to cook our food.”

			“You saved my life even without your flames.” Amanda used long, stripped branches to set up a tripod from which she hung her small pot. She added the chopped-up mushrooms and vegetables. “Grandpap gave me a few pieces of salted pork,” she said, unrolling a piece of smelly canvas. She took out the pieces of meat and plopped them into the soup.

			As they ate their stew, Kayta said, “I hope General Kearney’s army has recaptured Tunnelsburg. My mother or Tery will have to fly Carmanixia to Capital City. I could never make it that far on my own.”

			Amanda nodded. Between bites of food, she said, “Let’s hope there won’t be any creatures tomorrow to prevent us from getting these healing flowers and plants to my grandfather.”

			Kayta choked, spitting out her food.

			“What’s wrong,” Amanda asked as she patted her back to cough up any food stuck in her throat.

			Kayta pointed and said between gasps, “Look up in that tree.”

			With help from the blazing fire, Amanda searched the darkness.

			A skinless baboon sat in a tree limb.
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			Spying on them.

			“How could it get here from the Silent Rainforest?” Amanda asked.

			“Maybe they’re everywhere in this part of the mountains.”

			“I’ll bet eyeless ghost serpents weren’t the only reason the miners left so abruptly.”

			Kayta gathered her belongings. “I feel well enough to try a night flight. Let’s get away from the baboon stalker.”

			The girls cleaned up and left the camp.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			Star Life Courage
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			Jason

			Tunnelsburg

			Jason directed Tery to land on the Bukanians’ riverbank near the wounded tyrannodon. He climbed down. Bryn followed.

			The beast rolled on the ground in agony, gasping, struggling to roar again. Orionite arrowheads had dissolved its left eye. Bryn’s starfire dart stayed lodged in the back of its throat. The little Tyrannosaurus-rex arms were useless. There was no way for the winged dino to remove the embedded arrowheads and spear tip.

			Bryn said, “We must be careful to keep our distance from it.”

			“I’m going to finish it,” Jason said as he untied his shield. “Daylight’s almost gone.”

			“Here comes Sunflower and Big Mountain, along with other knights and Evergreen fighters.” Archers sat on the back of the knights’ horses. Fender led his warrior elves down the hill. They joined Bullseye and his men.

			“I hope they can stop the ptero attackers before they reach me.” He withdrew his Sword of Mykael from his belt.

			“I’m coming with you,” Bryn said.

			“You can be my backup. I’ll let you know if I need help.” He looked into the deep pools of her green eyes, relieved that she no longer held her mother’s coma against him. “You’re amazing with arrows and darts but this is a job for my dad’s magical broadsword.”

			Jason approached the downed T-rex bird. Fear threatened to capsize him like a storm wave pounding against a rowboat. He said to himself, No fear. No retreat. Focus on the cornered beast and not the injured Summit Dragon.

			The tyrannodon’s maniacal grunts and groans made him uneasy.

			I must strike the final blow.

			Jason slowly crept forward. As a precaution, he held up the shield. The undamaged right eye of the prone tyrannodon stared at him with hate. Its head moved closer. The clacking huge teeth tried to bite him.

			“Is this beast ever going to give up?” Jason muttered out loud.

			Using the same tactic that surprised the Summit Dragon, the enraged creature swung its long thick tail and knocked the sword loose.

			Jason held onto his shield as he hit the ground. His broadsword skittered along the grass.

			He shivered, thinking, This injured creature can still kill me.

			The beast’s tiny arms pulled its body, the colossal head moving toward him.

			Jason stretched out his arm.

			The Sword of Mykael was beyond his grasp.

			He scooted along the grass. Grabbing hold of the sword’s crosspiece, he pulled it closer and held the leather grip. He got onto his knees.

			The tyrannodon inched closer.

			A beam of light shot through the darkening clouds and illuminated Jason’s broadsword. The Orionite metal glowed like a flaming blue sapphire, from the sword tip to the hilt. It reminded him of the extra help that he, Amanda, and Elisa got—with starfire lighting up their arrow shafts—as they stood firm against the two pterodactyls at Narrow Passage.

			Jason stood up to confront the beast face to face.

			The tyrannodon lifted its head. Viselike jaws opened wide. Lips tightened, drawn back, exposing knifelike teeth.

			It lunged.

			Jason stumbled backwards but steadied his legs.

			The relentless creature lashed out again with its tail. Jason deflected its blow with his aunt’s shield. The T-rex bird’s single eye remained fixed on him, preparing for another strike.

			Jason dropped the shield and used both hands to lift the vibrating Sword of Mykael.

			The entire blade shimmered so brightly with starfire that he couldn’t look at it.

			A memory whirled around in his mind: Kayta’s mother on Summit Peak, encouraging him to resist the pterodactyl attack. She told me to draw from my deep reserve of Star Life courage. He recalled how the Power Beyond had helped him kill a raptor attacker at Falling Rocks and the velocidactyl at the farm.

			“I can’t but the Power can,” Jason shouted. “This is for the Summit Dragon.”

			He drove the point of his glimmering blade into the tyrannodon’s neck.

			Blue rays of light shot out from the wound.

			The beast froze, its face locked in a grimace.

			Jason shifted his feet to maintain balance. A fresh wave of determination surged through his body. He held his breath, tightening his hands on the broadsword. He shifted his weight and thrust the blade deeper.

			An explosion of starfire shook the beast.

			Jason closed his eyes but didn’t take his hands off the sword grip.

			Fire spread over the tyrannodon.

			The life force emptied out of its body, running down to the Curling River.

			Jason pulled out his blade, picked up his shield, and struggled to get away from the slimy black ooze spreading across the grass.

			Sunflower rushed over and briefly tipped her head towards him, saying, “Well done, Jason. You have the potential to become a mighty warrior like your grandfather, aunt, and father.”

			Jason tried to contain his joy, thinking of both his fathers who were always humble when complimented.

			What a great honor for a top knight in my aunt’s army to approve of my fighting, especially when she criticized me after the Appleton battle.

			Sunflower and Big Mountain chopped at the Tyrannosaurus rex’s neck and together lifted the gruesome, bloody head. The troops on the ridge cheered.

			Jason ran over to the Curling River. The Summit Dragon’s middle head was the only one above the water’s surface.

			He didn’t have time to clean his sword blade—covered in black ooze—and focused his full attention on the five-headed dragon.

			He mind-talked with her. I killed the beast.

			Yes, I saw you. You chose courage over fear.

			Can we pull you out of the water?

			It’s too late.

			What can I do?

			Release the Power Beyond the Universe to protect Kayta.

			I’m just learning how to use my Orion powers.

			My family will help you stop Zimri and his wife…and their evil powers.

			Jason exhaled loudly. He felt weak. With the battle over, his fighting spirit drained from him like water going through a bucket hole.

			The Summit Dragon’s voice returned in his mind. I understand your hesitation—

			I need more help.

			Help will show up at the right time. Start the next mission first.

			The Summit Dragon grew quiet. Jason strained to hear her next words.

			Recapture the dragons’ Breath of Life…from Zimri…who took it from my husband.

			I’ll try.

			My children will help…secret eggs…have hatched.

			He remembered the squawking behind Bridal Veil Falls.

			She paused.

			The Great White Dragon…my eldest son…safeguards our Star Point.

			Jason thought about bringing together the five nations to complete the Star Points of Unity. Grandpap had persuaded the Crimson Queen and Murewood Guardian to commit their nations’ Star Points to the mission. They agreed to support a multinational quest to stop the dinosaurs—and bring harmony to all races and cultures.

			My grandfather needs Star Points from your family and the Elf King’s brother in the Red Cliff Nation to fill the Unity pendant—so we can defeat Emperor Zimri together.

			You need our password. Say to my son—

			She struggled to utter the next words.

			Choking, the Summit Dragon said, The valley of dry bones will come alive.

			She softly repeated those eight words to Jason as her middle head sunk into the river.

			Air bubbles popped to the surface.

			Jason sent out a desperate mind-message.

			Don’t leave us. We need you—

			Keep your promises—

			We need you, more than ever.

			You’re ready.

			The bubbles vanished.

			It was the Summit Dragon’s last communication.

			Jason sat down on the riverbank. It had been a long week. He felt too tired to shed tears.

			His elf friends approached him.

			“Jason, sorry we couldn’t save the Summit Dragon,” Bryn said. “Our Assembly of Elders and the Evergreen tribes will mourn her loss.”

			Bullseye added, “She was courageous to fight the tyrannodon by herself.”

			Jason looked at their concerned faces. He said, “Bryn, I’m grateful that you helped Tery and me to face the flying T-rex. I still can’t believe you fired your spear launcher while balancing on the back of the saddle.”

			It was nice to see her smile.

			He nodded at Bullseye. “And thanks for keeping the ptero riders away while I killed the beast with my dad’s sword.”

			The kids watched the tyrannodon dissolve as the sun set.

			Jason said, “My cousin Elisa always says that, in the end, all you have are family and close friends. We must now rescue her and my other cousin from the Jurassicans.”

			Bullseye said, “You can count on us to help.”

