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Salina has a tiny problem with her ego. She does whatever she wants, whenever she feels like it. As long as everything works out for her, there's no harm done. That's at least what she thinks until she starts messing up real people.
             It was just supposed to be for fun. Everyone would go back to normal. Little does she know, breaking the law has some serious consequences.
             Arguing 6th graders Kenny and Trish set Salina off. She's had it with their attitudes, and believes she should get involved. After all, they need to change. The spoiled brats will get a reality check. Salina always gets what she demands. 
             Why should this time be any different?
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         17-year-old Corey not only has to deal with his mother’s disappearance, but recurring nightmares horrifying him to no end. Each and every night, an old man constantly begs for his help. He pleads for assistance escaping a murderer keeping him hostage in another world.
Corey, according to the old man, is the only one that can stop this monster. After all, he does know the spell. Melody, an unpredictable, no-nonsense girl from his math class, has also been having horrific nightmares with this same old man. She, however, is not willing to talk about it. Melody also refuses to believe any of his pleas. 
When Corey and Melody are thrust from their homes by a mysterious woman, they embark on a journey through a mystical land. From battling demons to escaping prison chambers, they realize they're part of something much bigger, and hiding from their duty is no longer an option.
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OBSTACLES took me on an emotionally charged journey into another dimension. Mr. Reardon's writing is finely detailed and his plot is truly unique in a world filled with the paranormal genre! There is a fresh face in the writing world that shows great promise, so if you're looking for a fantasy that contains real heroes, real action and sacrifice, in a world where you will actually be able to visualize every scene as it unfolds, you might want to try Chris Reardon's OBSTACLES! ~ Diane (Tome Tender Book Blog)
This imaginative journey began with a doctor's exasperation at his inability to save the life of one of his patients, a child named Gari. Throw in an eccentric elderly patient who claims to be able to bring back the dead, and I was hooked. From the minute Dr. Alcott took the mystical book in his possession, Chris Reardon penned an interesting and gripping world that is everything a fantasy should be. We have real characters facing great odds in pursuit of a noble cause. It's the kind of story that can easily be read in an afternoon without even blinking. ~ C. Stacey (Story Siren)












Chapter 1
“Aren’t you excited?” Olivia whispers, quiet enough for Mr. Blankin not to overhear. The tiny bald man continues on with his mundane lecture, despite most of the class obviously not paying attention. “We actually get our serpents today.”
“Wha?” Vela mumbles. She rubs her eyes, obviously one of the slumbering half of the room. Her short black hair’s gotten all frizzy. “What’s wrong? What did you say?”
“Never mind,” Olivia says, straightening her thick glasses. “I’m just so excited. I never really thought I would get my own.” Her long, blonde hair falls over her shoulder. 
“Oh, serpents, right,” Vela says, regaining consciousness. “Yeah, but it’s kind of creepy. We’re bound to the things for life, right?” Her attention turns to Mr. Blankin, who continues his long speech about things everybody already knows. She’s almost tempted to roll her eyes. How many times can he repeat the same thing?
“Serpents are an honor and a privilege for our institution. The fact that every student gets their own is nothing short of remarkable. So many dream of owning one of these beasts, yet you actually get to. Not only that, but you utilize this bond for the good of society. Be lucky your parents paid so much money to send you here...”
Vela’s mind wanders off again. Ever since the start of her year here, she’s been through this spiel again and again. Only select students are allowed to attend Wralda Academy: Institution of Law Enforcement. Men, women, boys, and girls of all ages and backgrounds go here. Though the school’s main job is to train police officers, everybody knows the truly special thing about the place. Wralda Academy teaches the best of the best how to train serpents. These devilish reptiles are very important to cops, as the mystical creatures have the ability to sense things beyond human comprehension. Some call it visions, others say spiritual insights, while many claim divine intervention is at work. Whatever the case, the fact is the serpents have great and remarkable powers. 
Once humans learned of these powers, obviously, they had to take full advantage of them. Chancellor Pilan has ruled the land for decades. He decided he can do whatever he wishes with the creatures. Since serpents have become domesticated quickly, few people even remember what it was like when they roamed free. Some don’t even think they did at all. 
“Yeah,” Olivia says, “that’s the great part! The serpents are ours forever, Vela. Nobody can take them away!”
Typical Olivia, Vela thinks. She’s the total dictionary definition of bookworm, teacher’s pet, nerd, brown-noser; the list goes on. She’s always gotten straight A’s, raises her hand at every opportunity, and would die sooner than show up late to anything. Her life has been planned out since birth, and she’s more than fine with that.
“Don’t get me wrong,” Vela says. She thinks about having her whole future defined, and almost wants to throw up. How would that be any fun, or even a life worth living? Olivia makes no sense to her most of the time. “I can’t wait to get my serpent, but I’m not the best with commitment. What if I don’t like my choice after a few weeks? I still have to stick with it forever! I don’t know why my parents thought I could do this.”
“They thought it would get your priorities straight,” Olivia says with a smirk. She’s been present for many ‘Vela vs. her parents’ clashes. “I remember. You could have always said no, you know. You have a choice. Just because they’re on the force doesn’t mean you have to be.”
“It kind of does. The two people who gave me life are counting on this. Somehow I doubt free will really applies here.”
“Don’t let them decide your life for you,” Olivia scrunches her eyes. She’s gotten really serious all of a sudden. “You know it’s your decision, right?”
“Uh-huh.” 
Vela is certainly not Olivia. Getting good grades isn’t really Vela’s biggest goal in life. In fact, she doesn’t have many aspirations at all. Everyone just tells her what to do all the time, and she’s tired of trying to fight back. With such famous parents in law enforcement, it’s only natural they plan for her to follow in their footsteps. Children must carry on the legacy, right? Why else have them?
 Mr. and Mrs. Thompson are very well known in town. Chancellor Pilan considers them his most worthy officers. Few haven’t seen the two crime-fighters charging down the street with their faithful serpents slithering beside them. Criminals and law breakers fear them. They certainly put lots of thieves, murderers, and cheats behind bars. Vela’s always had pressure stacked on her shoulders to measure up. There’s just one problem: she’s not sure she wants to. That brings with it a nice batch of teenage rebellion. 
Eventually, Vela pretty much stopped caring altogether. It used to just be grades, but now even crawling through each day seems too much. When Vela’s parents enrolled her in Wralda Acaemy, she wasn’t exactly thrilled. However, she knew it was coming and didn’t exactly fight it. 
“Well,” Olivia whispers. “If you want to back out, you better do it now. Once you get your serpent, the fat lady has sung.”
Vela nods, well aware what happens today determines the rest of her life. She’s been struggling with it for quite some time. Who doesn’t want to spend their days fighting bad guys? Little kids dream of it. You get to be the superheroes you’ve always looked up to. Maybe Vela’s just being stupid; this is an awesome opportunity. She’s gets her own snake for crying out loud!
“No,” Vela says. “I do want to do this, and that’s my decision... not theirs... I think.”
“Glad to hear it,” Olivia turns back to the teacher. “Wow, he’s really still talking isn’t he?”
“Haven’t noticed,” Vela says, dropping her head into her arms. 
***
“Vela!” Mr. Blankin wails. Vela jolts up, startled by the massive volume. He scrunches his wrinkly eyes with a swift charge over. The little man thinks he’s so tough. “Sleeping? Seriously?” 
	“Sorry,” Vela mumbles. She wipes off some drool onto her sleeve. “I just, I don’t know. I’m really sorry.” 
	“Unacceptable behavior,” he says, writing down a proper punishment check for her in his notebook, “on the day you get your serpent, nonetheless. Today’s the specific day you must pay attention.”
	“I have been, most of the time, I’m sorry. I know how important this is; my parents, you know?”
	“Precisely,” he states. “Your mother and father are role models to us all. What would they think if their daughter snoozes through my lecture?” He whisks up to the front of the room, annoyed he must take time out of his precious day. Mr. Blankin picks up right where he left off, drowning the students in serpent rules and regulations. 
	Vela shoots Olivia a glare.
	“Don’t blame me. I’ve been trying to wake you up,” Olivia retaliates. “I even shook you. You wouldn’t budge.”
	“Oh,” Vela says, feeling a bit better her friend didn’t leave her out to dry. “Thanks for trying.”
	“Somehow, I don’t think your heart’s really into joining the police; just a guess.” Olivia leans her face closer. “You still can say no. Don’t screw your life up.”
	Vela knows how lucky she is to be friends with Olivia. Ever since kindergarten, she’s been right by her side. Her personality has never changed, though, and Vela doubts it ever will. She cares about school, responsibility, and becoming a legit policewoman more than anyone. Vela’s always been jealous of her ambition. It would make much more sense if she were Mr. and Mrs. Thompson’s daughter. Life, Vela guesses, just doesn’t work out that way. Nonetheless, Vela will make something of herself, whether in her parents’ shadow or not. 
	“I’ve made my decision,” Vela responds, “but thanks.”




Chapter 2
“Class,” Mr. Blankin announces, interrupting the video playing in front of the room. For the past hour, they’ve been watching police training videos non-stop. From catching criminals, to proper combat, to criminal interrogation, Wralda Academy makes sure the students are ready. No minor detail is left untouched. “The time is upon us. You have a worked so long and so hard for this. I couldn’t be prouder of you all. Even those of you with... sleeping tendencies,” his eyes glance toward Vela, “have proven yourself ready.”
Every single pair of eyes in on the teacher. Each and every student has been waiting for so long. An older woman taps her foot at warp speed. A boy raises his head high. They never thought the time would ever happen. The room is so silent, you could hear a pin drop.
“It’s time for you to get your serpents, and graduate from Wralda Academy.” Mr. Blankin can barely contain his smile. This is the moment Wralda teachers dream of, too. All their work will finally be put into action. It’s up to the students, now. 
Cheers fill the room. The boisterous noise is almost too much to handle. Men, women, boys, and girls, alternate from clapping to high-fiving to shouting. The long year has finally come to end, and everyone could not be happier. Few can be seen without a smile. 
“I’ll miss you all,” Mr. Blankin says, but no one can hear him. His eyes drop to the floor. A tiny tear falls down his face. “It’s been a great year. I hope I’ve done a good job.” He shakes his head, bringing himself back. The little man extends a finger to the door. “Move out, officers!”
People jump from their seats. It’s like a room of prisoners has finally been set free. Everyone’s desperate to get out and lay their hands on a serpent. Each student pushes and shoves, abandoning any manners entirely. It isn’t long before everyone has left the room besides Vela, Olivia, and Mr. Blankin.
“Aren’t you girls excited?” he asks with a burst of giddiness, striding up to their desks. “You’re police officers today.”
“Absolutely,” Olivia perks up. “I’m so ready. Thank you for everything, sir.”
Vela offers a tiny smile, but says nothing. 
“Vela,” Mr. Blankin says, looking directly into her eyes. “I feel bad about what I said. Don’t think you have to measure up to your parents. You do what you want to do.”
Vela’s completely taken aback. Those words just aren’t in her vocabulary. Do what she wants to do? No adult has ever said anything like that before. It’s just been constant order after order. She doesn’t even know what to say. How could she even think like that?
“There’s other jobs, Vela,” Mr. Blankin says. “A policewoman is not the only route. You could be a doctor, a teacher, a nurse, a dentist, a therapist... the list goes on.” 
“That’s what I told her,” Olivia chimes in. 
“Good,” Mr. Blankin says. “If you pick a serpent, though, that’s it. You can never change your mind. Are you absolutely positive?”
No, Vela is absolutely not ‘absolutely positive.’ When is anybody ‘absolutely positive’ about anything? Yet, she knows this is what she wants to do. Despite her urge to break away from her parents, she can’t lie. What they do is pretty darn cool. She’d be honored to carry on that tradition. However, there’s a smidge of doubt creeping in. Is this really her choice, or have her parents influenced her over the years? Can she even tell her thoughts from theirs anymore? Vela isn’t sure, but she also doesn’t go back on her word. She will make something of herself, that’s for certain. 
“I’m absolutely sure,” Vela beams a bright grin. She turns toward her friend. “Let’s get those serpents.”















