Preserver by Christopher Reardon
Chapter 1
“Please help me!”
Oh, no. This cannot be happening again. I've heard about recurring nightmares, but five nights in a row? You've got to be kidding me.
“He's going to murder me unless you do something!” 
Yes, of course he is. I've been through this same spiel again and again. A crazy old man begs for my help, and even when I try to do something I wake up and it's all over. Maybe if I just ignore him, he'll go away. Then, maybe I could get a good night's sleep for once. 
“Corey!”
Just ignore him. 
“Corey, I know you can hear me; please rescue us. It has to be you.”
Ignore.
“Corey!” his voice blares this time, nearly scaring me half to death. I guess I have no choice. I'm going to have to respond.
“What? Every night you bother me, ask for my help, and never let me sleep. I've tried to help you, but then I just wake up. What do you want me to do?” 
“Corey,” he whispers. He almost seems afraid someone's listening. “He won't stop killing until you come. You're the only one that can do it.”
“Do what?! Who's he?” I'm pretty annoyed now. After five nights of vague statements and pleas that make no sense, I’m no longer playing his game. “Be specific or I'm not helping you.”
“The Preserver. With you and Melody Doyle, he can rule all life in the galaxy,” the old man says.
“Melody Doyle?” I ask. “The girl in my math class? Why her? Why me? You don't know what specific means, do you?” 
“You're the only ones that know the spell. Only ones that know the spell. Only ones that know the spell.” 
Alright, this dude's crazy. Why did I even try? What did he call this person? A Preserver? He's never mentioned anybody specific before though, nonetheless Melody Doyle, the girl in my math class. This is now getting interesting. 
“Spell? What are you talking about?” I decide to humor the psycho once more. Though I expect some crazy gibberish, the next thing he says horrifies me. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I know exactly what he's talking about. This dream just became a lot more real.
“Corey, it's the words your mother told you right before she disappeared.” 
***
“Hey!” my little brother, Rich, yells. I can clearly hear his feet stomping up and down outside the door. “Time for school! Get up!” 
I immediately wake up, gripping the covers with full force. Never before has one of these nightmares shaken me up so badly. Sunbeams shine through the window, bringing much needed light into my small bedroom. I'm still too petrified to respond. Billions of thoughts bombard my mind at once. How could this old man know what my mom had said? I'm the only one she ever said it to. Somehow I muster a response to Rich.
“I'm coming!” I didn't really mean to sound that irritated and bitter, but I guess this is what a morning like this does to a person. I hear Rich stampede down the stairs. I check the clock to the right on my bed stand. 7:40. Great, I might just get another tardy at school. 
I swing my legs over the bed and take a few deep breaths. My mind trails back to my mom. A little more than a year ago, she just vanished out of nowhere. No calls, emails, or texts came. One night, she just never came back home. Of course, Rich and I were absolutely distraught, bombarding my dad with questions. We deserved to know where she went, didn’t we? He always said the exact same thing, without fail. 
“She has an important job to do, and we won’t see her for a while.” Every single time, this is the only explanation we got, if you can even call it that. He even refused to make eye contact when he told us. After a while, we had no choice but to continue with our everyday lives. I always had the slightest suspicion my mom didn’t want to be with us anymore. In fact, I was sure this was the case.  
Right before this happened, she specifically sat me down at the kitchen table. I had never seen her look so nervous before. Her eyes peered right into mine with total concentration and focus. It was almost as if she knew this would be our last morning together.
“Corey,” she whispered, putting both hands on my shoulders. This must be serious, I remember thinking; both hands, on both shoulders. “I'm going to tell you something you absolutely have to remember. You have no idea how serious this is. Lives are at stake.”
“Mom, what are you--”
“Listen!” she yelled. I almost gasped. 
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.”
“Mom, have you gone completely insane?” I was actually starting to seriously worry. She had seemed a little on edge, but never to this extent. Suddenly, she burst into tears and hugged me like never before. I hugged her back fiercely too, mostly out of fear that she might have to go to the crazy house soon. What in the world was happening to my mother? Then, she left without a glance back, abandoning me alone to the silence of the kitchen.
“Corey, come on!” I rise from my daydream, back to the present. I glance over to the clock once more, 7:50. Dang it. Good thing we live so close to school. 
“Morning, Corey,” my dad says, sipping his morning coffee from the kitchen table. “Cutting it a little close, aren't we?”
“Yeah, sorry; couldn’t really sleep last night.”
“It's because of all those horror films you kids watch,” he responds, “and they wonder why everybody has nightmares all the time.”
“Yeah, I should cut those out.”
“Let's go!” Rich screams. He dashes out the door and slams it shut. I don’t understand him. Why does he want to go to school so badly? Oh, well. I say goodbye to my father, run down the driveway to the car, and jump into the driver's seat. I put the keys in the ignition and attempt to pull myself together. Rich blares his music on the way to school, but my mind has wandered off too far to notice.
The nightmare returns to me. What did the old man say? 
“Corey, it's the words your mother told you right before she disappeared.” 
I certainly know those words. Right as she said them at the kitchen table, I typed them out on my cell phone just because of how insane they sounded. Could that gibberish actually have meant something? When we pull into the parking lot, my brother charges into the building without saying a word. I wonder if he even turned off the music before he got to class. I'm a high school senior, and he's a sophomore, so I get the luxury of lugging him to school every day. We never see each other, but at least it's the same building. I walk in too, but at much more leisurely pace. Slipping my phone out of my pocket, I locate the file with my mom's words once more.
‘Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.’
Doesn't really sound like a spell to me? I don’t have much to base that off of, though. Movies, books, and TV shows are pretty much all I have to go by. I wonder if other people actually have normal dreams, or are all of them as messed up as mine? That’s it; I’m sick of thinking about this. 
Crowds of people stampede through the halls. I maneuver around them to Room 202, and plop into my seat for calculus class, completely shocked by what’s written on the board. 
Test today.
Those two words ignite a whole new fear inside me. How did I possibly forget about this? My math grade has been plummeting, and here I am trying to analyze dreams rather than something that actually matters. I lunge for my calculus book, yank it out of my backpack, and scan every section. Derivatives, formulas, and story problem nonsense all jumble in my brain. I know I'm not really making progress, but this is the best thing I can do. Maybe some of it will actually stick. Surprisingly, it isn't the math test that scares me the most this morning. 
Someone taps my shoulder to the right of me. My heart shudders at the realization. It's Melody Doyle; the girl mentioned in my dream.
“Don't worry,” she chirps without a care in the world. “I forgot to study too.” I can do nothing but stare at her. Her thick glasses and curly hair separate her from the rest of the girls. Any other day, we would have laughed together about the test and forgetting to study. Not today. Not after a nightmare where an old man tells me this girl and I know something that could save lives. 
“You okay, Corey?” she asks. She doesn't even get her book out, causing me to believe her grade really doesn't matter to her. “It's only a test. Who cares?”
“No, I...” I stammer, attempting to forget my dream. “I know. I'm just really tired.” 
“Well, you better wake up.” She points to Mrs. Silamey on the far corner of the room, passing out the test that will further demolish my grade. I let out a sigh while putting my book in my backpack, carefully scanning over everything my eyes can find. 
The test, I suppose, didn't go as horribly as I thought. It certainly wasn't good, but it wasn't as if I couldn't do any of it. I still don't have high expectations for how it turned out. 
As the bell rings, my eyes catch sight of something. As Melody slams papers and books into her backpack, something sticks out. Written in permanent marker on one of her folders is a statement I know all too well.
‘Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.’
Although a little smeared, I can still make it out. I thought those words existed solely between my mother and me. Now, here they are, plainly written on Melody Doyle's folder. I can hardly believe it. My heart beats so fast it might burst out of my chest. 
“What is that?” I point to her folder. I might have been a little too loud because multiple heads turn.
“What's what?” she asks with lowered eyebrows. Melody zips up her bag at warp speed and leaps out of her seat. She does not look happy at the personal invasion. I, however, have no time for manners.
“Those words on your folder. Where did you hear those?” I ask at full force. Five people now stare directly at her. She’s obviously getting uncomfortable. Maybe I shouldn't have asked in such a public setting, but I’m way too shocked to even care. I need answers now.
“Back off, Corey,” she yelps. “That's private.” The blissful girl at the start of class is completely gone. My cheeks start to get a little red. 
Now ten people watch the scene. Alright, in public was definitely not the way to do this. Melody heads toward the door, ending the conversation. She whisks out of the classroom with the rest of the class trailing behind her. I remain in my seat, realizing a scary, scary fact. My dream was definitely not just a dream. The old man must be on to something. There's no other way Melody wrote down the exact same words my mom said before she disappeared. My next goal becomes completely clear. I need to find Melody Doyle and convince her to talk.








Chapter 2
Math is the only place Melody and I cross paths during the day. I never see her any other time. Just great. I somehow manage to drag through my classes, despite tapping my feet anxiously to get to this girl. Billions of thoughts come into my mind. How in the world could she have heard those words? Did my mom tell them to anyone else? No, I'm pretty sure she would have mentioned that. Could I have possibly told them to her, or anyone for that matter? Of course not. The only place I’ve ever written those words are my cell phone's folders. I never shared them with another soul. I guess I have no other choice but to wait until math class tomorrow. 
After the final bell rings, I locate my brother at the other end of the hall. 
“Hey Rich, what’s up?” With the buds in his ears, he’s completely missed my question. I give him a gentle shove.  He turns around, removing an ear bud for actual communication.
“Oh, hey Corey! Let's get out of here.” After that, he plugs it right back in his ear. I can hear the guitar solo blaring once again. Guess that's all the talk I'm getting out of him.
We stroll out to the parking lot, me of course dwelling on how to get answers out of Melody. Hopefully, she’ll be in a better mood tomorrow. I suddenly turn to my left to see Melody leaving the school right now! I can’t let her get away again. I certainly don’t have the patience to wait any longer. Maybe this doesn't have to wait until math class. 
Rich enters the car and slams the door shut. “Hey! I'm ready to leave!”
“I know. Just give me a second. I need to ask someone something.” 
“Argh, fine,” he sighs. “Just hurry it up.”
I glide past the cars and an onslaught of people to get to Melody. I really freaked her out at the end of math class, so I need to be extra careful to not cause a scene again.
“Melody,” I say, almost tripping over the sidewalk. “I'm really sorry about today. I didn't mean to offend you or anything.”
“Oh no,” she replies, obviously feeling bad about it. “It was just really private family stuff. I'm not supposed to talk about it with anybody. I shouldn't have been so mean to you. Sorry.”
Well, this is good. We're on speaking terms, at least for the time being anyway. I have to be very delicate in how I address this issue.
“Melody,” I whisper. “I've got something I really have to show you. Don't freak out, okay?”
Her eyebrows lower to slits again. I pull my phone out, open up to the folder with my mom's words. Reaching out the phone to her, she utters three words and grasps her mouth with both hands.
“Oh my god,” she chokes out. “Corey,” she appears so afraid I think she's going to faint. “Where did you hear... those... words?” This is freaking her out way too much, but I guess I have no other choice. 
“I asked you first,” I say with a slight smirk. Despite the circumstances, it's nice to see the shoe's on the other foot. It's her turn to deal with this mess.
“My grandpa told them to me right before went missing. He said they had the power to save, and destroy lives. I wrote them down all over the place. I thought he was going senile, but, now...” She looks me directly in the eyes, and then squints as if I’m pulling some horrible prank on her. Part of me wishes that I was.
“My mom told them to me right before she disappeared,” I say. “That's one weird coincidence.” 
She portrays the same look of bafflement, her eyes unwavering. Nobody knows what to say next. I don’t know what’s going on either, but us just staring at each other isn’t going to solve anything. Where exactly do you take a conversation like this? My mom and her grandpa gave each of us the same message. Wow. After the longest time, Melody asks me a question that I had been dying to ask her myself.
“Corey, have you had any strange dreams lately?”









Chapter 3
We decide talking about this in front of the school is not the best thing to do. Way too many eyes and ears lurk about. So, Melody suggests meeting at the burger joint not too far away. I immediately agree, totally excited that she’s willing to talk to me about this. First, I take Rich home at the fastest speed I can muster. 
After what seems like fifty years, we pull into our driveway. Rich leaps out of the seat lip-syncing all the way. He swiftly turns around to see me not unbuckling my seatbelt. Taking out his headphones once more, I plan on evading any questions he comes up with. 
“Hey,” Rich asks as I don’t leave the driver’s seat. “Aren’t you coming in?”
“No,” I make up an excuse. “I have to go to the mall and start applying for jobs. I think it’s about time I start pulling my weight around here.” Where the heck did that come from? I must be better at making things up on the spot than I thought. 
“Oh, cool!” Rich exclaims. Great, I did not expect this reaction. “Can I go too?”
“No.”
“Fine, whatever.” He seems a bit taken aback.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I just want to go by myself. I need some alone time, you know?”
“It’s cool.” Rich walks into the house, his head down. I had no idea I was going to lie like that. I’m also a little surprised at how easily I did it. I feel horrible, but I can’t exactly bring my little brother along to talk about this stuff. Breaking off these thoughts, I wonder about Melody again. How in the world would her grandfather and my mom give us the same message, and right before they both vanished? There is certainly a mystery brewing here, and I intend to get to the bottom of it. 
Taking deep breaths, I finally make it over to the burger joint. Casually walking in, I pretend I’m not here to solely discuss creepy messages with Melody. 
“What can I get you?” the worker asks with the brightest grin.
“Um…I’ll just take a hamburger, fries, and a small soda.” Glancing around the restaurant, I see Melody waving me over to a table in the back. She doesn’t have a smile on her face, so this meeting must be more about business than pleasure. I guess I’m frightened as to what’s going to happen.
“Hey,” I say, sliding onto the wobbly stool.
“Hi,” she whispers. Melody attempts to give a slight smile, but it disappears so fast it’s barely noticeable. Both of us are obviously on edge, so I decide to get right to the point. 
“Yes, to answer your question. I have been having weird dreams. In fact, it was the same one with the same person, for the last five nights.” I might as well just tell her everything, since I'm making no progress by myself.
“Me...too...” she whimpers. She looks completely petrified by my statements, not even able to make eye contact with me. Somehow I’m handling this messed up situation better than her. “It’s always an old man, always telling me to save him.” I drop my hamburger. She's going through exactly the same thing. I almost want to smile.
“I think…we’ve been having the same dream.”
Same message, and now the same exact dream? My heart beats way faster than I can handle at the moment. I try to remember every detail about my nightmares, but I can't really recall much other than a few key words. Suddenly, some memories come flooding back. 
“The Preserver,” I say much louder than I intended. A family turns toward us at the next table. Whoops. 
“Sorry,” Melody turns around to say. Luckily, the family drops the matter and returns to devouring their hamburgers. However, I would bet some of their attention remains on the two of us. 
“He always talks about the Preserver,” I continue, now in a whisper.
“I remember that too.” Melody seems to be excited now. These mood swings are difficult to predict. “The old man never told me anything about him though. Just that the Preserver would kill people unless I did something.”
“Wow,” I respond, my eyes traveling back to the floor. Well, it’s certain now. We’ve both been having the same dream, talking to this old man. More and more memories return. Talking about this out loud must be causing my brain's wheels to turn. I can’t even begin to describe how thrilled I am to have someone to talk to about this. My hands tremble and my left leg even starts shaking. “I was told that he can't do it without you and me.”
“What?” she's flabbergasted. “He said you and me, specifically?”
“Yep, he mentioned you by first and last name.”
“I can't believe this,” she says to herself, shoving a few fries in her mouth. “Are you just pulling my leg?”
“No,” I raise my voice, offended at the accusation. She must know that’s not true; it must just be a defense mechanism. “I wouldn’t make this stuff up. He said Melody Doyle.” 
Melody leans back, grinning. 
“It’s normal to dream about classmates. They are an important part of your life after all, so your subconscious would hold on to that.” She then erupts into little giggles. “This is all just some crazy coincidence. We must be going insane.”
This is interesting. She’s trying to take a completely logical approach to all this. For some reason, I’m never been more appalled and filled with rage in my life. My neck is starting to get tight. 
“What? No, there is no way it’s just a coincidence. What are the odds that we both get the same message? And that we keep having the same dream with the same person? There’s something else going—“
“Stop it, Corey!” she screams now. Pretty much every table turns toward us. 
My face gets all red. I’ve never really dealt well with having everyone stare at me, nonetheless in a restaurant. Melody whispers in the softest voice she can muster. Yet, she instills venom into the last two words. “It’s just a dream. That’s it.” 
“Fine,” I say without making eye contact. Everyone slowly returns to their business, probably thinking we’re some young couple having a fight. I’m still annoyed she’s not even willing to open up to this, or even talk about something so monumental with me. What am I possibly supposed to do now? 
 “Well, I've got to get home. My parents already think I'm just staying after class to help with tutoring. I'd rather not lie to them anymore,” Melody proclaims, hoisting herself off the stool.
This girl confuses me so much; she transforms from happiest person in the world, to shyest, and then to angriest all in one day. 
“Alright,” I say. “I guess I'll let you know in math class what happens tonight.” This is all too surreal.
“Please don’t. Fine, to be honest, I’m pretty scared right now. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She shifts her eyes to the floor tiles. “You know, maybe you just shouldn’t talk to me anymore.” She storms out without a glance back. 
Actually, I’m not at all hurt by that last remark. I’m more anxious than anything. She obviously believes something else is going on here, just like I do. In fact, I know something’s going on here. I just wish I could figure it out. Despite Melody’s attitude and outbursts, I will be getting to the bottom of this. Rest assured of that. 
I drive back to my house, thinking up even more lies to say to Rich. Nobody at the mall’s hiring today. I only have time for school work. Billions of lies and excuses come to mind, the only challenge is picking one to use. Then, I wonder, what if Rich told my dad about my wanting to get a job? Crap. He might actually make me get one then. If I’ve learned anything from all this, lying is just too darn difficult.
When I get home, however, there’s something completely unexpected. A black car is parked in our driveway. Are we having a visitor? I’m pretty sure I would have remembered if someone was coming. This doesn’t look like any normal car. From the wheels, windows, doors, to the sleek mirrors, I wouldn’t be surprised if this car belonged to someone in the FBI. I’m getting a little freaked out. As I imagine the owner of this vehicle, I slowly open our front door. 
Sitting in our kitchen is not anyone I would have expected. A woman dressed in all black from head to toe, glares at me. Her light brown hair is tied up in a tight bun. I am so shocked I don’t even know what to say. We rarely ever have visitors to our house, nonetheless her. Glancing to the right, I see my dad holding his head in both hands. The man appears completely demolished. I’ve rarely seen him get this way. 
“What’s going—?” I attempt to ask as the woman stands up. She seems quite tall and confident, I’m guessing in her mid-thirties. 
“Corey,” she states. No ‘hello,’ or anything. She must really want to get down to business. “We need to talk.”