			His sister’s bright green eyes sparkled even in the vanishing sunlight. “We’ve proven that second-generation Star Life Keepers can play a key role in this war—with extra help from the Power Beyond.”

			Jason thought about his vision in the elves’ Harp Tree. I wonder if Elisa’s being held at the island prison in the mirrored lake. We didn’t realize how safe we were back in our North Carolina treehouse, making up stories about time travel.

			He received a mind-message from Dragon Girl and said to those near him, “My sister and Kayta are bringing Carmanixia to Grandpap but they had to fight against more dark magic to retrieve it.”

			General Kearney ordered his artillerists to fire their weapons without cannonballs to recognize the heroic Star Life Keeper teenagers. Soldiers in the Army of West Bukania, Evergreen Nation, and Army of the Red Unicorn cheered as the twenty-one-gun salute acknowledged the astonishing feats they had witnessed from the ridge. Many of the soldiers lifted their weapons, jumped up and down, and shouted, “Victory for the Warrior Queen.”

			Storm clouds burst. A hard rain fell, cleansing the bloodstained valley.

			As the rain dripped off Jason, he was relieved that he had enough determination to kill the flying Tyrannosaurus-rex.

			No fear.

			No retreat.

			And now he had no regrets since he held nothing back and gave his all to defend Bukania.

			Yet, he remained sad about losing the Summit Dragon…and concerned about Kayta’s reaction when she found out her mother had died on the battlefield.

			He knew what it was like to lose a parent.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			Reunions
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			Amanda

			Capital City

			Day Thirteen

			Amanda lit up when she saw Abbington Castle. I’m happy to be home, she mind-talked.

			Glad we made it back, Kayta said. I’m looking forward to seeing Auntie.

			Worn out from flying back and forth to the Border Mountains, Kayta had asked her brother Philo to meet them at Summit Peak. The twins took turns carrying Amanda to Abbington Castle.

			Kayta was upset that Philo had received his flames before her.

			The Mapmaker had asked the girls, upon reaching Tunnelsburg, to take Carmanixia to Queen Dhyanna. Amanda had initially refused. She wanted to stay with Kearney’s troops and spend more time with Raynor. Despite being irritated, she’d finally agreed to complete the mission and take the healing plant to Capital City.

			The dragons descended to the royals’ private park behind the castle. Amanda dismounted. Dragon Boy turned into Philo, leaving behind the saddle the girls had borrowed from Tery who remained at Tunnelsburg in case any more flying creatures showed up.

			Kayta landed beside them.

			“I am going to take Carmanixia to the queen,” Amanda said. “I’ll meet you at your Aunt Jade’s shop after I’ve seen my mother.”

			Amanda said goodbye and crossed the moat to enter the castle’s back door. She waved to the sentinel and ran up the stairs. The damp, stale smell was oddly comforting.

			Two frozen-faced Queen’s Guards stepped aside as she knocked on the door to Aunt Dhyanna’s suite.

			Lady Constance opened the solid oak door and greeted her. “Amanda, I’m thankful you are safe.”

			The queen’s private maid came over to help.

			“We tracked down the life-saving medicinal for my aunt.” She handed the sack full of Carmanixia balls and diamond-shaped leaves to the maid. “Nanny, this leather bag is a gift from the Crimson Queen.”

			I miss Ruby and can’t wait to be back with her.

			Amanda entered the steaming-hot room, which had a roaring fire … and the smell of death. She saw Uncle Laith sitting next to the queen.

			He nodded to his niece.

			As Amanda got closer, she noticed the queen lying on her back with covers pulled up to her chin. Her face was white as newly fallen snow. Her stomach bulged as if she were pregnant.

			Amanda handed the Mapmaker’s scroll to Uncle Laith, saying, “Grandpap wrote directions about how to administer the Carmanixia along with a private battle report.”

			Laith said, “It may be too late for the queen, but we must try these plants and flowers as a last resort.”

			Amanda felt crushed. She had risked her life multiple times to bring the Carmanixia back home to save Aunt Dhyanna.

			Her uncle broke the seal and glanced at the scroll. He motioned for Nanny to place the three Carmanixia globes on the table near him and said, “Make tea with the leaves.”

			She boiled a pot of water in the fireplace, dropping in the diamond-shaped leaves and stirring the mash.

			Queen Dhyanna looked at Amanda. There was a faint smile on her lips.

			Amanda leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I’ve returned from West Bukania.”

			The queen whispered, “I’m glad you’re okay. How are Elisa and Jason?”

			“Aunt Dhyanna, Jurassicans have kidnapped Elisa.”

			Her aunt gasped for breath.

			“The creatures also invaded Tunnelsburg and released the emperor’s son from Fort William. Grandpap said my brother was a hero in the last battle and killed a flying Tyrannosaurus rex.” She gave her aunt a summary of what happened during the Tunnelsburg expedition and her experiences with Kayta in the Border Mountains.

			“I’m proud of you and Jason,” the queen said. “Has the Mapmaker received help from other parts of my country?”

			“The Evergreen King sent warriors and the Crimson Queen led her Oronocco troops in battle. No reinforcements came from East Bukania.”

			Laith swore. “It’s a bad stinking time for the rebel chieftain to deploy his troops on our southern border to—”

			Dhyanna sighed. “We’re being squeezed from all ends.”

			Lady Constance brought a cup of Carmanixia tea to her. The queen could barely lift her head to take a sip.

			Amanda finished her update by sharing plans to visit the Great White Dragon to get secret information about how to get underneath Peace City to release Elisa and Verilee.

			She wondered, How long can my cousins hold out while locked in a Jurassican prison?

			“Elisa left the Sword of Dhyanna behind when they kidnapped her. I’ve fought with it.” She laid the sword on the table.

			Queen Dhyanna nibbled on her lower lip. “I must unite my nation in case there’s a full-scale invasion.”

			Uncle Laith continued to read the scroll. “According to the Mapmaker’s instructions, we need to apply Carmanixia topically and let it sit.” He removed his longknife and cut through the globe’s firm outer shell. Handed one half to Amanda. Split open the other two balls.

			“We must rub Carmanixia onto the queen’s skin,” Laith said, taking his half of the first globe.

			Lady Constance pulled back the quilt cover embroidered with the House Blakeslee coat of arms, which had a golden bear holding a short sword in its mouth.

			Amanda couldn’t help herself. She gasped out loud when she saw the swollen stomach.

			“Aunt Dhyanna, I’m so sorry you are in pain.” Tears trickled down her cheeks.

			“I’m glad you came,” the queen said softly.

			Constance removed the queen’s nightgown but left her undergarments intact.

			Laith set the Sword of Dhyanna next to his wife on the bed. He placed her right hand on the grip. “Your father says that you must hold the sword to draw upon your power as a Star Life Keeper.”

			He smeared Carmanixia onto the queen’s swollen belly and all along her shoulders. Amanda dipped her right hand into the golden fluid and rubbed it on her aunt’s feet and legs. Her hands tingled and grew hot.

			May the Power Beyond the Universe keep my aunt alive, Amanda prayed.

			They waited.

			Nothing happened.

			The Sword of Dhyanna glowed like a sparkling blue sapphire and vibrated in the queen’s hand.

			Amanda took a step back. Her aunt’s body took on an otherworldly appearance. It had a radiance brighter than the brightest candlelights. Brilliant starfire surrounded the queen’s body. A luminous film formed, cooling into a yellow shell like the original Carmanixia globe. Laith tapped on the see-through covering.

			Blue light shot out.

			Dhyanna’s body lifted about a foot in the air. Golden light illuminated the bed and filled the entire room. Blue twinkly sparks reflected off the ceiling.

			Everything suddenly went dark.

			The room grew still.

			After a few moments, Laith lit a candle.

			Amanda looked at the queen in the dim light. Her aunt let loose with a soft laugh.

			Lady Constance wiped off the Carmanixia salve from Queen Dhyanna’s body and helped her to put on a robe. She propped up the pillows so her sister-in-law could sit up. Nanny used the candle to light others around the room.

			Dhyanna said, “What a relief. This is the first time I’ve been without pain in many weeks.”

			Happiness exploded in Amanda’s heart. She had helped to save the queen!

			Her aunt said, “Constance, what do you think? My niece has become the latest strong young woman in House Blakeslee.”

			Lady Constance said, “I think our hope has come true and Amanda’s ready to become my assistant.”

			The queen asked, “Amanda, did you ride Jason’s pterodactyl from Tunnelsburg?”

			“No, the Summit Dragon’s twins took turns flying me here.”

			“What are their names?”

			“Kayta and Philo.” She told the queen about their mother’s tragic death and how she had helped to defeat the Jurassicans at Fort William. “Emperor Zimri wants to kill everyone in their family to stop fulfillment of the Dragonora Prophecies. Their shapeshifting aunt—the Jade Dragon—has a Capital City jewelry shop and brought Kayta here to protect her from the Jurassicans. Philo has lived far away in the northern Hazly Mountains.”