Chapter 3
“I know you’ll both be great,” Mr. Blankin says, extending his arm. “After you, ladies.” Olivia glides out first, not looking back. There is a fierce determination in her eyes. Unlike Miss Thompson, Olivia’s been raring to go. Vela knows this is a big moment for her. She’s been dreaming of this for a long time. She certainly has worked harder than Vela for it. With one last glace at Mr. Blankin, Vela trails her out the door. 
Eventually, the two girls make it to the gymnasium. In enormous cages practically covering half the place, serpents slither and hiss. The animals seem to have lost it, barreling into each other in a frenzy. A chaotic serpent circus has bombarded the school. The sharp fangs hypnotize every student. It’s like a mini zoo has come into town, with only the fiercest animals inside. Many tamers must whip the beasts constantly to get them to settle down. Vela’s just a little disturbed at the conditions. Each trainer has no problem grabbing a snake’s neck, or even kicking one in an instance.
“Isn’t that kind of cruel?” Vela asks. “They’re torturing them.”
“I suppose,” Olivia shrugs, “but it’s what they have to do. They’re just snakes; it’s not like they’re people.”
One particular monstrous, black snake flails around. Streaks of silver lie along its massive, windy body. It’s gotten completely out of control. Inside the massive cage, a few trainers jog over to it. A slender whip bashes the beast, slamming the serpent’s head down to the gym floor. It bangs with a thud, forcing Vela to look away before someone kicks it.
“You wouldn’t be saying that if you were a snake,” Vela remarks. “I could never hurt an animal like that.”
“Sorry, you had to see that, kids,” a man glides over to the girls. Based on the wrinkles, he appears much older than the other trainers. He must have much more experience than the others. “We call this guy ‘The Problem,’” he says, motioning toward the giant black heathen. “I swear, he may just have to be put down. We’ve never had one this out of control before.” He turns back around, joining the other trainers in the cage. 
“Put down?” Vela mumbles to herself. 
Olivia pats Vela’s back, aware the moment had shaken her up. 
“It was kind of going crazy, Vela.”
“Yeah, ‘cause it’s trapped in a cage all day. I would be a maniac too.”
“Vela,” Mr. Blankin chimes in from behind. She had no idea he was there; he must have just walked into the gym. “No snake would ever be harmed unless necessary. The trainers know what they’re doing.”
Vela’s eye catches the black snake once more. In a moment, her entire world twirls in a slight haze. The crowd’s boisterous noise slowly fades away. Even the snakes’ hissing and slithering begins to die out. Nothing in the world exists besides those green eyes. Vela wonders how much this serpent can understand. Does it know she’s watching it? Could it be experiencing this emotion too? Maybe she’s just crazy. Could it even have feelings anyway?
“Earth to Vela,” Olivia says, waving a hand in front of her eyes. “We have to pick our serpents now. Let’s go.” She grabs her by the forearm, hauling her across the gym. “I’m so excited!”
“Choose wisely!” Mr. Blankin yells across the gym. “There’s no going back.”
“We know!” Olivia responds, turning her head with an eye roll. She inches her face closer to Vela. “That guy sure knows how to say the same thing over and over, huh?”
“Yeah.”
The girls join the other students, many of whom already seem to be claiming their favorites. It’s almost turned into a sea of three-year-olds, many even shoving each other out of the way. These people are supposed to be officers, mature role models for the community.
“I want the one with the blue scales!” a burly guy shouts. 
“No, I already called that one!” some blonde woman screams. 
“Who said you could do that?”
“I did! I’ve worked much harder than you have, sir. Look at my grades!” 
“The yellow one over there belongs to me!” a teenage girl chimes in. “Nobody touch him.”
The voices all overpower each other. Everyone’s desperate to get the best crime fighting partner. Who can blame them? They are going to be with the snake for the rest of their lives. Whatever choice they make is it forever. Olivia, however, rolls her eyes. Some order is surely needed in all this chaos. Luckily, a young, black-haired woman steps up to the plate. 
“Quiet!” the trainer wails. Nothing changes at all; in fact the voices seem to increase in volume... so much for her authority.
“I choose the green one.”
“No, I do.”
“I said it first!” 
It’s like she didn’t even say anything. The trainer is certainly not happy about this. She cracks her knuckles. 
“I said quiet! You’re all being absolutely ridiculous. Please, let’s have some order here.”
The noise quickly dies out, leaving the gymnasium in an uncomfortable silence. Anticipation growing in the room is almost tangible. After a whole year of waiting, nobody can seem to handle the time actually being upon them.  
“Now,” the trainer says. She clasps her hands together. “As you all should know, as graduates of Wralda Academy, we have a system for selecting serpents. Each of your names has been put into this bowl.” She raises the silver thing in the air. Each and every eye follows, glued to the object. Many pieces of paper stick out from the top. “When your name is chosen, it will be your turn. It’s luck of the draw who gets first pick.” Massive groans fill the crowd. They’re obviously annoyed they have to rely on fate for this. 
“The animal will be bound to you for life. Choose whichever serpent you truly believe belongs to you. There’s no going back, even if--”
“We know that already,” an older woman interjects. “Just get on with it.”
The trainer takes a deep breath, giving her a nasty glare.
“Fine.”
She sticks her right hand into the bowl, shuffling up each scrap of paper inside. The crowd stares in total captivation. Olivia taps her feet nervously. Someone even bites their fingernails. 
“Vela Thompson,” the trainer projects. Every single eye turns toward her. Vela doesn’t know how to respond. She hasn’t even been paying that much attention. Did her name really just get called?
“Here,” she says, stepping up to the trainer. Her voice has gotten a little shaky. The teenage girl makes her way throughout the crowd. Everyone else seems to be going crazy for first pick. Is it really fair she gets it? 
“Ah, wonderful,” the trainer chimes with a bright grin. “What a lucky girl you are. You get the first pick of any serpent you want.” Vela turns back to the people. All of them look totally overcome with jealousy. She can’t believe these people care so much. 
“You can draw again,” Vela says, trying to get any attention off of her. “I really don’t know what I want anyway. They all obviously do.”
“Your name has been chosen,” the trainer states. She seems confused Vela’s not taking full advantage of this glorious opportunity. “You have to pick now.”
“O...kay,” Vela mumbles. “How do I know which one I should take? Any tips?”
“Only you can decide that, Vela. Choosing a serpent is truly subjective. Forming a strong bond is different for each person, and animal. It’s not something right or wrong.”
Vela takes a deep breath, stepping up to the massive cage. A few serpents lazily sleep on one another, while several ferocious snakes continue crawling about. Each and every one is completely different. Some are very skinny, while others appear quite bulky. There’s green, blue, black, pink, red, white, and orange colored serpents. Most have beady eyes, while a couple appear more as slits. Every so often, one will open its mouth, revealing deadly fangs and pointy teeth. Vela bends down, making sure she gets a good look at each of them. A few very tiny pink snakes roam up to her. Each slithery tongue and rough scale sticks out. These look pretty weak, she thinks. The thieves would laugh in her face if she showed up with one of these! She has to narrow this down.  
Which would help her be the best policewoman? That’s the real question here. Her parents have filled her in with lots of things to look for. The big ones obviously will be stronger, so they could help her fight robbers and bandits. However, they would also be painfully slow, her mother stressed. How would she chase criminals should they choose to make a break for it? Maybe Vela should pick a small one. Not only are they fast, but they’d be easy to carry, which could certainly come in handy. The tiny ones do tend to be better at telekinesis, too. 
Vela scrunches her eyebrows; there’s too many things to think about!
“Umm...”
“Today, Vela,” a teenage boy whines. He’s certainly lost his patience. “We’d all like to get one too.”
“Give her time, kid,” the trainer says. “This is pretty darn important. The Thompsons’ daughter gets all day if she needs it.” 
Vela rolls her eyes, annoyed her parents have come into play once again. 
Suddenly, a serpent catches Vela’s eye. It’s the same one from before, the massive black one that got lashed by the whip. It looks completely distraught, lying on the ground without the slightest hint of movement. If its eye wasn’t slowly scanning the room, the thing would appear dead. How could they do that to the poor thing, Vela thinks? All it did was try to break out. Wouldn’t anybody try to escape if they were trapped in a cage?  
Vela’s life has pretty much been that way. A million voices chime in her head. She’s got some big shoes to fill. The Thompsons’ daughter will do great things. The girl will carry on their legacy. Ever since she was a little kid, Vela’s been bombarded with these comments. She still remembers each and every one. What kind of pressure is that to stack on a child? Every time Vela’s tried to break out of her parents’ perfect reputation, someone shoves her right back into it. She’s the Thompsons’ daughter, and that doesn’t allow much room for her dreams. A realization dawns on her. She’s not so different from the snake. They just have different cages they can’t get out of. 
If Vela can help it, at least one of them will break free today. 
“I want that one,” she says with confidence. Her index finger aligns with the gigantic black creature. “The Problem.”







Chapter 4
“Wha?” the trainer mumbles, almost letting out a laugh. “No, dear, you don’t want that one. He might eat you for dinner! There’s plenty more tame and suitable—”
“No, I think we have that bond you were talking about,” Vela’s eyes never leave the serpent’s green ones. A few seconds pass by. The whole class is captivated. She utters her next sentence before she even knows what she’s saying. It’s like she’s hypnotized. “He belongs to me.”
“Well... I...” the trainers says, scratching her head, “guess if it’s what you really want. “They do call him ‘The Problem’ for a reason, honey.”
“I know,” Vela says. She’s never been so sure of anything in her life. “He’s my problem now.”
A smile spreads across the trainer’s face. 
“So be it.”
A large cage door swings open, metal bars clinking. Several trainers rouse and prod the snake, shoving the beast out the passageway. Its massive body drags along the floor. A tiny, curved tongue shoots out for a millisecond, and then disappears right back into its mouth. The serpent barrels away in no time, eager to escape the cage. Each silver slash across its back mesmerizes the crowd. Vela’s mouth curves into a smile. 
“The first bonding ceremony begins now,” the trainer says. “Vela, if you’d please put your right hand on top of its head.”
Vela does as she’s told, afraid the snake may just bite her hand off. The scales feel rough underneath her skin. Though ‘The Problem’ was aggressive before, it seems to be in a state of tranquility. It barely moves at all, seemingly frozen in time. Nobody seems to acknowledge its attitude change.
“Close your eyes, Vela.”
Darkness overtakes her. Vela’s hand remains on the slimy reptile. Her body’s getting a little jittery. In these few seconds, everything is silent. The only sounds that can be heard are silent squeaks along the gym floor. Vela suddenly feels a rough hand grasp her shoulder. She almost screams; the contact was so sudden. 
“Vela Thompson, and this beast, vow their lives to keeping peace,” the trainer projects. “Whatever darkness shall arise, their fate will always, intertwine.” She puts her other hand on Vela’s left shoulder. Vela takes another long, cleansing breath. There’s no turning back now. Whatever happens with this snake, she knows she can’t escape.
“...a bond so strong, these two are one. For better or worse, what’s done is done.”
Vela’s entire body jolts. She can’t even breathe. Everything is out of her control. She tries to move her hands, arms, and legs, but nothing will budge. Before she enters full on panic mode, the spell ceases. She returns back to normal again, letting out long breaths. That must be all there is to it, she thinks. All her thoughts of running away from this are gone; she’s all in. 
“Vela,” the trainer grins. Her eyes glance toward her. “It’s finished. He’s yours now.” 
She looks at the snake again. Its eyes stare her down, as its gigantic, slender body bobs and weaves behind it. This gargantuan monsters is hers... forever. Vela’s eyes move to Olivia. Her friend gives her two thumbs-up with a massive grin. Vela smiles in acknowledgment. 
“I’m honored to be yours,” a voice whispers. 
Vela freezes, almost unable to comprehend what just happened. Her attention returns to the serpent. She truly believes she’s about to vomit, her world fading in and out around her. Snakes can’t talk? She must have just imagined it. Dang, Vela thinks, she needs more sleep. She really is losing her mind. The girl rolls her eyes and strides toward Olivia. 
“I can never repay you for freeing me,” the snake speaks again, making Vela stumble. Its mouth doesn’t move, yet it’s able to speak into her mind. “We have much work to do, Vela. We’re going to change history.” Vela’s jaw drops as she swiftly rotates toward the crowd. She can barely walk from the dizziness. 
“Who said that?!” she blares.
Everyone looks at Vela, completely unaware what she’s talking about. Nobody said anything. The gym is eerily silent. 
“Vela,” the trainer chimes in. She has a genuine look of concern on her face, “...said what, dear?”
“’We have work to do. We’re changing history,’” Vela repeats. She looks right into the trainer’s eyes with utter confusion. “Somebody said that. Who was it? Didn’t you hear it?” 
“Vela,” she says, with a snicker. It’s obvious she’s uncomfortable with so many people looking. “Nobody said anything.”
Every pair of eyes is on Vela. The whole class must think she’s gone insane. Still, she’s convinced there’s no way she just made it up. 
“Didn’t know snakes could talk, huh?” the snake says, remaining in the same spot. Vela’s heart jolts. “Humans took much from us, but not that. I’ll explain later. Let’s get out of here.”
Vela takes a deep breath and smiles. This is obviously a dream, she thinks. Now, everything makes sense. 
“Just kidding guys,” Vela says, laughing awkwardly. “Proceed with your snake pickings.” She gives another weird giggle as her cheeks turn bright red. She glides over to Olivia as fast as she can. 
“Vela, what was that all about—?”
“The snake talked,” Vela whispers with urgency, shoving Olivia away from any nearby person. “The snake freaking talked.” Olivia puts a hand on her friend’s shoulder.
“Okay,” she says with a bright grin. “Let’s get you home. Someone needs a nice, long nap to regain their sanity.”
 “I’m serious.”
“Vela, quit it. You’re not being funny.”
“I know snakes can’t talk; I’m not an idiot,” she stares at her friend with fire in her eyes, “but this... one... did.”
“I’m going to pretend you think you’re hilarious and walk away now,” she says. “They’re going to put you in an insane asylum. Shut up.” Olivia walks back to the crowd, watching the next student select their serpent. The trainer gets prepared for another bonding ritual.  
Vela can’t believe it. Her best friend turned her back on her. Her eyes travel back to the serpent. It hasn’t moved from before. The beast seems to almost be enjoying her mental breakdown. In a matter of moments, her entire world has changed. Does she belong in an insane asylum?
“Time to go,” the snake says. It slithers up to Vela, rubbing her legs with its heavy body, “to your house.”
“How can...” Vela manages to choke out, “you... talk?” She glances around quickly, making sure nobody’s watching her speak to a snake. Luckily, they’re much too preoccupied complaining about who gets to select next.
“All of us can talk, Vela,” the snake responds, glancing at the fellow creatures still in the cages. “Don’t be stupid. We’ve been waiting for the right time.  I think mine has finally come. Now, we have to hurry.” The snake glides out of the gym, looking back for her to follow. The green eyes show no mercy. It’s not taking no for an answer. 
“I’m going to faint,” Vela says to nobody in particular. “Please let me wake up.” She trails her serpent out of the gym, well aware she’s gone completely nuts. 






