
 

Chapter 1 – Longwood 

Stepping hesitantly up to the daunting pillars of time, Gladius Oldmont 

remembered the frightening tales told to him in his early years – tales that centered on 

this stand of mysterious and aged woodland. 

He smiled fondly at the memory of his father‟s words, “that old dragon torched 

the hair right off my scalp.” He pictured his father massaging his bald dome as if the 

infliction was only recent. 

Rubbing a swollen bump on his own head, Gladius now stood at the same point 

each Oldmont family member had once stood before him – the entrance to Longwood 

Forest. He studied the mature trees as rays from the warm afternoon sun trickled their 

way through the shadowy interior illuming the ground of his intended course. 

Gladius felt his heart racing, as if doing a war dance. He consciously took a deep 

breath, slowing down the thumping in his chest. He knew he tread upon the threshold of 

fulfilling a long-awaited dream. An adventure all young Wiggins his age must embark 

upon. 

This adventure, called the Bartlett Trial, is a test for all Wiggins when they reach 

the age of fifteen – a challenge to determine if they are ready to be considered an adult 

in the village. 

This journey could catapult him into the old ones‟ legends far beyond this 17th 

century. He had lived for this moment; there would be no more waiting. No turning back. 

Drawing in another deep breath, he nodded, tugged on the shoulder straps of his 

leather pack and flexed his fingers tightly around his walking stick. Exhaling, he stabbed 

the hand-carved stick in the ground and stepped forward into the leafy canvas upon 

which he would paint his future. 
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Chapter 2 – The Scimitar Cat 

Gladius passed through the thick leaves, the scent of rich earth and pine 

invading him as he adjusted to the shadowy environment. Soon, the faint shape of an 

old worn path, created by others seeking their own rite of passage, led deeper into the 

uncertainty. Large decaying cedars lay in a maze of angles as if a giant hand reached 

down and randomly flicked them over with the tip of a finger. 

He flexed his jaw in determination and slowly walked along the trail, leery of the 

distant shadows and the ever-present sounds. Never had he been unescorted this far 

from his rural village in the lowlands. 

Gladius dared not leave the path. 

Every few steps it seemed a blurry flash would catch his eye. It‟s not just a 

shadow, he worried, but something possibly alive and following him – something in the 

dim of the woods – something watching him. A chill racked his body. 

At first, he thought it was only his imagination, but the more he peered into the 

confusing array of the dim forest, the more he concentrated on one particular shadow. 

He stopped and stared at a wickedly bent branch, focusing on it and then through it and 

beyond. 

“That can‟t be a mere shadow,” he said aloud to reassure himself. 

Moving on, vigilantly surveying his path, he became aware of the odd silence 

surrounding him. He walked on faster, and still faster, until he realized he was running. 

Bounding onto a stump, he balanced for a moment and looked around. Leaping 

off, he darted again below and through the web of tangled forest. 

He pressed himself between the “V” of a split tree and squatted low, breathing 

heavy. 
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Turning to the interior again, he thought he saw another shadow – as if it had 

suddenly darted between trees like an enemy spy. 

Was it following his every movement? He wondered. 

He strained his eyes on the new spot. 

Is something there? He could see nothing, but definitely heard movement in the 

underbrush; perhaps it was stalking him, ready to jump him at the first chance, gnaw on 

one of his limbs? 

Blurry instances of gloom flashed behind the trees sending shivers down Gladius‟ 

neck. A putrid scent stung his nose. 

“Who are you?” Gladius called out to the mysterious shadow. 

Silence was the only response. 

A gut instinct told him to turn back, to return to the comfort of his warm bed, but 

he suppressed his inner warning. 

“Show yourself,” he called out in his most confident voice. 

Fighting back the increasing tension, Gladius struggled to fill his lungs. His face 

flushed. His knees weakened. Fear itself was reaching out its cold bony fingers and 

slowly wrapping his body in a death squeeze. He tightly scrunched his toes. Afraid to 

die, he felt his nerves tug and rage at each other. 

He backhanded the sweat from his forehead and inhaled deeply, searching for 

the shadow again, but it was gone. 

He sensed something standing behind him. His shoulders tensed. A feeling like 

that of a dragon's hot breath cascaded down his back. Immediately he withdrew his 

dagger and spun quickly. 
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Long menacing fangs and yellowed sharp claws appeared between the leaves. 

Gladius faced the stare of orange-slotted eyes from a large cat-like creature. A spike of 

dread burned through his heart. 

Instantly the short pinned ears of the creature flattened and it lunged forward. 

Gladius threw up his forearm. 

The beast‟s jaw clamped down on Gladius‟ arm and he felt the animal‟s strength 

as it punctured its saber teeth deep into his skin. He stabbed at the cat‟s throat with his 

dagger, repeatedly twisting and slicing in an effort to ward off the animal. The beast‟s 

breath felt hot and smelled rancid. Gladius gagged, trying to push away, but the 

persistent cat was too heavy. It shook its head, hissing an eerie gurgling sound. He 

could feel the animal pulling and tugging at his body. He stabbed its nose and head.  

The creature fought on, pawing and digging its claws across Gladius‟ chest. 

Blood poured heavily from the cat‟s neck, spattering everywhere, covering his arms, 

hands and face in a bloody slime. Gladius sliced at the cat‟s throat and lost his grip, the 

dagger slipping from his hand. He swung his free hand up and jammed a thumb into 

one of its crazed orange eyes. 

The beast jerked on his arm and then began to relent, pulsing and twitching until 

it fell limp. 

Gladius immediately pried his arm from the cat‟s fangs and in a violent spasm 

heaved the animal off his chest, tossing it aside where it lay in a pile of dying, steaming 

stench. 

Lying on his back, desperately trying to catch his breath, Gladius stared straight 

up in shock. 

A moment of silence passed before he sensed a slight touch on the bottom of his 

boot. 
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“Be you alive?” came a strange raspy voice. 

Am I hearing things, he asked himself. He reached for his dagger and pointed it 

at the shadowy figure. 

“Don‟t be afraid. I'm of no danger unless you are,” said the stranger. 

Gladius squinted, unsure of what he was seeing. He quickly measured the man 

to be several inches shorter but 25 pounds heavier than his own 150 pound 5‟10” frame. 

Gladius‟ heart thumped rapidly. He dared not move his aching body. 

The man reached down and touched two fingers to Gladius‟ neck. “The name‟s 

Flint. Are you all right?” 

Gladius tried to shake the fog from his clouded eyes. Dizzy and nauseous, he 

lifted his head to an upright position and tried to focus. 

“What was that?” he muttered as his head sank back. 

Looking at the dead beast, Flint responded: “I can‟t believe it myself. That was a 

scimitar cat. One hasn‟t been seen in many a lifetime. You just killed one of the oldest 

hunters of the forest.” 

Gladius caught his breath and slowly sat up, holding the wrist of his punctured 

arm in the palm of his good hand. He looked down at his wounds and couldn‟t believe it 

didn‟t hurt more. Blood saturated his arm and chest. Licking his lips, he tasted bitter 

blood. 

Gladius marveled at the beauty of the cat. The colors, the powerful muscles, the 

massive body suited for pouncing. It was as long as he was tall. 

 “You‟re lucky. This could have gone much worse,” replied Flint, shaking his head 

in disbelief and then added, “those teeth are dangerous.” 

“Its teeth are longer than my fingers,” said Gladius. 
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“We must clean and wrap those cuts,” said Flint, reaching in his pack for water 

and something to wrap the wounds. “There‟s more water not far. Do you think you can 

walk?” 

“I think so,” replied Gladius, reaching for the flagon. He took a small swig, rinsed 

and spit out a mouthful of blood. 

 “What else is out there?” asked Gladius, now able to drink without the coppery 

taste of foul blood. 

“Everything,” said Flint, solemnly. 

“I felt its teeth gnashing against my bone, but I can still move my hand,” said 

Gladius, flexing his fingers. 

“Good. How does the rest of you feel?” asked Flint as he worked at cleaning the 

exposed chest wounds. “These aren‟t deep. Your vest protected you. It should heal 

nicely in a short time. The arm though, that will hurt for a good while.” 

“I‟ll manage, but I‟m not sure I‟d be able to fend off another attack any time soon.” 

Flint nudged the body of the dead scimitar with his boot. Feeling no life, he knelt 

and meticulously cut each of the two saber teeth from the cat‟s mouth. “It‟s tradition for 

the hunter to honor his dead prey.” 

“I was the prey. Not it,” said Gladius. 

Flint wiped the blood from one of the long sharp teeth he had just removed and 

held it out for Gladius to see. 

“What‟s that for?” asked Gladius. 

“You honor a kill like this,” Flint said, fingering the tooth. “This could make a nice 

talisman.” 

“What are we going to do with this?” Gladius asked, indicating the carcass of the 

slain scimitar. 
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Flint paused in thought. “Leave it, I guess. If it lasts the night, the Walkers will 

likely find it. Or the ravens and once they find it every beast in the area will find it.” 

“Walkers?” 

“They patrol the forest reporting anything suspicious to Mulhurt. And this, this is 

suspicious,” said Flint. “Let‟s just hope it ends up as something‟s meal before morning.” 

“Mulhurt?” Gladius murmured, trying to remember if that was the name his father 

warned him about. 

“A tyrant. He rules these lands.” 

Gladius realized it was the same man. There was so much he did not understand 

about Longwood. He looked down at the dead cat again. “Should we bury it?” 

“No, we need to get moving before one of us becomes prey again,” said Flint, 

wiping off Gladius‟ dagger and returning it to him. “I was on my way to my shelter for the 

night when I came upon you.” 

“Lucky for me,” said Gladius, tugging on the sling that Flint had prepared for him. 

Flint grabbed Gladius‟ haversack and walking stick, looked down at the body of 

the scimitar and shook his head. “Some would not consider it lucky to be attacked by 

one of those.” 