Chapter 4
“What’s going on?” I get my question out this time. I’m annoyed it’s taken two attempts. She is invading my property, so I should be allowed to ask a simple question. “Who are you?”
“Corey,” she states. “I am Patricia McClain, an agent at the Keeper Institute. We don’t have much time, so I’m going to get right to the point. Your mother has given you the Renewal Curse, has she not?”
“Excuse me?” When in the world did my life get turned completely upside down? My father actually removes his hands to make eye contact with me. It only lasts for a second though, as a fresh of wave of tears sends him back down again. “Ma’am, I have no idea what you mean.”
“Do not lie to me,” Patricia McClain stomps the floor with one of her high heels. “You very well know what I’m talking about. Where do you have it written?”
“My mom told me this weird thing before she left. Is that what you--?”
“Yes!” Her rage transforms into utter happiness. “Show it to me now.”
I pull out my cell phone, and shift through folders until I locate the statement. With a shaky arm, I show her the message. I’ve never shown it to anybody before, so I try to get past my reservations. 
“Very, very good,” she says. “Read it to me. I see nothing but gibberish.”
I let out a gasp. My eyebrows lower. If this is some kind of joke, it’s only cruel and not funny. 
“Corey, you’re the only one who can read this. You and Melody Doyle; the girl from your math class are the only ones, that is.” 
I’m totally stunned. I can’t even comprehend what she just said; nonetheless think of a response to it. Nobody can read this message, but us two? I bring the phone back to my own view, reading the whole thing aloud to this woman.
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.”
She does nothing but let out a slight grin, almost taking demonic pleasure in this. 
“Corey, what you just said was total nonsense to me. You were basically speaking another language in my ears, and anyone’s ears that aren’t Melody Doyle’s.”
“What?” I ask. She must be pulling my leg; there’s absolutely no other explanation. I can’t even fathom the fact that Melody and I are the only ones who can hear these words. 
“Corey,” Patricia states. “Your mother has entrusted you with the Renewal Curse.”
“You can’t be serious?” I’m almost angry at this point. How horrible would this woman have to be to treat me like this? Especially about something as personal as my mom’s words? I glance to my dad for emotional support. He’s somehow gotten the courage to look at me, but I doubt he’s willing to help. “Dad! Say something.” I actually think he’s going to answer. 
“It’s true,” my dad chokes out between tears. “I just... couldn’t tell you.” He bursts into a new round of tears, causing me to choke up as well. Thankfully, Patricia continues before I go completely insane. 
“We have a lot to talk about,” she says. “We can’t do it here, though. He’s coming for you.”
	“Who the heck is coming for me?” I’m even crying now. My whole life has gone crazy and nobody’s doing anything about it. Worrying about my math grade seems so far away now.
“The Preserver,” she speaks in a grim tone. “He will never stop looking for you.” 













Chapter 5
“We need to leave right now.” 
Those six words from this strange woman are just too much today. I gasp, scrunching my eyebrows. There is no way I can say anything to that. I try one more time to get at least some help out of my dad. That, however, is never going to happen. 
“She’s right, son,” he stands up. “You have to go.” I’m speechless. My dad is just okay with what’s going on. This random woman appears in my house, and now I’m even ordered to do what she says. 
“Your father,” Patricia says, “has foolishly kept you here. He knew the risks. The Preserver will find you in time, but we cannot protect you forever. All of us at the Keeper Institute have been watching over you.”
“What about Melody?” I ask. “Isn’t she in this with me? What is her family doing? What is going on?”
“I’ll tell you in the car, Corey. Melody’s parents also kept her close, out of sheer fear of losing her. We will pick her up on the way.”
“How come she can read this message, but nobody else can?”
“Corey,” Patricia puts a hand on my shoulder. “Her grandfather passed the Renewal Curse onto her, as your mother did to you. Both of you have a monumental responsibility, and it’s about time you started doing it.”
“Where are we going?” I ask. “When I can I come back home?” 
“I’d like to give you a long, frivolous lie,” Patricia says, “but, the truth is probably never. I hate to be blunt, but, do not expect an easy road ahead. Now, we must leave. Get in the car.” 
Is she serious? This psychopath wants to me to completely abandon my life and jump into a car with her. She must have a few screws lose.
“No!” I scream at the top of my lungs. I charge past both of them, hoping to leap onto my bed and wake up. This has to be a dream, there’s no two ways about it. Before I make it out, however, Patricia grabs my arm. Her nails dig into my skin like needles. I want to wail and cry, but I’m just too stunned. 
“Goodbye, sir,” Patricia says to my father. “I hope we meet again.” My father doesn’t respond, just returns to bawling into his hands. 
We leave the house as I hear the car unlock. The passenger door opens automatically.
“Wait! Can’t I say goodbye to Rich? Please.” 
“Of course not,” Patricia responds. “He’s at a friend’s house. There is absolutely no need to concern him with such pressing matters.” 
Rage swells up within me at an uncontrollable rate. Seeing my father destroyed and being denied all access to my brother by this stranger is unacceptable. I look this woman directly in the eyes. My whole body starts to quiver. 
“I hate you.” Wow, did I really just say that? Maybe my maturity level is lower than I thought. On second thought, those words pretty much sum up everything I’m feeling. 

Chapter 6
“I’d be surprised if you weren’t mad,” Patricia remarks as I sit in the passenger seat. We drive along the street away from my house. I stare at it the whole time, wondering if I’ll ever get to see my home again. Probably, not. I wish I could have a happier outlook on things, but I’m pretty much sure I won’t. 
“Can you please tell me everything? I deserve to know.” I’m done trying to be nice. 
“Not until we have Melody,” Patricia says. “I’d rather not have to repeat myself.”
“Fine,” I try to get every bit of my rage into that word. I probably just sound like a pouting toddler.
***
The car pulls into a driveway at warp speed. A two story, red brick house stands before us. It does not look that different than my own, just a different color. 
Patricia gets out of the car without a word and slams the door shut. Guess she doesn’t care if I go in or not. I’m not sitting in this car missing everything. I trail right behind her. 
Patricia knocks on the door in the politest, firm way. Her fist bangs the wood four times. A panicked, skinny blonde woman emerges from the house. At the sight of Patricia, her expression alters into total horror. 
“Go away!” the older woman yells. I’m guessing this is Melody’s mother. 
“I wish I could, ma’am,” Patricia states, “but you know as well as I that Melody needs to come with me.”
“You are never taking my baby!” this woman wails with all her might. This is the response I would more expect from my father, rather than watching him bawl like a child. She slams the door shut, not worrying at all about whether Patricia will be harmed. Patricia, however, seems to expect this would happen. She shakes her head. 
“I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this,” Patricia says, stepping back a bit. She lifts up her leg as high as she can, and kicks the door down in one blow. I jump back in total surprise. My jaw drops. How in the world is that even possible?
Patricia walks into the house without a glance back. She acts like she owns the place. Based on her ability to kick doors down, maybe she’s used to taking whatever she wants.  
The older woman backs up. Her eyes dart about the kitchen. Suddenly, they lock onto a knife on the counter. Her shaky hand lunges toward it, but before she can get the knife Patricia lifts her leg up once more and kicks her directly in the chest. Her body slams against a cabinet, knocking over several heavy plates.
“Oh my god,” I whisper to myself. What in the world have I gotten myself into? I must be traveling with some criminal mental patient. Though, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t impressed by that move. Patricia walks casually over to the woman she knocked onto the floor, grips her pink shirt in her hands, and utters four words.
“Melody comes with me.” None of this was probably necessary, as Melody immediately comes charging in, looking totally demolished. Her curly black hair is disheveled and her glasses are hanging from one ear. 
“Mom!” she shouts with horror. Both of her hands now cover her mouth. “What did you do? Corey?! What is going--?”
“Melody,” Patricia orders with a calm demeanor. How can she be relaxed after what she just did? This woman is a monster. “Get in the car now. We’ve wasted far too much time already.”
“Melody, just do it,” I say. I can’t bear to watch anybody else get hurt, and that’s what’s going to happen if anyone disobeys Patricia McClain. 
“Go,” Melody’s mom instructs, waving her left hand. I guess the kick has finally changed her mind. “She’s right. You have to leave. I’m so sorry.” Her other hand rubs her aching chest. 
Melody doesn’t respond. I think she’s going to pass out. I’m just a happy to see someone as baffled by this whole thing as myself. With a few more direct and loud orders from Patricia, Melody agrees to get into the car. Or, she puts up less of a fight as Patricia drags her into it. I take the back seat this time, eager for any answers to all of this. Once again, we’re back on the road. 
“Now that both of you are here, it is time you knew everything. You are both directly involved in this after all. Enough time for secrets.”
Neither I nor Melody utter a word. We’re done protesting, and certainly done asking questions that get us nowhere. It’s time to listen.
“Corey and Melody,” Patricia announces. “It’s time you knew about the Preserver.”

Chapter 7
“People die.” This is all Patricia says with ten seconds of silence following. How do we respond to this?
“Yeah, I figured that out at some point,” Melody sparks through a clenched jaw. She’s obviously not happy about the current situation. Patricia feels no need to fire back with a snide comment, but just continues on.
“When they die, they go to the land of Dwella. All of these souls gather together under watch of the Preserver. Sort of like Greek Mythology, he is the modern day Hades. This supreme watcher controls every single life that ever existed, and all that ever will be. You can understand how this is a big responsibility.”
“Okay, but where do we fit in?” Melody asks.
“Patience, young lady!” Patricia screams. “If you say anything else before I’m done, I’ll rip out your tongue.” 
Melody probably assumes this isn’t serious, but after seeing this woman knock the door down, I totally think this could happen.
“Now, watching over every single soul that’s passed on ensures a lot of power to this individual, so, there needs to be something else to keep him in check. You’ve paid attention in history class, right? Similar to your United States government, a check and balance system was put in order. That, my dear Melody, is where you two come in. You both know the Renewal Curse.”
“It’s what my mom told me and what your grandfather told you,” I say, moving forward a bit. I try to sound like I know what’s going on, whether it is for Melody’s benefit or my own. “They’re the words on your folder.” 
“Indeed,” Patricia reaffirms. “Several select humans at any given time know the Renewal Curse. This curse has the power to stop the Preserver.”
“What do you mean stop the Preserver?” I inquire; suddenly panicked she might attack me for interrupting.
“Fine. Stop was not the right word. The Renewal Curse has the power to kill the Preserver, and transfer the responsibility to someone else.”
 “So, my mom gave me a spell that kills this Preserver. He watches over every life, living or dead?” 
“Absolutely correct,” Patricia says. I am thrilled I can somewhat understand this. 
 “Uh-huh,” Melody says with an eye roll. Of course, Melody refuses to believe any of this. Her skepticism at the burger joint is nothing compared to right now. 
Patricia glares at Melody, sighs, and goes through every single detail of the curse, her status of an agent at the Keeper Institute, and how rare and special the two of us are. After seemingly endless minutes of convincing, Melody’s doubt slowly fades away. 
“The current Preserver,” Patricia continues, “goes by Garym. Garym has guarded over life in the galaxy for years with no problems. We have been truly surprised how lucky we are to have him. Recently, however, we fear his intentions may not be as noble as they once were.”
“Why is that?” I ask. Patricia seems to be okay with me interrupting to ask questions. 
“Over the last hundred years, Garym has constantly been asking for more duties over the universe; more jobs, more responsibilities,” Patricia grits her teeth as she says the last two words, “more power.” 
I shift forward in my seat, trying to understand what’s going on.
“He would not let up, and soon showed signs of true outrage at being denied the request. We should have known he was up to something then.” Patricia takes a long, deep breath. “He now has stated he’s going to eliminate life, and start the galaxy over in his image. If his plan succeeds, every creature will have never existed. He will completely start everything anew. In fact, it’s already begun. Souls are dying as we speak. None of them know what to do and are trapped in a purgatory of chaos.”
Melody’s eyes open wide. This is a lot to take in. 
“If I’m not mistaken, one has even attempted to contact both of you,” Patricia says, “in your dreams.” 
My jaw drops. My stomach lurches forward, and I think I just might vomit all over this car. It’s the old man from my nightmares. 
“Ye…yes…” I stammer. If I was scared before, it’s nothing compared to right now. “An old man has been in my nightmares for a week now.”
“Indeed,” Patricia says. “He’s not the only one asking for your help. You have no idea how serious this is. You two actually have the power to stop this evil man.”
“The Renewal Curse?” Melody asks. I leap back at the mention of this again. 
“Yes,” Patricia says, taking a long, deep breath, as if imagining all dark things to come. “The Renewal Curse is the key.” 
“So what do we have to do?” I chime in, scared of the answer I’m going to get. I don’t want her to think I’m fully on board.  
“Isn’t it clear by now? We will go to the land of Dwella, and we will kill the Preserver.”