Chapter 5
	Vela and her serpent make it out to the hallway, abandoning her class to the gym. She takes a few deep breaths, trying to forget everything that just happened. A small tear starts to slide down her cheek. There is something seriously wrong with her, and she knows it. Snakes can’t talk. Every two-year-old knows that. Her entire world is turning upside down. It doesn’t make any sense; everything was fine an hour ago.
	“I know this is difficult,” the serpent says. “You’ve been taught a lot of lies over the years. It’s not your fault; who else did you have to believe?” It in no way slows its swift glide, passing many lockers quickly. It glances left and right. “I suppose I might as well tell you everything now. We may not get to be alone together for a while.”
	A few seconds of silence follows. Only a shutting locker can be heard in the distance.
	“I come from far away, Vela. It’s an enormous kingdom known as Tranthum; land of the serpents ruled by a witch woman. Her name is Princess Lilias.” 
	“Tran—what? Princess who?” Vela mumbles, scrunching her eyebrows. “You know what, never mind. No more caffeine before bed, that’s all there is to it. My mind obviously can’t handle it.”
	“Vela!” the snake wails into her mind, eyes narrowed in on her. She stumbles back a few paces. “This is not funny, and is certainly not a dream. We—”
	The serpent looks away as two teachers walk past. He must be afraid of them overhearing something. Suddenly, one turns around with a look of surprise, shoes squeaking against the floor. The tiny old plump man’s eyebrows rise. 
	“Woah!” Mr. Hark says. “Quite a large fella, isn’t he?” 
	“Indeed,” Mr. Lance chimes in, bending down to get a better look. “Wonderful selection Miss Thompson, but he’ll be quite a handful. Are you sure you can train him?”
	“Not totally,” Vela says, managing to calm down a bit, now that’s she talking to actual people. Her body’s still shaky. She needs answers as soon as possible, and two history teachers may be the ones to give them. They have been teaching at this school for decades. “Can I ask you both something?” She inches her face closer and lowers to a whisper. “Have you ever heard of snakes talking, you know, like in an ancient legend or something?”
	Both of them take a glance at each other. They erupt into laughter, slanting their eyebrows in confusion. Vela’s never seen two people look more baffled. Her heart sinks, and her eyes travel to the floor. 
	“No,” Mr. Lance says, “can’t say I have Miss Thompson.”
	“Maybe on the television,” Mr. Hark emits another giggle, “...or the movies, of course.” 
	“Yes, I think I did something like that on—”
	“Never mind,” Vela says, about to burst into tears. She turns her head away. That’s all there is to it; she’s completely lost it. “Sorry, but we’ve got to go.”
	“Why would you ask something like that, Vela?” Mr. Lance asks. Vela can’t make eye contact anymore. Her lips are quivering. 
	“... and why does it have you all worked up?” Mr. Hark looks genuinely concerned. 
	“Nothing,” Vela wipes more tears away. Her face has grown quite red. “It’s nothing. My parents just heard they could in some legend. It sounded cool. I’m fine. I really have to go.”
	She charges out a door to the left, emerging into the school courtyard. Her serpent slithers right beside her, eyeing the teachers the whole way. The massive black body can barely squeeze through. Eventually, both of them are long gone, leaving the two old men in the hallway. 
	“Where would her parents get an idea like that? I’d like to hear this legend.”
	“No idea,” Mr. Hark responds, scratching the back of his head. His white eyebrows lower beneath his glasses. “If you ask me, the Thompsons put too much pressure on that girl. It doesn’t look like she can handle it. Maybe that’s why she picked such a big snake; to measure up.”
	“Well, she does have a lot to live up to, doesn’t she? It’s the Thompsons!”
	Mr. Hark shrugs. More people are filling the hallway, many traveling with snakes of their own. Most serpents are much smaller than Vela’s, so few have trouble getting out of the doorway. 
	“I suppose you’re right,” he says, “blessing and a curse to have a mom and dad like that.”
	The two men continue walking down the hallway, slowly forgetting about Vela and her gargantuan partner. 
***
	“Great,” Vela says, flailing her hands in the air. “Just great. I’m completely insane, and this has never happened to anybody else.”
	She and her serpent travel down the sidewalk, getting further and further away from Wralda Academy. Vela hopes none of the other students can see her cry. The giant building begins to disappear from sight. Immense forests enclose them from both left and right. 
	“Vela, they are right,” the serpent says. He actually stops his slither, and gazes straight into her eyes. She backs away, still horrified. “Snakes have rarely communicated with humans before. You must let me tell you what’s going on. If anybody knew what I was doing, I’d be killed.” 
A slight breeze blows by, swaying a few branches of nearby trees. A few birds chirp across the canopies. Nobody seems to be on the street yet. 
	Vela attempts to calm herself down.
 “Okay, I’m sorry. Please tell me before I lose it.”
	“Like I said, I come from Tranthum. It’s a serpent kingdom beyond the realms of your universe. Princess Lilias governs us all; we accepted her rule in exchange for her protection.”
	“Princess Lilias?” Vela repeats.
	“Yes; she’s a witch,” the snake responds, emphasizing the word. “Serpents aren’t the strongest of creatures. It doesn’t take much to do us in, hence you humans caging us so easily.” His eyes glisten, and Vela can tell there’s rage building inside of him. “Our weakness has left us at the mercy of many; what way to live is that?”
	A blonde woman glides past the two of them on the sidewalk. Vela gasps, thinking they were alone. She offers a shy smile and drops her eyes right back to the ground. Once she’s a comfortable distance past, the snake speaks again. 
	“Anyway,” he is obvious annoyed, “a revolution is on its way.”
	“A revolution?” Vela repeats. 
	“Yes!” the serpent wails. He’s almost bursting with anticipation. “It’s time to fight back.”
	“Who? Serpents?” Vela mumbles, still trying to process what he’s saying. “Against who?”
	“Humans, of course,” the serpent says. “No longer shall snakes be helpless pets to do your Chancellor’s bidding. He steals the psychic powers for his own gain; it’s barbaric!”
	“I’m... so sorry,” Vela says, a tiny bit of guilt building in her. “I really didn’t know snakes had feelings; I guess I just never thought about it.”
	“Maybe you should open your eyes,” the snake sparks. His voice has nothing but venom packed in it. 
	Silence ensues, and Vela starts walking at a slower pace. For some reason, she’s overcome with guilt. 
	“I’m sorry, Vela,” the serpent says. “I hardly mean to take things out on you personally; it’s your entire race that needs to change. You’ve only been doing what you were taught was right.”
	“It’s okay,” Vela says, thinking back to the snakes in the gym. The trainers whipped the helpless things like they were nothing. Her serpent does certainly have a point. “I understand.” 
“Our princess plans to turn the tables, giving us snakes the upper hand. My name is Carrick, and I am her chief assistant.”
	“What does that mean?”
	“I’m her right-hand man. She can’t run the kingdom without me. I help with everything: law enforcement, keeping the peace, food distribution, administering justice. The princess has sent me here to survey the scene, and report back with any valuable information. If I come with a good report, she’ll strike.”
Vela’s mouth hangs open. This is a lot of insane information to deal with at once. A few little boys charge by, taking little notice of Vela but gaping in awe at her monstrous partner. She gives them a quick smile as they continue on. Carrick speaks again, still dragging his massive scaly body along the sidewalk. 
	“Get ready for a new world, Vela; it’s on the horizon. You are going to play a big part in it, as well.”	
	“Wait?” Vela stops in her tracks, lowering her eyebrows. There’s no way she heard those words. “What are you talking about? Me?”
	All of this information jumbles in her brain. She’s not sure she’s keeping all of it straight. There’s going to be a snake takeover, striking back against human oppression. Vela has to be involved somehow. Oh yeah, and snakes can apparently now talk. What in the world would her parents do in this situation?
	
	
	 



Chapter 6
Carrick and Vela arrive at the Thompsons’ residence. A blue, old fashioned two-story house stands in front of them. Her legs shake as she moves toward the door. Vela has no idea how her parents are going to react to this. Her serpent is much larger than either of them would consider ‘ideal.’ It’s certainly much bigger than the two of theirs, probably combined! That’s, obviously, the least of her problems; the talking snake thing kind of takes the cake. Carrick slithers his massive tail around, taking in the sight of her home.
“Yeah,” Vela says. “So... um...” She never expected to be having this conversation with a snake. Vela’s just a tiny bit unprepared. “This is my house, and... I guess yours too, now.”
“Wonderful,” Carrick says, shooting out his spiked tongue for a quick second. “Looks like a great establishment. I wouldn’t expect anything less from your family.”
“What exactly do you want me to tell my parents? I found the first talking snake in history? That’ll go over great.” Her breathing gets faster, but her serpent takes no notice. “Oh yeah, and he and his princess want to take over the human race.”
Carrick lets out a grunt of amusement. “Well, if you want them to think their daughter’s gone loopy, then go right ahead, but, if I were you, I’d keep that little secret between us.” His green eyes meet hers once more. “Remember, all of us can talk. I’m just the only one willing to break the law just yet.”
“Right, all snakes can talk. Sorry.” Vela steps up to the welcome matt, thinking of all the different ways her parents will react. “It’s just a little difficult knowing everything I’ve ever believed is a lie. You can respect that right?”
“Of course, Vela,” he says. “You’re actually handling this pretty well.”
“I doubt that,” Vela says, knowing her sanity is slowly chipping away. She digs into her pocket and fishes out a silver key. With a shaky hand, she swivels the lock, and gently shoves the wooden door open. It creaks much louder than one would think.
“Mom?”
“Vela!” her mother shouts. Mrs. Thompson leaps out of a chair at the kitchen table. She charges toward the two of them at a rapid pace, wearing a short sleeved shirt and lengthy pink skirt. A giant smile’s plastered on her rosy-cheeked face. “I can’t believe it! You’ve actually gotten your serpent. Your father and I are so proud—”
Carrick slithers out behind Vela, showing his massive size. The gigantic black body can barely cross through the living room. It hits a stool, knocking over a book onto the carpet. His intimidating green eyes glisten with the lamp’s glow. He sticks his tongue out once more, letting it linger outside a bit longer this time. He knows how scary he is, Vela’s sure of it. It must be nice to know you’re so intimidating.
“You certainly picked a big boy, didn’t you dear?” Mrs. Thompson says, her mouth still hanging open. Vela’s a little happy to see her mom caught off guard. “You have your hands full, that’s for sure.”
“Hey,” Vela sparks. “I can handle him just fine.” She has no idea where that attitude came from. Once her mom starts doubting her skills, it doesn’t take long for her inner warrior to come out. Being underestimated by her parents is not something she’ll ever tolerate. She will be just as good as them; better, in fact. That’s part of the reason she agreed to go to Wralda Academy in the first place. She will prove herself; Thompsons’ daughter or not.
“I never said you couldn’t,” Mrs. Thompsons’ eyebrows lower. “It’s just going to be harder. We told you to pick an average-size snake, and this doesn’t exactly qualify. He would even be hard for your father to handle.”
“I’ll be just fine. Me and Carrick here are ready to take on the biggest, baddest criminals this world has.”
Carrick gives Vela a peculiar glance; he’s not sure where this fire came from either. 
“Carrick, huh? How’d you come up with that name?”
Vela’s frozen, and her eyes open wide. He came with the title; but it’s not as though Vela can tell her mom that. Carrick looks straight into her eyes, wondering how she’s going to answer this one. She even thinks he’s amused by the situation. 
“It just came to me,” she lies, “sounded cool.”
“Whatever floats your boat,” her mother says, still mesmerized by Carrick. She squints, taking a closer peek at Carrick’s tail. She’s examining him like a science experiment. “I have to admit, he’s surely frightening. I’m going to have nightmares of those green eyes.” Several seconds of silence ensue. She’s utterly hypnotized. Shaking herself off, she returns her attention to her daughter. “I think it’s about time we have dinner. Could you put Carrick outside with the others?” She strides back to the stove. “I just hope the beast doesn’t eat them.” 
“Sure,” Vela responds. She glides through the kitchen, her serpent following right behind her. His size is too much for this room, as well. The back of his tail pushes a chair completely over. It topples to the floor with a crash. A couple plates get taken with it. 
“Sorry,” Vela says, shooting Carrick a glare. He responds with a look of, ‘sorry, can’t help it.’ The two enter her tiny backyard behind the house. It’s encased in a three foot high picket fence. “You won’t eat my parents’ snakes, will you?”
“If I get hungry,” Carrick responds, slipping through grass blades, while flattening others. “You never know.” 
Vela shoots him a glare. 
“Just kidding, dear girl,” he says. “You can call me many things, but cannibal is not one.” Vela lets out a massive sigh of relief, imagining her parents coming outside to two missing serpents. They might just disown her on the spot. 
Her parents’ snakes are right where they were this morning, hovering near an edge of the porch. They’re both chained to a fence, unable to move farther than two feet away. Carrick said this Princess Lilias doesn’t like how humans treat snakes. Vela feels a massive pang of guilt at seeing the snakes tied up. Today alone, she’s seen serpents caged, whipped, beaten, constrained, and fought over like carnival prizes. Maybe this princess is on to something. Carrick glides right over to the two at a swift pace. 
“Ah, good to see you two again,” Carrick says.
The two snakes freeze in terror, opening their sleek eyes wide. Snakes talking in front of a human just doesn’t happen. They take a quick glance at each other, neither brave enough to respond. 
“It’s okay, friends,” Carrick glances toward Vela. “She knows we can speak. In fact, she knows absolutely everything.”
“What is the matter with you?!” her mother’s snake wails, red eyes glaring. “Carrick, how could you do such a thing?”
Vela gasps, barely able to stop a tear forming in her eye. This is the same snake she knew all her life. Now, it’s actually talking. Her trembling hands barely grasp her mouth. She falls backwards into one of the lawn chairs, unable to handle her world turning to fantasy. Carrick was one thing, but this is practically a member of her family. Had they all really been deceived all this time? 
“You’ll be murdered on the spot!” her father’s snake wails. Unlike her mother’s, this one has sharp orange pupils. “Princess Lilias will lose it! You broke the biggest rule of them all!” 
“You know as well as I what she plans. I’ve been sent to infiltrate and bring back information on humans. She’s planning to move soon; our rebellion has to strike now. We’ve been doing nothing but talk. It’s time for action.”
“We all know what she wants,” her mother’s snake says. “We knows she’s planning to overthrow the Chancellor. Every serpent does. I just never thought it’d be so soon.”
“It is, dear friends,” Carrick says. “No more chains, no more whips, no more orders... you’ll be free.” His mind seems to wander off, as his eyes move over to the clouds in the sky. 
“Alright,” her father’s snake says. “We’ll help in any way we can.”
“Yes,” her mother’s chimes in, glancing at the heavy, rusty chain. “It’s time for change.” 
Vela’s eyebrows lower. She’s never really thought about how the snakes felt about being tied up. They were just animals that needed it. Why hadn’t she ever put a morsel of thought in this? She backs up on the porch, still far too terrified to join in on the snakes’ conversation. 
 “Vela!” her mother’s shrill voice blares, breaking Vela out of her thoughts. The serpents also freeze. “We’re ready to eat! Please tie Carrick to the fence.”
Carrick nods to Vela, indicating it’s okay. She rushes to the fence, yanking a grey chain attached to it. She maneuvers it around Carrick’s head as gently as she can. The thing is obviously meant for something smaller, yet it still does the job. 
“Fine... uh... coming!” she yells back, glancing back to the three reptiles once more. 
“I’m so sorry,” Vela whispers to the three. “I had no idea.” 
“It’s okay,” Carrick looks straight into her eyes as he speaks. “Now you know.”
She summons the strength to glide back into the house, gently shutting the porch door behind her.