			“My mother discussed those prophecies many times. I’m glad my father has Maester Foote’s newly discovered Jurassican sketchbook so he can update it based on what he’s learning on the expeditionary force. The emperor seems to have new dinosaurs and humanized creatures.” She looked up at Amanda. “You and Lady Constance will need to search the archives and Maester Foote’s lodging to look for a missing journal about secret ways to enter Peace City. Plus, there may be information about conspirators in Capital City…and his former spy partner.”

			“If the Jurassicans destabilize our country, they’ll have an easier time taking over,” Laith said.

			The queen repositioned her body and swiveled around, sitting on the edge of the bed. She put on her slippers.

			“Amanda, please ask the silversmith to come here to meet. We must talk about how the dragons can join us to resist the Jurassican emperor. You should join us so Constance can begin to teach you about negotiations.”

			“Grandpap collected Star Points from the Evergreen Nation and Oronocco. He’s sending Jason and a small team to the Stark Mountains. The Summit Dragon wants him to meet with her oldest son who has the family’s Star Point.”

			“Great. We have two more to get. There is much diplomacy work ahead of us and you can work with Lady Constance to build stronger alliances, especially with Dragonora and the Red Cliff Nation.”

			Laith tried to convince Dhyanna to get back into bed. Amanda left the queen’s quarters to see her mother, who sat at the kitchen table drinking tea. Like she’d never moved.

			Amanda breathed in the smell of peppermint, which was a pleasant reminder of her comfortable old life. It was hard to believe how many dangerous situations she’d been in…but she couldn’t talk about the awful things of war that she had experienced. Or, she’ll never let me rejoin Kearney’s army.

			Her mother jumped up, knocking over the chair.

			“Darling, I am thrilled you are safe. Every day I go to the Hall of Endless Light to pray for you and Jason.” She gave her daughter a big hug and stepped back, looking at her. “You’ve become an even more beautiful young woman.”

			“Thanks, Mother. It’s nice to be home with you.”

			“Is Jason here?”

			“He stayed with the expedition while I delivered Carmanixia to Aunt Dhyanna who has recovered. She’s proud of our accomplishments.”

			“Why is your hand stained yellow?”

			Amanda told her about the queen’s treatment.

			“How did you get back by yourself?” her mother asked.

			“I rode on dragons.”

			“That’s more dangerous than riding on Tery.”

			Amanda gave her an overview of the battles in West Bukania and Jason’s successes—without details about all of the death and destruction she witnessed—and how she and Kayta had found the Carmanixia by themselves.

			“Mother, it’s been challenging but I’ve grown up so much on this trip. I feel more confident.”

			“Sweetheart, you’ll be safe here at home.”

			“I am staying behind to help Queen Dhyanna…but maybe only for a short period of time. I need to go back to our Army of West Bukania.”

			Her mother’s face winced like she was in pain.

			“In the meantime, Queen Dhyanna has given a new assignment to Lady Constance. She wants her to train me to become a diplomat.”

			Amanda avoided talking about her annoyance that, as a young Star Life Keeper, she was away from all the excitement. I want to be part of the advance to Jurassica. And there is nothing exciting going on here in Capital City.

			Plus, she wanted to see Raynor again.

			“You should remain in the castle,” her mother said.

			“Aunt Dhyanna wants my shapeshifting friends to help me find Maester Foote’s secret documents that he and the other brave spy created years ago on Queen Isabella’s expedition. There may be valuable information about how to defeat Emperor Zimri—and rescue Elisa and Verilee from his prison.”

			Amanda’s brow wrinkled as she thought more about her assignment.

			“Aunt Dhyanna also thinks Maester Foote has a list of Bukanians in his notebook who could be traitors.”
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			Jason

			Tunnelsburg

			Day Fourteen

			Walking through the Tunnelsburg streets with Grandpap, Jason noticed shopkeepers restoring businesses that the Jurassicans had ruined.

			Jason remained sad about the death of the Summit Dragon and other casualties. I never knew war would be so terrible and hope these deadly memories won’t haunt me for the rest of my life.

			“Yesterday’s celebration at the town hall was an important opportunity to honor our leaders and their victories,” Grandpap said.

			“Why are we going to the Crimson Queen’s mansion?”

			“Ruby says there’s a visitor who wants to meet with us.”

			“I’m ready for more surprises—”

			Grandpap laughed. “General Kearney recognized you at yesterday’s party. Hard to beat that unexpected blessing.”

			Kearney and his commanders had indicated they would give Jason a medal of honor—with the crossed lightning bolts—for his role in helping to force the Jurassicans to leave Fort William. A bard traveling with the armies had already written a song about a young Star Life Keeper who killed a tyrannodon with the sword of the former supreme commander.

			He asked, “Grandpap, why did you give Amanda a sealed scroll for Aunt Dhyanna and Uncle Laith?”

			“Private information for their eyes only.”

			“Are you withholding information from the Royal Council members? They need to—”

			After looking around to make sure no one was nearby, Grandpap said, “There may also be traitors on the council. In these crisis situations, when you don’t know who to believe, you must tighten the circles of trust that I’ve taught you about. Sadly, you had to fight against your own friend who betrayed our country.”

			Jason still had trouble processing Timothy’s hatred of him. “Grandpap, he tried to kill me.”

			“I was surprised to see him with Trentell—”

			“It’s heartbreaking.”

			“Think about a bullseye on one of our archery targets and the outflowing concentric circles. The Power Beyond the Universe is in the center our lives. We should only share confidential information with family members in the inner circle…followed by the next ring that includes only a few trustworthy friends.”

			“Besides Timothy, do you think there are other deceivers among us?”

			“Deception and destruction often go hand in hand. We must both be careful as we go to Jurassica to rescue Elisa and Verilee.”

			They looked up at a ptero flying above the treetops.

			It wasn’t Tery.

			Grandpap said, “That’s odd. Jurassicans are supposed to have made it through the Grand Tunnel and are marching through Midland. I’m surprised they sent a pterodactyl to spy on us.”

			They stood in front of a two-story mansion perched on top of a walled terrace. The exterior of the building was creamy-white marble. Six tall, rounded pillars dominated the frontal view and held up the porch overhang. The balcony side of the building had another four pillars.

			Grandpap said, “This is the Crimson Queen’s summer mansion. She stays here in the hot months. Zann the Wise engineered this architectural masterpiece. He built it on the highest hill along the Snake River to take advantage of cool, healthy breezes. It overlooks the suspension bridge that Maester Shan designed for the queen.”

			“How come you invited Zann the Wise to go on our scouting trip?”

			Grandpap’s eyes lit up. “I thought you could use another Belacamber Guardian to look out for you, since I won’t be with you.”

			“The mountaineer doesn’t like me.”

			They walked towards the front stairway of the mansion. Beautiful landscape. Small juniper and red-berry trees. Scarlet flowers everywhere.

			Ruby stepped onto the porch to greet them. The sunlight made her red hair gleam. “My aunt wants me to go on the scouting trip to Dragonora.”

			Jason said, “The Summit Dragon’s eldest son has a map to help us find the Jurassicans’ life source and destroy their powers.”

			Grandpap said, “If our armies disrupt their dark magic, the dinosaurs will have to relocate and look for another source of life-giving power. Warrior giants inhabit the far west so there are fewer places to go.”

			“Or else what?”

			“They become extinct.” He paused. “Our first goal, however, is to rescue Elisa and Verilee from the emperor.”

			Ruby looked up at the Mapmaker. “I heard that Big Mountain’s younger brother and his friends are also going on the side trip. Those three squires are nothing but trouble.”

			Jason’s face grew red. “Grandpap, I can’t lead a team with them on it. They hold me responsible for Oliver Ryons’ death.”

			His grandfather said, “The Summit Dragon chose you for this Dragonora mission. She believed you would help to fulfill her husband’s prophecies.” He paused, rubbing his beard. “Remind me again. What was the password she gave you?”

			“I am to tell the Great White Dragon that ‘The valley of dry bones will come alive,’” Jason said. “Kayta told me her oldest brother is a hermit and doesn’t like visitors.”

			Grandpap’s jaw tightened. “You and your team must convince him to cooperate with us.”

			He nodded at Ruby.

			“I’m glad your aunt has agreed to add her Star Point to those of Bukania and the Evergreen Nation. All we need is the same commitment from the dragons and Red Cliff Nation elves to complete the Star Points of Unity.”

			They entered the mansion. Like the Crimson Queen’s Minersville castle, the great ballroom was on the right. Everything was red and gold.

			The Crimson Queen came down the hall and led them to the reception room. Despite the city’s damage, someone had found red roses and sprigs of jasmine flowers to brighten up the room. After dealing with the stink of death on the battlefields, Jason welcomed the smell of fresh flowers.

			The Crimson Queen said, “Mapmaker, it’s a good thing your friend Kearney didn’t conduct a siege or my people would still be underneath our city. Starving.” The queen’s hot, black eyes glared at him. “I’m not happy you met with him and other senior commanders this morning. Without. Me. Again.”

			The Mapmaker remained silent.

			Jason saw the mountaineer queen’s ears wiggle.

			She’s ready to explode.