Chapter 8
“So, what?” Melody asks. I’m glad she can say something. I’m totally speechless. “We just say this spell thing and he’s dead? That’s it?”
“Of course not, foolish girl. There is much, much more required to make this happen. Two wizards and one supreme witch exist in Dwella. These three were specially chosen by the Elders to control the Preserver. Why these three were picked, nobody really knows, but they surely have gotten big heads because of it. Their gathered power will be needed, along with the reading of the Renewal Curse, for the Preserver to be killed.”
 “Only one of us has to say it with them?” Melody asks. 
“Yes, only one is necessary,” Patricia says. “It’s totally possible only one of you will survive long enough to do so anyway.” There’s a long pause in the conversation. “I’m sorry to be blunt, but I’d really rather be honest upfront.” 
Nobody talks for a while after that. She basically just said that one of us could die. The only sounds now are the bumping wheels on the rocky road. So, I use this time to try to analyze and remember everything she just said. 
According to this woman, there is a Preserver who guards over souls, like Hades in Greek Mythology. This Preserver has gone mad with power and wants to start the universe over in his image. We have to find two wizards and a supreme witch in the land of Dwella, say the Renewal Curse, and end this Preserver’s reign. One of us will probably die in the process. Patricia seems to be just fine with that.  
Well, I think I’ve pretty much got most of it. Although, I really wish I didn’t. Call me crazy, but I’m not so sure I’m up to this task.
“How do we get to Dwella? Where are we going now?” I inquire. She answers both questions with one word. I certainly did not expect this to be the one way ticket to life after death.
“Airport,” she states. “In fact, we’ll be there in ten minutes.”
As we continue driving, I see the gigantic airport in the distance. Massive airplanes line up, preparing for takeoff. The building has so many floors and windows, I can’t even comprehend how they built the monstrosity. It’s truly a magnificent sight to see. Mass crowds of people pile in, not caring who they shove to get to their destination. 
Patricia parks the car, and the three of us walk in, Melody and me trailing behind her. She charges past the massive crowds like she owns the place. Patricia completely ignores the dirty looks she receives, or maybe she doesn’t even notice them at all. That kind of confidence is almost inspiring, if not also terrifying. But, I guess if I could break down a door in one kick, I’d act this way too. 
Billions of people rush to their next gate. I can’t help but stare at every single one of them. This Preserver apparently owns all of these people, and when they die, they go to him. Garym… that was his name. He’s going to murder every single one of them unless we do something.
As we pass the various restaurants, markets, ticket offices, and food stores, Patricia suddenly takes a sharp turn. I bump into the man in front of me trying to keep up with her. He almost drops his soda.
“Sorry,” I say as I lose sight of her again. The man rolls his eyes and turns around. Is she going to ditch us? Though first I’m worried about that, I suddenly have a different thought. Maybe it would be good to never have to deal with her again; no more Dwella, wherever the place is, no more Preserver, no more Renewal Curse. The thought starts materializing into reality, until I have a sudden burst of adrenaline. As I dash in the opposite direction, I have no idea what has come over me. My feet just keep moving. 
“Corey!” Melody yells. “Where are you going?” I don’t take any time to answer. I keep running with all my might. Maybe I can actually get away from this woman. I can run away forever and never have to deal with her again. For some reason, this all makes absolute sense in my head. Maybe some sort of instinct is taking over. Suddenly, I look up to realize a petrifying fact. Every single set of eyes in the airport is now on me, and none of them look happy. 
I’m completely breathless. People glare at me like robots. I pretend what I see isn’t happening as I continue running. Suddenly, a rough hand grabs onto my shoulder. I scream punching the person in the chest. He topples back onto the floor, immediately rising again. Then, more hands grab me from all directions. I erupt into a total frenzy, kicking and punching everything in my way. 
“Get away!” I shriek. I might as well have just said nothing. Double the original crowd circles me until I’m completely helpless. At the end of the circle I see a woman walk in. Her high heels and black attire reveal her identity right away. Our eyes lock. 
“Corey,” Patricia says with her hand on my shoulder once more. “I’m really, really sorry, but there’s no escaping this. You have to do this. Believe me, I wish it didn’t have to be you. But, it does.” This woman has never been kind to me, not like this. I almost have a slight moment of wanting to help her. I catch a glimpse of Melody emerging from the group. She looks totally confused. The many hands slowly let go, as the army of people backs up again. 
“Why me? I just don’t understand. There has to be someone better,” I beg, hating myself with every word.
“Probably,” Patricia responds with a smile, “but your mother chose you.”













Chapter 9
The crowd slowly abandons the three of us, returning to their business, as if the moment before had never taken place. They’re drones returning to their boring, everyday lives. People read their tablets, gaze at their phones, and charge through the airport gulping beverages. I can only gaze at them, wondering if they’re actually real people. 
“Now, please follow me this time,” Patricia tells the two of us. Well, it’s probably more aimed at me. She glides past the crowds once more, slithering behind the wall of a taco shop. Why in the world is she going behind there? Melody shrugs and follows, but bumping into more people than Patricia. I do the same, until all of us see something miraculous. 
Two dark waves of light chase each other into oblivion. Brown and black beams collide into a massive center of nothingness. I get dizzy just from looking at it for a few seconds. Patricia takes no time for explanation, but steps into the portal. Within seconds, her body vanishes from the airport, replaced by more swirling waves of light. Deciding making a break for it is no longer an option, and I’m left with one choice; I follow this mysterious woman. Whatever’s coming, I’m completely at her mercy. 
***
I slam onto mucky, wet ground. Dirt meshes with water to create a muddy, disgusting slop. Water seeps into my back, completely sopping all my clothes. Melody must realize the same thing, as I hear her complaining a few feet away.
“I’m soaked!” she wails. “Where the heck are we?” Turning around, I see Patricia stand up, dry as a desert. I’m getting annoyed that everything just works out for her. 
“Why aren’t you wet like--?” Melody asks. 
“We are in Slamora’s Realm,” Patricia makes no attempt at answering, or even acknowledging Melody’s question. She waves her hands around the swampy landscape. Lily pads and weeds encompass the mud, creating an elaborate ecosystem. “Slamora, the supreme witch known for her laziness, temper, and lack of social skills, locks herself in that castle.” Patricia then points to a gigantic building in the distance. 
Humongous stone walls rise up above the swamp, complete with the cliché castle ridges on top. Keeping up with medieval tradition, a flag sticks up from the highest structure. Even from our distance, we can make out the ‘S’ waving on it. The view is breathtaking. Its base appears completely composed of bricks, with occasional wood for the doors. A few windows peek out, but they’re so far in the distance we can’t see inside. 
“It’s huge,” I say, holding a hand above my eyes to block the sun. “She can’t live there by herself.”
“I told you; Slamora’s known for her lack of social skills, and that may not have been doing it justice. She’s basically shut herself off from the whole world. Slamora lives out her days practicing her spells on various swamp life; from mosquitoes, to snakes, to alligators, to cranes, you name it.”
“Why are we here?” Melody asks with a few groans. She’s still pulling the mucky weeds off of her clothes. 
“For better or for worse,” Patricia states. “She is the supreme witch we need to kill the Preserver.” 
We begin traveling toward the massive castle in the swamp. Walking in this disgusting slime proves to be very difficult. Melody and I are constantly tripping and slipping the whole way. I look at the land once more. We are packed in such a dense forest; I can’t even make out where the trees end. Branches and leaves surround us in all directions. Looks like this Slamora witch really did want to shut herself off from everybody. I decide I should take this time to try to get to know Melody more. We are going to be spending a lot of time together, after all.
“So,” I say. “Life’s gotten a lot harder than calculus.” 
“Seriously, don’t talk to me!” she yells, continually flicking weeds off. Whoa, I know she’s had outbursts, but I was trying to make her feel better. Last time I try to be nice.
“I’m just trying to help,” I say back. “You don’t have to be mean all the time. We are in this together, you know?”
“All I know is,” Melody says. “One minute my life is fine. You start talking to me about dreams, and then she,” Melody extends her finger at Patricia, “breaks my door down, attacks my mother, and forces me to go on this journey to kill some after life whatever.”
“Preserver, my dear,” Patricia chimes in. I can’t help but let out a slight smile. Not only is Patricia unaffected by Melody’s comments, but she almost appears to be poking fun at her. I’m growing to like this woman more and more.
We are nearing the castle now, and I’m even more in awe than I was before. It’s like an enormous mansion built for one in the middle of nowhere. I’m more and more eager to see what this Slamora is actually like. 
“There’s something very, very important about this witch I haven’t told you yet,” Patricia circles around to us. “Despite being the supreme being of her kind, she is as fragile as a box of china. If you say one, even vaguely insulting word, she’ll attack you on the spot. In fact, if you do not compliment her constantly, she’ll get severely offended.” She glances back and forth between each of us. “You understand me? Stroke her ego immediately.”
“Got it,” I say. All I have to do is compliment this old hag. It can’t be that difficult. This is going to be a piece of cake.
“Fine,” Melody remarks with a lot of attitude. She crosses her arms. That’s it; this girl’s really starting to upset me. 	   
“In we go,” Patricia states. “Oh, there’s something else. Though the wizards won’t be affected by the Renewal Curse, Slamora surely has a weak spot for it. Since she is the strongest of the three, it’s only natural the Elders thought she should submit to it. Checks and balances, you know? She has to be put in her place should she get cocky.” Patricia glances at her flag with the ‘S’ on it. 
“The spell will break her into submission, but hopefully it won’t have to be used.” Patricia does not bother to knock, but lifts her leg in the position I know all too well. Just as I suspect, she kicks the wooden door down with ease. It crashes down into deep water with a splash. I’m then left to wonder; how many people’s doors has this woman destroyed?
She glides in with a motion for us to keep up. Melody follows and I go last. My initial reaction to the castle was way better than what I see now. Green swamp water covers the whole floor. It’s turned into a putrid, muddy mess. Slamora obviously hasn’t kept up with housekeeping, because vases, tables, and plates lie broken in the mud. I can’t imagine anyone ever living here, even one messy witch all by herself. Patricia even looks surprised by the mess, looking around with total abhorrence.
I catch sight of a massive lily pad far ahead. It looks to even be about 10 feet long. The huge thing also has a person on top. Her lack of movement makes me believe she is sleeping. A tiny snore reaffirms that. 
“For goodness sake,” Patricia groans. “Slamora!” She takes a few strides closer to the lily pad through the muck. 
“Slamora! Wake up!”
“Wha? What?” Slamora stammers, eyes bulging open as she returns to consciousness. “What’s going on?” The older woman is so startled, she rolls off the lily pad, falling directly into the water. She shouts obscenities. Melody snickers, and I manage to hold it together despite my urge to roll over laughing. 
“Slamora,” Patricia takes one more step forward. “I apologize for the rough entrance, but it is of most importance.”
“You broke my door! How dare you, crazy head!” Slamora shouts in a rage, pulling herself up from the water. Her black hair falls over her face, and her long red dress is completely drenched. “You can’t just go around breaking down people’s doors.”
“As I said before, I apologize, but this is of gravest importance. I am Patricia McClain of the Keeper Institute. As I’m sure you’ve heard, despite your exclusion from society, the Preserver has threatened to destroy all life as we know it. You being selected as one of the three that can stop him, we need your assistance.”
“Yes, yes, I know. Everybody knows. The Preserver’s going to kill everybody and make life over again. You know what I say? Let him! The souls we got now aren’t so great. I’ll be glad to see them go.” 
Patricia is so mortified by the response she has to take a step back. 
“You bite your tongue,” she screams. “How dare you even think something like that?”
“I can think whatever I want little missy, and nothing you say can stop me!” Slamora erupts into laughter that echoes off the walls. Suddenly, her eyes catch sight of me and lock right into mine. I freeze unable to respond. “And who are these little bugs? Do they know the Renewal Curse?”
“Yes,” Patricia calms down a bit. “Both are prepared to destroy the Preserver with your assistance.”
“Well, I don’t want to; so, ha!” Slamora crosses her arms and looks away like a child that won’t get their way. 
“Slamora!” Patricia wails so loud that Melody and I have to cover our ears. The sheer rage in her voice is nothing short of torture. Nature itself is horrified of the sound, as sunlight slowly dims to darkness. Her screeching yell continues at full force until daytime has completely transformed into night. I even catch a few stars visible through the window. “This is no time to behave like a child. The institute hoped it wouldn’t have to come to this, but it appears I have to take you by force.”
“Your magic is no match for me. I’ve had forever to prepare. Being alone offers lots of free time.” Slamora charges forward with no reservation, water splashing all the way. “I’d rather die than be told what to do.”
Patricia and Slamora simultaneously take miniature implements out of their pockets. I can only assume these are wands of some sort. They glitter and beam with power. Blue shades of light sparkles from each.  
“Corey and Melody,” Patricia’s eyes remain locked into Slamora’s. “Read the Renewal Curse.” 
Immediately, Slamora’s face turns from total confidence to utter terror. She even backs up with widening eyes.
“You wouldn’t dare!” Slamora says. “Using that curse is forbidden unless under dire circumstances.”
	“Well, these seem pretty dire to me, Slamora.” Patricia says. “Corey. Melody. Now.” 






Chapter 10
“No!” Slamora screams at the top of her lungs. She raises her wand up above her head. The magic glistens throughout it. “Attack!” 
Suddenly, a species of crane manifests in the distance. Sharp beaks and long slender necks separate these creatures from most. Their long legs are much stronger than I first think. Three of the birds stampede towards me with full force. I freak out, pulling my phone out of my pocket. I scroll through the folders as fast as I can. Just as I locate the Curse, the birds reach me. Two slam themselves into me, knocking the phone out of my hand. I’m so stunned I can only grunt. The third bird snatches my phone in its beak, charging away. Its gangling legs splash the mucky water. 
I slam into the murky mud, a couple lily pads washing on top of me. Lifting myself up, I see Melody in the distance. She seems to be speaking already. After a few seconds, I realize she has already memorized the Curse. Wow, maybe I should have done that. Yet, here I am, utterly powerless without my phone.  
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever,” Melody states, repeating the same words my mother said that morning. It’s difficult hearing them again, even after these circumstances. Without warning, an otter leaps at Melody, The little beast crashes into her face, clawing and scratching. Melody screams and flails her arms. 
Finally able to stand up again, I check the scene around me. Slamora and Patricia are locked in mid battle. Waves and beams of light from their wands pass back and forth between them. No one appears to be winning the battle. More plates, chairs, and tables crash into slush as they fight. To my right, the otter still on top of Melody gets more ferocious by the second. I run over and grab the small monster with both hands. It struggles but I throw it across the room, knocking it against one of the stone walls.
“Th-thanks, Corey,” Melody stutters. Blood seeps from her scratches. 
“Corey, Melody, you need to say it!” Patricia wails once more over the skirmish. 
“I haven’t memorized it,” I say, turning red. “It has to be you.” 
Melody gives me a less than happy look of, why not? She starts up again. 
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever.” At this point, the cranes go into a state of frenzy. One drops my phone into the slush. They charge at Melody, past the women’s flashes of spells and chants. I dash over to my phone, careful to not make much noise splashing.
 Before Melody can recite another line, three birds bash into her at once. The impact is way more than she can handle, and she tumbles into the water. I would bet the wind got knocked out of her this time. 
Looking around the muck, I pray my phone is still working. I suddenly see it, and reach down lifting it out of the water. Luckily, the thing still works as I shift through folders at warp speed. After a few seconds, I find the spell and begin reading as fast as I can. 
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever.” The cranes have begun their charge. “Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.” I actually finish it before they reach me. 
Immediately, I hear the cries and moans of Slamora. The cranes retreat in pain, hunkering down next to the water. Their legs become shaky. I cover my ears. Her whining gets louder as the seconds go by. 
Patricia shouts, “Servant once, shall so demand, to every whim that I command.”  Five chains arise out of the air, heading straight for the wailing woman. The rings of grey circle around her like a prisoner in solitary confinement. The chains slowly merge into her until they become invisible. I think this battle may actually be over. All that’s left is Slamora, the supreme witch, curled up in the water. Her crying suddenly stops. 