Chapter 7
“I think you’re being a bit rash about this,” a gangly red snake whispers. Its narrow body folds on itself like a jumble of yarn. “You’re talking about taking a Chancellor down, ma’am! I don’t know if it’s... the best time.”
“I’ve spent too long waiting, Mila,” Princess Lilias sparks back, her eyes cold and unwavering. “We will strike now.”
“Please, ma’am,” the red snake, Mila, says. “I know you want to free them; it’s what we all want, but I think you’re letting rage get the better of you.”
“Good! It should get the better of me!” Princess Lilias wails. She lifts herself out of her massive, golden throne. “If I don’t free the serpents from Chancellor Pilan’s clutches, nobody else will. Breaking him will be sweet icing on the cake.” She calms herself down, slowing her breath. Princess Lilias plants her behind back in her throne while straightening her gigantic, turquoise dress. “The way humans treat serpents is nothing short of despicable. I know you’ve seen it.”
The red snake lets out a breath, moving her eyes away. The palace is absolutely breathtaking, and Mila still can’t believe how enormous Tranthum is. Her body slithers along the heavy, maroon carpeting. She only moved here a short while ago. White, marble walls enclose her and the princess, towering far and wide. A massive chandelier hangs above, catching rays of light in each colorful gem. Many other serpents slither by carrying out duties of the kingdom.
Numerous pictures hang along the walls, containing images of past royalty that used to occupy the castle. Of course, the biggest picture is of the current Princess Lilias. Her long, brown hair cascades down her alabaster skin. Her legs are covered by a massive sky blue dress. Red, puffy lips curve into a slight smile, as if the young lady knows she’s the spitting image of perfection. Ever since the young adult took power, things have been different in Tranthum. She’s much more headstrong than her father ever was. 
“Yes, of course I have,” Mila says, carefully choosing her words. She knew this whole scheme was important to the princess, but not ‘jump out of her throne’ important. “I know how bad humans can be.”
“It’s because of the psychic powers. Chancellor Pilan found something special, and he claimed it as his own, no matter the cost.”
“Yes, I know,” Mila responds. “We have to do something, and you are brilliant for taking charge.” She tries to stroke the princess’s ego as much as possible, praying for some brownie points. If you upset the ruler of Tranthum, you might not enjoy the punishment very much.
“The once great serpents have turned into little puppets, and it’s about time I put a stop to it.”
“Lilias, I--”
“Princess,” she interrupts. Letting the red snake leave out the title is unacceptable. Mila must know her place. If people forget their place, they get cocky. Big heads lead to thoughts of revolt, and Lilias would rather die than lose her power. There’s a reason strong leaders stay in power; they don’t allow lowly people to even believe they have a choice. 
“Sorry, my princess,” Mila says. “I completely support your decision, but your own father was afraid to intervene.”
“He was afraid,” Princess Lilias says with absolute firmness. “I can’t be like that; I have to fight for what I believe in; I have to be better than him.” 
“I just... I know, okay,” Mila stutters. She honestly can’t believe what the princess is planning. Mila is just doing her job. As an advisor, she’s supposed to let the princess know when she’s doing something that crosses the line; now is certainly one of those times. Overthrowing a Chancellor is like swimming across an ocean. How can Lilias not see that? Based on the totalitarian state of Trathum, though, Mila knows she doesn’t get much say. However, she still knows things have to change. “I hope you can do this.”
“Me too,” Lilias says, “...and I hope your husband brings back valuable information, Mila. We really would be at a loss without Carrick. He’s vital to this operation.”
Mila nods, well aware of her husband’s responsibilities. Once she granted Carrick the duty of chief assistant, he’s never left the princess’s side. She’s flooded him with duties, responsibilities, and complicated jobs since that day, and he’s always done a tremendous job. Mila and Carrick even got to move into her monstrous castle because of the job. Shortly after, Lilias wanted Mila to be more useful around the castle. So, the duty of advisor became hers right away. 
“Yes,” Mila says, straightening her slender neck. “Carrick will do his absolute best. He returns tonight, correct?”
“Yes,” Princess Lilias says with a twinkle in her eye. “I didn’t just tell him to watch the humans and bring back information. I know that’s what you thought, but he has another side job, too. Carrick must select a human worthy enough to join our cause. Having one on our side will help our chances.” Princess Lilias gazes up at her luxurious chandelier, mesmerized by the jewels. There’s a slight pause before she continues. “If all goes well, they both should be here in a few hours.”
Mila jumps back. She’s never been around humans much, and now she’s told her husband has to actually pick one out. Not only that, but he’s bringing it back to Tranthum. A little flutter starts to build in her chest. Her body begins to shake with anxiety. Things really are starting to change. 
“Has he...” Mila stutters, locking eyes with the princess once more, “picked the human, yet?”
“My sources tell me he has,” Princess Lilias responds right away, “a young woman just graduating from a police academy; she goes by Vela Thompson.” 










Chapter 8
“How’s the lasagna?” Mrs. Thompson asks, chewing a mouthful of beef and tomato sauce herself. She doesn’t make eye contact with her daughter or husband. 
“Spectacular,” Mr. Thompson responds. He takes a large swig of milk, spilling a little on the green table cloth. His brown mustache drips a bit more. “Great job, dear.” 
“How do you like it, Vela? You haven’t said much all night,” Mrs. Thompson says. She turns towards Vela, who twirls a mesh of tomato sauce on her plate. Her head rests in her left palm; the girl’s about to fall asleep, eyes slowly fading open and shut. Today has taken a lot out of her. 
	“You just graduated from Wralda Academy,” Mr. Thompson says, putting his left hand on her right shoulder. A big smile spreads across his face. “You also got your own snake, Vela. We’re so proud of you!”
	“Thanks,” Vela mumbles. It’s so quiet, she’s not even sure either of them heard it. There’s just too much going on in her mind right now to deal with her father’s enthusiasm. “I am happy, really... just tired.”
	“You’re going to be a police officer,” Mr. Thompson says while eating a chunk of lasagna, “just like your mom and dad; we couldn’t be happier.” The pride in his voice is impossible for Vela to ignore. She almost wants to roll her eyes. A dark thought hits her mind. Did she go to Wralda Academy just to make them proud of her? Was it just her way of showing them she can be the daughter they’ve always wanted? She certainly hopes that isn’t the case; it should have been her choice and hers alone. At least, that’s what she thought it was. 
	“Not only that,” her mother chimes in with raised eyebrows. “You’ve also got a new friend by your side.”
	“Ah,” Mr. Thompson says with a grin. “I think you made a great choice, Vela. Bigger might be the way to go; heck, it sure scared me when I saw it. Imagine what a thief would think when he sees Carrick chasing him down.” Her father lets out a swift laugh. “He’ll just give himself up right there.”
	“Bigger also means slower,” Mrs. Thompson interjects. Just like her mom, Vela thinks. A little happiness starts to rise, and she knows just how to break it down. She’d almost take her dad’s false optimism over that. “That means you have to do most of the work. Our snakes are faster than us, Vela. Yours is certainly not.”
	“I understand.”
	“Okay, because intimidation isn’t everything. Sometimes being fast and swift can make all the difference. I’m not even sure how he is at telekinesis; the big ones usually aren’t great. You’re going to have to work on your agility, since that part relies on you.”
	“I know.”
	“Why in this world did you pick this snake, Vela?” Mr. Thompson says, eyebrows scrunching. “Just to rebel against your mother?”
	Her mother shoots him a glare, and Vela forms a small smile. No, that’s not at all why she picked him, but that’s a good guess. 
	“They were whipping him pretty hard,” Vela says, sipping some orange soda. “I thought it was barbaric; he needed to get out.”
	Her parents look at each other, dropping their eyes to the ground.
	“Vela,” Mr. Thompson says, “you shouldn’t have picked your serpent like that. You should have studied speed, strength, ferocity, fang size, and everything else we taught you.”
	“I did!” Vela shouts, eyebrows lowering. Her sleepy state disappears with building rage. “I checked all those things and looked at all of them, but Carrick needed me, so I picked him.”
What she’s saying is more or less true. She did check the serpents for those attributes, obeying her parents’ demands. However, her nonchalant attitude also took over; that stuff just didn’t matter anymore. What she wanted to do was break Carrick out of the cage. She wanted him to never see those disgusting whips or power-hungry trainers ever again. 
“I know we’ll be great,” Vela says. “You said it yourself, Dad. He’s horrifying. Who cares why I made the choice?”
“Vela,” her mother stares her down. “I’m extremely disappointed. This was a life decision; and you let silly emotions weigh in. That may just be something you have to pay for in the long run.” 
“Have you seen the way they treat snakes?!” Vela wails. Her fist slams the table, causing her glass to shake a bit. “It’s horrible! Whips and cages... they slam their heads into the ground when they don’t follow one order; it’s despicable.”
“Who the heck cares?” Mrs. Thompson flails her hands in the air. “They’re animals, Vela; always have been, always will.”
“Would you say that if you were a snake?”
“No, Vela, because snakes don’t have feelings.”
“Of course they do, Mom!” 
“For goodness sake,” Mr. Thompson says. “Can the two women I love most in the world please get along? This is ridiculous; let’s just have a nice, normal meal. Vela has accomplished so much today. It should be a happy day!”
The house is silent; Vela shoves lasagna into her mouth while her mother gazes at the floor. Her father taps his feet nervously. Nobody knows where the conversation heads now. Someone is going to have to talk eventually. 
“Why can’t you be more like Olivia?” Vela’s mom asks, slamming her glass against the table. “She would never worry about stupid things like snakes’ feelings. I’m sure she picked the perfect one today.” 
Vela looks straight into her mother’s eyes. There probably isn’t anything worse the woman could have said to her. All her life, she’s been compared to Olivia. Ever since they were five years old, Olivia was always better at everything, school just being one thing on the list. Everyone knew how great she was, especially Vela. That’s why being her friend has always been so difficult; who cares about the girl lurking in her shadow?
“Sorry, Mom,” Vela says with tears forming fast. She wipes her eyes with a napkin. “I wish you had a daughter more like her.” 
“Vela,” her father raises his voice. He rarely gets this firm. Vela knows he’s seriously upset. “You know she didn’t mean that; you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to us.”
“Thanks, Dad,” Vela lashes back, “but I can’t live up to you two.”
Vela leaps from her seat, casting her napkin into the air. It gently flutters in the air before hitting the carpet. She charges out of the dining room, not once looking back at her parents. 
“Vela,” her mother jumps up from her seat as well. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have---”
“It’s fine,” Vela turns around. Her face is a watery mesh, and she’s no longer hiding it. She’s never been demolished this much before; it’s like every one of her insecurities surfaced at once. The next thing she says is something that’s haunted her for quite a long time. She’s even a little apprehensive about letting the thought escape her quivering lips. “I kind of wish I was her too.” 
She opens up the screen door, striding out into the darkness.
“Vela!” her father wails. His fork hits the plate with a clink. “Get back here now!” 
“How dare you say such a thing!” her mother adds. 
Their words slowly fade as Vela leaps onto the porch, slamming the white door shut behind her. A slight breeze blows through the night. Many stars poke through the haunting sky. The three snakes raise their heads off the grass, seemingly aware something is wrong. Vela strides through the grass. She can’t really see where she’s going, but that’s not going to stop her now. She bends down to Carrick, looking straight into his massive green eyes. The other two serpents recoil a bit. 
“This whole ‘snake revolution’ thing? I’m in; one hundred percent. If you want to take Chancellor Pilan down, I’ll help. Just tell me what you want me to do.”
Carrick slithers his tail around. He sticks out his slender tongue, letting a long hiss slip out. His eyes squint a little more as the chain around his neck dangles. Her parents’ snakes seem to be getting excited too. 
“Excellent,” Carrick whispers with delight. Suddenly, his green eyes begin to shine a bright white. They get so luminous, the entire backyard is lit up. Vela has to cover her eyes with her arm. Even her parents’ snakes must look away. “It was almost time to leave anyway.” 
“Wait? What?” Vela mumbles, still shielding her vision from the light. “Right now? Where are we going?”
“I hope you like the princess, Vela. She’s been dying to meet you.”