“Lucky to have survived. . .” said Gladius, remembering the menacing look in the 

creature‟s eyes as it tore into his arm. He gave a slight bow of respect. 

Chapter 3 – The Shelter 

“I‟ve been waiting for this day forever and now I‟m losing it. I need to focus,” said 

Gladius, feeling ill as he followed Flint. 

“What you need is rest,” said Flint. “This will be our camp for the night.” 
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Gladius looked at what Flint presented as a camp. A large and oddly shaped 

willow tree stood alone in front of him, its drooping yellow-green branches sweeping the 

ground. 

Flint cautiously approached the giant tree, parting the hanging branches and 

peering inside. “Looks safe. Go in.” 

Gladius stepped through the branches and eyed the openness inside. There was 

a smooth dirt floor and above him, it opened up resembling a large parasol. Long 

skeletal branches hung down forming a false ceiling. 

Crouching against the trunk, Gladius sensed a feeling of comfort in the old tree – 

like it was shielding him from the evils stalking the forest grounds. 

For the first time, Gladius felt safe inside Longwood Forest. He tilted his head 

back for a brief rest. 

“It will be dark soon,” said Flint. 

Gladius tried to grasp the vision before him of a stalwart, black haired and 

bearded man, whose confident manner and appearance gave the impression of vast 

experience that only years of hard living and keen wisdom can bring. 

An old scar crossed the man‟s right cheekbone and another slanted down from 

the left eyebrow across the nose bridge ending just below his right eye. A gold band 

marked with symbols adorned his forehead along with a gold chain hung around his 

neck featuring a coiled seashell pendant. In his thick left hand, the man held an old 

wooden pipe ornately styled with a curved stem: a hint of smoke trailing from it. Draped 

over his powerful shoulders he wore a weathered shawl of jute marked sporadically with 

burnt symbols. A wooden handle of an unseen weapon rose from the bundle on his 

back. 
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Flint shifted, drawing back the long-hanging branches of the willow with his left 

hand and poking his head out for a look. He turned and gave Gladius a questioning 

glance. 

“Is anyone with you?” he asked quickly. 

“No,” replied Gladius. 

“Did you come across anyone else?” 

“No.” 

“Are you saying I‟m the first you‟ve encountered?” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“You just entered into the wood today?” 

“Yes,” replied Gladius, growing nervous at the rapid-fire questions. 

“And no one is with you, nor have you talked with anyone since entering?” 

“No, I said.” 

“Now lad, tell me who you are. What brings you into the forest?” asked Flint. 

Feeling unsure of his position with those dark-brown questioning eyes staring 

down at him, Gladius introduced himself, “I am Gladius Oldmont from the West Wiggin 

Village.” 

“Oldmont you say? As in Windom Oldmont?” A wispy layer of smoke curled from 

Flint‟s nose and mouth as he asked the question. 

Gladius stood with a look of curiosity, “Windom. . . Yes.” 

Surprised to hear his brother‟s name he tried to remember if Windom had ever 

told him of a man named Flint. 

“How is it you know of him?” 

Flint closed his eyes briefly as if pondering a time in his past. 

“Windom and you are kin then?” 
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“Yes, he is my brother.” Gladius almost immediately wished he had not 

answered. Perhaps Windom failed to mention this man named Flint for dark reasons. 

“Ah, yes. I should have put it together myself, seeing that dagger of yours. 

Windom was a good and honest man.” 

“He still is,” said Gladius, relieved and looking down at the bronze gilded handle 

of his brother‟s dagger. 

“How have you met? I mean, you know Windom?” 

“Know him, yes, and a kin of Windom is a friend of mine. Your brother has been 

of service to me and my people,” said Flint. “It‟s my kinfolk who gifted Windom that 

dagger of yours.” Flint paused and looked more closely at the blade before asking, 

“That is the very same blade Windom once carried, is it not?” 

Gladius noticed how the mysterious symbols on his dagger eerily matched those 

on the gold band around the stranger‟s forehead. He wondered what Windom had done 

to earn the dagger. 

“Yes,” Gladius replied, remembering the day he pilfered the blade from his 

brother‟s pack. “Yes, it‟s his, and I did overhear him say it was gifted.” He paused in 

thought before asking, “Where do you come from?” 

“Well,” Flint said, taking another pull from the pipe and seeming to ponder the 

honesty of Gladius‟ answers. “You‟re the fourth of your people I‟ve met in my time, and 

Windom was the last.” 

“You've met others besides Windom?” Gladius asked, shaking his head, curious 

about Flint. “Tell me, how many of your kind are out here?” 

Flint reached his right hand over his shoulder and grabbed a wooden handle 

behind his back. 

Alarmed, Gladius moved back. 
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“Don‟t worry friend, relax,” Flint said as he pulled the walking axe from his bundle 

and squatted low to the ground gesturing for Gladius to join him. 

“There are many of us from the lake. Haven‟t you been in the forest before now?” 

“Nope, first time.” 

“Really, then just how is it that you ended here?” 

“That‟d be a bit of a story to tell,” Gladius said, hoping the day wasn‟t going to 

end on a sour note. His eyes trained on the axe. 

Flint gently placed the pipe stem between his lips and began vigorously rubbing a 

dry piece of tinder between his calloused hands. Small wooden shavings fell loose and 

he sprinkled them into a neat mound on the ground. He grabbed his side knife, cut long 

thin peels of bark from a stick and set them on the small pile. 

Curious, Gladius knelt closer to watch. 

Flint added a few small twigs and some dry leaves. He then pulled out a piece of 

flint stone and struck it repeatedly with his knife blade sending small sparks into the 

stack of dry debris. 

A small flame burst up and Flint added a few larger twigs to the pile, illuminating 

the small area. 

“Feels good doesn‟t it?” Flint said, rubbing his hands together. “It‟ll keep us warm 

and provide enough light to see, yet not to be seen from out there,” he nodded his head 

over his shoulder to the approaching dusk. 

“What of your family, Gladius?” 

 “My mother passed after giving birth to my little sister, Ingrit – and she just 

turned nine years old this past spring. Father still has his health and good strength for 

his age, near on sixty. He maintains a sharp mind and stays active around the farm.” 
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Flint shook his head and gave a look of sympathy that said he was sorry to hear 

about his mother‟s death. 

“Mother lived in the village her whole life and knew little of the world except of her 

own upbringing and what she heard of the exciting stories my father and brothers 

brought back from their travels. We would sit around the fire at night while one of them 

would tell of their latest adventure. Some stories would take two or three nights to finish, 

especially Windom‟s. His were always the most involved as he has a flair for the 

dramatic.” 

Gladius paused in contemplation, then added, “I miss my mother.” He thought 

back to what his father told him just before he started his Bartlett Trial. 

“Son, listen to me good now,” his father said. “You know that if you finish your 

Bartlett Trial you will receive a monetary award large enough to pay the family farm land 

tax for the next five years. And you know it is how I have handled the taxes ever since 

your grandfather turned the land over to me. Your brothers have all contributed their 

award money to the tax fund. It is the only way we can keep the land.” 

Gladius knew this was a talk meant to motivate him but he did not expect what 

his father told him next. 

“Glad, if you have to return before the end of your Trial, for any reason, you do 

know that we could lose the family lands. But I want you to know that I would rather lose 

the farm than lose you. Please use your best judgment. You have always been an 

instinctive boy. Let your instincts guide you. They are a gift from your mother. Her 

instincts were always sound. She would have wanted me to warn you of some rumors 

we have been hearing.” 

Gladius perked up at the word rumors. Boys his age are not often included in the 

rumor talk. 
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“An oppressor is out there who they call Mulhurt. He has been pillaging innocent 

communities and towns for many years. He is displacing the people from their rightful 

land and our futile king is doing nothing about it – he cares only of collecting the tax. 

What I am saying to you is be mindful of this. Stay away from anything or anyone 

resembling this renegade tyrant. Do you understand?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. One last thing, if you return and our community has been overthrown look 

for us in the mountains near the pond where we summer camp.” 

“Do you really think this tyrant will come here?” 

“Those are the rumors,” his father replied, leaving Gladius to contemplate their 

meaning. 

Warmed by Flint‟s fire, Gladius snapped his memories back to the present. 

“It‟s odd,” said Gladius, “I‟ve only been away a short spell and I already miss my 

family.” 

Flint, feeling the awkwardness of the moment said, “I can relate,” as he added 

more kindling to the fire. “Night is coming and we don‟t want to be out there when it is 

full on. Let us bed down and hope we can greet the morning light unscathed.” 

Chapter 4 – West Wiggin meets Lake Gygax 

Outside the willow‟s sanctuary, birds and crickets sang out the cadence of the 

early morning. Having studied birds for most of his youth, Gladius recognized the choir 

of a black cap warbler, robin, blackbird, great tit, wood pigeons and the hammering of a 

distant woodpecker. Enjoying the sounds and resting comfortably with his back against 

the trunk of the tree, he looked at Flint. 

“So tell me of your home,” said Gladius. 
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“Ah, my favorite topic,” Flint smiled and closed his eyes envisioning his 

homeland. “It‟s called Lake Gygax and I miss it dearly.” 

“Before the dark days, Lake Gygax was known for its vivid colors: multiple reds, 

greens, oranges, brilliant blues, canary yellows, and purples – every color the eye can 

imagine. Birds, clouds, fish, flowers, grass, rocks, trees, everything bore the colors of 

life. Everything was wrapped in warmth and harmony. 

“The falls and the waterslide – oh, to swim in the lake was to play the ancient 

harp, every stroke held a rhythm. The birdsong was the essence of our community. In or 

out of the water, you felt a symphony performing in the core of your soul. 