Chapter 11
“I assure you, Slamora,” Patricia hunkers down. She’s exhausted from the battle, her breathing rough. “The institute will not take your actions lightly. You’ll likely be imprisoned for this behavior.”
“Blah, blah, blah,” Slamora responds. Her immaturity is almost funny. “See if I care. I’ve been imprisoned my whole life anyway; might as well make it official.” 
I glance over to see Melody trying to stand up too. The otter ambush seems to have jarred her quite a bit. I only wish I could’ve helped her sooner. 
“Your sob story will not work this time. There are much graver matters at work than your feelings. Now that you’re in my command, you must follow the institute’s orders. I severely regret having to do this to you as I am breaking several laws, but, the institute will surely understand.” She walks over and gives Slamora a hand up. What’s even more surprising is that Slamora actually grabs it. “You will do what we ask.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Slamora says. “I have to help kill the Preserver. Fine. Whatever. I don’t care.” 
“Well,” Patricia says. “You may not care about anybody in this world, but a lot of people do. These people have no one to count on but you. Being a member of the three, you have to stop this evil.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Slamora shrugs, looking away. She’s not even making eye contact anymore. 
“Well, we’ve wasted enough time with this nonsense,” Patricia says. She’s already on her way out the door. “Let’s be on our way. Two more wizards to go until the process can begin and we can end this evil once and for all.”
Slamora trails behind her, bent over as if broken down mentally and physically. I rush over to Melody, hoping she’s feeling better than before. Her eyes dart up to mine.
“Hey,” I say. “You okay?”
“No! I’m not okay. I was attacked by an otter, and a crane. Can’t you memorize a stupid spell? You don’t know how serious this is, do you?” With that, she stomps away, water splashing through each step. 
Are you kidding me? I can’t even describe how angry I am right now. My stomach churns and I feel acid rise into my throat. I actually cared if she was okay or not. Fine, it was pretty stupid of me to not memorize it, but nobody ever told me to. I think I’ll just avoid talking to Melody for as long as I can. Hopefully, I‘ll never have to see her stupid face again after all this. We follow the women out of the castle, emerging into the darkness of night. 
“What’s our next destination?” I ask Patricia. She peers into my eyes with a slight smile. 
“Why,” she says, “the Treacherous Sea, of course.”
“Great,” Melody rolls her eyes. “The name just sounds fantastic. Are they all going to be as difficult as this wack job?” She points to Slamora a few feet away. Whoa. Looks like Melody’s abandoned manners altogether. Obviously offended, Slamora fires right back.
“Well, this wack job might just have to sic a few more otters on you. Want some more scratches?” Slamora asks in a mocking tone. Melody’s eyebrows lower, and I fear she might charge.
“Enough!” Patricia shouts. I ‘m afraid of what would happen without her around. “Now are we all ready to enter the portal? Or do we have some more insults, Melody?”
“Sorry,” Melody says to the ground. Maybe she actually feels some remorse? That’d be a first.
“Good.” Patricia lifts her wand out of her pocket once more. She yammers some spell to herself in some language that I can’t understand. Once again, the portal manifests a few feet away from us. Right above the murky swamp, waves of black and brown circle each other into oblivion. I can’t stop staring at the mesmerizing sight. Mirroring the airport, Patricia walks through the portal, abandoning the three of us in the swampland.
“I’m next. Sorry about my birds, kid,” Slamora says to me, while putting a hand on my shoulder. “I’m actually sad that you got hurt; her, not so much.” Melody rolls her eyes at the insult, but I know that one seriously hurt her. Slamora walks through the portal without a glance back. 
I turn back to see Melody crying. Tear after tear streams down her face. Looks like she’s the perfect definition of ‘can dish it out, but can’t take it herself.’ Still, I feel bad for her. I wasn’t mauled by an otter after all. I try to talk to her one more time.
“Hey, it’s going to be okay. I’m in this with you. Even if you hate me, I’m here for you.” Surprisingly, this only makes her cry a lot harder. Whoops.
“I’m so sorry, Corey,” she says. What? Is this the same girl from before? “I’m just angry. I watched this strange woman attack my mom and force me to go with her. None of this is your fault. I’m really lucky to have you here.” She runs up and gives me a hug. I almost feel bad for my earlier thoughts. “Seriously, though, memorize the Renewal Curse. We can’t have you relying on your cell phone.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry.” 
With that, she walks through the portal, leaving me to the swamp alone. The thought hits me again: should I make a break for it? I almost laugh to myself. That worked out so well the first time. This is a completely unknown land. I wouldn’t even know where to run to. Besides, why would I even want to? My whole life I’ve wanted nothing than to go on an adventure. That’s why I was doing so badly in math class. I just didn’t care. I didn’t belong there and I wanted to go explore the world. Now, I actually get to. Part of me is almost glad some crazy old man talked to me in my nightmares. I almost laugh at that guy who tried to run away in the airport. This must be a horrible experience for Melody, but I’m getting everything I ever wanted. 
I step through the portal. 





Chapter 12
The Treacherous Sea is certainly not what I expected. White sand and seashells crunch under my feet, and an enormous body of water extends to the horizon. Everything appears to be happening in slow motion. The white waves crash against the shore. Looking at this monstrosity is hypnotizing. I would certainly not want to be stuck out there alone. 
The sky is completely grey as far as the eye can see. It’s a miracle it’s not raining. Other than the four of us, not another soul seems to exist. I wonder what this next person is going to be like. Hopefully, he won’t put up as much of a fight as Slamora. At least, no crane and otter attacks would be nice. 
“Agent Patricia,” Slamora asks, looking around herself. “I haven’t been to this place in years. Nothing has changed, other than the lack of any living thing. What’s going on? I assume we’re looking for Blanko.”
“Yes, you are absolutely right,” Patricia says. “Blanko, the ancient wizard of the Poletion War, resides in these parts. He’s the next member of the three.” Patricia glances around. Her expression turns dark. “Though, I am just as confused as you by the emptiness. This place should at least have someone here! Where is everybody?”
“Who cares? Let’s just find Blanko and get out of here! Is he on the beach?” Melody inquires. Slamora rolls her eyes. 
“I see you’ve told them absolutely nothing, Patricia,” Slamora says. She turns toward Melody and me. “Melody and Corey, Blanko lives in the sea. The only way we can reach him is by boat.” 
“Excuse me?” Melody asks. “Are you kidding me? Lives in the sea?” 
“Yes, Slamora is absolutely correct. He lives in a cave deep under the sea, and we have to summon him from above. It is the only way.”
“Okay,” I say. Part of me just wants to be a part of the conversation. “Where is this boat?” Suddenly, as if the question set it off, an elderly man appears. I have no idea where he could’ve possibly come from. There was nobody around before.
“Slamora,” he says, with a widening grin showing all his crooked teeth. The man looks extremely old, with a white beard and moustache overtaking his face. He’s completely bald, as well. “It’s nice to see you out of your swamp. Actually chosen to be social for once, huh?” He erupts into massive laughter, spitting all over the place.
“Eww,” Melody mumbles.
“I’m not here by choice, Captain Arnold,” Slamora says with her head held high; she’s never giving up her dignity. “This woman thought it best to drag me along. I’m sure you know what’s going on, don’t you? I am one of the Elders’ chosen three.”
“Oh yes, the Preserver,” Captain Arnold says in a dark tone. “I still don’t understand how that could’ve happened. I thought they only picked the best of the best for that job.”
“Trust me, they do,” Patricia jumps into the conversation, as she often does. “This is a very, very, rare case. The Keeper Institute is right on top of it, and we will deal with the matter as soon as we can.”
“And by deal with?” Captain Arnold asks. “You mean--?”
“Yes,” Slamora says. “We’re going to kill him.”
“I thought that might happen. And these two know the uh, the Renewal Curse, I’m assuming.”
“Yes we do!” Melody chirps. It’s so weird to hear her talk about this so nonchalantly. Everyone apparently knows all about our situation. “Well, I do, at least. Corey here has to rely on his phone.”
“Hey!” I yell. “I’m working on it.” I pull out my phone, feeling self-conscious. I shift through my phone folders. Eventually, I find those words again. Who would’ve ever though they would run my whole life?
 ‘Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.’
How the heck am I supposed to remember this? I couldn’t even remember story problems for calculus class. I’m hopeless. 
“Well,” Captain Arnold says, while scratching his beard. “We’ve all been told this might have to happen someday, and I guess that day has come. I understand now.”
“Absolutely right, Arnold,” Patricia says. “She’s the first we’ve acquired for this task. Two wizards remain, including Blanko. If you would kindly take us to his location in your boat, we would be most obliged.”
“Of course, miss,” Captain Arnold says. “I want to play my part in this as much as possible, even if I just be a lowly sea captain.”
“I’m very glad to hear you say that. The Keeper Institute thanks you very much.” 
“Well,” Slamora says. “Let’s get on with this; I have more sleeping to do on my lily pad.”
“You must be wondering why nobody’s here,” Captain Arnold says as we begin our walk down the beach. A slight, eerie breeze blows by. “After this whole ‘Preserver’s going to destroy life as we know it thing,’ people kind of freaked out. Everyone’s keeping to their houses, refusing to leave even for a beach visit.” He glances upward at the clouds. “That just might be why the weather remains this way. Hope seems to be fading fast.”
“I beg your pardon, but the matter is being dealt with. The Preserver will not destroy life as we know it, or anything at all, in fact. We will stop him.” 
I know Patricia just can’t handle any negativity from anybody. Maybe she thinks her dignity is being shot. 
“Alright, miss,” Captain Arnold says. “I didn’t mean to get you all upset. I’m sure you will.”
We continue walking on the beach towards this Captain Arnold’s boat. Patricia, Slamora, and Blanko gab and chatter about things that aren’t really significant. I think they know that, but they just want to stop talking about all this serious stuff. The Preserver’s getting everyone on edge. It’s still hard to imagine it’s my one duty in life to kill him. With nothing better to do, I stare at the words on my cell phone once more. Sadly, I just cannot get them to stick. Maybe I should ask Melody how she did it. On second thought though, I can’t really handle any more abuse from her right now.
“Corey and Melody,” Captain Arnold says. I really haven’t been paying attention. I don’t know when he found out our names. “How are you two taking all this? You must’ve traveled between lots of worlds by now.”
“Not...well…” is all Melody states. Once again, she holds nothing back. 
“She’s a little shaken up,” I take over. “We’re doing okay though. It’s just a little surreal, that’s all. My biggest worry used to be math class. Now, I have to kill someone trying to end the world.”
“Yes, I completely understand. Don’t worry though, everything will work out as it needs to. Just have faith.” 
Yeah, that’s sure going to happen, I think. 
“Actually, the only place we’ve been is Slamora’s swamp. They’ve really seen nothing else, besides here of course. We would be much farther along if she didn’t put up so much of a fight.” Patricia sends the witch a swift glare.
“Tee hee hee,” Slamora snarls. “You mess with the Swamp Master, you get the cranes.”
“That’s not funny,” Patricia says. Despite the circumstances, Melody and I both start laughing. This was the girl that got destroyed by an otter.  I can’t remember laughing this hard in a long time. It’s as if we forget reality for a little bit. Wiping tears from my eyes, I finally see the boat up ahead. It does not look very safe, and probably a bit bigger than your average dog house, but I guess it will do. Patricia looks pleased enough.
“All aboard!” Captain Arnold shouts, amused by the fact he gets to utter the cliché line. We all follow suit onto the tiny boat. Hopefully, it will get us where we need to go. 
“You’re sure you know where Blanko is, Arnold?” Slamora asks. “He might have moved, you know?”
“Blanko? No way. The day he goes somewhere new, pigs will start flyin’.”
“Alright,” Patricia says, all business as usual. “We’re trusting you.”
With that, Captain Arnold starts up the boat, and heads out into the ocean. I take more time to memorize the Renewal Curse, while everyone else gazes at the ocean. 
After a while, Slamora says, “How the heck are we supposed to get his attention? Do you still have that horn, Arnold?”
“Why, yes I do, Slamora. You do remember after all these years.” Arnold lifts open a trunk under the steering wheel, burrowing through all his belongings. Suddenly, he finds what he’s looking for and pulls a large horn out of the container. It looks as if it’s made out of pure sea shell. “Here’s the famous beauty; summons any sea dweller, anywhere, anytime. I could get a lot of good money for this down at the market.”
	“You better not, old man,” Slamora says. “Your customers might just dry right up. You’d be all alone.”
	“All alone, huh? Just like you in that swamp.”
	“Yes,” Slamora responds with a firm stare to the water. “The difference is I prefer it that way.”
	“This horn better work,” Patrica says. “The Preserver is at large and gathering the three has proven far more difficult than I thought. Can you please speed this boat up?” She wiggles like she’s getting antsy. 
	“Sure thing, miss,” Arnold says, shifting a gear and turning up the velocity. “This horn has never failed me, ever. We’ll find Blanko, don’t you worry. You’ll be on your way in no time.”












Chapter 13
Slowly but surely, the boat begins the journey into the sea. We abandon the white, shell infested beach behind us. Will we even find this Blanko? Despite Captain Arnold’s confidence, I have my doubts. I wonder how these three got chosen, as seeing Slamora get such a big role in saving the world makes absolutely no sense. She’s the laziest person I’ve ever met. I might have more confidence about this mission if the weather were better, but grey clouds encompass the entire sky around me. 
	“You see that, guys?” Captain Arnold says, pointing to a dark spot in the water. I can’t really tell what he’s talking about. “The waves there aren’t normal. They circle around themselves, almost in a whirlpool sort of way.” Turning to the left, I see Melody gazing in awe.
	“Very interesting,” Slamora says. “So, this must be where we’ll find him, huh?”
“Absolutely right, Miss Swamp Queen,” Captain Arnold responds. “In a few minutes, it will be ready.”
	“They think I cut myself off from the world.” Slamora smirks. Her red dress blows in the wind. “At least I don’t live under a freaking whirlpool.”
	“Well, I guess we’re as ready as we’ll ever be. Now, there’s something I forgot to mention about Blanko in the past few days. Many have been saying he’s…lost most of his marbles, if you catch my drift.”
	“He’s gone crazy?” Melody asks. She beats around no bush when she wants answers, that’s for sure.
	“To put it simply, yes,” Captain Arnold states. “This whole Preserver business has shaken him up pretty bad, if what I hear is correct. I heard his father actually got taken prisoner. Just be careful.” Captain Arnold lifts up the famous horn, placing an end in the middle of his lips. “Here goes nothin’.” 
An enormous sound fills the world around us. One note blares, sending ripples through the air and water. The uproar is ridiculous. I look at the ocean, wondering if this so-called Blanko will hear it. I wonder how he possibly cannot. Captain Arnold takes a deep breath and blows into the horn once more. At least now I am more prepared, but the sound must be doing serious damage to my eardrums. 
Suddenly, I see the ocean waves clash in one spot. White foam bashes against each wave with a new burst of energy. Eventually, it looks like something is trying to break out of the ocean. Without warning, a man emerges from the spectacle. He looks to be quite old, yet somehow able to keep himself afloat. A large, brown beard overtakes his wrinkled face. I assume this is Blanko, and Slamora confirms my suspicions.
“Blanko,” she says with a laugh. “I see you haven’t changed a bit!”
Blanko, however, acts like he’s never seen this woman before in his life. He squints in total confusion. His bushy eyebrows lower. Nobody says a thing for quite some time. I almost think that we’ve summoned the wrong person. 
“Blanko,” Slamora states. “I expected a little ‘hello’ or something after all these years. How rude.”
The man in the water just looks even more confused. That’s it; either Slamora’s lost it or he’s playing dumb. Or maybe he really just doesn’t remember. With no warning whatsoever, Blanko’s eyes become as wide as beach balls. He grits his teeth and shakes uncontrollably. There’s so much anger building inside of him I think he’s going to explode. 
“Invaders!” he screams at the top of his lungs. As he does so, the waves around him increase in speed and size. 
“Excuse me?” Patricia asks above the roaring waves. “I am Agent Patricia of the Keeper Institute. You must join us in—“
“Silence!” the man yells. The waves are getting much, much rougher, and I fear our boat will capsize as it’s starting to rock. “How dare you invade our waters? The Preserver has kidnapped my father. No one can be trusted.” 
“Blanko, I’m well aware what’s happened to your father. We are here to help you and him. Being selected as one of three, I command you to—“
“No one commands me. No one commands me. No one commands me. I am my own master!” Blanko yells into the winds, causing massive waves to form. He swings his hand behind his head, then swiftly lunges it forward. Suddenly, an enormous wave travels in our direction at a dangerous velocity. Melody slides over to the side of the boat. The massive wall of ocean keeps growing bigger.
“It’s coming straight for us,” she shouts. Before anyone has time to react, the wave slams directly into the boat. Everyone shouts at the impact. Our boat rocks back and forth, and Captain Arnold stumbles and falls down. 
“What in the world has gotten into him?” Captain Arnold pulls himself off the ground. “I knew he was crazy, but not ‘try to knock our boat over’ crazy.” Arnold then wobbles over to the side of the boat. “What is wrong with you? She’s on your side.” 
“Don’t try your mind tricks with me. You’re just like all the others. My father fell for it, and I refuse to do the same!” Blanko yells. He grits his teeth even more. Whatever Arnold tried to do, I’m pretty sure it didn’t work. Blanko raises his left arm this time with a fresh wave rising up out of the ocean.
“No!” Slamora screams. Before any of us can protest, the wave bashes into the boat once more. Bam! My head jerks from the massive impact. Melody shouts in pain. I’m furious with this man myself, even if he is one of the famous three. Now, I head over to the side, for if another wave is coming, I want to be able to get a heads up. 
However, I see something I surely didn’t expect. A group of seals now surrounds Blanko, like an army prepared to do battle. The grey animals look like blobs with furry whiskers sticking out of their noses. Their black, oval eyes give them a demon vibe.  
Without warning, each one barrels into Blanko, knocking him down into the sea with a splash. That has to hurt!
“No, my friends. You don’t understand. They’re invading—” Another seal slams itself into him before he can finish. 
“I’m so sorry for our master’s behavior,” a voice says. I have absolutely no idea where it could be coming from. Suddenly, one of the seals swims closer to our boat. Creepy eyes look straight up at us. It lifts its slimy body out of the water. “Ever since the Preserver’s madness, he’s descended into an extreme state of paranoia. He thinks every visitor wants us dead. Until his father returns, I doubt he’ll ever be the same.”  The seal turns its head back to look at the scene.
Four of the other animals have him surrounded, and packed tight. Blanko looks completely and totally dazed. He almost seemed embarrassed, if not shameful of his behavior, dropping his head in submission. The seals must have knocked some sense into him. The head seal returns its attention back to us. 
“We’ve been over this numerous times with him. Trust me, he will help you. He well knows his duties, as do we all.” The seal pauses with a dark expression, “Just let us bring him to shore. He needs some time. We’ll meet you there shortly.”
“Wack job number two,” Melody says with an eye roll. Thankfully, it’s only loud enough for me to hear it. 
“Of course,” Patricia says. “I’ll overlook the outburst, but recruiting the three is proving far more difficult than it should be. Surely the situation is stressful, but it must be done. We’ll meet you at the beach.”
With that, Captain Arnold starts up the boat, and takes us back to shore. Nobody says a word the whole way. Not even Slamora gets a sly comment in. We’re all too shaken up. I was almost positive he was going to knock the boat over. Finally, the white beach comes into view once again. Still, no life exists on the beach. That’s okay, though. I’ve never been happier to return to land. 