			Ruby distracted her aunt and introduced her to a thin, frail man who stood by himself in the corner. His tattered clothes were too big for him. Ruby explained Jurassicans had kidnapped the miner a year ago.

			“I understand you were in prison,” the queen said to the rough-looking man.

			“Yes, Your Highness. I worked on farms and in a prison camp.”

			“What did you do?”

			“Initially, I herded sheep and goats. We needed thousands of them for food. A big meat-eating dinosaur devours at least one whole animal at each meal. I worked hard and earned respect. As a reward, the guards sent me to work on an island in Mirror Lake…in the Valley of Five Volcanoes outside Peace City. They call it a ‘settlement’ but it’s a different kind of prison.”

			“What’s so special about it?” the queen asked.

			“The Jurassicans train what they call Copies—”

			“Who are they?”

			“The emperor and his wife use dark powers to make reproductions of kidnapped people and send them back to their homes as spies. Experienced prisoners lead the training. I escaped in a barge that went out daily to the fields to dump refuse. I hid in a garbage pile until no one was around and headed east of the volcanoes. The emperor’s prison guards and human-sniffing dinosaurs search for escapees. I traveled only at night. If the hunters caught me, they would have taken me to Lava Lake.”

			“Where is that?” the Mapmaker asked.

			“It’s a volcanic lake farther west in the Valley of Five Volcanoes. The emperor’s hunters and marshals drop recaptured prisoners into the fiery lake. Luckily, I found the ‘Invisible Highway.’”

			“I’ve heard rumors of its existence,” the Crimson Queen said.

			“Some of the Midlanders risk their lives and help runaway prisoners like me to escape. They’ve created a series of safe houses along the route, exchanging notes in secret code and updating ciphers routinely. In front of their houses, for example, they place crossed twigs in an empty water trough for horses, or in a corner of the porch, when the Invisible Highway is closed. There are no sticks when the way is open. During the darkest nights, families transport runaways from one safe house to the next in supply wagons with hidden compartments. They also wrap tree vines around the wheels to deaden the sound.”

			“Have you heard where the emperor is holding Bukania’s crown princess?” the Mapmaker asked.

			Jason felt awful, like an armory clamp was squeezing his heart. He couldn’t stop thinking about Elisa and what she was going through.

			“No, my lord,” the mysterious man replied. “Only royal person I know about is a teacher at Mirror Lake. Jurassicans forced him to instruct the Copies in proper language and behavior of sovereigns, nobles, knights, and some such things. The emperor has spies in the Capital City and threatened to poison my friend’s wife and kids if he didn’t help. They killed the maester and pet of the man’s son to prove their point.”

			Jason exchanged glances with his grandfather.

			“I taught my friend how to use a sharp knife to carve designs on cattle horns, which we sold to wolfman guards for storing their smoke weeds and chew-bark. With the money, we bought extra fruit and vegetables to stay alive. My prison mate helped me escape.”

			The mountaineer reached into his pocket. He withdrew a ring and opened the two narrow circles of blue metal inside. He held up the miniature globe between his two fingers.

			The queen looked closer. “That’s odd-looking jewelry.”

			“It’s an astronomy ring,” said the Mapmaker. “The scientific name is armillary sphere. Our Capital City silversmith makes them for my students. I give one to each graduate from my astronomy program.” He explained how Maester Shan had used a full-sized instrument to navigate his great ships from East of the Most East to Bukania.

			Jason toyed with his own astronomy ring, hoping for another Orion miracle.

			The mountaineer said, “My friend asked me to make sure his ring got to a Bukanian official if I made it home. Imagine my shock when Ruby said that man was right here in Tunnelsburg?”

			He handed the sphere to the Mapmaker who closed it and examined inside the ring.

			“Someone engraved the initials M.B.,” Grandpap said. “Same as my son’s.”

			The room was quiet.

			“What is the name of your prisoner friend?” he asked.

			“Mykael Blakeslee.”

			“The supreme commander?”

			“Yes, my lord. Mykael told me he wore special protective Orionite equipment and survived the Battle of Crooked Spine.”

			“Please tell us about him.”

			The escaped prisoner talked about the man who claimed to be Mykael Blakeslee. His details fit Jason’s remembrance, including a neck scar his dad had received in a sword fight during the War of Unification.

			Jason’s eyes widened. “Wouldn’t it be incredible if my dad is still alive!”

			“Is it possible the prisoner is a Copy and here to mislead us?” Ruby asked.

			“I’m not playing any tricks,” said the man. “I learned how to tell Originals from Copies. When we took baths in the lake, I saw no sign of an emperor’s tattoo.” His face hardened. “We call it the mark of the beasts.”

			“If the other prisoner was really the army’s supreme commander,” the Crimson Queen said, “we need to rescue him to help fight against the Jurassican creatures. Mykael Blakeslee was the Warrior Queen’s partner during the War of Unification and his best general afterwards. He can keep Kearney in his place.”

			“Could the ring be a fake?” Ruby asked.

			Jason’s hope nosedived like a rock tossed off Summit Peak.

			“We need to prove that the ring’s authentic,” her aunt said.

			Taking a deep breath, Jason took off his own ring and opened the inner bands. He held the tiny sphere in the palm of his hand—like he had done in the observatory back home. Grandpap placed the closed-up ring with Mykael’s initials next to it. The rings touched. Both glowed like blue sparks of starfire.
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			Holding the rings in his fist, Jason hugged his grandfather, shouting, “My dad’s alive!”

			The Crimson Queen and Ruby let loose with a mountaineer war whoop.

			Tears filled Jason’s eyes. He wasn’t ashamed that anyone saw them. They were tears of uncontrollable happiness.

			His grandfather gripped Jason’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. “The Power Beyond protects Star Life Keepers like your father—and you’ll have the same help on your scouting trip.”

			Ruby congratulated him.

			Jason wiped tears from his eyes with his sleeve. “We should send a peregrine message to Capital City and notify Mum, Amanda, and Aunt Dhyanna that my dad is alive.”

			His mind burst with new ideas. With my Bukanian dad alive, we have a better chance to rescue Elisa and Verilee…and defeat the Jurassicans. I can also return to the Star Globe and time travel out of this Belacamber universe before my hearing aid batteries wear out.

			He smiled to himself.

			Elisa and I will be able to go back to a year ago—while staying this time in North Carolina—and save our fathers in Earth’s universe.

			All the pain and suffering of the past two weeks would be worth it. After passing the Test of Strength and the Test of Courage, and defeating the flying T-rex, Jason felt like he was ready for the next stage of his Bukanian journey.
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			Additionally, Rick realized that he could also draw upon his decade of researching and writing about military engagements to craft realistic battle scenes for Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles.

			As a teenager, Brady continues to help his grandfather develop worldbuilding ideas—especially Jurassican hybrids and new ways to challenge protagonists—as Rick collaborates with Caleb, Brady’s younger brother, to create additional epic fantasy books.

			Williams & Johnson Families

			Brady has been an inspiration to his six siblings and cousins in the Williams-Johnson “blended family,” which includes Caucasian and Chinese, biological and adopted, male and female, and self-sufficient and special needs children.

			Rick and Brady made sure Star Life Keepers reflected their multicultural family. Based on the book 1421: The Year China Discovered America, they added Chinese explorers to their Belacamber melting pot.

			Brady’s cousin, Mia Pei Ni Johnson, and Rick have co-developed The Guardian Fairies, which is the first book in their Global Fairy Academy series. Kids from around the world train together and receive their fairy wings, Invisie Dust, and sword-wands. While on a secret Pacific Island, Ling (China), Stevie (USA), Zabrina (Mexico), and Kayleigh (Ireland) must work together to defend their academy from the evil Fire Queen and her Storm Fairies.

			Rick is also exploring the development of creative writing projects with Brady’s younger sister and other cousins.

			Storymaking with  Kids

			Based on the collaboration model Rick developed with Brady and Mia Pei Ni, he has created a website, guides, and educational worksheets for parents and grandparents around the world. He hopes the materials will inspire, inform, and equip them as they engage with their own children via creative writing. Projects don’t need to be chapter books or novels but can simply focus on writing letters, poetry, travel stories, family histories, etc.

			Using artificial intelligence tools, Rick and his team continue to identify and showcase other parents and grandparents globally who use creative writing to engage with their children.

			Contact

			Please see www.storymakingwithkids.com for more information about the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles series as well as future Williams/Johnson “fantasy adventures with a heart” and nonfiction how-to books—plus creative ways that kids, parents, grandparents, guardians, educators or other engaged adults can develop their own writing projects.