“The corners of one‟s mouth turned up at the very sight of Lake Gygax. Teeth 

would gleam. Eyes would sparkle. In the dark of night, blues and purples whirled 

together overhead. Brilliant stars conquered the majestic skies. 

“By day, animals danced and pranced. Butterflies fluttered about. The fish hurled 

bubbles from the deep. Fragrances of cocoa, cinnamon, vanilla surfed on the breeze. 

Soft air caressed the skin. The water of the lake replenished the human spirit. 

“Lake Gygax fed the body and soul with abundant pleasure, creating an 

atmosphere of serenity and love. People were happy there. It was a home of creativity 

and cheerfulness – and still would be if not for Mulhurt, Master-of-Bats.” 

Just then, somewhere in the branches, a screeching howl pierced the air. 

“Welcome to Longwood. What you just heard is commonplace in the forest,” said 

Flint. 

“What was it?” 

“A raven‟s caw,” replied Flint. “We‟re just lucky it wasn‟t the calls of a trio.” 

Gladius nodded his understanding, remembering what his father had taught him 

about the dark omen of three ravens perched in a tree. 
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“We should be fine, but with a raven in the area it‟d be best to keep a sharp ear.” 

Gladius felt uneasy yet trusted Flint enough to allow his mind to wander back to 

the grand vision Flint had created of Lake Gygax. He had heard a tale or two of the 

lake, but he had no clue of its reality until now. Sensing a deep sadness settling upon 

Flint‟s shoulders, he said, “It sounds like a magnificent place to call home.” 

“Why don‟t you tell me about your home, Gladius?” 

“Where to start?” Gladius groaned as he felt the sudden burn of the fresh cuts on 

his chest. 

“How about with yesterday morning?” 

“OK then, I woke to the usual smell of salt pork frying and a whiff of fresh honey 

buns. Kirken was cooking. He's my eldest brother.” 

“You all live together on the farm?” 

“Yes, father, Kirken and Ingrit. Well, Windom too, when he‟s around – which isn‟t 

much. So anyway, Kirken told me that I needed to eat a big meal before I set out on my 

first adventure.” 

“Adventure?” 

“I'll get to that,” continued Gladius. “So after breakfast, father, Kirken and I had a 

short talk about what I might expect, but they had to be careful. It's forbidden for anyone 

to give advice about Longwood Forest to a first timer. A first timer is someone heading 

out on his Bartlett Trial. Each Wiggin has to pass it before achieving adulthood. 

“This trial,” Gladius continued, “or test you might say, is named after the first 

Wiggin to experience the Longwood Forest by himself, Freedlom Bartlett. A young 

Wiggin is sent out on his own to survive one moon.” Gladius put his hands up and 

scrunched two fingers of each when he said, “in the ambiguous and mystical forest of 

Longwood alone.” 
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Flint crinkled his brow, “Who was this Freedlom Bartlett?” 

“Ah,” Gladius sighed and nodded. “Legend says that Freedlom Bartlett heard tell 

of bountiful land and energetic air on the other side of the forest and simply went in 

search of it. The end result is his settling of the West Wiggin Village.” 

“Freedlom Bartlett, the first to settle the West Wiggin Village?” Flint asked. 

“Yes, and there have been Wiggins going on their Bartlett trek ever since, you 

know, hoping to discover more; to reserve a spot in the writings of history.” 

“In search of a new home?” asked Flint, confused. 

“No, it's more of a test of inspiration, intelligence, spirit, imagination, love, 

determination, survival and the other challenges and surprises that life presents – or so 

the book „Preparation for the Bartlett Trial,‟ says.” 

“So, that's why you're here now? You suffered a scimitar attack for that?” Flint 

asked. 

Tugging on the irritating dressings covering his wounds, Gladius said, “Yes, I've 

been looking forward to this day for a long time. I want to prove myself as a true Wiggin. 

My brothers are famous for their bravery. Their ability to survive the most exciting and 

terrifying Bartlett ordeals of our community is unsurpassed. Windom even has a chapter 

on confronting dragons dedicated to him in the book, which was written by the wisest 

Wiggin of our time, Adasea.” 

“Adasea? I seem to recall that name,” said Flint. 

Gladius ignored his comment and took a drink from his flagon. “So, with 

breakfast done and our final goodbyes said, I was off, crossing the field, waving to 

friends and neighbors. I had my pack slung on my back and my two most valued items 

– this hand-carved stick that's been passed down over generations and this seven-inch 

dagger I. . . um. . . borrowed from Windom.” 
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Gladius‟ stomach growled, bringing more discomfort to his wounds. “Flint, what 

will we eat for breakfast? I‟m starving.” 

Flint disappeared into the forest and reappeared moments later with food. 

“This will have to do,” said Flint, dropping two large handfuls of blue and red 

berries onto a small cloth. 

“Excellent,” said Gladius. 

“You‟re in a delightful mood this morning,” replied Flint. 

“Why shouldn‟t I be?” 

Gladius‟ upbeat attitude seemed to refresh Flint‟s spirit. 

“Yes, indeed, you should be rather grateful this morning having survived 

yesterday‟s onslaught.” 

“What‟s done is done,” said Gladius as he grabbed a small handful of berries. 

“Well, let‟s get going and you can finish telling me just how it is that you made it 

here,” said Flint, his mouth full of fruit. 

“Great,” Gladius said scooping up the remaining berries. “Where was I?” 

“Just leaving your village.” 

“That‟s right, so when I left, the morning was beautiful. The sun high and bright, 

there was a nice breeze and I felt like I was king of the world. I was off on the first 

adventure of my life and set on making it the best in family history. Maybe even better. 

Yes, I definitely wanted to come back home with a bigger, better yarn than even old 

Adasea could spin.” 

Gladius realized he had lapsed into a daydream of being a hero with a grand 

welcome home parade, when he heard Flint clear his throat. 

“Ah hmm. . .” 
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“So, anyway,” said Gladius, “feeling the sun on my face and the moist grass of 

the meadow on my legs, I thought I was ready for anything. Then, out of nowhere, 

WUMP!” Gladius mimed the dramatics of ducking his head. “Something fell from the sky 

and conked me on the head.” 

Flint cringed. 

“I couldn‟t believe it. I wasn‟t even out of sight of the village and already I had 

trouble – or so I thought.” 

“It turned out it was a friend of mine just playing with me. It wasn‟t until after I 

picked myself off the ground and regained my senses that I realized it was Grommet.” 

“Grommet?” 

“Yes, he‟s a rather large and mischievous bird. He's a prankster is what he is,” 

Gladius shook his head, still sore at Grommet. “He's always fooling around. Turns out, 

he dropped a mud turtle shell, from which he had eaten his breakfast. Oh sure, he 

thought it was a roar of a good time, but I didn‟t. The last thing I wanted was to start the 

morning off with a pounding headache. 

“Oh, after Grommet stopped whirlin‟ and twirlin‟ around with his outlandish 

twittering, he dropped by to tell me how sorry he was and that he only meant to drop the 

shell in front of me to spook me a little. So then, I told him he had to work on his aim. He 

goes on to tell me how he really didn‟t mean to harm me, but that I sure had to admit it 

was funny.” 

“Well I think it‟s amusing and I didn't even see it happen,” said Flint chuckling. “I 

mean, with you waving goodbye to everyone, all excited about your little adventure. 

Then, out of nowhere, WUMP! a turtle shell drops on your head. A turtle shell! – now 

that is a good one. It reminds me of my fun-loving people. At one time we had a 

reputation for enjoying the occasional prank or two.” 
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Gladius shook his head, as if to clear his thoughts before continuing with his 

story. 

“At first I was upset with Grommet, but deep inside it was nice to know a friend 

was close. Then the next thing I knew I was at the edge of the forest and was I ever 

ready. Or so I thought. I'd been waiting for that moment for a long time, but now that it 

had come, I hesitated to enter. Images of everything I'd ever heard or read about the 

forest darkened my mind: unknown monsters, disappearing people, walking water, 

mysterious inhabitants, fire breathing dragons, whispering rocks. . .” 

“Mysterious inhabitants?” Flint shook his head. “Imagine that.” 

“What a crazy idea,” said Gladius. “With all these pictures in my head, I was 

excited, nervous, happy and weak, all at the same time. I felt like I was going to be sick. 

Then slowly, without thinking, I stepped closer and closer until I had both feet in the 

forest. No turning back. I knew I had something to prove. Time I grew up, I said to 

myself as a sudden wave of courage washed over me like when I left the village. 

However, this time it was more powerful. This time I became my own king.” 

“Good for you, Gladius, good for you.” 

“With my walking stick, my dagger and knowing that somewhere overhead 

Grommet flew, I started on the path. I walked for sometime bottled up with power and 

energy yet couldn't help but sense fear.” 

“Fear can sometimes be a good thing,” said Flint matter-of-factly. “Face your 

fears and grow is a well-known adage.” 

“I felt fear crawling up my legs. My skin twitched. It's like the feeling you get when 

you think someone is following you. Only you can‟t see them. 
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“So anyway, I continued on trying not to think of the odd feeling. Instead, I tried to 

think about what I was going do my first night in Longwood. And that‟s when I saw those 

eyes and the next thing I remember was waking up with you kicking my boot.” 

After a few moments, Gladius asked, “Where we going anyway?” 

Flint hesitated in answering but decided to lay it all out. “We are at this moment in 

the fringes of Longwood. Not much happens here. I need to get to the heart of the 

forest. I‟ve been lingering here too many moons myself, but it‟s time now to confront that 

which I‟ve been putting off.” 

Chapter 5 – Just Believe 

“What are you getting at, Flint?” 

Flint looked sad, “I miss the lake, my home. . . my people.” 

Gladius nodded, kicked at the ground with his boot and asked, “How did it all 

start with this Mulhurt you mentioned before, I mean what happened?” 