Chapter 9
His white eyes erupt into a massive blast, sending beams of light in all directions. Vela tries to scream, but nothing seems to come out. Everything around her disappears into unyielding blackness. She’s feeling absolutely nothing but regret right now. How could she have said that out loud, to her parents? She’s smarter than to let her emotions get the better of her. Everyone does have their breaking point, Vela thinks, and hers certainly arrived. 
As she wallows in self-pity, a large new room emerges, tangerine walls all around. There’s a gigantic wooden table resting in the middle, looking as if it could even seat fifteen guests. Many chairs are filled with all different types of serpents. Whatever’s going on here, Vela figures it must be pretty serious. Absolutely every pair of eyes glances up to see what’s going on. 
“It’s Carrick!”
“He’s back!”
“Who’s that with him?”
“Is that a human?”
“He really brought back a human?”
All the voices are a bit much for Vela, especially coming from snakes. She strains her neck constantly turning to the next shout. It’s like she’s the main attraction at a carnival. 
“Carrick,” Princess Lilias says. She claps her hands three times. “As usual, you never disappoint me.” The young woman leaps out of her chair, brown hair cascading down her back. A beautiful golden crown rests on her head with three tiny sapphires melded into the sides. Her cobalt blue dress trails her feet as she strides closer. Vela figures she can’t possibly be more than thirty years old. Is she really in charge of this whole kingdom?
She halts a few feet in front of Vela, eyeing the teenage girl up and down. Lilias studies her like a science experiment, seemingly taking a mental note of every little detail. The princess raises her eyebrows after the mini-inspection. 
“Vela Thompson, I’m assuming?” she asks with a grin. Carrick gives a firm nod, bowing to the princess at the same time. Vela lets out a gasp, and her heart skips a beat. How could this random woman know her name? “Welcome to Tranthum; we’re honored to have you join the cause.” She turns around to the snakes at the table. “...a little enthusiasm for our newest ally!”
Immediately, every snake cheers. Vela didn’t even know they could talk, and all of them scream at the top of their lungs. One even knocks a few papers onto the floor. This woman must be pretty important for them all to obey her request just like that. A few even shout Vela’s name, too. After a while, they all recoil back down again, squeaking their wooden chairs. Lilias inches her pretty face closer, eyes widening. 
“I am Princess Lilias, ruler of the kingdom,” she says with beaming pride. “Though I’m new to the position, I plan on doing my very best. That, to me, anyway, means doing everything I can to stop injustice. Too many just wait on the sidelines, Vela, waiting for someone else to change things. I refuse to be one of those people.” 
Vela can’t help but admire the determination. She glances to Carrick, confirming this is the witch woman he’s gone on and on about. He gives her a slight nod and returns his attention back to Lilias. His massive black tail still slithers behind him. 
“If you haven’t noticed, your Chancellor has done terrible, ghastly things to serpents. Their treatment of snakes is nothing short of torturous, barbaric, unsympathetic...” Lilias stops herself, making sure she retains control of her emotions. There is a crowd watching her, after all. She must retain proper composure. The woman shakes her head and continues. “I apologize; the issue is just very, very close to me. I blame it entirely on this Chancellor Pilan, and it’s time for a revolt.” She glances toward Carrick. “Have you gone through all this with her?”
“Not in great detail,” Carrick says, “but she’s fully on board.”
“Glad to hear it,” Lilias responds, turning back to Vela. “So, how did you handle the fact that snakes can talk? That must have been jarring for you; your whole world must have turned upside down.” 
“I was a... little shocked.”
“I can imagine,” Lilias says. “Now, I hear you’re training to be a police officer, at Wralda Academy no less! Carrick surely selected an ambitious partner.”
Vela blinks her eyes twice, unaware how this stranger seems to know every little detail about her. 
“Yes, but, I’m the one who picked him,” Vela says, turning toward Carrick. Her eyebrows lower in confusion. “Right?”
He pulls his face away from her, refusing to make eye contact.
“I may... have tampered with your mind a bit,” Carrick whispers. 
“Wait,” Vela jumps back. “You did what to me?!”
“It’s the psychic powers snakes possess, Vela,” Lilias states. “They can manipulate your mind so much that you don’t even know what your own thoughts are; this is why humans take such advantage of them. That power is dangerous if it’s not tightly bound.” 
“So, you picked me?” Vela asks. She scratches her head in bewilderment. “Why in the world would you do that? I’m the worst freaking choice there is. Any student there would have been better than me! I freaking slept through class that day. I’m not cut out for this; you made a horrible mistake.”
“No, I did not,” Carrick says with absolute conviction. He seemed to ignore her little rant. Vela pauses for a little bit, then rolls her eyes. 
“Oh...” Vela says. “It’s because of my parents, right? That’s why you picked me. Listen, I’m not my parents. I don’t even--”
“No,” Carrick fires back with fire in his glare, “of course not. When you walked into the gym, you saw how the trainers whipped us snakes. They slammed our heads into the ground and encaged us like prisoners. No other student cared but you, Vela; no one batted an eye.”
Vela’s silent for a minute, thinking over his words. She was the only one that cared. Maybe he does have a point; not even the perfect Olivia seemed fazed but the situation. 
“That’s the kind of person our revolution needs,” Carrick says, “someone who gets out of their own life for just a second to think about someone else.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Vela says. Still, there’s too much doubt starting to build in her. Could someone have actually chosen her for her? The concept seems just a bit farfetched. “So, it had nothing to do with my parents?”
Carrick glances away once more, taking in everybody at the table. The snakes still watch his every move. He eventually shakes his head, turning back to Vela and the princess.  
“I think your parents are overrated, personally.”
A few seconds of silence ensue. Nobody has ever said anything remotely like that about her mother and father. That would be like insulting the gods themselves! Vela drops her eyes to floor, unable to stop her lips from forming a small smile.  













Chapter 10
“How you got here is not important,” Lilias says. Vela meets her scary eyes again. “The fact is you are, and work must be done. Overthrowing a Chancellor is not something one does easily. Revolutions are hard, dear; I’ve seen my fair share over the years. My father ruled Tranthum before me, you know, so I certainly know a thing or two.” 
“Great, great man,” a voice mumbles from the table. A bunch of whispering starts. 
“Yes, indeed,” another agrees. “We were lucky to have him.”
“More than a shame he passed away,” a tiny brown snake chimes in. 
A small tear starts to form in Lilias’s right eye. She immediately wipes it away, remembering how unacceptable it is for leaders to show weakness, especially in front of all these important snakes. She has to be an example for them!  
“Yes, well,” she says with a sniffle, “can’t exactly fight old age, can you? Life’s cruel like that.” It takes a lot for her to hold all that emotion in. Vela thinks the woman could burst into tears at any second. “What we can do, however, is use the time that’s given to us. That time is now; Vela, I have a big job for you.”
“Oh... um... okay?” Vela mumbles. “What do you want me to--?”
“I need soldiers, Vela,” Lilias gets right to the point. “Serpents surely have powerful minds, but put them in battle, and you’ll lose before it even begins. There’s an island called Mearl, far beyond Tranthum, where ancient ogres are said to live.” 
“Ogr... ogres?” 
“Yes,” Lilias says. “Groups of them have roamed the island for generations. They’re not exactly the brightest of creatures, so most don’t give them a second thought. That’s why they’re allowed to keep their little land without problems.” A few people at the table nod their heads. “I’m not looking for brains, though, just brawn; ogres are very, very strong. I need you to get them to join me.”
“Why can’t you do it? Why do you need me?”
“Ogres don’t like witches very much, Vela. Even princess witches like myself get a bad rap. I certainly doubt they’d listen to anything I have to say. They’d think I’d curse them or some rubbish.” Lilias puts a hand on Vela’s shoulder. “So, I think it’s only natural you’re the one to carry out this task... a human would be more accepted than a snake or witch.”
Vela nods, completely positive she’s not up to this. The gift of gab is not exactly in her skill set. How can she convince a group of creatures to fight for this princess? She’s not capable of being a part of this whole thing, anyway. A quick thought suddenly pops into her head. Olivia would be all over this in a heartbeat. In fact, she’d already be on her way to this ogre island now, preparing a beautiful speech to win over each and every inhabitant. Vela’s eyebrows lower; if that girl could do this, so can Vela. 
“Okay, ma’am,” Vela states with much more confidence than she really has. “I’ll try to... get your ogres.”
“Wonderful!” Lilias wails, clasping her dainty hands together. There’s a stark determination in her glowing smile. 
“Should I accompany her?” Carrick asks. 
Lilias thinks for a few seconds, and then shakes her head. 
“No, Carrick, you’re needed here. It’s been a bit chaotic in your absence. I need my chief assistant with me, after all. Who better to help me get troops ready? Besides, I think someone else will be very happy to see you.” A slithering whisper echoes across the side hall. Lilias turns her head to a newcomer rushing into the room. The red snake looks apprehensive about all the people, but her eyes light up almost immediately.
“Mila!” Carrick yells, slithering his massive body over to her at the fastest speed he can muster. The massive black snake barrels toward the tiny red one in no time. It isn’t long before they are wrapped around each other. 
“Who’s that?” Vela whispers to Lilias.
“Carrick’s wife, Mila.” 
“He’s... married?” She never even considered the concept. Carrick’s backstory was not something Vela really thought about. Lilias nods while staring at the two snakes embrace. It’s a miracle Carrick doesn’t crush Mila’s little bones. 
“Yes, Vela. They’ve been together as long as I’ve known.” She lets out a smirk. “When I took Carrick on as my chief assistant, he refused to move to the castle unless Mila came too. I didn’t really need an advisor, but I took her on for Carrick’s sake. He just couldn’t seem to make it without her.” 
The two serpents suddenly slither down a hallway. It isn’t three seconds before they’re long gone.  
“Where are they going?” Vela asks.
“Probably to check in on the eggs,” Lilias says. “He’s been a way a long time now... they’re almost ready to hatch. I couldn’t forgive myself if the little scamps’ father missed that.”
Vela never really thought to ask Carrick if he had a family. He actually has a wife and soon, children! 
“Sorry, dear, I’m digressing from the whole point of you being here,” Lilias turns toward the table, her hair falling over her shoulder. Every pair of eyes darts to the beautiful princess. “Which one of you will accompany Vela to Mearl? I don’t want her going by herself. Ogres aren’t necessarily... intelligent... but they are unpredictable.”
“I’ll go with the girl,” an older, bearded man rises, looking a bit older than Vela’s father. She’s very surprised; Vela thought there were only snakes in Tranthum. There are many wrinkles on his face, and he seems to be losing his dark brown hair. His eyes squint forcefully as he grits his rotting teeth, making Vela believe this dude won’t go down without a fight. He takes a quick sip of his mug and returns it to the wooden table. “I’ll protect her; don’t you worry.”
“Great!” the princess exclaims with a broad grin. “Vela, this is Arvel.” She motions to the man walking over. “He’s one of the best soldiers around these parts, and one of the rare non-reptilian ones. You’re in good hands.”
“I’m going too, Miss Lilias!”
Vela looks all around the table, but she can’t find who shouted. Suddenly, she sees a tiny old man sitting in the back. His little feet don’t even touch the ground. A massive, blue hat rests on top of his head. His bushy, white eyebrows rise and fall as he leaps up, almost tripping over his long white robe. 
“You’ll need a wizard with you. What better one is there than me?”
Princess Lilias gives a fake smile, then rolls her eyes. She inches her face closer to Vela.
“That’s Odgar,” she whispers. “The guy’s kind of a lunatic, but he does know his stuff. It would be good to have a wizard along, but the choice is yours. I won’t force you to do anything.”
“Oh... um... yes, I’ll take him.”
“Alright,” Lilias sighs with a shoulder shrug. “I warned you.” 
“What’s the verdict, ladies?” Odgar crosses his bitty arms.
“You may accompany them, Odgar,” Lilias responds with grace. “I’m counting on you.”
“Splendid!” the tiny wizard yells. He leaps up and down again, bumping into a plump blue snake’s tail. It gives him a nasty scowl, but he’s filled with too much joy to notice. “We’ll be off at once.”
“Precisely,” the princess says. “Odgar, I trust they’ll be no... problems, like the last quest I let you take part in?”
	“That was one time, Your Majesty,” Odgar says with an eye roll. He gives an uneasy laugh, as well. “Besides, that dreadful hag brought it on herself. I’m glad she turned into a chicken. The woman never paid me back for--”
	“Never mind,” Lilias says, “I don’t want to hear it... just watch over Vela.”
	“I’ll do everything I can.” 
	“I’ll keep the wack job in line,” Arvel steps up. He looks ready to take down an army. “You can count on that.” Odgar crosses his arms and gives the soldier a nasty look. 
Lilias looks Vela in the eyes once more, pausing for a few seconds before saying anything. Odgar and Arvel watch her intently. After a long breath, the woman speaks. 
“I know this is overwhelming, but you have to do this. We can’t win without soldiers. If you can’t convince the ogres to fight for me, there’s really no hope left. No one’s had the courage to fight for snakes before me, not even my father,” Lilias says. “Please, Vela. Do whatever it takes. Can you promise me you will?”
Vela can’t believe how much Lilias has opened up to her. She seems to just lay everything out on the table, even though they just met moments ago. Vela never even knew snakes had it that rough. Now that she looks at this determined princess, the girl knows what she must do. Commitment has never been something she’s thrilled about, yet these words still escape her mouth. 
“I promise.” 