Chapter 14
The boat slows down and stops at the edge of the beach. Everybody shifts a bit as it finds its home in the sand. Slamora steps out first, followed by Melody, Patricia, and myself. Captain Arnold performs a few more maintenance tasks on the boat, and then joins us on the beach. Still, none of us can say a word. I wonder if anyone will ever break the silence. Luckily, nobody has to.
Out in the distance, I see a blob emerge from the water and a fuzzy image slowly comes into view. A cluster of animals swims through the water at a vigorous pace. The head seal leads them. After a few minutes, it gets close enough to speak.
“I wish you the best on your journey. May you find what you seek, destroy the Preserver, and bring peace onto us once again.” After the proclamation, it moves out of the way. The remaining seals carefully swim closer to us, carrying Blanko on their backs. When they get close enough, Blanko manages to stand up on his own. The seals disperse as he regains balance. Water splashes everywhere. He doesn’t look mad. Though, he also doesn’t look happy. I have absolutely no idea what’s going through his head. Maybe there’s just so much anger it’s completely numbed him. 
“Are you ready to join us?” Patricia asks. She steps forward into the sea to offer him a hand. Surprisingly, Blanko doesn’t even acknowledge her existence. He walks forward silently, creating a tiny splash with each step. His eyes remain locked on the sandy beach. Patricia retrieves her hand, obviously embarrassed at the rejection. She strides back as well, splashing all the way. Suddenly, Blanco stares right into Patricia’s eyes. He doesn’t look like he’s ever going to blink. 
“We kill the Preserver, and save my father.” 
	“Absolutely,” Patricia utters. “I promise to do everything I can.” 
	Blanko eyes Slamora up and down, then scoffs. 
“Is she actually going to help?” he asks. Slamora’s eyebrows lower.
“Looks like you’ve lost your manners along with your sanity, Mr. Blanko,” Slamora states. Once again, Blanko makes no attempt to respond. His eyes remain locked with the sand below. I would almost guess he’s in a trance of some sort. Slamora snaps her fingers in front of him, bringing him back to reality. “I assure you I can pack quite a punch.” 
Once again, the seal speaks to us from the ocean. “Do not expect much communication. He’s in a dark, dark place. Rest assured, he’ll do what you ask.” The seal rises above the water once more. “Farewell.” It leaps out of the water, causing a massive crash of waves. The seal swims back toward the horizon at rocket speed with the rest trailing behind it. 
“Well,” Melody turns toward Patricia. “You didn’t tell me seals could talk.” I almost think she’s trying to be funny, or at least lighten the situation a bit. I immediately glance over at Patricia. She’s actually sitting on the sand, rubbing both eyes with her hand. The woman looks exhausted.
“I’m…” she stammers, “so, so sorry Corey and Melody. I had no idea it was going to be this difficult.” I’ve never seen her act anything other than totally confident and sure of herself. It’s really interesting to see this other side of her. Part of me doesn’t like it though. I mean, she’s our only safe hold in this whole thing. Without her, I’m left with a girl who hates me, a lazy witch who lives alone in a swamp, and a crazy man-fish soldier who refuses to communicate with anybody. What an interesting bunch we have here. 
“I need to sleep,” Melody says. “If it’s fine with you guys, I might just pass out here on the beach. We can murder evil villains later.” I expect some immediate backlash from Patricia. However, she nods and gets up off the ground. She wipes away sticky sand grains. 
“You’re absolutely right, Melody. I think we all could use some rest. This has surely been a trying experience.” She lifts her wand out of her pocket once more. Magic pulses through the implement, giving it a shining appearance. She flicks her wrist, conjuring up the same portal from before.
“Where’s next?” I ask.
“Despite the hindrances,” she glares at Blanko and Slamora, indicating their immature behavior. “We have the supreme witch and one wizard down. There is only one more to go. I say we have made good progress. Now, we’ll return to my house and get some rest.”
I let out a sigh. I’ve been feeling exhausted for a while; I just didn’t want to sound weak. “Sounds good.” 
Patricia nods to Arnold, and he wishes us luck. The wavy lights of the portal still manage to hypnotize me. Each of us steps through, abandoning the captain to the beach. We’re well aware we have no idea where we’re going. 


Chapter 15
A plain, two-story yellow house appears, resting between many others that look identical. There are a few windows visible from the front, with some pillars sticking up on the front porch. A worn out chimney peeks out from behind the roof, but I can’t see too much else in the darkness. Some crickets can be heard chirping across the suburb. 
“Huh,” Melody says. “I would’ve expected a gigantic mansion from you.”
“Why should I want that? I live how I need to. No need to be fancy.” Patricia glides up her porch steps, opens up her front door, and flicks on a light switch. She motions us to come in. 
“Whatever,” Melody says, taking a step on the welcome mat. It crunches beneath her tennis shoes. The rest of us follow suit, emerging in an average looking home complete with a kitchen, living room, and several bedrooms. A television rests on a high shelf away from a couple couches. Despite how unique this woman is, she seems to live just like everybody else. I don’t know why I’m surprised. I guess I expected some laboratory or something. Once we’re all in, Slamora closes the door.
“Where’s the bathroom?” Slamora asks, performing a little dance, her red dress bouncing. “I’ve had to go since you destroyed my castle.” Patricia rolls her eyes and points down the left hall. Slamora charges that direction without even uttering a thanks. I smile. 
“I’m going to sleep,” Melody says, getting right to the point. I’ve noticed that she’s very good at that. She removes her glasses, rubs both of her eyes, and leaps onto one of the couches. Her head lies against the arm rest as she flings her glasses onto the nearby table. I almost think they might break. 
“Why, yes, Melody, you may use that couch,” Patricia mumbles, “no manners whatsoever.” She doesn’t shield her annoyance. Nonetheless, she continues on without another mention. 
“Come, boys, I have many rooms upstairs.”
I follow Patricia up to the second floor. Blanko trails closely behind, once again showing no expression. He certainly looks like he could snap at any moment. I’m sleeping with one eye open tonight. 
“Blanko, you may take—“
Patricia turns to see Blanko already in a bedroom, closing the door. It slams shut. I’m left with her in the dark hallway. 
“…that one.” Patricia turns towards me. “Corey, I must say, compared to these heathens, you’re a saint. I’m so sorry you have to be a part of all this.”
I smile, not sure how to respond to that. 
“Anyway, here’s your room.” She opens the door with a slight squeak. 
I step in, turning on the switch. It looks exactly like a normal, everyday bedroom. Many blue sheets lie neatly stacked upon a large mattress. A couple lamps lie to the right and left of it. There are two windows, a clock, and even a television. It’s just like I’m back at home. 
“Thank you,” I say, almost ready to forgive her for everything she’s done. 
“Get some rest,” she orders. “You’ll need it. We still have much work to do.” Patricia shuts the door and walks back downstairs, her heels stomping all the way. 
I waste no time. I kick off my shoes and leap into the bed, desperate for some much needed shut eye. This day has taken a lot out of me. I still can’t even comprehend all the things that happened. The warm sheets are the most pleasant thing in the whole world. My head hits the soft pillow, and I lose consciousness before I even know what hit me. 














Chapter 16
“Corey!” a young girl wails. There’s nothing but terror in her high-pitched voice. I gasp, frozen with fear. I had completely forgotten about my nightmares. The crazy old man had seemed so far away. Now, it appears I have a whole new problem to deal with. 
“Corey! You have to rescue us. Please, don’t let him kill us.”
“We’re trying to stop the Preserver!” I shout. “We’re coming, I promise.” 
	“Please help us. You’re the only ones who know the spell.” It’s like she didn’t even hear what I said. 
	“We’re doing everything we can,” I say, trying to calm the kid down a bit. I certainly don’t have much faith in our mission, but I can’t let her know that. I know I can’t make promises, but I don’t know what else to say. “It’s all going to be okay.”
	“You’re the only ones who can stop him. Without you, we’re all doomed.” Okay, this is definitely a one-sided conversation. I take a deep breath, pretending I’m imagining all of this. There’s a few seconds of silence. Maybe she’s gone. I let myself have that glimmer of hope. I can’t decide if the old man or this little girl is more terrifying. They seem to be saying exactly the same things. 
	“Don’t you ignore me!” she blares at the top of her lungs.
	I lunge forward, gasping with horror. Sweat covers my face and my breathing is out of control. The blue sheets slither onto the heavy carpet. Suddenly, the light switch turns on. The brightness is too much for me, and I shut my eyes, falling back onto my pillow.
	“Corey,” Patricia says with a calm tone, pushing open the bedroom door. Her nonchalance almost annoys me. She sits on the bed, putting a hand on my shoulder. “One of them contacted you again, didn’t they? Was it the old man again?” I try to respond, but I’m still in total shock.
	“No,” I manage to choke out. “It was a girl this time.”
	Patricia nods, staring at the floor. 
	“I’m sorry to tell you this, but it is not going to stop until we kill him for good. They will never stop begging for your help.” I don’t even know how to respond to that. A tear starts to slide down my cheek. I don’t know how much longer I can go through this. Suddenly, there’s a scream from downstairs. My eyes shoot open. It’s a female voice, and it’s certainly not Slamora.
	“Melody!” I yell, leaping off the bed. I charge down the dark hallway, terrified at what could be happening. Patricia trails behind me, matching my swift speed. “What’s wrong?” I shout as I reach the bottom of the stairs and lock eyes with my classmate. She sits on the couch, shivering like there’s no tomorrow. I’ve never seen someone more petrified in my life.
	“Corey,” she says. “It wasn’t an old man this time. It was—“
	“…a girl,” I interject, shaking my head. I should’ve known. She’s gone through this horrible process too. Maybe it’s a little selfish, but I’m thrilled I’m not the only one in this messed up situation. “She was in my dream too.”
	“I can’t go through this anymore,” Melody says. Rage is building inside her. She grits her teeth and strains her knuckles. I don’t know what’s going to happen. She might just pass out from anger. “I can’t do it.” 
A door swings open, and the dazed old witch stumbles out. She squints in confusion. “What in the world is going on out here? I’m losing my precious beauty sleep.” 
Melody’s eyes dart up to her, but then lower to the floor. She drops her head into her hands, and bawls, not caring at all about her volume. The girl is completely demolished. It’s so hard to watch someone go through this, especially when I had to myself. Patricia glides past me. 
	“It’s the Preserver’s prisoners,” Patricia says. She sits on the couch with Melody, comforting her the same way she did me. Maybe we are taking this woman for granted. I don’t know what we’d do without her. “They keep contacting these two, begging for their help. It’s not going to stop until we destroy him for good.”
	“Never going to stop?” Melody’s eyes open wider. She bursts into a whole new set of tears, slamming her head into the couch. Yeah, maybe Patricia didn’t need to tell her that. I’m almost proud at how much better I’m handling this. 
	“Pull yourself together,” a low voice bellows. 
	I rotate, looking up the stairs. Blanko comes down, nothing but pure anger in his tone. His bushy, brown eyebrows have lowered to slits. Hatred boils within him at an uncontrollable rate.
“Quit blubbering like a three-year-old. You have a big responsibility, girl. If that means getting through some horrible experience, so be it. I will not have my father murdered on your account.” He raises his voice even more. “Pull yourself together.” 
I’m absolutely shocked. Blanko has barely said two words since we’ve met, and then this comes out of nowhere. Melody can do nothing but stare, letting out short breaths. Maybe that chastising was what she needed. Her bawling has certainly stopped. I think Patricia’s even surprised, as she remains speechless as well. 
Blanko storms back up the stairs, slamming his bedroom door behind him. The noise is so loud, he’s shaken the whole house. I continue gripping the banister, unsure of what will happen next. 
“Don’t mind Mr. Tantrum, Melody,” Slamora says. She sits on the couch, as well. “He’s lost his father. He doesn’t know the things he’s saying.”
“No,” Melody mumbles. “I am being a baby. Look at me. Why would my grandpa give the freaking curse to me? I’m pathetic.”
“You are not,” Slamora states with defiance. 
“Look,” Melody points towards me. “Corey’s gone through this too, and he’s not crying like a mental psychopath.” I don’t even know what to say. I drop my eyes to the floor, rather than attempt coming up with a response. “I have to be braver.”
I can’t even believe what I’m hearing. Yeah, this girl has a lot of mood swings, but none of them ever involved criticizing herself. This is a totally different side. I almost feel bad for all the awful things I’ve ever thought about her. Even without our nightmares, we may just not be so different after all. 
“You are a very brave person, Melody,” Patricia says. “Don’t you forget that. Besides, you’ve got us now. We’re all in this together.” 
“Not many can get mauled by an otter and get right back up again, my dear,” Slamora adds. Despite everything, Melody smiles. I’m even surprised that I do too. After a while things start to calm down. We disperse to our rooms, hoping to catch a few more hours of sleep. Luckily, no girl or old man haunts me again. At least, I don’t remember it when I wake up.
***
	“Rise and shine!” Patricia shouts. I hear her knocking on my door. Part of me wants to just ignore her. “We must go now.” I rub my eyes, chastising my nightmares for keeping me awake. If don’t get a good night’s sleep soon, I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to continue on. I inwardly curse the Preserver for getting me into this mess in the first place. 
	Summoning the energy, I throw the blue sheets off me and get up. I stumble over to the door, barely able to see through my hazy vision. Everything seems to blur together, making me wonder if I should get glasses like Melody. 
	“Good morning, Corey,” Patricia says. “I didn’t hear you or Melody screaming bloody murder again, so I can only assume no more nightmares?”
	“No,” I respond, “but I still don’t know how much more of this I can take.”
	“It will all be over soon, if all goes according to plan.”
	“If,” I repeat, wondering again just how possible our mission is. Killing this Preserver seems like a dream not possibly within our reach. I guess if these people keep haunting my nightmares, I have no choice but to try. After morning preparations, the five of us exit Patricia’s house. Blanko and Slamora seem to be well rested, and I’m jealous, but based on Melody’s dazed expression, I wonder if she slept any more at all. 
	We walk down the front steps of her porch. Many different birds chirp across the trees. A magnificent, rising sun gleams across the hills in the distance. I don’t see anyone else out and about though, leading me to believe it’s pretty early. 
	“Only one more wizard remains,” Patricia says, constructing the swirling portal as she speaks. “He goes by Closhian. The old man is known for his child-like persona, immature antics, and love of games.”
	 “Exactly how did these three get chosen again?” Melody asks, rolling her eyes, despite how exhausted she is. Blanko shoots her a nasty glare, but Slamora ignores her. Patricia also brushes her off, but I think she’s used to doing that by now. 
	“Keep on your toes,” Patricia continues. “He’s a master of deception and getting into your mind. I only hope he can understand the seriousness of the situation. I almost fear he’ll see it as some funny joke.” 
	“Give me a minute with him,” Blanko says. “He’ll understand how serious this is.” 
I take a small step away from Blanko. I’m even more afraid than I was before. I understand his father was kidnapped, but this dude has some serious issues. 
	“Indeed,” Patricia says. “Let’s go.”
	We all walk through the portal, preparing for a new member of our crew. Hopefully, this will go much better than the last two. I almost forgot about the battle in Slamora’s castle, or the massive waves slamming into the rickety boat. You’d think these people would want to help out. I’m with Melody; I doubt these were the best choices.
	An enormous mansion comes into view. I’m completely awestruck at the sight of it. The gigantic white building towers over us all, as if its sole purpose was to intimidate any who gaze upon it. There is so much grass surrounding the place, it must takes ages to mow. All around us, a dense forest encloses the land. There’s no running away, not that I would ever try that again after the airport. Despite it being morning moments before, the murky blue sky has a twilight feel. Great, I think. I actually thought we could enjoy some sunlight. 
	Despite being so far from the front door, I am able to see it opening. A very large, round old man appears striding up to us at a brisk pace. You would think he would be weary of trespassers, but there’s a giant grin plastered on his face. His eyes are as big as a child’s on Christmas morning. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen someone with that large a smile. It’s really creeping me out. Who is this guy?
	“Friends!” he shouts, jaunting up to our group. “Welcome to my humble abode. To what do I owe the pleasure?” Wow, this guy actually seems really nice. Slamora and Blanko practically attacked the minute we saw them. Maybe Closhian will be completely different; I should give him the benefit of the doubt. Then again, his whole happy-go-lucky personality seems kind of phony to me. There may just be another side of him lurking beneath. 