Flint carefully pulled out a piece of folded parchment and handed it to Gladius, 

“This is a log written by our historian. She wanted me to review it, to give it my 

approval.” 

Gladius unfolded the page and looked at the handwritten script. 

“I couldn‟t face it anymore,” continued Flint. “The request to review the written log 

broke me. Later that night I left my people and took the log with me. It forced me to 

recall my cowardice in not saving Bossid.” 

Gladius had no idea who or what Flint was talking about. 

“I‟m wondering. . .” Gladius started to ask. 

“Read it. Then you will have the answers you seek.” 

Gladius looked again at the script and began reading. 
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Bossid – the leader of the Lake people, badly wounded and stubbornly proud, 

tried to think to the future and not of the moment. His right arm hung limp. Blood trickled 

from his nose into his grizzled beard. His emotions were fever pitch and the pain in his 

head screamed for peace. 

Posed before him, tall and cloaked in black, stood an unsympathetic and 

careless being staring out from a veiled hood. 

Succumbed to defeat, Bossid mustered his last bit of power and growled into the 

glaring eyes of his enemy, “You may have beaten us for now, but my people of the lake 

will never forget. . .” 

The Kings’ ragged foe, backed by his ratty army in the fog-shrouded field below, 

had just conquered the Lake King in a territorial battle of ownership to Lake Gygax. 

Although bent in pain Mulhurt-Master-of-Bats towered above the King. Blood oozed 

from both shinbones. His wrist was broken, having caught the blunt edge of the Lake 

Kings’ rapier. A black bloodstained hood hid his head, protecting his shame. It had been 

a hard battle. No warlord of his time had ever taken such a beating from the normally 

peaceful Lake people. Still, he managed to stand tall. His hatred of the Lake people 

stiffened his spine and his burning determination. He squeezed his char-boned staff 

high above his head. Grinning bitterly he turned and called out to his army and to the 

defeated people of the lake. His voice loud yet controlled, he shouted, “I have 

conquered – I am now the ruler of Lake Gygax.” And with cat-like reflexes he struck a 

heavy sinister blow hard across the face of our King.” 

“This is what‟s on your mind?” asked Gladius. 

“Yes, it‟s time I set things right,” said Flint, reaching for the historical record. 

Flint‟s story gave Gladius a sense of purpose. He wanted to seek and destroy 

this Mulhurt-Master-of-Bats and take back Lake Gygax. Though he did not want to 
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display any outward excitement when Flint clearly was reliving a painful memory, the 

continuing thought of attacking this Mulhurt character surged through his mind. He 

thought of his own village and the family farm. Mulhurt must be stopped. 

For a while, the two of them walked quietly through the forest. Gladius 

respectfully gave Flint time for his own thoughts while entertaining his own ideas – ideas 

that could turn him into a hero. He observed the forest around him. A straight stick could 

easily be fashioned into a lance. Small rocks perfect for a sling, large branches carved 

to provide a strategic ambush, holes dug for traps. Yes, this was an opportunity with 

possibilities. 

“I‟ve been thinking,” said Gladius, turning to Flint. 

“Me, too.” 

“About getting your home back?” 

“How‟s that?” asked Flint, slowing a step so Gladius could proceed through two 

downed trees. 

“Could we overthrow him?” asked Gladius. 

Flint, battling his own internal conflicts, knew it would require much more than the 

whim and naïve desire of one simple Wiggin to dethrone Mulhurt-Master-of-Bats, but he 

had been devising a plan for revenge for a long time. He, too, dreamt of being a hero to 

his people, but more realistically and more importantly, he could see the dangers ahead 

for which Gladius was blind. 

“. . . do what he did to. . .” Gladius rattled on. 

“Are you certain this is something you really want to do, Gladius?” interrupted 

Flint. “Your life would be in danger on an endeavor like this. It‟s possible you could die. 

It‟s not even your homeland you‟re trying to retake.” 
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Gladius had been thinking about it for some time now but Flint‟s statement made 

him refocus his thoughts. He knew if he joined Flint, it would be going against his 

father‟s wishes. He felt obligated to finish his Bartlett Trial and collect the award to pay 

the land tax. He wondered, too, that if he went with Flint could it be construed as him 

receiving help during his Bartlett Trial. If so, would he lose the award money?  

Gladius paced as he thought. He could not remember a time that he felt so 

confused about what to do. His gut told him to go with Flint, to help him defeat Mulhurt. 

But logic told him to walk away from Flint and complete his Trial on his own. 

He stopped pacing and faced Flint. “Of course I'm sure. I am grateful to you for 

helping me. I feel obligated to help you. Also, my life's been good so far, but uneventful. 

My father and both my older brothers are looked up to in our community. They have 

accomplished something. I have the same blood in my veins: the courage, the fortitude 

they showed, surviving the scariest of adventures, the shrewdest of trials. That‟s no 

small feat. I'm up to the calling and for more than one reason.” 

“Obligated? More than one reason?” asked Flint, curious as to what Gladius was 

hinting at. 

“Yes, one‟s a bit selfish. . . live up to the Oldmont name. . . establish my own 

identity,” said Gladius, holding back the part about the award money. “But perhaps the 

most important reason to me is to help save your homeland if I can. I‟m completely 

unable to grasp the thought of losing my home, especially to someone like Mulhurt. I 

can only imagine your pain at losing a home such as the one you have described to 

me.” 

Even as Gladius said it he was not one-hundred percent sure it was the correct 

decision but it felt right. “The lake, is it enchanted?” 

Flint stood motionless, a puzzled look on his face. 
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“Gladius, we‟ve only just met, but I feel we‟ve become close. Even if you were 

the greatest warrior Wiggin, with the intellect of a wise old mage, I fear there is no way 

to break the hex of Mulhurt. He is too powerful and his allies run deep. And don‟t forget 

the death bats.” Flint wrinkled his face. “Those disgusting creatures run rampant over 

his domain.” 

Gladius furrowed his brow in a questioning manner. “I might be young and naïve, 

but I know one thing. I know you must conjure every ounce of strength and 

determination you have, and believe,” replied Gladius boldly, hoping Flint would believe 

him capable. “My grandfather used to preach that if you believe in something whole-

heartedly, it will happen.” He pounded his fists together in excitement, “If you can 

believe it, you can achieve it.” 

Gladius fought back the sting received from punching his fists together. His little 

speech appeared to have affected Flint, thought Gladius. Flint‟s expression changed. 

“What if it can be true?” Flint asked himself. “We'll need help, not just more allies, 

but tools, information, intelligence.” 

“That's it, my friend, now you're perking up. We can whip Mulhurt back to where 

he came from.” 

“No. That will not do,” cried Flint. “We‟ll have to banish him forever or he will seep 

back through the cracks of time to take control of another innocent community.” 

“Banish him forever,” Gladius raised his right hand as if giving a toast and 

flinched at the sharp pang of his wounds. 

“We‟ll have to get you back in fighting shape before we attempt anything at all,” 

said Flint. 

“I‟ll be fine. A couple days and I‟ll be good,” said Gladius, half bent over. 

“Within the boundaries of Longwood, a lot can happen in a couple of days.” 
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“Where are we heading now?” asked Gladius. 

“To the next water supply. You can fill up with water. Get some balm for those 

wounds as well.” 

“Balm? How do you know where to look?” 

“I‟ve traveled this forest longer than I care to remember. I‟ve learned to read and 

remember landmarks. Where it‟s safe and not safe.” 

After an hour of walking through the forest Gladius spotted an opening ahead 

and heard the trickling babble of a small stream. He stepped down to the edge of the 

water and looked in awe. Peering into a slow swirling eddy in front of him, he could see 

a clear rocky bottom through the water. Kneeling he filled his flagon. Flint did the same. 

“This is some watering hole. It‟s beautiful,” said Gladius. 

“See that spiky leafed plant there,” Flint nodded with his head in the direction of a 

small succulent plant growing in the sand. It had small-serrated teeth along the edges of 

the thick fleshy leaves. A yellow flower grew on a spike from the center. 

“What is it?” asked Gladius. 

“Don‟t know its name, but it only grows in sand and it needs sun,” Flint said, 

pointing to the opening of the forest canopy exposing the late morning sun. Flint 

grabbed a leaf and tore it from the plant. He held it up so Gladius could see a clear 

liquid oozing from the torn leaf. 

“It has healing powers. Rub it on those wounds of yours and in a couple days 

they‟ll close up cleanly and start the protective scar tissue.” 

“Really?” asked Gladius as he unwrapped his dressings and began rinsing his 

arm in the cool water. 

“Here, try it,” said Flint, squeezing some of the healing juices on the open 

wounds of Gladius‟ forearm. 
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“I don‟t feel anything.” 

“You won‟t. Let‟s spread enough of this on now and grab some leaves to bring 

with us.” 

Flint squeezed the healing gel from the leaves while Gladius carefully and 

skillfully massaged it over the cuts. Flint then collected more leaves and placed them in 

a cloth. 

“Here you go,” Flint said handing Gladius the folded cloth of goods. “We‟ll apply 

more later.” 

“Thanks,” replied Gladius, a bit apprehensive about the healing powers of the 

tender arrow-shaped leaves. 

A white glint reflecting off the surface of the water caught his eye. Craning his 

neck, he looked up through the opening in the trees and saw nothing but blue sky. 

“Hey, Flint, did you see something in the sky, a white speck,” he asked pointing 

skyward. “Up there?” 

“No, but I saw a shadow right in front of where you‟re standing,” said Flint, 

gesturing to the water. 

Gladius looked and a dark shadow appeared streaking across the stream and 

into the trees. His heart skipped a beat and his legs twitched. He knew he was in no 

condition to flee. 

Suddenly the white glint in the sky reappeared and this time Flint saw it as 

though he was expecting it. 

“Is that what you thought you saw?” asked Flint pointing up. 