Chapter 11
“You have no idea how happy that makes me,” Lilias starts crying a bit. She shakes her head, wiping the tears on her dress. “Carrick picked an amazing girl. I know you’ll do your best.” The princess closes her eyes for a few moments and whispers something to herself. The volume starts rising little by little, until it erupts into a massive shout. Vela gasps, and several snakes at the table recoil once more. A glass even falls over and crashes onto the floor. 
“Take these three to lands beyond, for there’s a task that must be done... a girl, a soldier, and wizard too, our serpents’ fates depend on you!”
A massive purple blast shoots out, blinding Vela in an instant. She wonders if she’ll ever be able to see again. 
					***
“Vela!” a low voice grumbles. “Get up.”
Her body is so spent, Vela can barely move her arms. Her throat is soar, and her nose is extremely stuffy. A slight breeze buffets her cheeks, and a few grains of sand smash her legs. The hazy world around her begins to get clearer. A crisp ocean wave slams against the shore. A few gulls call in the distance while a massive sun rises on the horizon. These tiny observations make her draw one conclusion. 
She’s on a beach.  
“Vela,” a kinder, more elderly voice states. “I know teleportation is hard, but we’ve got to get a move on, dear.” 
She instantly realizes the wizard, Odgar, and the soldier, Arvel, stand before her. The elderly man and fierce warrior stare her down, one with squinty eyes and the other with bubbly ones. Arvel looks ready to punch her in the face, yet Odgar has a cheeky grin plastered on. These two seem to be total opposites, Vela thinks. Maybe this wasn’t the best combination the princess could have given her. 
“The old man is correct,” Arvel says, scratching his beard. His crooked teeth still look ready to collapse at any moment. “We must move now.”
“Alright... sorry...” Vela stammers. “That took a lot out of me.”
“Understandable,” Odgar says, rushing down to help the girl up. With the old man’s assistance, Vela stands up on the sand. Her legs are still shaky, yet she’s able to keep her balance. 
“Is this where the ogres are?” Vela asks.
“Yes,” Odgar smiles. “The princess has sent us directly to Mearl. She’s pretty powerful, that one. Not many can send three people that far at once.”
“There’s a reason she rules Tranthum,” Arvel says. “She knows what she’s doing.” 
“...especially learning from her father...”
“Okay, so,” Vela scratches her head. “We have to convince ogres to join her army. How exactly do we do that?”
Odgar looks into her eyes for a bit, then shrugs. Looks like he doesn’t have any idea at all. Arvel doesn’t seem that confident either. 
“Not sure, Vela,” Arvel says. “We didn’t even know we were a part of this mission.” Another wave crashes down, breaking blue water into white foam. A little brown crab scampers beneath Vela’s right foot. 
“What business do you have on Mearl?” an angry voice blares, sounding like a young boy. Arvel and Odgar glance all around for the source of the sound. Vela turns around to find something she never expected. A tiny, green child stands there. His bulbous nose lies above several sharp teeth. Tiny green ears stick out from the side of his head. A couple fangs even poke up from his large bottom lip. The creature’s bloodshot eyes give Vela the impression he’s not very happy. “I’m the king’s only son; you better answer me. Why do you trespass on ogre territory?”
He raises some object in his left arm. It looks like a javelin or spear, with a slender beam leading up to carved stone. The sharp implement looks like it could do some nasty damage. The little ogre obviously wants to show he’s a force to be reckoned with. 
“Hello, young boy,” Odgar rushes up. His long white robe trails behind him, gathering much sand on it. Some tiny insects even get trapped in the fabric. “We mean you no harm. We bring business from Tranthum. Princess Lilias has sent us on a mission. The--”
“Why should we trust wizards and soldiers? All you’ve ever brought is harm to us! I order you to leave ogre territory now.”
Arvel shakes his head, seemingly annoyed at how Odgar tried to handle this. Still, the whole ‘king’s son’ thing makes him raise his eyebrows. He could be much more important than they think. The little ogre’s eyes suddenly meet Vela, and his slimy jaw drops. He points the javelin right at the girl.
“Who’s that?” he asks. 
Arvel gives a grin, shoving Vela forward a bit. He motions his head for her to answer. Vela’s voice is a little shaky; that weapon he’s pointing at her looks pretty deadly.
“I’m Vela,” she says, thinking she should try to sound more important, “...Officer Thompson.”
“A human girl on Mearl?” the boy lowers the javelin and rubs his chin. It’s not hard to see the excitement building within him. He begins whispering to himself, but it’s still audible. “They’ll be so proud of me. I’ll be the first one to wed a human girl in ages.” The boy shakes his head, now aware everyone’s watching him. “The girl comes with me, now!”
Arvel’s eyes open wide. Odgar shakes his head.
“Dear boy,” Odgar says. “We have strict orders not to leave her side from the princess herself. We must accompany her wherever she goes.”
“Screw that!” the ogre boy yells. “I don’t care about you two. I want her!” He rushes forward, shoving Arvel right in the gut. The man backs up a few paces, rubbing his stomach and letting out a few coughs. A scaly hand grasps on to Vela’s forearm, and the ogre boy pulls her forward. She’s unbelievably surprised by his strength, as she can’t put up any fight at all. It isn’t long before he’s charging toward the forest. 
“Stop right now!” Odgar wails. His left hand digs around in his pocket until he retrieves a white implement. The slender stick beams with some sort of energy. A few pink sparks flicker at the tip. Pointing the instrument right ahead, he shouts a strange spell. A mass of blue light shoots out. It bashes the ogre boy right in the back, slamming him onto the sand. His hand lets go of Vela’s arm as he lands with a massive thud. 
“You’ll pay for that old man!” the ogre boy yells. 
“How dare you? The girl is not some prize to claim!”
“Shut up!” 
The ogre leaps off the ground, a stark determination in his cat-like eyes. He lunges for the old wizard. Before Odgar knows what’s happening, the little monster wraps his claws around him. They rip through his robe in no time. The wizard grunts as he falls back. Arvel rushes forward, grabbing onto the little beast. 
“Get off of him!” Arvel screams. With both hands on his slimy shoulders, the soldier’s able to pull him off. He throws the boy off in the opposite direction. Odgar takes a few deep breaths, trying to pull himself together. His knees seem to shake a bit and his shoulders droop. Vela wonders how much more the old guy can take, even if he is a wizard. 
The ogre boy does not take this well. In a matter of moments, he lunges forward, bashing Arvel’s chest with his huge fist. Arvel has no time to react, and the wind seems to be knocked out of him instantly. He bends down on one knee. Odgar reaches for his wand once more. His wrinkly hand is quite damaged, yet he’s able to get the instrument out again. He aims it right for the boy, chanting another strange dialect to himself. This time, a pink beam shoots out, but the ogre sees it coming. He pulls Arvel in front of him. The soldier has become his shield.
The pink energy slams into Arvel’s back. He lets out another scream of agony, falling to the sand with a thump. 
“No!” Odgar yells.
The ogre glances to the left, seeing his javelin on the ground. He pushes his stumpy legs over there in no time. Aiming the weapon right at the old man and soldier, he shouts at the top of his lungs.
“The girl comes with me! If you follow us it will be the last thing you ever do. Leave Mearl now and there won’t be trouble.”
The boy alters his gaze toward Vela. She backs up a few paces. It isn’t long before he rushes toward her again. His mouth curves into a bright grin. Puffy gums stick out amongst the rows of sharp teeth. She’s rarely seen someone this excited.
“You’re going to be my wife.” 









Chapter 12
“Excuse me?” Vela asks. Before she has any time to protest, he grabs her once more. It isn’t long before he’s dragging her toward the trees again. 
“Stop this instant!” Odgar yells. 
“Get back here!” Arvel screams. He can barely choke out the words without pain. They’re obviously too worn out to rescue her. 
“Sorry,” the ogre boy says. “It’s time for us to go.”
His nails grip into her arm harder. The two rush into the dark forest, abandoning the pretty beach behind. Massive canopies, branches, and bushes enclose them. Before long, Arvel and Odgar disappear entirely. 
“This is just perfect!” The boy chimes as they keep running. He almost trips over a heavy stick. “I thought I wouldn’t have a date to the ceremony!”
“What ceremony?” Vela asks. She actually does trip over a stick, and almost completely face-plants. Luckily, she finds her footing again. “Where are you taking me?”
“My father’s coronation, of course!” 
“What?” Vela asks. “Your dad is becoming... king?”
“Yup!”
“So that makes you...”
“You got it! Gareth, Prince of Mearl, at your service.” His mouth opens a bit to reveal a smile. The little dude’s obviously proud of his title. “...and I just found my princess!”
“Woah, kid. I’m not planning on staying,” Vela says. “We were just sent to--”
“Ya know what, I don’t really care.” Gareth completely cuts her off. “The point is you’re here now. I guess fate just seems to work itself out. I begged the gods for you, and here you are!”
Vela’s eyebrows lower. This guy’s obviously looking for a permanent arrangement, but turning down the prince of this land might not be the best move. How in the world could she convince them to join Lilias’s army after that? No, she’ll just have to choose her words very carefully. Besides, if there’s a coronation going on, this might be the best opportunity to talk to the people in charge here. She can humor Gareth for a little bit. 
“Could I speak to your father after the ceremony?” Vela asks. “I have some important questions to ask him.”
“Of course! You’re staying in the palace, after all. I think it would be weird if you didn’t talk to him.” 
“I am? Do I get a choice in all this?”
Gareth suddenly stops in his tracks. Inertia keeps Vela’s feet moving, and he has to tug to hold her in place. Vela’s eyes look right into his. The angry little ogre boy from before seems to have completely vanished. There’s a whole new person in there. 
“Oh,” Gareth says. His eyes droop toward the dirt. “I thought you’d want to go. If you don’t, you can leave. I’m sorry, I just got so excited you were here. I... thought it was fate.”
Vela feels overwhelmed with remorse. She takes a few deep breaths. This little guy invited her to a coronation and to stay in a palace, and she isn’t exactly being the most grateful guest. Has she always been this self-centered?  
“Oh no, of course I’d love to. It’s just... you could have asked... instead of attacking my friends.”
“I got excited.”
“It’s okay, but can we go back and get them? I’m sure they’d like to go to the coronation.”
“No,” Gareth says with lowered eyebrows, “not just anyone can go. You only can because I picked you. Sorry, but we can go get them later.” 
“Alright,” Vela sighs. She knew that was a big gamble. “Are we almost there?”
Just at that moment, a chorus of trumpets blares. The uproar seems to be coming from all directions. It’s like a massive marching band just appeared out of nowhere. Gareth’s eyes open wide. 
“Yes! I hope it didn’t start already.”
He grasps her arm again, but a bit gentler than the first two times. The two of them rush through the forest at an even faster pace. Through a little clearing in the trees, the castle starts to come into view. The massive building shoots to the sky, even towering over the giant trees. A few blue flags wave from the top of cliché ridges. The structure is stacked with massive white bricks with a few circular windows peeking out. There has to be over thirty rooms in there. The sight is absolutely breathtaking, and Vela actually gets to stay in there? Picking Carrick might have been the best thing that’s ever happened to her. 
“There’s my new home!” Gareth beams with pride. “I can’t believe my dad is really going to be king.”
“That’s pretty darn awesome,” Vela states. She’s still too mesmerized to take her eyes off of it. She had no idea ogres were capable of all this. Vela wonders if Lilias even knows about this magnificent building. The ogres are much more advanced that she seemed to convey.
“I’m glad you like it. Just wait ‘til we see the inside! I might even get lost!” He lets out a little laugh. “I still don’t know where anything is.” Another blare from the trumpets sounds. The massive forte almost makes Gareth shake. “Oh man, it’s starting right now!”







 





Chapter 13
	Vela and Gareth rush past the castle. The trumpets manage to get even louder. It isn’t long before a massive crowd comes into view. All of the ogres seem to be crammed in together, screaming at the top of their lungs with fists raised. The massive number of them is astonishing; they fill the entire courtyard of the castle. It’s as if every single resident of this place came for the celebration, though he claims it’s for invited guests only. Each of them resembles young Gareth, but many seem to be a little bit larger. All of them look very strong, especially with the sharp teeth sticking out of their mouths. Most females wear short dresses and have bright lipstick on.
	“Long live the king!”
	“May you bring good fortune to Mearl!”
	“It’s a new day for our people!”
	“King Allan!”
	Everyone seems to be in a good mood. Vela’s eyebrows suddenly lower. Why in the world would the princess have sent her here on coronation day? Maybe she thought this would be the best day to convince them? They are in high spirits, after all. Perhaps she didn’t even know this was happening. Whatever the reason, speaking to the new king would certainly be her best move. Since she’s already gotten in with his son, things couldn’t be going better. She’ll worry about Arvel and Odgar later... they’ll be fine on the beach. 
	After a few minutes of total uproar, a voice blares out through the crowd. 
	“Now!” a tall ogress yells at the top of her lungs. She raises both of her green hands. “It is time for dear Allan to receive his crown. This is no small thing, as you all well know. With it placed upon his head, Allan promises to guard, protect, serve, maintain, watch over, and guide Mearl and its inhabitants. Failure to do so with all of his abilities results in treason. Such an act is unforgivable by any measure.”
	“Jeez,” Vela whispers to Gareth. “They sure take this king stuff seriously.”
	He shakes his head. “It’s all just for show. They do this every time.”
	Vela raises an eyebrow. “How many times have there been?”
	“A lot...” Gareth says. “They tend to switch kings and queens out all the time. It stops one from feeling too powerful.”
	“How long does your dad get?”
	“...until he messes up.”
	“Ah.”
	“Yeah,” Gareth shrugs, “but I’m milking this for all its worth.” He glances back toward the massive palace. 
	“I guess ogres like to switch things up, huh?”
	“Yeah, there’s been some issues with leaders getting too cocky. One guy wanted us to take over four kingdoms at once. Let’s just say the dude got removed pretty fast.”
	“So, how do they select them? Why your father?”
	“I don’t even freaking know. One day, some ogre just ran in our hut and said the ‘higher-ups’ found favor with my dad. They wouldn’t take no for an answer,” he gives a slight shrug, “works for me.”
	“You think he even wants to do this?”
	“Doesn’t matter,” Gareth immediately sparks back. His eyes remain locked on his father. “He has to; they chose him.”
Vela’s quite sure she couldn’t live up to this responsibility. All that pressure on one person would drive anybody insane. She can’t believe he doesn’t even get to make this decision himself. 
	“Are you up to this task, Allan?”
	The bluish ogre begins to rise. He slowly opens his eyes and stares the ogress right down. She even moves her face back a few inches. Her bulging legs begin to shake a bit. 
	“Of course I am,” he plainly states. “I would lay down my life for Mearl and am honored to lead it.”
	“He has to say that,” Gareth whispers to Vela, “but I think he means it.”
	“Then,” she says. “I pronounce you ruler of Mearl.” The ogress immediately bends down, reaching her rough hands into a small, wooden box. She gently lifts a heavy golden crown with opals and emeralds melded into it. The gems glisten in the bright sunlight. Every ogre in the crowd looks in awe of the thing.
	Setting it upon Allan’s head, she begins mumbling some chant to herself. It’s complete gibberish to Vela, but everybody else seems to understand it perfectly. In fact, they begin to join in after a few seconds. It’s not exactly a song, but could be some sort of prayer, Vela thinks. Low hums alternate to high pitched wails. Even Gareth closes his eyes and speaks with utter concentration. Eventually, everyone begins to finish, leaving the scene to a strange silence. A few leaves blow by in the breeze. 
	“Is it... over?” Vela asks. 
Just as she finishes the question, the whole crowd erupts into a massive cheer. Fists raise and trumpets blare once again. It’s like the mood totally changed in one second. Gareth gives a massive smile with a nod. 
“Yeah!” he shouts over the cheering. Gareth grabs Vela’s forearm and drags her into the crowd. “We have to go congratulate him.” 