Chapter 17
	“Greetings, Closhian,” Patricia waves. “I’m Patricia McClain, of the Keeper Institute, and I bring dark news with me. The Preserver plans to destroy the world and start life again in his image. You being a member of the three that can stop him…”
	My mind trails off after hearing this too many times. She seems to be repeating it word for word. I don’t understand why she doesn’t try a different tactic, based on how terrible it’s worked out the first couple times. Maybe she should ease into it a bit or something, I don’t know. Or be nicer, perhaps? I shake my head and hope this Closhian will just go with us without any protest. I can hang on to a little false hope. 
	“Preserver destroying the world?” Closhian squints his eyes. It’s like he can’t comprehend anything the woman just said. “Oh, you must be mistaken, madam. The Preserver is supposed to help everyone. That’s his job.”
	“Yes,” Patricia says, “but people don’t always do what they’re supposed to.”
	“Our Preserver would never hurt anyone,” Closhian says. There is absolutely no doubt in his voice. It’s paining him to even consider the concept.
	“Well,” Patricia mumbles. “I’m sorry to break it to you, but he has, and will keep doing so. Unless you help us, horrible things are going to happen.”
	“Horrible things?” Closhian repeats. His eyes even glisten with newfound tears. I can’t exactly explain what’s going on with him. It’s like he has the mentality of a small child refusing to accept grown-up information. “No, no, no, no…” 
	“Um,” Patricia’s eyes squint, realizing she may need to take a different approach to this. “I really wish it weren’t true, Closhian, but that’s the way it is.”
	“I’m sure you’re just having nightmares, ma’am,” Closhian says with a bubbly grin. “Everything’s A-OK and always will be.” He nods, affirming his statement. 
	Patricia opens her mouth, but closes it quickly. This old dude has obviously lost it, and she has absolutely no idea what to do or say. Without warning, Blanko steps toward the bubbly old man.
	“Listen you psychopathic, overgrown toddler, my father has been kidnapped, and I’m not going to sit around letting him be tortured because you can’t be a big boy about this. We need your help and cooperation right now. Otherwise, we’ll—”
	“Silence!” Closhian yells at the top of his lungs. His joyful eyes transform to demonic slits. Whatever personality I pegged him as having before has utterly vanished. There’s so much rage building within him I don’t know if he can even handle it. Closhian’s voice drops several decibels, shaking the ground with its uproar.
	“You’ve done it now,” Slamora whispers to Blanko.
	Closhian’s feet delicately leave the ground, and his circular body slowly rises into the air. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. It’s like he’s gotten so angry he’s beginning to levitate.  Patricia takes a step back in shock, as do the rest of us. As he ascends into the air, the twilight sky transforms to utter blackness. It appears he’s pulling energy out of the atmosphere itself. 	Dark blue lightning flashes across the sky, causing Melody to gasp. Closhian’s eyes remain in the same terrifying glare.
	“I… will… not tolerate rudeness,” Closhian shouts, struggling to choke out each word. Perhaps Blanko should have just kept his big mouth shut. “You come to my home and treat me this way, filling my head with your nonsense. Talking badly about our Preserver.” 
Another streak of lightning blasts the dark sky, this time a shocking red. The luminosity is almost too much for my eyes. Gusts of wind pick up a bit, blowing Melody’s curly hair all over the place. 
“Closhian,” Patricia kneels on the ground, utterly submitting to the lunatic. She folds her hands together, almost in a praying motion. This is certainly strange for Miss Confident. “I mean no disrespect. We only beg for your assistance. Lives are at risk--”
“Stop lying to me!” Closhian raises both his arms, summoning more massive winds to blow. Slamora’s eyes open wide as we all attempt to keep our footing. I’m afraid the guy is going to start a tornado. “I’ll show you what happens to mean liars.”
A bright, white light flashes, surrounding everything. Melody, Blanko, Slamora, Patricia and a hovering Closhian disappear. The gigantic mansion fades into the never-ending haze. I actually thought Blanko and Slamora were troubled individuals. I truly took them for granted.
***
My eyes open, bringing the blurriness of the world into focus. I see nothing but endless shades of grey everywhere I look. I’m lying on some very hard, cement floor. Its coldness seeps into my limbs quickly. Wherever I am, it’s not outside. Disturbing memories come rushing back, reminding me just how much of a lunatic we are dealing with. I honestly don’t know what was going on with him. It’s like he’s blocked out all bad news in the world, and once someone brought up something that messed with his perfect world, he absolutely lost it. 
I think he’s taken the ‘ignorance is bliss’ tactic a bit too far, maybe so far as to seriously harm us. I glance around this new enclosure and detect sturdy bars a few feet away. I let out a deep sigh, knowing there’s no mystery whatsoever as to where I am. I’m in a prison cell, and I think this Closhian had something to do with it. What did I even do, I wonder? I guess just being with Patricia and Blanko made him hate me too; stupid ‘guilty by association’ rule. 
	I rise off the cold, metal ground, pulling myself forward. My shaky arms stretch through the bars, longing for freedom that’s not coming anytime soon. 
	“Patricia! Blanko! Melo--”
	A creepy laugh comes from across the room. I shut up, my heart beginning to race much faster. 
	“They can’t hear you, boy,” Closhian says with his babyish giggle. He walks up quickly, gazing into my tiny cell. His bubbly eyes have returned, giving the impression everything is perfect in the world. This must be just how he likes it. “You’ve been traveling with some meanies, haven’t you?”
	“Uh,” I say, trying to humor him in any way. He doesn’t seem to completely hate me, anyway. I haven’t said anything to upset him, yet. I better choose my words extremely carefully. “Yeah, they’re just stressed out from everything. I’m nothing like them, though.” I feel bad throwing them under the bus, but if I can separate myself in any way, I’m going to. 
	“Glad to hear it,” he chimes with a big smile. “I just can’t stand meanies. Why would you want to make someone else sad? We should all be happy.”
	“I agree,” I say, trying to match his grin. Wow, he really is insane. “Happy.”
	“I’ve gotten really bored here all by myself, so it’s great to have some friends to play with. We can all be happy together.” He glances left and right. “Want to play a game?”
	I take a deep breath, knowing I have only one answer to this. 
“Of course!” I yell with intensity. “Could you let me out of this cell first?”
	Closhian stares at me for five seconds, not blinking. I wonder if he even heard anything I’ve said. Perhaps he’s going to eat me for dinner. 
	“No,” he scoffs, as if my question were the stupidest thing anyone could ask. “This is part of the game. What fun would there be in letting you out? That’s too easy!”
	“Okay,” I sigh, realizing my attempt will not work. “What’s the game?”
	“Trivia.” 
He levitates again. I think he would go a bit higher if the ceiling didn’t stop him. As he calms down, his feet plop onto the prison floor again. I figure he must do this when he’s very worked up, whether from anger or happiness. “Trivia. Trivia! Trivia.”
“Great.” I’ve never considered myself to be exceptionally smart, but we’ll see where this goes. “Are my frien--, the others, going to play, too?” I think it’s best not to call them my friends, since he still seems kind of angry with them. ‘The others’ will do for now. 
“Absolutely,” he says. “If you win, you get out of jail.”
“Awesome,” I say. “What if I lose?”
“You stay in jail.”
“Ah.”
“First question.”
Oh, okay. This is starting now. Don’t freak out, I tell myself. You can do this.
“We’ll start easy. What’s the largest country on Earth?”
Thank goodness. I thought it was going to be some crazy thing I know nothing about. A grin actually forms on my face this time.
“Russia, sir,” I say.
“Correct.” He leaps up and down like a little puppy. “Wonderful job. Russia covers over 6 million square miles, beating Canada by almost 3 square miles. It even has nine different time zones. It also shares…”
My mind somehow wanders off, as I try to take a deep, long breath. Maybe I can actually get out of this okay. This Closhian dude isn’t so bad, is he? The lonely guy just has some massive mood swings that changes nature and causes storms. I try to ignore the fact he threw me in prison. So what if he hides from the bad news of the world? Maybe that’s a better way to live anyway. I glance back, seeing him glare at me with a menacing expression. I almost gasp.
“Corey,” he states with his lowered, angry voice. “Pay attention.”
“Sorry.” I don’t know why I’m more scared; the fact that he’s angry I’m not listening to him rambling on about geography, or that he already knows my name. I was knocked out for a long time, but I still don’t like my identity being revealed without my say-so. 
“Anyway,” he regains his prior bliss. “Russia shares land borders with 14 neighboring countries. Isn’t that interesting? The currency used in Russia is the ruble, and its Volga River is the longest in Europe.”
“Cool.” I hope he doesn’t think I’m patronizing him, but I don’t know what else to say. 
“Yes, indeed.” He steps back a bit, flicking his bony finger at one of the prison bars. Its form slowly hovers, soon evaporating into space completely. It was there one moment, and is now completely gone.
“Every question you get right, I remove a bar. Answer enough and you will be free. Keep up the good work.” Stepping right up to me again, he continues.
“Question #2.” I can tell he’s managed to get more excited. “This one will be a bit more challenging. It’s about our honey-craving insect friends. Bees are found all over the world. There’s bumblebees, honey bees, carpenter bees, sweat bees, you name it. However, there is one continent on Earth without these delightful creatures. Tell me what continent that is.” He stares at me intently, waiting desperately for my reply.
I begin to answer, then pull myself back. Obviously, I’m assuming the gigantic ice continent on the bottom of the Earth would be the answer. What else could it be? All the other ones must have bees, right? I curse my overthinking and remind myself that this is only question two; it’s supposed to be easy. 
“Antarctica.”
“Absolutely right!” Closhian wails. “Splendid job, absolutely splendid.” Imitating his earlier ritual, he sends another prison bar vanishing into thin air. The act is nothing short of mesmerizing, and a little freaky. Who knows what else he could make disappear? If the questions continue on like this, I may just be in the clear. As before, here comes the lesson attached to the question. 
“Antarctica is surrounded by the Southern Ocean, and is almost double the size of Australia. Despite being so freezing all the time, it’s actually considered a desert because so little rain falls on the land. How interesting, Corey, a freezing desert.”
I look as interested as I can, for fear of upsetting him like last time.
“Obviously, penguins and a variety of seals live there. Some other plants and animals do too, but since living conditions are so harsh, not many can withstand it. The name Antarctica actually comes from a Greek word which means, opposite to the north. Fascinating. It is also home to 90% of the planet’s ice! Chilly. Who needs bees when you have ice?”
I try to listen to the facts he’s spurting; some of them are interesting, but I’m just too freaked out right now. It’s like I’m in my own prison classroom and can only escape if I pass the course. Despite how nice this dude seems right now, who knows what will happen when I miss a question? I guess I just have to power through and pray I know about whatever topic he hits next. I wonder how the others are doing. Have they answered the questions correctly? Based on Melody’s rebellious attitude toward school her whole life, I’m a little worried for her.
“Just wondering, sir,” I say. “How are the others doing?”
“They’re all finished, Corey. You’re the last one to go.”
	I shift back a bit, a little upset I’m the late one to the party. I’m desperately wondering how their little trivia sessions turned out. 
	“So, did they pass all the--?”
	“Next question,” he says, totally cutting me off. “Flowering plants, conifers, ferns, hornworts, and liverworts dominate the Plantae kingdom. These beauties encompass Earth mostly sucking energy from the Sun, while others wind up taking a more parasitic route. What do you call the study of plant life?”
	Once again, his eyes manage to open even wider as he anticipates what I’ll say. 
	A burst of adrenaline shoots through me. I absolutely know this one, and I don’t need to think about it at all. 
	“Botany.”
	“Yes, Corey,” he says as his body rises into the air. “Wonderful, simply wonderful.”
	Another bar disappears. My heart beats a little faster as my hopes gets bigger. Maybe I can actually do this. 
	“How many more questions are there?” I ask, well aware he probably won’t tell me. I’m even more ecstatic with his next answer.
	“Just one,” he says, but a small smile peeks out on his face. He’s like a toddler hiding a secret that can’t wait to burst out. 
	“The topic is…” he says, holding himself back. A few seconds of silence pass as he rises a little more. Closhian is trying to build suspense, but I don’t think he can handle holding it in. It’s like he’s torturing himself. He shouts out when he can’t possibly take it anymore. “Calculus!” 
	Great. Just great. 
	