“That's it,” said Gladius, not taking his eyes off it. “What is it?” 

“It‟s a Day bat. They‟re albino – and they only come out during the day.” 

“A what?” asked Gladius, shielding his eyes for a better view. 
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“A Day bat.” 

“I never heard of such a thing.” 

“We better step back into the woods until it‟s gone,” Flint warned. 

Gladius obeyed. 

“They‟re always on patrol,” said Flint. “They‟re Mulhurt‟s eyes and ears. Only a 

small number of them exist anymore, but they are the largest, smartest and most 

powerful of the bat breed. The death bats hate them – jealous of them – they 

themselves are second class to the Day bats.” 

“Day bats? I never would‟ve thought. . .” 

“It‟s said their only weakness is at night, when they‟re sleeping. All their senses 

go numb, as if paralyzed by the night.” 

“Wouldn‟t that make it easy to strike them?” asked Gladius, unconsciously 

fingering his dagger. 

“No, not really,” said Flint. “No one knows where the Day bats spend their nights. 

According to legend there‟s a great warrior who went by the name of Rhinn. He found 

himself faced with a Day bat, but that was the only encounter with a Day bat I have ever 

heard of.” 

“A great warrior? What happened to him?” asked Gladius. 

“Yes, Rhinn the Grand,” said Flint. “The story goes that he snatched the Day bat 

out of the air. He bound it to a tree with a vine and then left for help. Well, when they 

returned in the middle of the day the bat was gone. Only the vine remained coiled in a 

pile around the tree. Rhinn claims he could have walked right up to the Day bat and 

sliced his head off. He couldn't figure out how it had gotten away.” 

Gladius looked up again but the white speck was gone. 
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“We better keep moving,” said Flint as he stepped onto a rock jutting out from the 

water, and then to another, delicately balancing so as not to slip. He turned and 

motioned for Gladius to follow. 

Flint scampered across the stream effortlessly and Gladius followed closely. Half 

way across a slip found him unexpectedly sitting cross-legged in the middle of the 

shallow stream. Some warrior I am, he thought. 

“Are you all right?” asked Flint, fighting the urge to laugh. 

“Fine. I‟m jolly stinkin‟ fine,” said Gladius using his stick to push himself up, 

grimacing with every effort. 

“Maybe you should have followed where I had stepped instead of. . .” 

“Don‟t go there,” said Gladius tersely as he stepped out of the water, knees high 

and feet flat, as if trying to walk on top of it. Plodding up a small embankment straight 

into the forest ahead, he worried the Day bat might have seen or heard the commotion. 

Irritated by the moist chafing between his legs and soggy boots, Gladius asked 

Flint, “Where do those Day bats come from?” 

“No one knows for sure,” Flint said. 

“Well, what do we know?” 

“It‟s thought that there are fewer then fifty left in existence, each as strong as five 

hundred death bats and possibly more cunning and clever then Mulhurt himself. Like 

most warlords in power, he has loyal servants and many of them. But Mulhurt has the 

hypnotic and sinister charisma it takes to lead an evil army of bats.” 

“It sounds to me like you don't hold much regard for this Mulhurt character,” said 

Gladius. 

“Oh, he‟s earned his respect,” said Flint, “but I‟m not going to worship him. That‟s 

exactly what he wants.” 
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“Flint, we‟ve been walking all morning. Is there a place we can rest? Get a bite to 

eat.” Gladius fell silent as he stepped around a thicket of willows and promptly stood on 

the edge of a quiet captivating pond. Oversized lily pads layered the watery surface. 

Yellow and white flowers sporadically adorned them. Giant redwoods towered over the 

pond like armed sentinels. A late morning mist floated above the water thinning on the 

eastern edges where it met sunlight. 

“Will this work?” asked Flint, as if he had just conjured it up out of thin air. 

A small clearing caught Gladius‟ eye and drew him toward it. 

“Just what I need,” said Gladius, nestling into the lushness of a giant pinecone. 

The oversized cone presented huge pliable petals bending like leather and conforming 

to Gladius‟ body, allowing him to snuggle in comfortably. 

Gladius opened his pack, took out a stick of smoked venison and some dried 

berries. He tossed some of the meat to Flint. 

Gladius marveled again at how the giant pinecone conformed naturally to the 

contour of his body. “You know,” he said, “on a small scale these things are bristly, but 

in jumbo form,” he bounced up and down, “they‟re quite plush – a most suitable lounger 

in the wood.” 

“Look out,” yelled Flint, pointing above Gladius. 

Gladius looked up. A rotten branch struck him square on the forehead. A moment 

of dizziness overtook him before he managed to focus on the commotion happening 

above. It was Grommet coming in for a crash landing. 

“Grommet,” he said loudly, “the second time. And, in as many days.” 

“Well then, Gladius Oldmont,” Grommet chuckled, having gathered his balance, 

“don‟t you think you should be more aware of what‟s going on around you. You just 
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never know what might ambush you in this forest.” He made a sweep of his wing, 

gesturing to the vastness of it all. 

Gladius feigned a move to climb up after Grommet. 

“He‟s right you know,” said Flint. 

“Oh sure, take his side,” Gladius responded, soon realizing both Grommet and 

Flint were right. He had no choice but to introduce them. 

“Grommet meet Flint. Flint. . . Grommet, the show-off eagle whose mischief 

keeps giving me headaches.” 

Grommet looked down at Flint, smiled smugly, and said, “If I may ask, would you 

be from Lake Gygax?” 

“Yes, Flint of Lake Gygax. How do you guess?” 

“You have a look about you.” 

“You know of Lake Gygax?” Gladius asked. 

“Of course I do. It was a bird‟s nirvana. If one has feathers one certainly knows 

about Lake Gygax,” said Grommet. 

“So you know about Mulhurt, too?” Gladius asked. “Something must be done. We 

must do something to help Flint – his people – they lost their home.” 

“Are you crazy?” Grommet cut him off. “Just how do you intend to do that? Are 

you, Gladius Oldmont, of all people, going to just walk up to the bat master and demand 

that he restore the lake back to its rightful owners?” He drew a wing across his throat as 

if to cut off his head, and started cackling uncontrollably, laughing so hard he nearly 

toppled from his branch. 

“Let‟s get out of here,” Gladius said directly to Flint. “This feathered old nut is 

nothing but trouble.” 
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“No, wait,” said Flint, staring hard into the eyes of Grommet. “Crazy or not, he 

just might be able to help us.” 

“What?” Grommet and Gladius yelled simultaneously. 

“You heard me.” 

“Just how do you expect this pompous frolicking featherbrain idiot to help us?” 

asked Gladius. 

“I resent those words!” screeched Grommet, rustling his feathers. 

“Grommet can be our eyes, our ears, our spy,” said Flint. 

Gladius looked at a beaming Grommet. 

“There‟s no way we can count on this bird to do anything for us,” said Gladius. 

“Except to mess things up.” 

“Yes, perhaps Gladius is right about this one,” Grommet conceded, preferring to 

be a loner. “I've never been any good at anything except pranks and flight.” 

“This all may be true,” said Flint, “but nonetheless it can be used to our 

advantage. Gladius, weren't you the one who said, all you have to do is believe in 

something and it will all work out? Well, I believe in the power of Grommet‟s wings and 

everything else he can offer.” 

Gladius sensed a confidence growing inside Flint. He knew Flint was hatching a 

plan for Grommet, but what was it? He looked over at Grommet, uncertain, yet saw a 

proud strong eagle with his chest feathers puffed out. He knew he would have to accept 

that Grommet would somehow be involved. 

Flint started pacing in a circle, mumbling aloud. Gladius tried to listen but couldn‟t 

understand the words. Was it a different language? He looked at Grommet who simply 

raised his wings in a gesture of confusion. Gladius eyed Flint more closely as the 

mumbling grew with intensity and confidence. 
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“Flint, what are you doing?” asked Gladius. 

No reply came as Flint continued to pace, hands clasped behind his back. 

Gladius sensed he was plotting. 

“Grommet, do you think you could fly to Granite Valley and deliver a message?” 

Flint asked as he abruptly stopped pacing. 

“Um. . . that‟s two days. . . one night. I think I could do it,” Grommet replied, 

rolling his eyes up into his skull as if thinking hard. “Why? What‟s in it for me?” 

At this moment, Gladius knew things were beginning. He felt the corners of his 

mouth turn up and his stomach churned in excitement. Even though he doubted 

Grommet‟s ability to help the situation he couldn‟t help but be optimistic as he watched 

Flint‟s eagerness swell. 

“You'll have to fly the rest of the day, straight through the night and the entire 

next day,” Flint said to Grommet. “You‟ll also have to be careful not to be spotted by 

Day bats, Walkers. . . anyone. When you arrive ask to be taken to see Siren. Tell them, 

Flint has a message for him. That will get you in. I‟ll give you a written message to hand 

to Siren, for his eyes only. Once he reads it, he‟ll know what to do. And, Grommet, he 

may need your assistance.” 

“I‟m up to it, Flint. You can count on me. I‟ll leave now.” In all his excitement, he 

flew off his branch up toward the open sky. 

“Grommet, Grommet,” Flint called out. “I haven‟t given you the message. Come 

back.” 

His wings stopped. Grommet turned and glided downward. A twinge of 

embarrassment weighed heavily as he began his descent back to the tree. 
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“Are you sure you want to trust him with this message, Flint?” Gladius asked. “I 

mean look at him. He‟s a mess, he‟s already fouled up.” Gladius watched as Grommet 

nearly toppled off his perch. “I don‟t think we can trust him for this kind of thing.” 

“I disagree,” Flint said confidently. “I am positive he'll do just fine. He came back, 

did he not?” 

Gladius looked up at his old friend, Grommet, remembering the first time they 

met. “Yes, he has come back, he always does. So what about this message then? What 

if it gets intercepted?” 