Chapter 14
Gareth’s father has an enormous smile on his face. He grabs the ogress’s green hand once more. She almost looks put off by how ‘into this’ he is. Still, she smiles back at him.
	“I swear to be the best I can be, ma’am,” he says. “I will make a difference.”
	“I hope so, Allan,” she responds, “but that’s what they all say. Picking you was a big risk, but I hope we made the right decision.”
	“Oh, the Council absolutely did,” Allan raises his eyebrows. He seems bursting with anxiety to start doing things right now. “I promise to give everything I have to Mearl.”
	“I’m sure you will,” she says. The plump ogress raises her slimy hand over her eyes, blocking out the sunlight. “Isn’t that your boy running up here? I think he has someone with him.” Allan scrunches his eyebrows and turns around. He spots a little green child bumbling through the crowd, dragging a girl the whole way.
	“Gareth, my boy!” he shouts with glee, stepping forward a few paces. It’s not long before the two reach him. “Were you able to see the ceremony? I still can’t believe this is happening.” He touches his crown with his left hand, as if to make sure this isn’t just some dream. “Your dad is king! Oh my, you made a new friend. This girl actually looks human to me, but my old age might just be getting to me.”  
	“Of course, Dad! I would never miss this.” He rushes forward and embraces his father in a massive hug. The older ogre keeps locked eyes with Vela the whole time. “Oh, yeah, this is Vela... and friend doesn’t really do it justice.”
	“How do you mean, son?”
	“We’re getting married!” Gareth shouts, wrapping his arm around Vela. She can do nothing but let out a short forced giggle. “I’m gonna have a human wife, Dad!”
	“Oh my,” Allan’s eyebrows rise. “She really is human after all... I can’t believe it. Son, I don’t want to pry into your personal life, but how in the world did you find her, nonetheless get her to accept your proposal so quickly?” The new king appears very skeptical about this whole situation; one certainly does not woo a human girl every day. 
	“I... uh... just found her... recently,” he mumbles to his feet. “This is what love at first sight is, Dad!”
	“Are you sure she feels the same way?” Allan raises an eyebrow.
	“Absolutely!” Vela blares. If she doesn’t sound convincing, she might just anger the one man she has to impress. Princess Lilias wouldn’t be very happy about that at all. Besides, she can’t make a fool out of Gareth. “I wasn’t so sure at first, but this little guy’s grown on me.”
	“Then, who am I to question it!” Allan gives a slight shrug, replacing the apprehension with joy. “Besides, I have more important things I have to worry about. I’m the king of the whole island for goodness sake! How in the world can I handle this responsibility?”
	“You can do it, Dad!”
	“I know it’s probably for a short time, but I really feel like I can make a difference here.” He begins staring into space for bit, shaking off his daydream after a few seconds. This dude must have some big aspirations for Mearl, Vela thinks. “Alright, well, if Miss Human Vela is becoming part of our family, I suppose it’s time to show you the castle.”
	“Sweet!” Gareth yells. He can barely contain his excitement. “I don’t think I can wait anymore.”
	“Thank you very much,” Vela says, giving the new king a bow. She can’t believe how well everything seems to be going. After such a short time, she’s already gotten access to the castle! She wonders if the princess knew this would happen so quickly. Now, at some point she’s going to have to bring up joining forces to fight for the serpents. How in the world is she going to do that? “I would be honored, sir.”
	Two guards then arrive, quickly ushering the new king away from the massive crowd. His new crown almost falls off of his head amongst the scuffle. Vela and Gareth follow close behind as the cheers begin to slowly fade away. They pass by numerous moats, bridges, and strange topiary. It isn’t long before they arrive at two gigantic doors containing many ancient carvings from top to bottom. Some consist of sharp battle axes and maces to massive armies preparing for battle against deadly monsters. There is sharp determination in each ogre’s eyes. Mearl is obviously proud of its militaristic accomplishments; they have fought many enemies. She thinks these doors may have taken centuries to create. King Allan feels the need to explain the backstory of each and every one, rendering Gareth to yawn and eye-roll. 
	“Dad,” he says, “these are great... but... let’s get on with the show.”
	“Yes, yes...” the king shakes his head, “I just get so excited about this ancient history. I forget it may not mean as much to everybody else. You both have so much to learn about all Mearl has been through over the past millennia. It will truly blow your mind.”
	“It’s fascinating.” Vela’s not just trying to win favor; she’s truly enthralled by all this. It’s certainly strange for the girl who slept through class. She touches a detailed carving of some sort of gorilla-like monster. White fur encompasses a massive burly body. Its sharp teeth and raised fists indicate this probably wasn’t a friend to the ogres. Yet, they must feel some sense of admiration to create such a masterpiece. “I can’t wait to learn more.”
	“Later, honey,” Gareth says. Alright, Vela thinks, she may need to put a stop to this before things get out of hand. This little guy really thinks she’s going to marry him. She needs to get her job accomplished, and fast. 
	King Allan grabs a golden door handle, slowing hauling the massive slab open. 












Chapter 15
A faint light peaks through, but not enough to fully grasp what’s inside. King Allan glides through with a motion to follow. He disappears into the darkness. Gareth wastes no time at all, charging inside right after his father. Vela takes a deep breath, glancing back toward the dispersing crowd one last time. Everyone seems to be in a good mood, but what Gareth said is really starting to make her wonder. Why do they replace these kings and queens so quickly? There must be some hidden rage within the ogres, and she only hopes she can get out before it erupts. Vela steps into the massive palace, abandoning the sunshine behind. The two guards close the door. 
A gigantic foyer almost causes Vela to stumble back. Sleek, white walls surround her and gleaming grey tile floors rest beneath. Several forest green couches surround tiny tables. A fireplace peaks out behind a giant chair. Each piece of furniture has been perfectly organized and maintained, as if no one has set foot in this room before. Several butlers and maids hustle and dash on through, each determined to accomplish whatever their task at the moment is. A massive, glistening chandelier hangs from the ceiling, shooting colored light onto each and every part of the room. Hidden in the back, a winding staircase travels up through several floors with a top so high it’s not even visible. Vela believes it could extend all the way to the heavens. 
“Well,” King Allan smiles, “what do you guys think?”
“I can’t....” Gareth mumbles, eyes wider than space saucers. He’s so hypnotized he runs into a maid. “It’s better than I ever dreamed, Dad. I get to... live here?”
“Of course, son,” King Allan responds with a gleam of pride. “It’s certainly not what we’re used to, but something tells me you’ll find it quite suitable.”
“Uh... yeah... that’s a pretty big understatement, Dad.”
“What about you Miss Vela?”
“It’s spectacular,” Vela says, not able to take her eyes off the chandelier. Sapphires, rubies, emeralds, and dark opals are hypnotizing. Each causes a rainbow of light to shine across the floor. It’s almost making her too dizzy to comprehend what he’s said. She shakes it off and looks him in the eye. “I couldn’t be more impressed.”
“I’m very glad you like it.”
Vela feels a sudden jolt and stumbles back. Odgar and Arvel! They’re probably still stranded on the beach. In all the coronation chaos and Gareth drama, those two have completely slipped her mind.
“Sir?” Vela asks with a sheepish tone.
“Yes, Vela,” King Allan says. 
“I have two friends on the beach that are traveling with me. Do you think they could come here as well?”
Gareth displays a very obvious eye roll. He’s obviously not over their little skirmish before. Still, Vela has to try. She can’t just leave them out there. 
“Hmmm,” the king lowers his eyebrows. “This palace isn’t really for every person that stops by. Ogres have many enemies, and we can’t go letting anyone off the street come in. It’s just not safe. The only reason you’re allowed is because my son is so taken with you.”
“Oh... I see... I’m sorry,” Vela mumbles, obviously embarrassed. The king is already nice enough to let her inside the freaking castle! Why is she trying to get her friends in too? Talk about greedy. For now, Vela figures, she’ll have to finish this mission on her own. Those two will just have to figure things out by themselves.  

















Chapter 16
“How in the world did that happen?” Odgar asks, shaking sand out of his hat. “The little ogre just came right up and kidnapped the poor girl!” He shakes his head, obviously disappointed in himself. “I’m a horrible wizard; I couldn’t even stop him.”
“I don’t really know...” Arvel mumbles, “but this might not be the worst thing in the world. Didn’t he say he was the ruler’s child? I mean, we were sent here to talk to the king. If that little boy can grant Vela direct access she might not even need us after all.”
“I don’t think it’s wise to send her off with no protection, Arvel,” Odgar states with lowered eyebrows. The little old wizard crosses his arms as well. “We’re supposed to watch over her.”
“Well, I actually do, sir,” Arvel retorts. “The ogres would be terrified of us, but Vela may be a different story. Friendship is better than intimidation in this situation. We are trying to join forces after all.”
“I guess you have a point there.”
A slight breeze blows, blowing a few grass blades by. Tiny ocean waves buffet the sand. Some tiny insects buzz past the old wizard’s ear. 
“I say we head back to Tranthrum. There’s really nothing more we can do here,” Arvel says.
“I guess so,” Odgar replies, not hiding his displeasure. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Who knows what the princess is going to say? She may not be happy.”
“Might as well get it over with.”
Arvel closes his eyes, almost seeming to drop into some sort of slumber. Murky clouds overtake the once bright sunshine. The breeze picks up a bit, giving the beach a much eerier feel than before. 
“I’ve been practicing teleportation,” Arvel says, “I think I can handle us two.”
“Good luck,” Odgar says. “Just get me there in one piece, please.”
“Take us two to lands beyond, for there’s no more work to be done... a soldier and a wizard fly, to where our duty truly lies.”
A luminous orange blast of light shoots out of Arvel’s hands. It’s so bright Odgar must cover both of his squinting eyes; his hat almost falls off. Arvel needs to summon all his strength to contain the manifestation. The force gets so strong it pushes both of them back a few more paces, and causes a group of flying birds to maneuver their course with a boisterous squawk. After a few seconds, the world envelopes in a dense whiteness, and the two vanish, leaving a ghostly beach behind. 
					***
“How are the troops doing?” Princess Lilias asks with a hint of anticipation, leaning over the high balcony. It’s a miracle she hasn’t fallen over the edge. She gazes on a massive number of serpents locked in training. Unlike at the original table, these are only the best of the best. Each and every one looks in prime physical condition. None look too big or too small. Some shoot arrows, others control fire with their minds, while many work on various sword-fighting lunges and parries. “Are they even close to ready?”
“Surprisingly, miss, everything seems to be going great,” a serpent next to her says with pride. “I never thought they would be ready in time, but you have yourself a well-trained, dare I say, adequate army on your hands. We may just save these snakes yet, or at least cause some serious damage.”
Princess Lilias can barely contain herself, giving the little general a massive hug. Her arms wrap around his slender body. He’s taken so off guard, he can only awkwardly return the gesture. 
“This is absolutely splendid!” she blares. “I honestly didn’t know if you could pull this off, especially so quickly. We may be able to start this invasion faster than I believed.”
“I’d say your right, Miss Lilias,” the general replies, gazing back at his troop. Two green soldiers are locked in a deadly sword-fight, each using total mind power to do so. Both look prepared to fight ‘til their very last breath. After a series of quick maneuvers and slashes, one successfully disarms the other. The princess can’t help but smile even wider. Her soldiers are better than she could have ever dreamed. 
“Well, I suppose there’s only one thing left to do,” she says. 
“Wait to see who’s fighting with us?” the general raises an eyebrow. “I’m still not so sure why you want these ogres.”
“Absolutely, general,” the princess responds, now seeming a bit apprehensive. “Though your soldiers are surely marvelous, I just don’t know if they’ll be enough. I can’t imagine going into this situation without enough strength. The outcome could be catastrophic. Unless I’m positive we have enough force, I don’t know if we can do it.”
“We will, princess,” the general assures her. “No one before you has even cared what the humans are doing to these snakes. You’re the only one that’s willing to make a difference. Even if you can’t accomplish everything you want here, the fact you’re trying will surely affect things.”
The princess gives him another warm grin. 
“Thank you, general,” she says. It’s pretty obvious she’s scared. Despite all her determination, confidence just doesn’t seem to truly be there. “I just hope you’re right.” 
Suddenly, a bright orange light encompasses the balcony. Princess Lilias swiftly turns around, shocked by the scene. She exchanges quick glances with the general and rushes back into the castle.  
Odgar and Arvel are each hunkered down on one knee, breathing hard with exhaustion from their magical teleportation. The old wizard even has to pull himself onto a nearby chair. Arvel raises his shaky legs with a grunt. That blast seemed to drain every bit of energy from their bodies.
“Odgar?” Princess Lilias asks with lowered eyebrows. “Arvel? What are you two doing here? You’re supposed to be watching Vela! Where is she? Did you leave her all alone in Mearl? She’s probably scared to death! What are you--?”
“Calm down, ma’am,” Arvel states. He takes a few more deep breaths. “There were... complications... but I think everything’s going okay.”
“Complications? That girl’s life is my responsibility! Please tell what happened this instant.” 
“Some ogre boy ran off with her...” Odgar mumbles to himself while scratching his long beard. “We couldn’t even take him.”
“What?!” Princess Lilias wails.
“No, ma’am,” Arvel states with a calm tone, shooting Odgar a nasty glare. “That’s not the best way to put it. You see, the boy seemed to have an immediate obsession with her. He said something about making her his bride.”
“Not only that,” Odgar chimes in with an obvious smile. “It’s the new king’s son.”
Princess Lilias alters her expression entirely. Her eyebrows rise and she starts pacing back and forth, nodding occasionally to herself. Odgar, Arvel, and the silent general do nothing but wait for her reaction to the news. Many soldiers can still be heard sparring in the courtyard.
“This wasn’t exactly the plan,” she finally says, “but it may make things far easier. She already has immediate access to the king, for goodness sake! If she can arrange some meeting with him to explain our cause, we may actually be able to sway him.” 
“Exactly our thought process, ma’am,” Arvel says, “...I just don’t like leaving her alone there.” Odgar displays a sense of guilt too. 
“I don’t think her safety is a concern, but I’m not so sure she can handle this by herself. She just found out snakes can talk! The poor girl’s already confused and scared.” Princess Lilias strides through the room, leaning out the open door into the hallway. The three eagerly watch her every move, wondering what she could possibly be up to. Her eyes catch sight of someone a ways away. 
“CARRICK!” she blares. Everyone in the castle heard the outburst, with butlers, maids, and servants stopping in their tracks to look up at her. “GET IN HERE NOW!”
Within seconds flat, a massive black snake charges through the hallways, gliding into the small room. He’s there immediately, dropping everything in a heartbeat. His black eyes glisten with a nearby light’s glow. 
“What’s going on?” Carrick asks. “How is Vela doing? Has she made progress with the ogres?” 
“She’s apparently won over the king’s son, Carrick,” Princess Lilias says, “and has gotten access to the castle because of it.” 
“Really?” Carrick whispers, slithering his tail back and forth. He appears very surprised and intrigued. “That sounds very good.”
“I think it is, but, as you can see,” she moves her eyes back and forth from Odgar to Arvel, “her protection doesn’t seem to have won any favor. I don’t want her running about in Mearl unguarded, so I think it’s time you join her.” Carrick’s eyes shoot open. The green reflection becomes much stronger and mystifying. He had secretly wanted to join her in the first place, but thought it wasn’t his place to speak up. 
“I would be honored, Princess Lilias,” Carrick says. “I’m honestly surprised you didn’t send me before.”
“Things have changed,” Lilias gets right to the point. “I think I can transport you into the castle, but, a snake your size might be a bit intimidating. I’m going to have to ask you to diminish your stature.”
“Absolutely.” Carrick closes his eyes, making the green gleam in the room vanish. They’re all left with an eerie darkness waiting for the serpent’s next move. His massive body starts to shake, each molecule seeming to bend with the air in a strange way. The motion eventually turns into a full on vibration, making his slender form shake rapidly. Eventually, his size begins to diminish each moment, turning the once humongous beast into a regular size, slender snake. 
“Well,” Odgar rubs his eyes. “I had no idea serpents could do such a thing. Altering their size so much... I cannot believe it.”
“Me, as well, sir,” Arvel chimes in. “It’s absolutely breathtaking. He was so large, and now so tiny and slim.” Even the general watches in awe of the process before him.  
“Serpents have far more powers than meets the eye,” Princess Lilias says. “Few really know the limits of their powers. I just don’t understand why they let these humans abuse them like this. It makes absolutely no sense.” The princess gazes back towards her training army in the courtyard. A broad smile spreads across her face. “No matter, though; that’s all about to change.” She turns her attention to Carrick, looking him directly in the eye with a powerful glare. Now, she must bend down to get a proper face-to-face interaction.
“Your job is to guard Vela, keep her safe within Mearl, and help her accomplish her duties there. We need these ogres on our side, Carrick. Do you understand what is asked of you?”
“I do, Princess Lilias,” the tiny snake states. Though he is now quite miniature, he still retains the same fighting spirit. “I will do everything I can for you, and Vela.”
“Wonderful,” she responds. “Since you’re so small, I can transport you directly into Mearl’s castle chambers. If what I’m told is correct, you should find Vela there along with a new monarch taking his position. I wish you the best of luck.” The princess beings to prepare another teleportation charm, closing her eyes for several seconds. 
“Take this snake to lands beyond, for there’s a task that must be done... assist dear Vela and guard her too, our serpents’ fates depend on you!”
With a massive blast of white light, Carrick vanishes. 
“Hope he has better luck than us,” Odgar says. 
Princess Lilias nods, returning to the balcony to watch her troops once more. 