			If you enjoyed Star Life Keepers, please conside writing a short review on Amazon, Goodreads, or another online book site.
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			https://bit.ly/SLK-Review

		

	
		
			Characters & Places

			Abbington: Country ruled by House Blakeslee before the formation of Bukania, which included land in what became East Bukania and West Bukania

			Amanda: Star traveler from the modern world; Jason’s older sister; Elisa’s younger cousin; Bukanian princess from House Blakeslee; the throwing dagger is her weapon of choice; 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Appleton: City located at the entrance to the Western Highway and West Bukania

			Armstrong, Constance (Lady): Queen Dhyanna’s sister-in-law; chief Bukanian diplomat; protagonist in the Orion Fire Storm prequel when she was a teenager

			Armstrong, William: Deceased supreme army commander; father of Elisa and husband of Dhyanna

			Blakeslee, Charles (Sir): Chief astronomer and mapmaker for Bukania; the queen’s father; grandfather of Jason, Amanda, and Elisa; former top knight and military leader; Bukanian Guardian

			Blakeslee, Mykael: Supreme commander successor to William Armstrong; killed twelve years later in Midland battle; father of Jason and Amanda; brother of Queen Dhyanna; 1st generation Star Life Keeper

			Brannon: Jason’s friend; flagbearer and bugler for the Army of West Bukania; Max the wolfhound is his pet

			Bryn: Triplet daughter of the Evergreen Nation’s king; sister of Fender and Bullseye; renowned spear thrower (atlatl); 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Bukania: Confederation formed by Abbington, Evergreen Nation, Oronocco, and three warlords in the defeated Southern Territories

			Bullseye: Triplet son of Evergreen Nation’s king; brother of Fender and Bryn; renowned archer in the Evergreen Nation; 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Crimson Queen: Leader of Oronocco, a prosperous semi-independent nation of mountaineers and miners

			Dragonora: Land of exiled dragons; the Valley of Dragon Bones is between the Stark Mountains and Red Cliff Nation desert region; most dragons live South of the Starks

			Dragon Prophet: Deceased leader of the dragons; the dinosaurs’ Zimri betrayed him and took over his country, which he renamed Jurassica; author of the Dragonora Prophecies that predicted young Star Life Keepers would play a key role in saving their nations

			Elisa: Star traveler from the modern world; older cousin of Jason and Amanda; Bukania’s crown princess from House Blakeslee; mother’s longsword (the Sword of Dhyanna) is her weapon of choice; 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Evergreen King: Leader of the forest elves; father of Fender, Bryn, and Bullseye; 1st generation Star Life Keeper

			Evergreen Nation: Home of the forest elves who primarily live in the Hazly Mountains

			Fender: Triplet son and successor to the Evergreen King; brother of Bullseye and Bryn; 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Foote, Edwin: Maester in charge of the Bukanian Archives; overseer of light and starfire production; one of twelve spies who reconnoitered Jurassica for Queen Isabella

			Grafton, Lord: Queen Dhyanna’s brother-in-law; Verilee’s father; head of Bukania’s trade guild who runs grain and fruit warehouses in major cities such as Appleton, next to the Narrow Passage

			Great White Dragon: Summit Dragon’s oldest son Talon; exiled in the barren land next to the Red Cliff Nation; Dragonoran Guardian and caretaker of the Dragonora Prophecies

			Harper’s Crossroads: City along the Western Highway; side road leads to Camp Resolve and the Evergreen Nation

			Isabella: Deceased queen of Abbington, which became Bukania; Dhyanna’s mother; Sir Charles’ wife; grandmother of Jason, Amanda, and Elisa; the Silver Fox assassin murdered her during the War of Unification

			Jade Dragon: Summit Dragon’s shapeshifter sister Xantrys; runs a jewelry shop in Capital City’s Upper District; trains her niece Kayta

			Jason: Star traveler from the modern world; Amanda’s younger brother; Elisa’s younger cousin; Bukanian prince from House Blakeslee; weapon of choice is his dad’s broadsword (the Sword of Mykael); 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Jurassica: Dinosaurs and hybrids conquered the dragons’ former homeland; South Jurassica is located west of the River of Lost Hope; North Jurassica is above Midland and West Bukania; Zimri rules the expanding empire

			Kayta: Silversmith apprentice; shapeshifts to Dragon Girl; Summit Dragon’s daughter who has hidden in Bukania’s Capital City to elude the Jurassicans; Philo is her twin brother

			Kearney, General: Commanding general of the Army of West Bukania headquartered at Camp Resolve outside Harper’s Crossroads; he must lead his troops to stop the dinosaur invasion of Tunnelsburg

			Laith the Great: Second husband of Queen Dhyanna; became the supreme army commander after Mykael’s death

			Mapmaker: Nickname for Sir Charles Blakeslee

			Max: Brannon’s pet wolfhound

			Midland: Neutral country between Bukania and Jurassica; Emperor Zimri sends raiders to capture Midlanders to become laborers in his country

			Minersville: Headquarters for the Crimson Queen; largest and most modern city in Bukania

			Morelda: Wife of Emperor Zimri; Jurassican sorceress; a combination sabertoothed tiger and human

			Murewood Guardian: The Mapmaker’s associate in the Evergreen Nation; expert in nature magic

			Oronocco: Semi-independent nation ruled by the Crimson Queen; Oronoccon soldiers are crossbow experts and ride chariots

			Queen Dhyanna: Known as the Warrior Queen, she led her people to victory in the War of Unification and formed the new nation; Elisa’s mother and aunt of Jason and Amanda; daughter of Queen Isabella and Sir Charles Blakeslee; Mykael’s older sister; 1st generation Star Life Keeper

			Raynor: Queen Dhyanna’s Guard trainee

			Ruby: Niece of Oronocco’s Crimson Queen; 2nd generation Star Life Keeper

			Ryons, Oliver: Sir Percy’s sixteen-year-old brother; knight squire; Jason’s friend

			Ryons, Percy (Sir): In charge of Bukanian knights

			Shan, Bo: A knight commander; head of the military training center next to Abbington Castle; arrived in Bukania with his father and fleet from Tiantan, or what they called East of Most East (ancient China in the Belacamber parallel universe); Bo and his admiral father became Star Life Keepers in their homeland through the Rigel star in Orion’s leg

			Shan, Maester: As admiral of the world’s biggest fleet of ships, he had to remain in Bukania, along with two hundred of his explorers, after a hurricane damaged his flagship; as the new maester, he manages the Bukanian Archives; in his scientific workrooms, he creates Alnilam light for homes and businesses as well as starfire for energy and weapons 

			Summit Dragon: Five-headed dragon; Dryzmena, mother of Dragon Girl (Kayta), Dragon Boy (Philo), and the Great White Dragon (Talon); wife of the deceased Dragon Prophet; Jade Dragon’s sister; former mentor for Mykael Blakeslee; 1st generation Star Life Keeper

			Sunflower: Another senior commander for the Bukanian knights and known as the Golden Knight

			Tiny: Friends call him the Tiny Mountain since people refer to his older brother as the Big Mountain (the Green Knight)

			Tery: Jason’s pet pterodactyl

			Timothy: Drummer boy for Army of West Bukania; Jason’s friend

			Trentell: Emperor Zimri’s only remaining son; held prisoner at Fort William in Tunnelsburg; his emperor father wants him to marry Elisa to gain control of Bukania after Queen Dhyanna dies

			Tunnelsburg: Large Oronoccon city along the Snake River between the Hazly and Border Mountains; Grand Tunnel connects city to Midland

			Verilee: Cousin of Elisa, Jason, and Amanda; daughter of Lord Grafton, top Bukanian business leader

			Zann the Wise: Oronoccon Guardian; expert in earth magic

			Zimri: Combination of a sabertoothed tiger and human; emperor of Jurassica; stole the Breath of Life from the dragons and uses its mystical powers to create Copies of humans; sends them back to their homelands as spies; mistreats the Originals

		

	
		
			Power Beyond The Universe
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			Star Life Keepers in the Belacamber parallel universe—humans, elves, and dragons—receive special gifts through star portals in the Orion constellation. According to the Dragonora Prophecies, youthful second-generation Keepers must come together, combine forces, and form the Star Points of Unity to defeat the Jurassican dinosaurs and creatures. The Mapmaker, Zann the Wise, Murewood Guardian, and Great White Dragon help to protect them.

			Star Life Keepers1

			
					Humans	Alnilam, the center star in Orion’s belt, provides the power of light (for homes and businesses) and starfire (energy and weapons)
	First generation: Dhyanna, Mykael, & Crimson Queen
	Second generation: Jason, Amanda, Elisa, & Ruby



					Elves	Mintaka, the right star in Orion’s belt, provides the power of elven natural forces
	First generation: Elf King
	Second generation: Fender, Bullseye, & Bryn



					Dragons	Alnitak, the left star in Orion’s belt, provides the Breath of Life
	First generation: Dragon Prophet, Summit Dragon (Dryzmena), & Jade Dragon (Xantrys)
	Second generation: Great White Dragon (Talon), Dragon Girl (Kayta), & Dragon Boy (Philo)



			

			

			
				
					1	Maester Shan and his son Bo are also Star Life Keepers from Tiantan, or ancient China in the Belacamber parallel universe. They receive special powers through Rigel, the brightest star in the Orion constellation, which is located in the warrior’s left leg

				

			

		

	
		
			Fantasy & Adventure Books

			Below are examples of high-quality fantasy and adventure books—beyond the classics from Lewis, Riordan, Rowling, Tolkien, et al—that may specifically appeal to midgrade readers; also inspired development of the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles:

			
					Alston, B. B.: Amari and the Night Brothers

					Anderson, Kevin J.: Terra Incognito

					Anderson, Kevin J. & Neil Peart: Clockwork Angels, Clockwork Lives, and Clockwork Destiny

					Bardugo, Leigh: GrishaVerse (Shadow and Bone, Six of Crows, etc.)