“Code,” replied Flint. “A few of us from the lake were taught a lost and nearly 

forgotten language. In a time long past we assembled a committee to create our own 

alphabet. Siren was a part of this.” 

“Ah, I see,” said Gladius, not really understanding, but feeling some relief at 

knowing Flint planned to write the message in code. He had a feeling Grommet wasn‟t 

going to make it all the way to Granite Valley, which was another reason he wasn‟t sure 

he wanted Grommet to be the messenger. 

“Give me some time. I need to write the message,” said Flint. 

An hour later, Gladius saw Grommet reach out a claw to grab the rolled 

parchment from Flint‟s hand. He saw them animatedly conversing, probably Flint giving 

him last minute instructions. He watched apprehensively as the eagle took off again, the 

message held tightly in his grip. 

This should be interesting, Gladius thought. He returned a wave as Grommet 

flew overhead and waved goodbye. 

“Well, that gives us three days to get into position,” said Flint, walking up to 

Gladius. 

“Position? Three days. What position?” asked Gladius. 
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“There is a time and place for everything, Gladius, and now is the time for walking. 

We‟ve got many miles to go in three days. I‟ll tell you what I‟m thinking on the way. Let's 

go.” 

Chapter 6 – The Passage of No Return 

Dusk settled in and gloom hovered in the forest like a thick fog. “Getting dark. I‟m 

tripping over everything,” said Gladius, stumbling over a root. 

“We‟ve got to keep it up. Got to go all night if we‟re going to hike to the Hills of 

the Moon in time,” replied Flint. 

“How far is that?” 

“It‟s mostly forest travel. I‟m guessing three days – if everything goes well.” 

“Why are we meeting there?” 

“Mulhurt‟s lair is located somewhere near. I told Siren that is where I would meet 

him. He‟ll wait if we‟re not there on time, but only for a day.” 

“Why only a day?” 

“That‟s what I told him. If I‟m, I mean, if we‟re, not there he has to carry out the 

plan as I laid it out in the message. It‟s finally time.” 

“It‟s finally time for what?” 

“It‟s time we get Lake Gygax back.” 

The reality of the situation sunk in for Gladius. Do I really want to put myself at 

the mercy of these two bitter enemies, he asked himself. “You said all that in the 

message?” 

 “We‟ve planned this once before. Siren didn‟t show on time. I backed down – 

didn‟t follow through with the plan.” Flint sounded remorseful. “I don‟t want that to 

happen again. Siren knows this time is it and no matter what, one of us will initiate the 

plan.” 
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“Why is this the time?” asked Gladius. 

“My people do not deserve to live like animals herded into the walls of Granite 

Valley. No lake, no trees. They are merely surviving. The children deserve to live. To 

run free and play with no worries of Mulhurt.” Flint shook his head. “Now is the time.” 

Gladius nodded as if he understood. 

“Look Gladius, if you don‟t want to, well, you know. If you don‟t want to come with 

me then turn back now,” said Flint, aware of Gladius‟ uneasiness. 

Gladius looked away from Flint and stared off into the distance thinking of his 

options. The easiest thing would be to leave Flint and bide his time in the forest until his 

Bartlett Trial was over. Or he could go with Flint. But, why? Why should he risk his own 

life to help restore the homeland of Flint‟s people? Why put himself in more danger? 

He stood tense. His neck bulged as he flexed the muscles in his jaw. He knew he 

was at a mental crossroads. He had come to trust the man standing before him and he 

wanted to join him. 

Gladius thought of his upbringing. How he was able to run free in the fields. How 

he could climb the trees down by the creek and fish in the nearby ponds. If he left Flint 

now and returned home could he live with it? What if someone found out he refused to 

help Flint? Would he be ashamed? Yes, of course he would. No, he thought, the proper 

thing to do would be to go with Flint and fight for a just cause. No one should be 

banished from their home against their will without a fight. He would do it. He would 

make this trip with Flint and help any way he could. A great weight lifted from his 

shoulders as soon as he made the decision. 

Gladius turned back to Flint and asked, “So can we get there on time?” 

“Yes, if the Passage doesn‟t slow us down,” said Flint, obviously relieved. 

“The Passage? What Passage?” Gladius felt a chill of wonder at what it meant. 
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“Yes, the Passage of No Return. It‟s not far now.” 

Gladius slowed to a halt as he came upon the opening to the Passage of No 

Return. A craggy moon cast long shadows on the terrain below. It appeared as if a giant 

had slammed his frying pan down and left it there to fill with sand and rock over time. 

Inside the gigantic earthen-pan was a labyrinth of rocky spires and sharp mounds. Mist 

billowed from large jagged cracks. Narrow twisting streams snaked across the sandy 

expanse. 

Sheer snow crusted peaks reaching into the moonlit sky flanked the northern 

border. 

“Are we going to take that way around?” asked Gladius, pointing to the south, not 

wanting to dare the snowy peaks. 

“That‟s Quag‟s Mire,” replied Flint, looking toward the swamp bordering the 

southern boundary of the Passage. “It‟s said to be so deep and treacherous that not 

even the Day bats will fly over, for they know nothing can survive the bogs.” 

Flint turned and pointed east, “That is our only way.” 

Gladius reckoned it to be at least two miles across to the black forest on the 

other side, with the Passage proving the only accessible route. 

“We don‟t have time to go around,” said Flint, answering the question Gladius 

had not yet asked. 

“So this is it then,” Gladius said, looking down a narrow gravel path pitching its 

way into the Passage and out of sight. Colossal stalagmites jutted out of the sand. 

Spiked mounds and serrated rock clusters littered the ground. Ghostly shadows 

appeared as rows of dragons‟ teeth protruding from the ground. 

It was obvious to Gladius there was no clear path through this fossilized 

graveyard. 
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“I can't figure how this place ever got the name Passage,” said Gladius, “but I 

have an idea where the No Return came from.” 

“It‟s our only way,” said Flint. “We've got to take this route if we‟re to meet Siren 

on time.” 

Gladius did not respond. He simply looked out over the dead sea of phantoms. 

The more he thought about it the more he could imagine something concealed behind 

any one of the frozen figures of death. Chills ran up his neck. 

Flint kissed the ornament around his neck. “Let‟s get to it then.” 

Gladius let out a long groan of apprehension, for he sensed the smell of evil. 

The moon gave little light as Gladius and Flint slowly began their trek into the 

bowels of the Passage of No Return. 

The first steps proved to be the most difficult. 

“We have to get down there?” asked Gladius, pointing at a narrow pathway 

tucked up against the cliff fifteen feet below. 

“Yes,” said Flint swinging the haversack off his shoulder and holding it out over 

the edge of the precipice. He dropped it. Thudding to a dusty stop, the pack landed in 

the center of the trail. 

“Nice drop. Now, how are you going to get down there? Want me to drop you?” 

“We‟ll use that,” said Flint, looking over at a nearby bush, its branches spreading 

out over the edge of the cliff. 

“Huh?” 

Flint walked to the main branch of the shrub, pulled his frame up and slowly 

inched his body down feet first. He cautiously slid across the nubs and spindly branches 

as the limb gently bowed with his body weight. The farther he crawled the more it 
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curved downward. Once far enough out he simply let go and dropped safely to the 

ledge below. 

Dusting himself off, Flint called up to Gladius, “Now you do it.” 

“Now I do it, just like that, no problem,” Gladius mumbled to himself. He reached 

out and dropped his pack to within inches of where Flint stood. 

“Hey, watch it,” Flint called up, having side-stepped the falling pack. 

“Oh, sorry, didn‟t see you down there.” Gladius smiled and climbed the same 

over-arching branch Flint used. Instantly he could feel the burn of the day-old scratches 

on his ribs and chest. He tried to hold his chest off the branch as he slid downward. 

Perspiration moistened his brow and his hands cramped. He squeezed his legs tighter 

as the branch narrowed. 

Without warning, the branch snapped. 

Gladius crashed hard into the ledge below. Before he could taste the dust on his 

lips, he found himself struggling and pawing at the sand and gravel. His lower torso was 

hanging over the edge. He kicked at the rock cliff trying to find a foothold. Flint grabbed 

his wrist and began pulling. His left foot secured a grip and he frantically swung his right 

leg up onto the path and rolled over on his back. Feeling the solid earth beneath his 

body again, he sat up, a rush of adrenaline pumped through his veins. 

As he sat there, panting and staring up into the dark night, Gladius felt Flint slap 

him on the shoulder. “Well done, my boy, well done.” 

“What just happened?” asked Gladius. 

“Nothing. Just a minor miscalculation,” said Flint. 

Gladius looked up at the jagged end of the branch and then over the edge into 

the abyss below. A quick sinking feeling ran down his body and out his heels. “Why 

didn‟t we just use your rope?” 
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“We made it didn‟t we?” said Flint. 

“Yes, safely entered into the Passage of No Return. Now what?” 

“Ah, well – about that,” said Flint as he motioned for Gladius to follow him down 

the narrow trail. 

“Well, tell me. What‟s next?” asked Gladius, not wanting to hear anymore bad 

news. 

“There‟s something I didn‟t tell you about the Passage of No Return.” 

“Is there now? Isn‟t that just great,” said Gladius, swinging his pack over his 

shoulder. “Let‟s hear it.” 

“This place is said to be the home of a vicious dragon they call VaporRot.” 

“A dragon?” asked Gladius in a hushed tone. “I‟ve never seen a dragon.” 

“Legend has it,” Flint began, “that VaporRot is a hatchling of an old dragon they 

call SourRot. The story goes old SourRot could breathe fire and ice and was as big as 

any dragon that ever existed. Old SourRot bore five offspring in her lifetime with 

VaporRot being the oldest and nastiest of the lot. It's generally believed VaporRot 

inherited several of SourRot's infamous traits. True, too, that he's been ruling the 

Passage of No Return for some two hundred years now.” 