Chapter 18
“I’m much wiser than the average person thinks, Corey. I have special gifts for delving into a person’s mind. I know an awful lot about you, maybe things you don’t even think about. From my introspection, calculus has been causing some trouble for you at school. So, that will be the final question.” He giggles a bit more as his feet drop onto the floor. “What’s the point of life without a challenge, after all? It can’t all be so easy.”
	I agree, but when you’re trapped in a crazy old dude’s prison cell, things are a bit different. My mind trails back to Mrs. Silamey scribbling nonsense on the board. I had no idea what she was talking about most of the time. There were equations, graphs, and derivatives written all over the place. My heart races fast again, but for a much more grim reason, I don’t think I’m going to be able to do this. I suddenly wish I had Melody’s care-free attitude.
	Closhian pulls out a folded piece of paper from his pocket. His shaky hands stretch it out to me. I let out a gasp as I see ‘Corey’ written on the front in cursive. Closhian must have really prepared for this trivia challenge. Now I’m even twice as freaked out. 
	I reach my hand through and grasp it. Unfolding it, I take a deep breath. Whatever’s on this page, I can handle it. I can make it out of here. I hear Closhian giggle louder as my eyes glaze over the page. There is only one problem. 
	Differentiate: y = (x^3 + 7x -1)(5x + 2)
	I read it over once more, letting out a massive sigh of relief in the process. This isn’t that difficult; I think I remember what to do. After double-checking my thoughts with utter concentration, I decide taking this direction is the best way to go.
	(x^3 +7x -1) (5) + (3x^2 + 7) (5x + 2) 
	I have a little burst of panic, but decide this is what I’m sticking with. I continue on.
	5x^3 + 35x -5 + 15x^3 + 6x^2 + 35x + 14
	I’ve almost got it. One more step to go; I’m so close. 
	With ‘20x^3 + 6x^2 + 70x + 9’ written firmly on the paper, I slide it through the prison bars to Closhian. He’s been watching me this whole time, but I don’t let it get to me. His hand lunges for the paper before I know what’s happening. He backs up a bit, eyes scanning through my work like a laser detector. His eyes suddenly start to water a bit, leaving me totally clueless. I don’t even know if he wants me to succeed or not. He looks at me once more.
	“You got it.”








Chapter 19
	“Really?” I ask. I didn’t think I checked my work enough, or I went too fast or something. I’m absolutely thrilled right now. Maybe if I ever get back to Mrs. Silamey’s class, I’ll be able to take another crack at it. 
	“Yes,” Closhian says. “You have won the trivia challenge. Congratulations, dear boy.”
	With a “hi-yah!” he shoots down another prison bar, sending its molecules into nothingness. I’m finally able to slither through, glad to be out of that disgusting enclosure. I wipe off some dust from my jacket as Closhian speaks again.
	“Now, it’s time for the winners’ celebration. Everyone that passed my challenge gets to go. You, Corey, are one of those people. Let’s be off at once. You must be excited to get out of this place.”
	“Sounds good to me.”
	I trail Closhian down the dark hall, seeing more and more prison cells like my own. Nobody else is in any of these, though. I wonder how often Closhian does this type of thing to visitors, or how many people get to see the light of day again. I thank the heavens I could handle a little math and science from him. 
	We reach a door at the end of the hall, and he yanks a key out of his pocket. I’m even more freaked out now; even had I escaped from that cellar, I would not have been able to get through this door. I would have been trapped down here forever. I shake off the thought as he pulls open the massive door, motioning me to follow. 
	Closhian and I emerge into a much brighter room, and for that I’m extremely thankful. The darkness was beginning to drive me insane. Inside, I see a massive circular table in the center of the place, looking as if it could seat ten people. Most of the chairs are empty, but two of them are filled with women I know all too well. 
	“Corey!” Melody shouts with a gigantic grin. “It’s so good to see you.” She leaps off the seat, and rushes toward me for a hug. Even with all her personalities, it’s nice to know there’s a side of her that likes me.
	“You too, Melody.”
	“What am I, chopped liver?” Slamora asks, shifting her sitting position. I’m almost glad to see the swamp woman, as I thought my life just might end in that prison cell. I would have given anything for a couple of her one-liners.
	“Great to see you too, Slamora.”
	“Where are--?” I begin to ask as Closhian rushes up. I think he’s upset over everybody’s lack of attention to him. He truly is the biggest baby in the universe. 
	“The others,” Closhian says, “did not pass the trivia challenge. They will remain in their prison cells, unlike you three. Corey, Melody, and Miss Slamora, you smarties get to celebrate with me. It’s nice to pull the diamonds from the rough.” 
	A dark thought hits my mind. Did Patricia and Blanko really not pass the trivia challenge, or is something else going on here? Closhian does have some anger reserved for those two, so I wonder if their questions might have been slightly more difficult than my own. Either way, we’re all at his mercy for the time being. I think it’s best not to upset him in any way, and choose our words carefully. Bringing up anything about this Preserver is not on my to-do list. 
	“I don’t know if you three know this,” Closhian says, “but I’ve been called somewhat of a baking prodigy in the land of Dwella. Many come from far and wide to taste my chocolate, caramel, vanilla, peanut butter, and strawberry filled creations.” He appears extremely overcome with pride, which is nice to see, even from this lunatic. “In fact, I’ll be back with my new dessert. I’m anxious for you to try it. Please be honest if it’s dreadful; I’d like to hear it from you first if so.” 
	“Can’t wait to try it, Closhian,” Slamora says with a beaming grin. Closhian trails through another doorway where the kitchen hides on the other side. As he reaches a reasonable distance from us three, Slamora pulls both of us close. The terror in her voice shocks me. 
	“We need to get out of here,” she whispers with urgency. I’ve never seen her get like this; she’s always so sarcastic and care-free. “If you haven’t guessed, this guy has a few screws lose. Do not anger him. I don’t know what to do now, but saying anything bad about his dessert will be a one-way ticket to the prison cells again. Do you understand?”
	She shuts up as he emerges once more. He has three plates balanced in his arms, each has a piece of cake resting atop. Based on the slightly brown color, I think they might involve several combinations of chocolate and caramel. A few peanut butter chips peek out from the top and sides. He gives a peculiar look, as if he overheard what Slamora just told us. 
	“I don’t like whispering,” he says. “Whispering’s no fun. Other people get left out of whispering.” He shakes his head, as if to expel any unpleasant thoughts lurking in his mind. He replaces the look on his face with a cheeky grin. Nothing’s wrong in the universe.
	“Here we are,” he places the pieces of cake in front of us. Each of us gets exactly one slice, looking perfectly proportioned with a clean cut. Atop of each piece rests a puff of whip cream and a cherry. 
	“It looks delightful, Closhian. What flavor is it?” Slamora asks. She looks extremely riveted and overly excited. I’m pretty sure she’s trying to earn brownie points back for the whispering issue. He laughs in response, plopping in a seat across from her.
	“I can’t tell you that,” he says. “That would ruin the surprise.”
	Slamora, Melody, and I devour our slices. We constantly stress how delicious his creation is, and how wonderful a job he’s done. We’re not lying, the cake is scrumptious, but there’s still much more brown nosing involved. I still can’t pinpoint the flavor, but I’d guess I was right with the chocolate caramel thing. There was probably some pumpkin mixed in there as well, but I’m not totally sure. He seems to buy everything we say, his smile getting much wider with each compliment. Just as all seems to be going well, Melody says something that could destroy everything.	
	“So,” she finishes off a bite, “what about our friends? Do Blanko and Patricia get any cake?”
	Closhian’s smile fades to a dark frown. It seems like all our comments’ effect has vanished. 
	“No cake for them,” he whispers. “They didn’t pass the trivia challenge.”
	“It seems kind of cruel to deny them food, doesn’t it? Losing a game shouldn’t mean a punishment that barbaric,” Melody says. Slamora’s eyes open wide, signaling Melody to stop talking immediately. Melody, however, continues on whether Slamora likes it or not.
	“Well,” Closhian says, shifting in his seat, “maybe. They were mean to me, though. Mean people shouldn’t get my dessert.”
	“Why were they mean? Because they told you the truth? About the Preserver?”
	“Melody!” Slamora yells, immediately following it with a chuckle. “Don’t mind the girl, Closhian. She’s just been through a lot.”
	“It’s okay,” Closhian says. “What were you saying?”
	Melody shoots Slamora a glare, then continues on, not holding anything back whatsoever. My leg starts to shake. She could ruin everything.  
	“I’m sorry to say this, but someone has to. You can’t lock people up just because they are rude. Otherwise, you’d put everyone in the world in prison at some point. You have to shake it off and move on with your life.”
	A tear starts to form in Closhian’s eye. He gives Melody a tiny nod as she keeps talking. Slamora’s eyes are still wide open, but she offers no protests this time. 
	“We really need your help, Closhian,” Melody says. “People are dying and the rest are haunting our dreams. This Preserver is obviously doing something bad, and according to Patricia, we need you to stop him. Please, can you help us? I promise I’ll come by as much you ask and try desserts, play trivia games, or anything else you want,” she pauses for a second. “What do you say?”
Chapter 20 
Closhian takes a deep breath, letting her outburst sink in. I’m afraid he’s going to burst into tears at any moment. I can’t believe Melody actually said that to him. We’ll probably be stuck in his prison cells the rest of our lives. However, he seems to truly be thinking about what she just said. 
	“Of course I’ll help,” he says. My jaw drops, as does Slamora’s. I can’t believe it; he’s actually going to do this. Melody’s strategy worked. I should really give her more credit; she obviously knows what she’s doing, at least some of the time. “I’ve heard about the Preserver being a meanie, but I never thought it was as bad as everyone said. If you really need me to help, I’ll go. I can’t block it out forever. Besides, I owe you for trying my cake.” 
Melody smiles and puts a hand on his shoulder. I knew this guy wasn’t all bad. 
	“Thank you so much, Closhian,” Melody says. “I’m sure a lot of people will thank you one day. Can you please unlock our friends so we can get going?” 
	“I’m still mad at them,” Closhian says with a sneer, “but for you, I’ll do it.” He fumbles with his clothes, eyes dropping to the floor. Do I sense a smidge of guilt peeking through? “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”
	“Then let’s stop him together,” Melody sparks. 
	“Together,” I say. I’ve honestly been dragged along on this whole thing, but now, things are different. I actually want to stop this evil monster, and save some people in the process. I can actually make a big difference in the land of Dwella. Melody’s speech surely lit a fire in me I didn’t know existed. 
	Though reluctant about it, Closhian eventually unlocks Blanko and Patricia. They, of course, get into massive arguments about being imprisoned. Blanko chastises him for taking precious time away that could be spent saving his father. Patricia emphasizes this, and also throws in a comment about how her ‘trivia challenge’ was far too difficult for anyone to solve. I have to let out a slight grin; I sort of expected he made theirs impossible. Closhian doesn’t seem affected by any of this, but seems to be mildly amused at their temper tantrums. I think he got the revenge he wanted just by the looks on their faces. I can’t lie; it’s kind of nice to see Patricia and Blanko knocked off their pedestals. 
	“Despite the time you’ve wasted with childish behavior,” Patricia states. “You have only caused a minor delay. This is nothing we can’t make up for. With the two wizards and the supreme witch now with us, we have all we need.” Patricia takes a long breath, letting that information sink in to all of us. She then shifts her eyes from Melody to me and back again.
	“Corey and Melody,” she says with a grin. “I know this has been difficult. All of our hard work is about to pay off.” I almost think she’s excited about all this. “Are you ready with the Renewal Curse?”
	In all that’s happened, the Renewal Curse has completely slipped my mind. I pull out my phone, eyes glazing over the thing once more. I still haven’t memorized it, so I thank the heavens my phone is safe. 
	‘Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.’
	It’s like I can hear my mother saying the words right now. Tears start to well up in my eyes, but I shake them off. She would want me to be strong. I’m ready now. Let’s kill the Preserver. 
	After retrieving her wand from Closhian, which he ‘borrowed’ during the trivia challenge, Patricia constructs another portal. Closhian’s big table begins to rumble, and the plates shake with intensity. Beams of turquoise and lavender, this time, manifest out of thin air. The circular entity strikes fear into all our hearts. We’re all aware we’re at the mercy of whatever lies on the other side. I glance to the terrified faces of Slamora, Closhian, Blanko, and Melody. One is a crazy swamp lady, another is a silent psychopath, the third is a gigantic baby, and the fourth is the most unpredictable, yet brilliant girl I’ve ever met. Patricia has a stark determination in her eyes. For some reason, as our group steps through, I actually believe we can do this. 