					Bemis, John: Out of Abaton (Pinocchio) and The Clockwork Dark

					Black, Holly & Tony DiTerlizzi: The Spiderwick Chronicles

					Colfer, Chris: The Land of Stories

					Collins, Suzanne: The Underland Chronicles (predecessor to The Hunger Games)

					DuPrau, Jeanne: City of Ember

					Flanagan, John: Ranger’s Apprentice, Brotherband, and Royal Ranger

					Foley, E. G.: The Gryphon Chronicles

					Kagawa, Julie: The Iron King

					L’Engle, Madeleine: A Wrinkle in Time

					Lin, Grace: Where the Mountain Meets the Moon

					Maas, Sarah J.: Throne of Glass

					Messenger, Shannon: Keepers of the Lost Cities

					Mull, Brandon: Dragonwatch, Five Kingdoms, and Beyonders

					Nielson, Jennifer A.: The Runaway King

					Paolini, Christopher: Inheritance Cycle (Eragon)

					Peterson, Andrew: The Wingfeather Saga

					Redman, Jess: Quintessence and The Adventure Is Now

					Riley, James: Story Thieves

					Sanderson, Brandon: Alcatraz vs The Evil Librarians, Mistborn, and Skyward

					Sands, Kevin: The Blackthorn Key

					Sutherland, Tui T.: Wings of Fire

					Townsend, Jessica: The Trials of Morrigan Crow

					Westerfeld, Scott: The Leviathan Trilogy

			

		

	
		
			Interactive Reader Guide & Activities

			Overview

			Individual readers or groups can use this guide to improve their understanding of Star Life Keepers, storymaking, and creative writing. Brady Williams came up with the idea to develop Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles for elementary and middle school readers when he was eight years old. He helped his grandfather, Rick Williams, Sr., to embark on a five-year journey to study fantasy worldbuilding, learn how to develop characters and creatures, and create the Belacamber parallel universe—finally deciding to publish books as a family via Legacy KidLit Press.

			Living in the diverse Research Triangle Park area and having three adopted Chinese grandkids, Rick continues to make sure each book reflects his family’s multicultural heritage. For the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles, he’s built a medieval world where different groups of humans, elves, and dragons work together to defeat a common enemy. Additionally, the characters of Maester Shan and Bo Shan from Tiantan are based on navigators that Gavin Menzies wrote about in his book, 1421: The Year China Discovered America.

			Background: Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles

			Jason, Amanda, and Elisa are middle school kids who want to use time travel to resolve their family’s challenges in the modern world. The father of Jason and Amanda was a former astronaut who became a Mars researcher to improve breathing in space. Sadly, he died five months ago on a secret Space Force mission. Elisa’s father passed away previously in a motorcycle accident. The cousins’ mothers have struggled since the loss of their husbands.

			The kids discover their astrophysicist grandfather has created a way to star travel, which could enable them to go back in time and prevent their fathers’ accidental deaths. Instead of time traveling in the modern world to a year ago, however, they enter the parallel universe of Belacamber and arrive in the medieval country of Bukania, six hundred years in the past.

			As second-generation Star Life Keepers, Jason, Amanda, and Elisa pursue dangerous missions—personally and for their new country—to save family members, defeat dinosaurs and creatures, and neutralize traitors. They become more confident as they draw upon their respective strengths and gifts, team up with Star Life Keepers from other cultures and ethnic groups, and learn how to use the magic system available to them through the Power Beyond the Universe.

			Along the way, Jason must overcome the hazards of living in a medieval land while also dealing with his hidden hearing aids.

			Participants

			Children in 4th through 8th grades can benefit from this guide along with engaged parents, grandparents, and educators who understand that high-quality books are a gateway to enhancing childhood literacy, critical thinking, and creativity.

			Goals

			The guide contains key topics associated with Star Life Keepers as the first book in the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles series: History of Classic and Modern Fantasy Books; Building KidLit Fantasy Worlds; Positivity, Hope, & Optimism; Collaboration & Team Building; A Higher Power; Hero’s & Heroine’s Journeys; and How to Make Your Own Stories. After each section, there is a set of questions for personal reflection or group discussion followed by fun activities.

			Here are some goals to consider:

			
					Learn how Star Life Keepers fits into the history of classic and modern fantasy books

					Understand the book’s key story drivers such as astronomy, time travel, medieval life/warfare, and dinosaur hybrids

					Describe how the cousins overcome life’s challenges, such as fear and anxiety, while better understanding the importance of positivity, hope, and optimism; explain how Jason has to deal with hearing impairment and anger management in the medieval world

					Assess how Jason, Amanda, and Elisa collaborate with a group of humans, elves, and dragons to accomplish an important mission such as saving the Bukanian queen and defeating the dinosaur invaders

					Explore how the Power Beyond the Universe provides Jason, Amanda, and Elisa with special powers—through a portal in Orion’s belt—as they also take advantage of their natural gifts

					Learn more about Hero’s and Heroine’s Journeys

					Review the basics of making a fantasy story from scratch

			

			KEY TOPICS

			History of Classic and Modern Fantasy Books

			Folklore, fairy tales, and fantasy books continue to be part of cultures throughout the world. Those magical stories, from as early as  Homer’s The Odyssey and The Iliad, have inspired generations of new authors whose work today generates ideas for movies, TV shows, and videogames.

			Adventure books about King Arthur and his knights began in the 15th century and ignited the imagination of both kids and adults. Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590-1596) became a fantasy classic and strongly influenced C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien along with the works of George Macdonald. Tales from the Arabian Nights, Brothers Grimm, and Hans Christian Andersen propelled children-oriented literature forward.

			Interest in fantasy books significantly grew during the 19th and 20th centuries, picking up additional momentum with the emergence of more Arthurian novels, C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia, and J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings—culminating in the explosive success of  J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series. Other fantasy and adventure books have also made bestseller lists in the 21st century, e.g., those written by Flanagan, Messenger, Mull, Riordan, and Sanderson. (See Fantasy & Adventure Books.)

			Many scholars think Tolkien set new boundaries for modern fantasy books. In his review of The Fellowship of the Ring, Lewis said it appeared “like lightning from a clear sky” as compared to the books that preceded it. He also felt it was “sharply different” and “unpredictable.”

			Tolkien believed that God was the primary creator with men and women being secondary creators. In developing epic fantasies, he combined his World War I experiences, academic studies, life lessons, etc. to characterize Middle-earth.

			With his vivid imagination, Tolkien created new geography, histories, languages, magic systems, etc., which were, as Lewis said, “full of strange creatures beyond count.” He also wove ethical and moral principles into his story tapestries.

			Because of their complexity and ingenuity, Tolkien’s fantasy books have provided opportunities for children to exercise critical thinking and enhance their own creativity.

			RELECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					What are some of your favorite fantasy books? Do you notice any common themes in them?

					Why do time travel stories appeal to so many people? If you could time travel, where would you go?

					What makes monsters and creatures so interesting to read about?

			

			ACTIVITIES

			
					Write a paragraph about a fantasy protagonist (or antagonist) based on your worldbuilding ideas. Here are some things to consider:	What would he or she look like?
	Are there any specific personality traits and special interests for your protagonist (or antagonist)?
	What power would he/she have and what heroic action (or evil action) would occur in your story?
	Identify key aspects of your new world, e.g., geography and history.



					Create a play-by-play action scene for a Star Life Keepers graphic novel that features scenery, characters (either your own or existing), and dialogue.

					Knowing that fantasy books can spark ideas for new videogames, can you come up with your own concept based on Star Life Keepers?	Create a “Hollywood pitch,” marketing poster, or one-page summary
	Outline the purpose of the game and how the player character can score points.
	What obstacles will he/she encounter?
	What tools can the player character use to overcome those obstacles?
	How does he/she win the game?



			

			Building Kidlit Fantasy Worlds

			In the parallel or “sideways” Belacamber universe, the cousins enter the Alnilam portal on Orion’s belt and land in Bukania. They assume the role of royal counterparts who take their place in the modern world. Instead of becoming actual characters, participants in most time travel stories are “bystanders” who merely observe what goes on in the special worlds instead of being integrally involved.

			In Star Life Keepers, Elisa discovers that she is the crown princess and will become queen—at the age of 15—if her dying mother doesn’t receive a healing plant from the westernmost region of Bukania. Jason is a prince, and Amanda is a princess in the strange land.

			As second-generation Star Life Keepers, Jason, Amanda, and Elisa have access to the Orion magic system through the Hall of Endless Light. They must learn how to use medieval-like “starfire weapons” as they face invading Jurassican dinosaurs and hybrid creatures—and become resourceful in exposing Bukanian traitors.

			RELECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					Name some of the humans, elves, and dragons that help the cousins. What roles do they play?