Gladius trudged along the pathway snaking down into the Passage of No Return, 

listening intently. 

“His jaws are strong, full of razor teeth,” Flint continued. “The front teeth are said 

to be as long as a human arm.” He demonstrated with his own arm. “His claws, curling 

into points, are quick – fast enough to snare a Day bat from the sky.” 

Flint paused for dramatic effect. 

“Long ago he found himself pitted against a sibling – his youngest brother – in a 

furious battle from which VaporRot lost the use of one wing. The sibling lost its life. 
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“The loss of his wing is why VaporRot has made the Passage of No Return his 

domain. He hunts the forest‟s border until he's lucky enough to catch unsuspecting 

trespassers.” 

“Like us,” interrupted Gladius. 

Flint ignored him. “It‟s said he sleeps little and keeps a stubborn vigilance. Even 

the Day bats fear him, as do most every living creature in these parts.” 

“Why is it,” Gladius wondered aloud, “you've forgotten to mention this dragon – 

what is it? VaporRot? – before now.” 

“Would you have wanted to come this way if I had?” Flint asked sheepishly. 

“Sure,” Gladius snapped, “what‟s an adventure if there‟s no dragon chasing after 

your life?” 

“I was afraid you'd want to go the long way around if I told you about VaporRot 

too soon.” 

“You mean there's another way around this over-sized graveyard?” Gladius 

asked dismayed, stepping over a decayed bone. 

“Yes,” Flint defended himself, “but it would add two days and we can‟t afford the 

time.” 

There‟s no arguing with him, thought Gladius. “Yes, we can‟t afford the time,” he 

reluctantly agreed. 

The morning sun slowly peeked over the horizon. 

“I don't think we‟ve gone too far,” said Gladius. “Seems like we‟re doing more 

zigzagging than anything.” He gestured in the direction they had traveled. “It seems like 

the cliff is only about a quarter mile back, but we‟ve been walking most the night.” 
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“Indeed,” agreed Flint. “It‟s slow going, but if we continue with no further trouble 

we should be out of this place in. . . “ he looked to the east, “in about a half day. We can 

rest then.” 

Narrow black streams crisscrossed the landscape. Something about these 

streams struck Gladius as being odd. The dark water wound its way in and out of the 

rock formations, yet the streams didn't seem to have a bottom, at least not a visible one. 

He stopped and poked into one of the streams with his walking stick, but the end of it 

only wavered in the current, not touching a bottom. 

“Should we follow one of these steams?” asked Gladius. 

“I don‟t trust them,” Flint answered immediately. 

“Trust what?” 

“The stream. Look how it flows.” 

Gladius looked down but did not recognize anything odd about the flow. “It flows 

normal except there‟s no bottom.” 

“It flows toward the mountains. They all do.” 

Gladius thrust his stick in again and felt the stream pull the stick to the north 

toward the mountains. “So it seems.” 

“So when has water ever flowed toward a mountain?” asked Flint. 

“That is odd.” Gladius looked up at the snow-capped mountains. “So we‟ll just 

have to keep jumping across them.” 

“It‟s the only way.” 

Flint walked on ahead. Gladius stared down at his feet as the morning breeze 

orchestrated the sand to dance swirling jigs. It left him with a sinking feeling as if he was 

the only person left standing on a dusty, spinning world of death. He looked up to see 

Flint disappear around a rock formation. He broke the swirling sand with a step through. 
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Morning carried on and as the sun rose higher, the air grew hotter and more 

humid. Walking straight east, Gladius felt the sweat dripping off his forehead and beads 

forming on the back of his hands. The heat radiated off his shoulders. A clammy, itchy 

dust filled the crevices of his neck and face. Muck-like pockets of thin mud formed at the 

corners of his eyes, blurring his vision. Salt tinged his tongue as he licked his lips. 

He struggled up the sand dunes and around countless pillars of rock. He fixed his 

eyes on Flint just ahead but the heat stifled his concentration. He struggled to stay on 

his feet; the sand crippling his steps. He felt he would soon fall and perhaps never get 

up. He heard Flint‟s muffled voice filter through the roasting heat. 

“Gladius. . . Gladius. . . Did you see that up ahead?” asked Flint excitedly, 

running back to where he stood. 

“I can't see a thing,” Gladius snarled. “My eyes are full of dust; the sun's too 

bright.” 

“Quick! Get down!” Flint shouted and dropped to his knees. “I saw something,” 

his voice dropping to a whisper. 

Gladius crouched down. “Where? What? What‟d you see?” He wiped the grit 

from his burning eyes. 

“Over there,” said Flint pointing, “straight south – that long mound.” 

“What is it? I‟m having trouble focusing on anything,” said Gladius. 

“The sand – it‟s moving.” 

Gladius squinted a long moment. “It's not moving, Flint, it's just the heat. You‟re 

seeing things.” 

“Maybe,” whispered Flint. 

Gladius heard his own heart beat as if it were a clock ticking the seconds away. 

His legs ached as he lowered his body to the sand and stretched out on his stomach. 
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The warm sand felt good on his sore chest. His back sagged in relief. He raised his 

head with an effort to look at Flint, who was sniffing the air nervously. I should ask „what 

next‟, Gladius thought groggily, but this feels too good. He dropped his head to the 

sand, relieving the stress in his neck and allowed the time to pass. The silence was 

deafening and relaxing. He closed his eyes. 

“Yes, perhaps you‟re right,” Flint finally said. “Maybe I am only seeing things.” 

Gladius opened his eyes and slowly stood, stretching each muscle as he rose. 

Glancing at a mound in front of him, he sighed and then stumbled over to it for a closer 

look. Standing, his legs weak and tired, he unexpectedly felt the ground shift. A small 

quiver – not much – just a slight ground tremor. He looked down. Then it shook again 

with more force. A heavy groaning filled the air and stopped as quickly as it started. 

Gradually he heard a low bellowing and soon the bellowing grew into a thunderous roar. 

The earth shook and the sand exploded like a storm of moths. Small stones rattled and 

marched like ants. 

“What is it? W-W-What's going on?” asked Gladius, looking down as he danced 

around a foot-sized crack in the ground. “Why‟s the ground shaking?” 

“Either it‟s an earthquake or we're on top of VaporRot,” Flint yelled, his voice 

nearly lost in the cacophony of disaster. 

“What?” Gladius yelled in disbelief. 

Just then, the ground puffed up rapidly. Gladius looked down to see the sand 

crumble away under his trembling legs. A sudden clatter ripped through the air, piercing 

his ears. Stumbling, he somersaulted backward, landing hard against a boulder. He 

rubbed the tender nub on his neck and squinted into the swelling clouds of dust. A roar 

echoed all through the canyon, his heart beat like a hundred-horse stampede. He 

looked for Flint but could not see him. 
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Gladius scrambled to his feet and ran from the upheaval. Running over rocks and 

debris, he held his stick out jabbing the ground in front of him as the dust made it hard 

to see. He spotted Flint half hidden behind a boulder, clear of the ruckus. 

Emerging from the dusty tumult, Gladius asked, “What was that?” 

“It‟s VaporRot,” Flint hissed. 

Gladius grew cold at the mere sight of the beast. He clutched at his dagger. 

VaporRot, hunched on his haunches, puffed out his chest, raised his massive 

neck and roared like a wolf-creature. His good wing, spread strong and intimidating, 

appeared nearly transparent exposing blood-black veins radiating like tree roots. The 

damaged wing trailed in the sand, limp and ragged. Gladius watched the beast as he 

saw the one entity that shook him to the core. A prominent horn, oozing pus, protruded 

from VaporRot‟s skull. 

Nearly frozen in fear, Gladius realized VaporRot‟s on-coming charge and leaped 

behind an outcropping of rock. The dragon smashed into the slab. The rock shook as 

Gladius shimmied around it. He looked out to see only a close-up of the scaly body 

pass by. Burnt yellow blotches showed vividly in place of the obvious missing scales. 

VaporRot‟s scent carried a strong acid odor stinging Gladius‟ nostrils. The immensity of 

its body shocked him. The ground shook beneath his feet. The proximity of the dragon‟s 

threat sent chills up his spine. He feared for his life as he slowly circled the boulder 

trying desperately to keep out of sight from the searching eyes and nose of the beast. 

He caught himself looking over his left shoulder at the dragon‟s whip-like tail when he 

felt the presence of something large over his right shoulder. 

The dragon, snorting hot breath and curling its long neck and head around the 

rock, found him. The prodding horn jabbed at him. A burning sensation flared across 
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Gladius‟ face. The dragon had struck him. He jumped back narrowly avoiding another 

swat from the horn. He felt the sting on his cheekbone and blood covered his finger tips. 

The dragon thrashed and roared as his horn caught in a crevasse. Gladius 

sprang, running straight at the arching body of VaporRot. Dashing beneath the 

damaged wing, he heard Flint hollering for him to run to a cavity among some distant 

rocks. Gladius glanced back at the dragon and saw angry red and yellow eyes bulging 

from the bony black. The ground rumbled as VaporRot gave chase. Gladius sprinted. 

Feeling the force of VaporRot‟s long neck swipe close, he skipped, eluded the move 

and kept running. The dragon hissed. Gladius zigzagged around some boulders and 

then rolled under an overhang of rock where Flint had been standing moments before. 

Confused and infuriated, VaporRot drew his head back and howled a blood-curdling 

scream. 

Breathing heavily, Gladius thanked his lucky stars he could fit under this slab of 

rock as the desperate screams of VaporRot rang in his ears. He stared out at his pack 

and stick lying vulnerable in the open. He pushed over onto his back and stared up at 

the rock inches from his face. The dragon‟s violent stomping and laborious grunting 

filled the air. 