Chapter 21
I emerge into an entirely new world, this one shrouded in nothing but darkness. I glance up at the overpowering sky. Everything about the atmosphere appears pitch black, with an occasional purple star poking through the night.  I can make out a few hazy blue clouds, but you’d have to squint to find them. A mist hovers in the air, giving the place an even spookier feel. 
Beneath my feet, verdant grass extends beyond a far-off hill. A meadow goes on for miles, it seems, ending deep in forests that surround us all. Each tree looks menacing. The branches each curve with deadly twists and grooves. I see a miniature stone peeking out of the ground. Some words are written on the front, followed by a woman’s name and a date. It isn’t long before several of these markers become visible, leaving no mystery as to where we have come. The word itself sends chills up and down my spine.
Graveyard.
“We’ve made it,” Patricia says to nobody in particular. “This is actually going to happen.” I can’t tell if she’s just announcing this for her own benefit, or showing her surprise that we’ve really made it this far. She steps forward and strides away, not even worrying if we’ll follow. I immediately take off first, terrified of losing her in the mist. The others trail behind me. 
“Help!” 
I freeze, wondering if I just made that up. Did everybody else hear that? The voice sounded like a very young boy. He seemed to be in excruciating pain. Suddenly, I detect a tiny stone structure in the distance, revealing something horrific. Prison bars extend throughout the front side, mirroring those in Closhian’s cellar. Why would there be a jail in a graveyard? 
“Help me!” a woman wails. 
As we move closer, I’m able to get a better look. Several people are trapped behind those bar, as outstretched arms extend through. Each cries for freedom, begging to be released from their torture. The sight of their hands grasping the air is almost too much for me, and I have to glance away. Patricia picks up her speed with each scream. We get closer and closer to the people. Eventually, we’re right next to them. The confusion and terror in Melody’s eyes matches my own. Who would lock up all these poor people? 
“Blanko!” an old man yells. His shimmering eyes glisten in the mist. 
“Father!” Blanko charges past me. Once he reaches the old man, he grabs both of his arms. The other prisoners’ hands lunge for Blanko, as each of them is eager to see who this new visitor is. 
“Son,” the old man pleads with a slight grin, “you’ve come to save us.”
“I will... kill... whoever did this to you.” Blanko can barely choke out the words as his rage builds.
“The Preserver!” the old man yells at the top of his lungs. There’s a mix of hatred and anger in his shout. 
I knew I recognized this old guy and that raspy voice. I can’t believe I didn’t realize it sooner. My eyes glance to Melody’s, and she responds with a firm nod. I was pretty sure, but now it’s an absolute fact. This is the old man who’s been haunting our dreams. 
“Where is this Preserver?” Blanko asks, eyes darting about. The prisoners continue to moan and beg to be released. Their hands stretch through the bars. “I’ll destroy him right now, father. Just tell me where he is.”
“She,” the old man corrects. 
“What?”
“It’s a woman,” the old man’s eyes shift to Patricia. He gasps in horror, barely able to utter his next sentence. I’ve rarely seen someone this scared. “She’s… standing right there.”
Patricia steps forward, letting all the prisoners gaze upon her. At her arrival, wails of terror can be heard. Everyone knows who she is, and each and every person recoils in fear. I can barely hear anything over the screams. 
“Please, don’t hurt us.”
“We’ll do whatever you want.”
“I have children. You have to let me go!”
Closhian grasps his mouth with both hands. He’s obviously overwhelmed with the dreadful scene. The supreme witch Slamora looks just as floored, gazing at Patricia with confusion. 
“Well, since the cat’s out of the bag,” Patricia words glide off her demonic tongue. “I might as well be out with it; I am the Preserver.”
My jaw drops, and I can’t even comprehend what I just heard. There is absolutely no way this is the case. She’s been filling our heads with killing the Preserver since day one. Everything we’ve done has been to stop the Preserver. How in the world can what she says be true? Melody rushes forward, not wasting any time for a proper explanation.
“What is going on? You’ve lied to us this whole time?” Melody asks. 
“Slightly,” Patricia says, “I have mostly just shielded the truth.”
“Just as despicable,” Slamora whispers. “I cannot believe this.”
“There have just been slight details about our little journey I smudged up. First of all, I am indeed the Preserver of the land of Dwella. There was never any other. I apologize for the fib. I, alone, watch over all souls passed on. It is my responsibility to keep them all in check, and manage them as the law sees fit. I have been truthful with you about all of those responsibilities since I met you.
“Yes, I also admit, there is no Keeper Institute at all. I had to make you believe I was part of something important. There’s something else too; I am responsible for the nightmares you’ve been having. I forced the old man and the girl to cloud your minds.”
Melody takes a few steps forward.
“You said we were supposed to kill the Preserver. You said he was a power-hungry villain that needed to be brought to justice,” Melody says as tears form in her eyes. She is not happy with being lied to. I half expect her to tackle Patricia right now.
“Yes, that’s another detail I was not truthful about. Oh, I’m not fooling anyone. I blatantly lied about this; but I absolutely needed to,” Patricia’s gaze turns towards the prisoners as she speaks. “Our work has not been to kill the Preserver, but to help her. Blanko, Slamora, and Closhian will help the Preserver begin life anew. The Renewal Curse you’ve been entrusted with actually has the power to start life over. With their power and your precious Revival Curse, the world can be reborn. I can finally run things my way.” 
“You monster!” Melody yells, truly crying now. Being deceived is too much for her to handle. Anger rises within me as well. This whole time, she never intended to kill the Preserver. She was the Preserver, is the Preserver, and everything we’ve done has been to help her. Everything shifts in my mind. This may be the most evil villain in existence, and Melody and I have been assisting her. She plans to start the world over in her image. How can we possibly stop this from happening?
“Heathen!” Blanko shouts. “You lied to all of us.” The man rushes toward Patricia, ready to kill her with his bare hands. Blanko leaps off the ground, preparing to slam right into her. She barely turns her head, letting out a tiny laugh. With a flick of her index finger, Blanko slams the ground. His body hits the dirt. The poor guy never stood a chance. 
“Let that be a lesson to anyone that tries to put up a fight,” Patricia says, bending down to Blanko. His eyes glaze over her. He doesn’t even have the energy to move his head. “I’ll send you right back into the ocean… where you belong.”
“I can’t believe it,” Slamora says to Melody, Closhian, and myself. “We’ve all been fooled this whole time. She’s had us right where she wanted us. How could I have been so stupid?” 
I can’t help but wonder the same thing. 
Closhian anxiously bites his fingernails, too scared to say anything at all. 
“Now,” Patricia says. “Let us begin.”
Chapter 22
She raises both her arms. Immediately, Closhian and Slamora are thrust to the ground. Their bodies slam against the grass. It’s as if she intensified gravity by a million times. Each of their faces smack the dirt with a thud. They bow in submission to Patricia, powerless to even dream of moving an inch. Melody gasps in terror. I can only watch and pray this is some horrible dream. 
“With the supreme witch, Slamora, and the wizards, Blanko and Closhian, the Renewal can begin,” Patricia chants with her eyes closed. “I summon the power of the Elders’ chosen three.”
A pink light encompasses Blanko, Slamora, and Closhian. The bright beam penetrates each of them, pulling out every source of energy buried within. Each of them screams in pain. The force seems to be demolishing every bit of the three. 
It’s too much for me to handle. 
“We have to help them,” I say to Melody.
“What can we do?” she asks me. Her eyes are filled with tears. “She’s going to destroy the world, and we’re going to help her do it. I just wish I could die.”
The pink light beams get stronger, eventually merging into one massive energy force. The manifestation flings itself at Patricia. She bounces back a bit. The power is almost too much for her to take. Once she absorbs the last bit, her eyes become deadly slits of white, and she grins once more. 
“Corey and Melody,” she says. “Read the Renewal Curse together. I only needed one of you, but two will make things go much quicker.” I pull out my cell phone, thinking of any possible thing I can do to stop this. I’m well aware, though, that I can do absolutely nothing. I have to do what she says. Melody realizes this as well, dropping her head in submission. I find the Renewal Curse and begin to read. 
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever…”
“Stop right there!” a woman yells. She dashes out of the forest, holding a wand in her hand. A beam of green light shoots out from it, bashing Patricia right in the face. I cannot believe what I am seeing. I didn’t think there was any hope left. Patricia topples onto the ground, pink energy spurting every direction. As the tall woman reaches our location, my heartbeat almost stops. I have to be imaging things, there’s no other explanation. I thought she was gone forever. 
“Mom!” I shout, dashing up to her. This has to be some cruel joke. “Mom!”
“Oh, Corey,” she pulls me into a massive hug. Tears cascade down my cheeks. I was positive I was never going to see her again. Now, here she is; I don’t think I’m ever going to let go.
“You never came home…”
“I’m so sorry,” she cuts me off. “I had to come to Dwella. I had no choice.”
“How could you do that to me? To Rich? We thought you were never coming back!”
“Your father knows exactly what I’ve been doing,” she says. “Corey, I would not have done this had I any other choice. More lives are at stake here than you know. The Preserver must be killed, and I’m the one who has to do it.”
Patricia manages to lift herself up off the ground, still wobbly from my mom’s attack. 
“Ah, what a naughty little sister you’ve turned out to be,” Patricia says. 
“Sister?” I look up to my mother, desperate for her to dispel the insane statement.
“Yes,” she says with anger, and a touch of embarrassment. “The Preserver is my older sister. What has she told you; that she’s some government agent? She’s been fooling people with that for a while.” Her eyes move over to the prisoners. She almost starts crying. 
I hear a rustling inside the bushes, near where my mom emerged. An older man steps out, bald with a brown beard and moustache. He also possesses some sort of wand in his right hand. I wonder who this newcomer is, when Melody’s shouting leaves no mystery.
“Grandpa? Grandpa! It’s really you?” 
She rushes right up to the old man, overcome with emotion. 
 “Melody, I’ve missed you so much,” he says. “Ever since I passed the Renewal Curse onto you, I knew you could accomplish great things. Now, we can save the world from this monster together.”
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Melody says, looking right into his eyes.
“Enough with the family reunion,” Patricia says, her eyes still slits of white. Pink energy bursts from her, like electric shocks. That must be some pretty powerful magic. “I hate to break it to you, but my work has already been completed. All I need is one of the brats to read the Curse. If one of you doesn’t start now, I’ll make you regret wasting my time.” Patricia glances from Melody’s grandpa to my mother. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you two great careers in the new world; being my faithful servants.”
My mom shoots a green ball of energy at Patricia. It flies right at her. She sticks her forearm out, deflecting it. Patricia conjures up a wall of purple fire, adding flames to it each second. With a wail, she slams the thing forward, hurling the massive concoction at Melody’s grandfather. 
Luckily, he’s able to cast off the flames, though the work to do so takes a lot out of him. He drops one knee to the ground, desperate to take a breather. I wonder how much more the old man can take. Based on his wobbly legs, I doubt he can last much longer. 
“You don’t have to do this!” my mom yells, trying one more attempt to be diplomatic. “We can start over and forget everything.”
“If I can’t be on top, I’d rather die,” Patricia says. Pink energy pulses through her entire body. “I rule alone.”
At this point, my mom drops her head down. The woman needs to be stopped. 




Chapter 23
She shouts several spells, slamming energy force after energy force into Patricia. She’s able to block most of my mom’s attempts, but the effort is taking away a lot of her stamina. Patricia blasts back with another fire wall, but my mom casts it aside as if it’s nothing but a pesky annoyance. This could go on forever; they seem too evenly matched. 
Suddenly, Patricia’s white eyes move to the prison. She has a burst of panic.
“No!” she shouts. “Get away from there!”
Melody’s grandpa has been sneaking toward the prisoners during the sisterly feud. He looks to be saying a complicated chant, waving his arms in a strange circle. In a matter of moments, all the bars have vanished. The prisoners dash out of their enclosure, joyous at their newfound freedom. 
I’ve never seen Patricia look so angry. Her white eyes gleam with hatred. She dashes up to Melody’s grandpa, bashing him straight in the face with a burst of fire. My mom tries to stop her, but Patricia throws her off without any effort. Patricia constructs more flames, barreling them one by one into his heart. After several moments, his disintegrated body falls and his bloodshot eyes dim. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. There’s no mystery as to his fate. Melody’s endless screams fill the night; her grandfather is dead. 
 “Come on,” Slamora says to Blanko and Closhian. “We’re the Elders’ chosen three. We have to do something.” The two wizards nod, showing their full cooperation. Closhian’s face is a mess with tears. 
Patricia and my mom begin their battle again. My mom shoots her trademark verdant energy forces, while Patricia barrels fireball after fireball. It doesn’t look like anybody’s making progress. 
“Now,” Slamora says. She whispers a dark chant to herself, summoning a very deadly magic. A black puff of smog rises, gaining more smoke with each second. She seems to be constructing her own personal black cloud. Closhian and Blanko contribute, adding more and more layers to the haze. Eventually, the smoke envelops them. With a simultaneous shout, they hurl the mess at Patricia. She’s been so locked in battle, she never sees it coming. It slams into her legs, knocking her feet clear out from under her. 
My mom jumps at this opportunity. She utters a completely different spell, one she has never said before. This time, she conjures up fire of her own. These flames are a sharp red, matching the streaks of blood flowing down her face. Massive fire crashes into her sister, burning up her eyes, nose, and mouth. It travels through her body, demolishing everything in its path. After several moments, nothing remains at all. 
	My mom looks completely floored. Fire light glistens in her wide open eyes. Silence fills the graveyard, followed by her few, crisp breaths. The crowd of prisoners remains absolutely still. Not even I can move a muscle. There’s only the tiniest breeze blowing by. She waits a few minutes before making her proclamation.
“I can’t believe it,” she says through several pants. All her energy has almost disappeared, and her hands drop to her knees. A few deep breaths appear to make her even woozier. “The Preserver is dead.”
Silence fills the graveyard once more. Then, the prisoners cheer, raising several fists in the air. It almost matches that of a football stadium after a winning touchdown. My ears can barely handle the noise. Despite how petrified I am, I can’t help but join in with a yell of triumph myself. I can’t believe this actually happened. There’s too much for my brain to comprehend. 
Melody rushes over to her fallen grandfather, desperately trying to revive him. After several attempts and much screaming, Melody finally accepts it’s too late. Her tears are almost too much for me to watch. My mom comforts her as best she can, but her grandpa is truly gone. I wish I could say something to make her feel better. 
“What happens now?” Melody asks my mom, desperate to change the subject. I truly have no idea myself. I never thought we would ever get this far. Everything has completely flipped on us. I wonder if my mom ever thought all hope was lost, too.
“Dear Melody,” she says. “Your grandfather did not die in vain. Since the Preserver of Dwella is no more, we have to elect a new one. Someone has to do this.” She glances toward Patricia’s prior location. “Hopefully, this selection will turn out better than the last. I’ll miss my sister, but her hunger for power was too dangerous. I always knew there was darkness in her. We had no other choice.”
Utter silence ensues. A slight gust blows through the graveyard, shaking some branches and leaves in the distance. The chilly wind gives my arms goose bumps. I can still make out some blue clouds through the overpowering mist. 
“I nominate Melody,” Closhian says, stepping forward. He’s never been this serious about anything before; it’s like he isn’t even the same man. My mom shakes her head, appearing quite confused. She’s probably wondering how he possibly came to that conclusion. I’m shocked myself. 
“Though I’m sure Melody would do wonderfully, she’s so young,” my mom says, “and she’s only just come to this world. I think we should choose a candidate with more experience.”
“Look where experience got us before,” Slamora chimes in, wiping dirt off her red dress. “I disagree. We need some new blood with an individual that hasn’t been corrupted. Besides, I’ve travelled with the girl for some time now. I know she’ll do wonderfully.”
“Slamora,” Melody says with slight grin. She looks dumbfounded. My mind flashes back to the otter and cranes; looks like Slamora put their little spats behind her. Melody’s eyes twinkle with tears. “Thank you so much.”
“You do make a good point,” my mom says, her eyebrows rising.  
“I concur,” Blanko’s deep voice bellows. “Melody is the one I want.”
I think back to Closhian’s house, when we were all sitting around his table. Slamora and I were too scared to say anything. We thought he would throw us in his prison cells again. Melody, however, stepped right up to action. She told him what was on her mind, and that his behavior was unacceptable. I truly admired her right then. She did what the two of us were afraid to do. I don’t know what we would’ve done without her. If that doesn’t scream leader material, I don’t know what does.
“I nominate Melody too,” I say with conviction. I’ve never been more positive of anything. I rest my right hand on her left shoulder; she’s still shaking. “I’ve known her longer than any of you. There can’t be anyone better for the job.”
“Corey…” she says, suddenly erupting into panic. Everyone is looking at her, and it’s a bit much to take in. “Wait a minute; I have no idea how to be a Preserver. I barely even know what that means. I’ve been lied to so much! How can I possibly--?”
“I’ll teach you everything you need to know,” my mom says. “Don’t worry, you’ll understand much faster than you think. If all these people feel this way, I’d be honored for you to take the job.”
Melody takes a long, deep breath. Her arms almost seem to be shaking. She must be under a lot of pressure right now. 
“Okay,” she says with eyes closed. “I can’t believe what I’m saying, but, I’ll be the next Preserver.”
“The Renewal Curse we gave you,” my mom says, “has another power to it. The spell ends a Preserver’s reign, and begins another. I think it’s just about darn time that happened.” Her bubbly eyes move to me. “Corey, could you read the curse, while touching Melody’s shoulder. That should complete the process.”
I pull out my cell phone and place my right hand on her right shoulder. 
“Life begins and life will end, no matter how one will ascend. The secret key to live forever, rests under a wisher's lever. Give up all hope, then give up yourself, because they who won't are beyond help.”
Melody’s figure shimmers a bit, and soon her body rises into the air. A white light gleams from her torso, shining from the inside out. After a few moments, her feet touch the ground again. She opens her eyes, finishing a massive transformation. It’s like the girl’s a completely new person. 
“It’s done,” my mom says. “Meet Melody Doyle, our new Preserver.” 















Chapter 24
I can barely hear over the applause. Shouts and hollers fill the place, mostly from the prisoners. Everyone’s desperate to be rid of the dark evil that caged them. It’s time for a new dawn, and the feeling is contagious.  I can’t stop yelling her name myself. 
My mom spends a few days coaching Melody on being the Preserver. There are some hard core training sessions on how she must effectively keep order in Dwella. She tests her intellect on several different issues. Melody needs to adapt to an entirely new legal system, while enforcing her own beliefs at the same time. All in all, it seems pretty darn complicated. I know she can do it, though.
My mom and I return to our old house. I’ll never forget the look on Rich’s face as she walked through the door. In fact, I didn’t know he could cry that much. I think he managed to be more shocked than I was when I first laid eyes on her. He hugged her immediately, never willing to let go. Even my dad looked surprised, yet he knew what she had been up to.
“Is it done?” he asked with wide eyes.
“Yes,” my mom retorted. “She is gone, and another has taken over. All will be well now.”
My mom has to go to Melody’s house regularly, letting her parents know about their daughter’s new responsibility. They seem just as proud, as they are scared for their little girl. I’m positive she’ll be a great Preserver. She knows how to be tough, as I well know. Hopefully, those mood swings will become a bit more stable. There’s a soft side hiding under there. That’s the part of her that can truly make a difference. 
As I sit in calculus class, I truly believe I can succeed this time. I’m not sure if it’s Closhian’s trivia challenge or travelling alongside Melody, but I’ve learned to push myself more. I could definitely be doing more than I thought I could. My eyes move over to Melody’s empty seat. Everyone thinks her family moved to a new state, many miles away from here. It’s awfully depressing not having her right next to me.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The good news is I can go to Dwella whenever I want. I can explore Slamora’s swamp palace, delve into Blanko’s massive sea, or taste any of Closhian’s delectable treats whenever I please. I hear he has a new caramel creation on the horizon I’m anxious to sink my teeth into. Best of all, I get to see Melody whenever I want.  



	






 


	


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




	
	
	


	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	
	











 






	


 






 















  












