					Who does Jason think is a friend but later turns out to be a traitor?

					How would you describe the magic system that empowers Jason, Amanda, and Elisa to bravely confront dinosaurs and creepy hybrids?

			

			ACTIVITIES

			Conduct online research on various types of time travel. What are some of the most common forms of transportation used?

			
					Create your own way to star travel. Use a short PowerPoint presentation to show your method of transport, including pictures of time traveling from books, movies, and TV shows.

					Write a paragraph about a past era that you would like to visit.

			

			Positivity, Hope, & Optimism

			Since his father’s death, Jason has had to deal with a serious hearing disorder and increased problems with anger management. In Bukania, he wears hidden hearing aids and must survive in a world of dragons and dinosaurs as he learns how to channel his anger against enemy attacks. 

			After star traveling, Jason, Amanda, and Elisa find that they must continue to address their fears and anxieties. Despite seemingly impossible odds, they draw upon their next-generation powers as Star Life Keepers to retrieve a rare plant (Carmanixia) to save Queen Dhyanna. With the encouragement of adults such as the Mapmaker, Summit Dragon, and knight commander Bo Shan, the cousins also become more confident in their natural abilities.

			In Bukania, the cousins pull together the five races/cultures into the Star Points of Unity, which give them access to greater powers to overcome their enemies.

			RELECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					How did Jason, Amanda, and Elisa deal with the deaths of their fathers in the modern world—and then again in the parallel universe?

					How did the cousins deal with fear and anxiety in the medieval world? How was Jason able to channel his anger into fighting dinosaurs and creatures?

					What are some of the difficulties you’ve had to face in life? Are their role models who inspire you to rise above your challenges?

			

			ACTIVITIES

			
					What are the respective weapons of choice for Jason, Amanda, Elisa? Draw a picture of them.

					In Star Life Keepers, a meteorite from each of the three stars in Orion’s belt lands in the countries of humans, elves, and dragons. Look up the names of the three stars in Orion’s belt and identify which star gives power to Bukania vs Evergreen Nation vs Dragonora. Also, find the star Rigel in Orion’s left leg that enabled Maester Shan and his son to become Star Life Keepers while living in Tiantan.

					Take a walk in the woods, along a waterway, or in the hills/mountains and reflect on how you can become more positive, hopeful, and optimistic.

			

			Collaboration & Team Building

			In the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles, there is a diverse set of collaborators among human cultures as well as races of elves and dragons.

			Humans

			
					East Bukanians represent the original Abbington country led by the royal family’s House Blakeslee. They have more advanced weapons, medicine, and science than other nations.

					Approximately two hundred explorers from Tiantan (China in the modern world) settled in Bukania and introduced innovative technologies—like making books, suspension bridges, and explosives—that they brought from East of the Most East.

					Oronoccons live in a semi-independent country in West Bukania whose human citizens are predominantly mountaineers and miners. Its leaders, headed by the Crimson Queen, follow the overall laws of Bukania but make local decisions on their own.

			

			Elves

			
					The Evergreen Nation, semi-independent like Oronocco, is located in the mountains of West Bukania. The Evergreen King is its leader. His triplets join the mission and help Jason, Amanda, and Elisa to save Queen Dhyanna.

					A group of elves, led by the Evergreen King’s younger brother, started their own country called the Red Cliff Nation, which is in a desert region outside of West Bukania.

			

			Dragons

			
					Dinosaurs in the far west came up from subterranean depths and stole the dragons’ homeland, renaming it Jurassica. The new emperor, Zimri, sent the dragons into exile. A five-headed dragon, known as the Summit Dragon, has aligned herself with the humans and elves. Her deceased husband wrote the Dragonora Prophecies, which predict that young Star Life Keepers will rally diverse groups to fight against the Jurassicans who need a steady supply of above-ground water and food to survive.

			

			RELECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					Bullseye, one of the Elf King’s triplets, becomes Jason’s new friend. Why is his sister Bryn unfriendly to Jason? How does she later help him to resist the Jurassican invaders?

					One of Jason’s other friends is a shapeshifting dragon from Capital City who helps his sister Amanda to retrieve Carmanixia to save Queen Dhyanna. What is her name? How was shapeshifting used in Star Life Keepers compared to other fantasy stories you’ve come across?

					In Star Life Keepers, China is known as Tiantan, or East of the Most East, and features theories from Gavin Menzies who wrote a controversial book called 1421: The Year China Discovered America. Name two Tiantan characters and how they could get more involved as the series unfolds.

			

			ACTIVITIES

			
					Identify a different culture or race you’d like to know more about. Conduct online research and write down information or make several PowerPoint slides about dress, food, holidays, etc. 

					Ask your parents to take you to an ethnic restaurant that you’ve never visited.

					Make up your own fantasy story where a diverse set of characters work together to overcome a major challenge.

			

			A Higher Power

			In the Belacamber parallel universe, the magic system comes from the Power Beyond the Universe through star portals. It empowers the first- and second-generation Star Life Keepers as well as Guardians who support them.

			A meteorite from the center star of Orion’s belt, Alnilam, struck Capital City. Leaders from House Blakeslee led the construction of the Hall of Endless Light, which they built around the massive Orionite rock. Using powder from ground-up chunks of the meteorite, Bukanians are able to create light for their homes and cities while converting starfire into energy and weapons.

			Another star in Orion’s belt—Mintaka—released a meteorite that landed in the Evergreen Nation. Its power transformed underground roots that became the magical Harp Tree and the Murewood Forest.

			The dragons derive their special powers from the Alnitak meteorite, which fell in Dragonora. The Great White Dragon serves as a Belacamber Guardian.

			RELECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					What problem will Jason, Amanda, and Elisa face if Jurassicans capture Capital City and destroy the Star Globe in the Hall of the Endless Light?

					As a young elf, Bullseye leads Jason on a supernatural journey through the Harp Tree portal. Where do they go and what do they learn?

					The cousins’ grandfather is Bukania’s Guardian and its chief astronomer and mapmaker. What is the name of his counterpart who protects the Harp Tree? What role do the Guardians play in helping the second-generation Star Life Keepers?

			

			ACTIVITIES

			
					Set personal goals about reading more fantasy books and developing a creative-writing project you’d like to explore over the next twelve months.

					If you were a Bukanian, how would you use the power of light and starfire to help someone who is in danger?

					What other constellations, such as the Big Dipper, Cassiopeia, Draco, etc., could provide magical powers like Orion does in this book?

			

			Hero’s & Heroine’s Journeys

			A distinguished professor from the University of Southern California (Joseph Campbell) and a writing expert for movie scripts (Christopher Vogler) determined that many myths, fairy tales, and fantasies from around the world contain similar patterns—and are often the foundation for modern stories. The following clock model is a good way to think about Hero’s and Heroine’s Journeys.

			TURN ON THE HEAT

			
					1:00  Living in Your Ordinary World

					2:00  Discover Your Call to Adventure

					3:00  Refuse the Call & Meet with a Mentor

			

			TURN UP THE HEAT

			
					4:00  Cross the Threshold & Enter the Special World

					5:00  Face Enemies & Develop Allies

					6:00  Pause & Plan (Point of No Return)

			

			BRING TO A BOIL

			
					7:00  Decide to Fight

					8:00  Confront Your  “All Is Lost Moment”

					9:00  Win the Epic Battle

			

			COOL DOWN

			
					10:00  Celebrate

					11:00  Say Goodbye

					12:00  Return Home (with new wisdom, gifts, etc.)

			

			REFLECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					Where is the Ordinary World from which Jason, Amanda, and Elisa start?

					What are some of the first problems the cousins encounter in the medieval world?

					How do they handle their “All Is Lost Moments”?

			

			ACTIVITIES

			
					Pick a favorite book, TV show, movie, or videogame and look for a Hero’s or Heroine’s Journey. Describe what you would consider as an “All Is Lost Moment” in your own life. Do you have a mentor that you privately talk to when dealing with challenges? What makes this person a good advisor?

					The Internet has a lot of ideas about how a Hero’s/Heroine’s Journey can tie directly to movies and books. Find examples or graphics to show a Hero’s Journey or Heroine’s Journey and share them with family members and/or friends.

					Draw a timeline to demonstrate your own Hero’s/Heroine’s Journey and mark with a star where you are on that life adventure.

			

			How to Make Your Own Stories

			Rick and Brady explored a number of different ways to create Star Life Keepers, which required a lot of critical thinking and analysis. Here are some examples of what they used for worldbuilding.

			
					Books, movies, and TV shows

					Mapmaking and artwork

					Sketches on a whiteboard, blackboard, iPad/tablet, etc.

					Simulations with archery and medieval wooden swords

					Hikes and other outdoor activities

					Videogames

					Internet searches to (1) develop profiles of Characters & Creatures and (2) find ideas for their fantasy worldbuilding such as Place & Time, Everyday Life, Magic Systems & Spirituality, Science and Technology, and Warfare.