His ears perked forward at the sound of an odd gurgling. He turned his head to 

look, but the cloud of dust was too thick. More gurgling, a strong gasp, a sharp crack 

and suddenly hot flames lit up his view. 

Crazed out of his mind the dragon blazed every tangible object in sight. Nothing 

escaped his wrath. Gladius tightly shut his eyes until finally the commotion dissipated to 

a rumble. VaporRot had taken his search to another area. 

Chapter 7 – The Underground River 

Under the safety of the rock slab, Gladius found the courage to speak. 
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“You there, Flint?” he asked in hushed tones into the darkness behind him. 

“That was close,” Flint replied, poking his head out near Gladius‟ feet. “Are you 

OK?” 

“I'll live,” said Gladius, fingering his battered cheek. 

“We'll have to find a way out,” Flint said, “but not until VaporRot settles down.” 

“He doesn't take kindly to trespassers, does he?” Gladius asked, tearing a small 

piece of cloth from the pocket of his pant leg. 

“What dragon would?” 

“He seems determined to draw us out.” 

“It will be hard for him to find us in here,” said Flint. 

“Could‟ve fooled me a minute ago. Thought I was as good as dead.” 

“He sensed us out there – could probably smell the blood from your wound.” 

“What?” Gladius asked, over the din coming from the new pandemonium outside. 

“Then what's stopping him from smelling it now?” He leaned back as dust billowed in. 

Strange sounds vibrated through his head as VaporRot raged outside. 

Abruptly the elbow stub of the dragon‟s limp wing poked under the rock. The 

scabby bone-white tip scratched the sand along Gladius‟ side. For a brief moment all 

light was blocked. VaporRot, highly agitated, was constantly on the move. Just as 

quickly as the wing rolled in, it disappeared. Howling and screaming, VaporRot 

sauntered away once again, leaving a wake of spiraling sand clouds. 

Moments later an eerie silence dominated the air. Gladius felt the dull thudding of 

his heartbeat in his ears. It left him with an irksome feeling in his gut yet it was oddly 

invigorating. 

“Well, that was fun, hey, Flint?” Gladius whispered, annoyed by the recent string 

of narrow escapes. 
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“Fun? Certainly not,” Flint huffed. “We need to get out of here.” 

“And, what do we do about that crazed dragon?” 

Flint inhaled a deep breath. “We‟ll have to run for it I guess.” 

“Run? To where? We don‟t know where he went,” Gladius said, positioning 

himself to get a good look outside. The settling dust exposed long scrapes and thrashes 

in the sand. His pack lay in a tangled mess next to his walking stick with the family crest 

broken off the top. 

An abrupt noise caught his ear. He scanned the area quickly and saw a small 

rock tumble down and settle into the soft sand. He froze, not daring to move. 

Silence settled in like a heavy fog. 

Scrunched inside the cave-like opening, fully aware of the constant threat 

surrounding him, he felt a contradictory mix of fear and satisfaction. 

“It's funny,” Gladius whispered. “I can‟t believe what I‟ve been through the last 

two days. It‟s more than I ever imagined. Most Wiggins. . . they just go on this trip – you 

know – camp for a month. Their only challenge is to live off the forest.” He picked up a 

pebble and flicked it. “That's what I thought I was going to do.” 

“Yeah, it's a fine adventure so far,” Flint replied absently. 

 “This sure beats camping,” Gladius said, knowing he was no longer listening. 

* * * 

An hour had passed. The dust settled and the sun threatened to melt away their 

cool shade. 

“Stuck in the middle of a dragon's playground,” Gladius complained, wiping his 

forehead, “and the heat is stifling.” 

“Where do you think VaporRot has gone?” Flint asked. 

“I don't know,” Gladius replied. “Why? Do you think it‟s safe to move now?” 
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Flint circled his heart with his hand in a traditional blessing. 

“What‟s the matter, Flint?” 

“My family is living with Siren.” 

Gladius watched Flint run his hands over the rocky surface. He could tell Flint 

was thinking about his people. In all the excitement with the dragon Gladius briefly 

forgot the very reason he sat here next to Flint. 

“You are worried we won‟t escape this beast?” asked Gladius. 

“They‟re all living in Granite Valley – in a hidden gorge among the cliffs.” Flint 

lightly and repeatedly pounded the rock wall with the muscled heel of his fist. “That's 

why I sent Grommet with the message.” 

The mere mention of Grommet‟s name snapped Gladius‟ thoughts back. “I still 

think that oily feathered chicken, who passes himself off as an eagle, isn't going to 

help.” 

“Oh, I think he will,” Flint said. “He's a strong flyer – an able eagle. Sure, he 

pranks with you, but he fosters a caring heart and he‟s swift. I have every confidence 

he‟ll not only deliver the message to Siren, but Siren will be pleased to hear the news 

that Grommet carries.” 

“What was it anyway? The message, the one you coded to Siren?” 

“Shh. . .” Flint turned his head, “did you hear that?” 

“VaporRot?” Gladius hissed under his breath. 

Gladius searched the hot sand for any movement and saw nothing. “What? Did 

you see something?” 

Flint crawled past Gladius, stuck his head out the opening and sniffed the air. 

Gladius did the same from inside. He did not smell anything but sand. 
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“Not sure. Probably not,” Flint answered. “I think it‟s time we try to get out of 

here.” Flint crawled from the opening and stood outside the entrance. 

Gladius rolled out and stood in the stale warm air. No dragon in sight. The sun, 

bright and white, caused him to shade his eyes with a hand. 

Flint pointed to the east where the forest beckoned them. “We have to hike there 

without being seen.” 

Gladius nodded and cautiously looked around. Nothing, just sand and rock 

forever. 

“Here,” Flint said sticking out his hand. He was holding a small leaf of the aloe 

plant. “Turn your head.” 

Gladius felt the moist balm spread across the numbing pain in his cheek. 

“You need to protect it from the sun and sand. This balm is temporary. You can 

clean it later. Let‟s go.” Flint turned to the east and started walking. 

Gladius realized how grateful he was to be traveling with Flint and followed in his 

steps. 

Gladius chanced a look over a rock and spotted VaporRot perched on top of a 

round spire. Holding his head high, his healthy wing was tucked tight, his dead wing 

hung loose. 

“He‟s out there,” mouthed Gladius silently, pointing in the direction of the 

unsuspecting dragon. 

VaporRot‟s tail wrapped itself around the towering rock. His mouth was gaping 

open, his claws dug into the rock. His muscles quivered as his eyes searched for prey. 

Sneaking around the backside of a large rock, Gladius motioned for Flint to follow 

as he quickly dashed into the gap between two boulders. He felt a small tug on his 

sleeve as Flint reached out to stop him but he ran on and Flint reluctantly followed. 
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VaporRot noticed their movement instantly. 

“He‟s spotted us,” said Flint, annoyed. 

“Head for the rocks over there,” Gladius said, pointing. 

Gladius ran, looking back only once to see VaporRot launch from his perch, 

taking giant lunges. 

“Flint,” Gladius yelled, puffing heavily, “head for the water.” 

“Right,” Flint said. 

Gladius ran for the nearest stream. Can we make it? he wondered. He looked 

back and saw VaporRot leaping from mound to mound, closing on their heels. His wing 

spread in an imposing fury, his tail churned the sand wildly. 

Gladius could hear Flint chanting, “Faster. . . faster. . . faster.” 

Gladius neared the edge of the stream and looked back again at Flint. 

“Quick. Dive in,” Flint yelled as he ran by and hit the water headfirst. 

VaporRot was now within striking distance. His huge claws cut the sand; tiny 

pebbles bounced off Gladius‟ legs as he turned to face the dragon. He quickly planted 

one end of his stick against a rock and pointed the other splintered end toward the 

dragon‟s body. 

“Bring it!” yelled Gladius, crouching low anticipating the impact. 

VaporRot charged so furiously that the sudden halt in Gladius‟ forward motion 

caught him by surprise. He tried to dig in his claws. Gladius held the point of the stick up 

with both hands and braced for the collision as the hard scaly body of the dragon 

crashed forward. He directed the broken jagged point to a vulnerable area between the 

pit of the dragon‟s leg and body. It caught hard and sunk into a raw spot between its 

scales. Gladius took the force of the collision and fell backward into the water. 
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When his head briefly resurfaced, he saw the stick jammed between the scales. 

It had pierced the skin burying itself halfway into the dragon‟s body. 

Gladius felt the cold water, stinging him like a thousand needles. Struggling for 

breath, he pushed to the surface but the current proved stronger and swallowed him 

again. He kicked furiously and made large swimming ovals with his arms against the 

powerful forces that seemed to want his body. His hand broke the surface, but again the 

current overcame his efforts and pulled him as if in a funnel downward, like a rock 

sinking into the dark and colder depths. A vertical stream of bubbles boiled around him 

as he caught a vague glimpse of Flint‟s body sinking below. The cold water stung his 

eyes. He squeezed them shut and reopened them. The clarity and light had dissipated 

to a hazy black. 

The unseen force continued pulling him down farther into the darkness. 

Frantic, he gave one last mighty effort to reach the surface. The panic of 

drowning flooded his mind as he struggled against the current. Looking up through the 

fading light, he thought he could see a blurry flash of orange flame boiling the water‟s 

surface. Streams of tiny bubbles floated up as his last efforts to resurface succumbed to 

the persistent energy force pulling him down. Realizing his struggle was futile he 

refocused his efforts to stay calm, to reserve energy, as the ever-relenting current pulled 

him deeper and deeper into the suffocating water. 

Black dread set in. It numbed his senses with fear. He kicked his limbs into 

obeying one last command. His feet slammed into a gravel bottom. He reached out to 

feel the pebbly sand and hope entered his mind. 

Chapter 7 ends here. 
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