					Drama & roleplaying

					Artificial intelligence concepts

			

			Essential Story Elements

			
					Primary characters and their points of view

					Secondary characters

					Villains and threats

					Worldbuilding and setting

					Plot; climax; aftermath

					Action scenes

					Conflicts and emotional struggles

					Theme

			

			RELECTION & DISCUSSION

			
					Who are some of the secondary characters in Star Life Keepers? How do they affect and/or enhance the story?

					What is your favorite worldbuilding part of the story and why?

					What is an example of an interpersonal conflict between the book’s characters? How did they resolve it?

			

			ACTIVITIES

			
					Browse for books online and identify three midgrade fantasy books like Star Life Keepers. What makes these three similar? How are they different?

					Create three of your own characters. Make a list of their eye colors, hair colors, clothes, and likely favorite foods, books, music, and movies if they lived in the modern world.

					Create your own dinosaur hybrid and/or humanized dinosaur; draw a picture of it in a make-believe setting.

			

			See www.storymakingwithkids.com for complimentary materials on Building Fantasy Worlds with Kids: Ideas from Star Life Keepers and opportunities to learn from the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles team.

			Orion Fire Storm: Star Life Keepers Prequel

			Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles: The EARLY YEARS

			Thirteen years before Jason, Amanda, and Elisa arrive in the Belacamber parallel universe, their young parents—Queen Dhyanna and Supreme Commander Mykael Blakeslee—mobilize the Abbington army to defend against an invasion from the south. A rebel chieftain, Tark Edmonds, has led horse soldiers from the Southern Territories to capture the Central Valley heartland. Emperor Zimri sends some of his dinosaurs and humanized creatures to help the rebels in exchange for Edmonds teaching them about his dark magic—and capturing more prisoners to work on Jurassican farms and building projects.

			Fifteen-year-old Connie Armstrong (future chief diplomat) and thirteen-year-old Bo Shan (future knight commander) want to help defeat the rebels despite the significant personal challenges they must overcome: Connie was born with a crippled left arm and Bo struggles to deal with being short for his age. During the book, they learn to capitalize on their strengths and gifts while being less self-conscious—and not envying others who seem to be better off.

			During the military campaign, the teenagers pose as spies and gather important information before escaping from creatures in pursuit of them. Their scouting report enables Dhyanna and Mykael, and acting commander Sir Charles Blakeslee, to lead their human and elf troops against the invaders and their dark magic.

			Orion Fire Storm is the first short fiction work that will provide backstories for Star Life Keepers and future books. Readers can learn more about the formation of the new nation of Bukania along with getting a preview of dinosaurs and humanized creatures that Jason, Amanda, and Elisa must deal with throughout the Dragon & Dinosaur Chronicles.

		

	
		
			Free Star Life Keepers Chapter: See Below

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Sign up through www.storymakingwithkids.com for your free electronic copy of a Star Life Keepers chapter on velocidactyls; Storymaking with Kids newsletter; and pdf on Young Fantasy Worldbuilders.


					
				

		

OEBPS/image/CH8-Pterodactyl_in_Queen's_park.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading_no_armr.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Amanda1.jpg





OEBPS/image/Bukanian_banner_TK01.jpg





OEBPS/image/Explosives_&_Raids.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Elisa4.jpg





OEBPS/image/Bukanian_banner_TK012.jpg





OEBPS/image/The_warrior_1.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Elisa2.jpg





OEBPS/image/Summit_Peak.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml


		

		Contents



			

						Dedication



						Foreword



						Act One

					

								Chapter 1

							

										Family Tragedies



							



						



								Chapter 2

							

										The Mysterious Observatory



							



						



								Chapter 3

							

										Reluctant Spies



							



						



								Chapter 4

							

										Do Not Enter



							



						



								Chapter 5

							

										Orion Portal



							



						



								Chapter 6

							

										Hall of Endless Light



							



						



								Chapter 7

							

										Street Fight



							



						



								Chapter 8

							

										Surprise Attack



							



						



								Chapter 9

							

										Star Points of Unity



							



						



								Chapter 10

							

										Sword Fighting



							



						



								Chapter 11

							

										Where’s Elisa?



							



						



								Chapter 12

							

										Ptero Riders



							



						



								Chapter 13

							

										House Blakeslee



							



						



					



				



						Act Two

					

								Chapter 14

							

										Dawn Surprise



							



						



								Chapter 15

							

										Resistance



							



						



								Chapter 16

							

										Dragonora Prophecies



							



						



								Chapter 17

							

										The First Battle



							



						



								Chapter 18

							

										Narrow Passage



							



						



								Chapter 19

							

										Forest Elves



							



						



								Chapter 20

							

										A Test of Strength



							



						



								Chapter 21

							

										Evergreen Nation



							



						



								Chapter 22

							

										Bridal Veil Falls



							



						



								Chapter 23

							

										Five-Headed Dragon



							



						



								Chapter 24

							

										Evergreen King



							



						



								Chapter 25

							

										West Bukania Wall



							



						



								Chapter 26

							

										Birthday Gifts



							



						



								Chapter 27

							

										The Harp Tree



							



						



								Chapter 28

							

										A Test of Courage



							



						



								Chapter 29

							

										Walking on Treetops



							



						



								Chapter 30

							

										Explosives & Raids



							



						



								Chapter 31

							

										Velocidactyl Assault



							



						



								Chapter 32

							

										Jurassican Prison



							



						



								Chapter 33

							

										Crossfire



							



						



								Chapter 34

							

										Under Fort William



							



						



					



				



						Act Three

					

								Chapter 35

							

										Valley of Death



							



						



								Chapter 36

							

										Unleashed Fury



							



						



								Chapter 37

							

										Eyeless Ghost Serpents



							



						



								Chapter 38

							

										Emperor’s Beast



							



						



								Chapter 39

							

										Clash in the Sky



							



						



								Chapter 40

							

										Crossing the Chasm



							



						



								Chapter 41

							

										No Fear & No Retreat



							



						



								Chapter 42

							

										Star Life Courage



							



						



								Chapter 43

							

										Reunions



							



						



								Chapter 44

							

										Surprises



							



						



					



				



						Acknowledgements



						About The Authors



						Characters & Places



						Power Beyond The Universe



						Fantasy & Adventure Books



						Interactive Reader Guide & Activities



						Orion Fire Storm: Star Life Keepers Prequel



			



		

		

		Landmarks



			

						Cover



						Table of Contents



			



		



OEBPS/image/Chapter_4_head1.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Amanda5.jpg





OEBPS/image/West_Bukania_Map_2_lineart.jpg
Dragonora — o Chpmpion
Nation

o

E < @ 2
Eo—e

o 3
Catting g‘;';e -,

3 “fé
TG el
N7 et ot [

4‘W$§‘2"}‘“"'“ - éw_ﬁ.g‘;,}’\ .
ey ey PO A e,
5 N g






OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Amanda3.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Jason1.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH25-Chicken_Raptor.jpg





OEBPS/image/The_warrior_.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH25-Tiger_Captain.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter23_character.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Jason.jpg





OEBPS/image/chapter41_with_saddle_TK06.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_4_head.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH36-The_Young_Commander_(2).jpg





OEBPS/image/qrcode.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH29-Max_V3.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH37-Six_Winged_Vultures-V2.jpg





OEBPS/image/SLK_cover_rgb0.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH02-Star_Globe_B&W_praise_edit.png





OEBPS/image/West_Bukania_Map_1.jpg
. " alley
i BN

Iinceville” N ST

TN

M
98quito Mountaing
N ¥

N
W&\C@i;ﬁcﬁu
[ £

Cast JRukania





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Elisa3.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Elisa1.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH37-Eyeless_Ghost_Serpent.jpg





OEBPS/image/title_page.jpg
AR LIFE.
={KEEPERS

DRAGON & DINOSAUR CHRONICLES

Rick Williams, Sr.
with Brady Williams

Ilustrations by Prayan Animation Studio

Legacy KidLit Press





OEBPS/image/CH40-Prehistoric_bat.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH28-Raptor_Woman.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH17-Flying_Goblin.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH41-Baboon_Stalker.jpg





OEBPS/image/Bukanian_banner_TK011.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH33-Tiger_Warrior.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Amanda4.jpg





OEBPS/image/EDITED_Capital_city_map_B&W.jpg
Copital City






OEBPS/image/Ptero_Riders_map.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Amanda.jpg





OEBPS/image/welcome.jpg
WELCOME T0
oy DBAGON  DNISAUR
CHRONICLES






OEBPS/image/CH02-Star_Globe_B&W_praise_edit.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Elisa.jpg





OEBPS/image/CH40-Baboon_Kidnapping_(Amanda)_TK06.jpg





OEBPS/image/Chapter_Heading-Amanda2.jpg





OEBPS/image/ebook last page cover.jpg
|OSAUR
RT STORY
S
L Sl ) &
= ,7\‘\ / \! L(
4 ﬁ

%RAGONS&
BETRAYALS

IIIIIIIIIIIIII





OEBPS/image/Orion Prequel_Front page_BW_TK04.jpg
™S

SRIthYChen Pei Johnson

4 Illh by Prayai Animation Studio