Chapter 17
“Let me show you to the guest room,” a young maid says, grabbing Vela’s left arm. Her skin appears a strange maroon shade. The tiny ogress dressed in black and white glides past many servants, yanking the girl all the way. Before long, Vela loses sight of Gareth and King Allan amongst the sea of butlers and servants. This castle is surely a chaotic place... certainly different than life with her parents. The Thompsons rarely caused any ruckus at all, as everything was always organized and in its place. Vela’s actually kind of relieved to see some craziness for once. 
“Thank you, ma’am,” Vela says, stumbling over the carpet. She almost knocks over a wobbly lamp, but barely catches it in mid-rotation. “Sorry.”
“Nice one!” the ogre chimes, “but don’t worry yourself. Plenty more lamps where that came from, anyway.”
“So, how long have you um... worked in the castle?”
“Going on about ten years now, actually,” she says. The maid takes a step on the massive foyer staircase, motioning for Vela to follow. “I’ve seen so many kings and queens switched in and out, it’s difficult to keep track.”
“That’s what I’ve heard,” Vela says. “Honestly, how long do you think Allan has?”
“Oh...” she whispers. “I’d be surprised if he’ll last more than two weeks. Things have been uneasy in Mearl, you could say, and everyone’s been kind of on edge. Even if Allan does everything perfectly, someone will find some stupid reason to dislike him.”
“That’s too bad,” Vela responds, gazing back down the stairs. Allan shakes hands with numerous people with a massive grin on his face. The responsibilities of a new leader must be endless, and tiring at that. Gareth rushes all over the foyer, unable to contain his excitement. She knows how much this means to the two of them, even though they’ve just met. If they really only get two weeks, Vela hopes they’ll be the best they can be.
“You can’t please everyone, dear, no matter how hard you try.”
“I guess you’re right.”
“...but, for now, Allan rules all and his way goes. So, try to stay on his good side.”
“I will.”
Finally reaching the second floor, the ogre woman pulls open a massive stone door, revealing a long corridor with dark brown carpeting. Not much light gets through as she disappears into the darkness. 
“Come on, dear,” she says. “It’s not that far down this way.”
Vela squeezes through the opening, abandoning the chaos downstairs. Almost instantly, all the noise ceases and is replaced with eerie silence. It’s like a totally different palace than before; the sensation kind of frightens her. Many vases of all sizes rest in front of each door. Along the wall, there’s portraits of numerous ogres and ogresses. Each one of them looks extremely poised and sophisticated with some sort of crown or tiara on their heads. These must, Vela assumes, be the past rulers of this place. There are so many pictures it’s nearly impossible to count. 
“Every single ruler gets a portrait,” the maid whispers, pointing her index finger along the wall. “Whether they were here for years, or just hours, they all get the exact same recognition. Hardly seems fair, but I guess it’s not right to give credit to one more than another.” She seems to lose herself for a moment, thinking of all the monarchs come and gone. The maid must’ve learned the hard lesson of not getting too attached. 
“There’s definitely a lot of them,” Vela says. 
“Oh!” the maid shouts with a swift rotation. She shakes herself out of the daze. “I almost passed your door, dear. I can lose focus so easily sometime.” A door with the word ‘Guest Room’ carved into it rests between two ogresses portraits, obvious by the lipstick and tiaras. Taking a tiny grey key out of her left pocket, she shoves it into a lock and turns. “Here you are, dear.” 
Vela steps into the room, finding a large bed with a couple desks scattered around. A table rests beneath a tiny window in the back. It’s not exactly gigantic or luxurious, but it’ll work. She kind of expected a little more based on all Gareth raved about. 
“Thank you very much.”
“Not a problem,” she says. “We’ll be serving a community dinner to celebrate the coronation. I’m sure he’d be delighted for you to attend.” She opens up the door, rushing out as fast as she can. “I wish I could help you more, but duty calls; a lot to be done today. Goodbye!”
“I understand...” Vela says. “Thanks again!” The maid rushed off so fast Vela’s not even sure she heard her. She shrugs and leaps onto the bed, eager to catch a few seconds of rest. The hazel sheets are quite thick and comfortable. Closing her eyes, Vela takes a long deep breath. How in the world is this happening right now? She’s actually staying in an ogre palace. Her life used to just be trying to stay awake during boring lectures at Wralda Academy. All she ever heard about was how great her parents were, but in Mearl, nobody knows the Thompsons! She can be whoever she wants to be. Who knows? Maybe this stay in Mearl might be a permanent thing...
“Vela...” a sly voice whispers. Her eyes pop open, and she lets out a massive gasp. Even from just that, the voice is recognizable anywhere. She’s almost convinced she’s hearing things; there’s no possible way he could be here. His orders were to stay in Tranthum. She waits a couple seconds, hearing nothing but wind blowing through the slightly cracked window. 
“...Carrick?”
She hears a spooky slithering sound and quickly glances toward the floor. A hazy shadow flickers underneath the mattress. Vela rubs her eyes, making sure her mind isn’t playing some cruel trick on her. A tiny, slender dark creature emerges, with undeniable green eyes glaring all the way. 
“Vela, good to see you again.”
“What in the--?” she mumbles. “Carrick? You’re so...”
“—tiny,” he finishes for her. “Yes, my size is something I can alter as I see fit. There’s much you have to learn about me. I thought my gargantuan state before might be a bit much for the simple ogres, based on it even threw your parents off guard. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“I just... I... I’m speechless...”
“The princess is very pleased with you,” he says, almost ignoring that comment. “You’ve actually managed to get inside Mearl’s palace, and in such short time! I can’t believe it myself. You didn’t even need the wizard or solider to help.”
“Thanks... but I was kind of dragged here. This ogre boy thinks I’m going to be his wife and I never even get a choice. Then, I--”
“However it happened is not important,” he says with a flick of his tongue. “We’re both here now, and we have a very important job to do. The princess’s army is fully trained and ready for battle. I’m not exactly a diplomat, but I do believe I can be persuasive if I mean to be.” It’s not hard to see the excitement building in the little snake; his little body is even slithering a bit faster. He climbs up the desk so she doesn’t have to bend down to talk to him. “This is happening, Vela. We have to convince him to fight.”
“I know,” Vela says. In all the ogre craziness, she’s almost forgotten why she’s here in the first place. Humans are treating snakes poorly, and no one is willing to fight for them. All they can do it submit to whatever their masters wish of them. If Vela can’t convince King Allan of their cause, who knows if that’s ever going to change. “I’ll try my best.”
“We’ll try our best.” 
“Yes, our best.” 
“Vela!” Gareth yells from outside the door. He knocks the door three times, making Vela jolt with surprise. His energy hasn’t gone down at all. “It’s time for dinner! You ready?”
“Yes,” she says back, trying to regain herself from her fluster. There’s just way too much happening at once. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
“Are they going to be okay with you being here?” she whispers to the snake. “They wouldn’t let me bring Odgar and Arvel.”
“I shouldn’t see why not,” Carrick says. “Besides, I’m already in here. It might just be a bit alarming.”
“Hurry up, Vela! All the food’s getting cold!”
“Sorry!” Vela yells back, picking up Carrick as best as she can. His slimy body feel quite strange wrapped around her forearms. She carefully moves toward the door, wondering how in the world she’s going to break this to Gareth. Figuring there’s no time to figure out a proper way, she slowly turns the door knob with a free hand. Gareth stands right outside, still bouncing up and down with excitement. It doesn’t seem like the little guy’s energy is ever going to die. 
“Vela!” he shouts, gazing at the portraits. “Isn’t this place amazing? I can’t believe how awesome it is. I still haven’t even seen everything. There has to be a million floors here. Wouldn’t you--?” He stops dead in his ramblings, and his eyes enlarge. The boy almost looks completely petrified as if he’s seen a ghost. “Is that a snake? You brought a snake? That’s so awesome! A human and a snake... I’m so glad I went to the beach today. You’re just full of surprises, Vela.”
“I guess I am,” she says with a shrug. “This is my partner, Carrick. I chose him at Wralda Academy a while back. We’re supposed to be joining the police force together.”
“Oh, well nice to meet you little guy,” Gareth says with a firm pat on his tiny black head. Vela wants to laugh, knowing that Gareth would be in awe of him at his old size. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. I’ll get my dad to allow it.”
“You’re most kind, young ogre,” Carrick says, glancing at numerous servants hustling through the corridor. Many carry bundles of silverware while others balance numerous plates. “I heard you say it’s time for dinner?”
“Oh, yeah, I completely forgot! We better head down to the dining room. Can’t miss all the good stuff!”
“Sounds good to me,” Vela says. “Oh, but could you give us a minute, Gareth? I need to talk to my partner about something.”
“Oh, of course! My wife-to-be gets all the time in the world! I’ll save two seats for you guys.” The tiny ogre boy rushes down the hallway, dodging many close-collisions along the way. Many maids give him a few nasty glares and one almost drops a bunch of towels. It isn’t long before he’s out of sight. 
“Wife?” Carrick asks. “You’ve certainly been busy here; I didn’t know he was really serious about that.”
“Yeah, I apparently don’t get a say,” she says with a smile and raised eyebrows, “at least someone finally likes me.”
“Oh, I’m sure everyone likes you, Vela.”
“No, they don’t,” Vela retorts. “...but that’s not important. I’m still not sure how you plan to do this? He just became king, and now we have to convince him to join a rebellion? What in the world makes you think he’ll agree to that?”
“You said it yourself,” Carrick responds. “He just became the leader. That means he’s unsure of himself; he has to do make a bold move to show the people he means business.” Carrick glances at all the past monarchs along the walls. “Otherwise, it looks like they’ll have no problem replacing him in a heartbeat.”
“You’re right about that.”
“If both of us convince him how much the serpents need us, he’d have to be a monster to refuse.”
“So, do we bring this up at dinner? In front of everyone? I feel so bad bringing Gareth into all this. I’m only here because of him, you know.”
“All the better!” Carrick says. “If the king’s son will support our cause, we basically have his dad on board too.” Vela’s a little annoyed for a second; Carrick seems to care more about duty than the boy’s feelings. He stops to think for a few seconds, shooting out his miniature tongue. “I wasn’t planning to bring this up in front of a crowd, but I guess that can’t be helped. Yes, we should tell him now; time is of the essence.”
“Alright,” Vela sighs. “I was afraid you’d say that; this might be a big disaster.”
“I know, but we have to try.” 






Chapter 18
Vela decides to carry Carrick down the stairs, as a massive crowd bustling about may not be watching where they’re stepping. He shouldn’t slither by himself down there. It’s funny to her, since the problem before was that he was too big. Everything can certainly change in an instant. She immediately sees the dining room with massive tables laid out, each with at least six pieces of silverware aligned perfectly per spot. Forks, knives, and spoons lie next to huge plates, quickly filling up with potatoes, meat, and strange fruit she hasn’t seen before. Many ogres from the coronation are recognizable. She wonders if they’ll be anything left by the time they’ll get there. 
“Over here!” Gareth yells amongst a group of servers.  He has to step up on his seat to be seen. “Two seats over here for Vela and her partner! Right at the king’s table.”
Vela gives him a wave and does her best to maneuver over there, all while carrying the snake. There’s almost a couple nasty accidents, but she eventually makes it to the open places. A couple maids catch sight of Carrick and have to stare. A cook even stumbles over the carpet looking at him. 
“A human joining us?”
“... and a serpent, too.”
“How exciting.”
“You don’t see that every day.”
“I wonder what they’re doing here.”
“They must be important; they’re going to sit right by the king.”
Though these were intended to be whispers, Vela hears each and every comment. It makes her feel uneasy being the center of attention. Life was much easier when she just had to be one of the group. Wralda Academy didn’t really encourage individuality. Carrick, however, seems to be the exact opposite. He bows his head with pride every time someone wishes to gaze upon, or in one instance, pet him. That was a little awkward for everyone. He has lived in a kingdom, Vela thinks, so he must be used to dealing with the public like this. 
“Vela!” Allan shouts with a big smile, causing pretty much every head to turn. “So glad you could join us! I was a bit uneasy about you bringing a snake, but he seems harmless. What is your name, sir?” Vela extends her arms out to show him her partner. 
“King Allan, Your Majesty,” he says with a firm tone. The dude’s obviously used to dealing with royalty. “I am Carrick, and I’m most humbled you allow me at your table; it truly is an honor. Vela and I know you’ll make a fine ruler.”
“Thank you very much,” he responds. “Stay here as long as you wish to, good serpent. It’s rare we get your kind here. You and Vela may do whatever you see fit.”
Vela offers him thanks with a long bow, and takes her seat. She gently places Carrick onto the one adjacent, allowing his heavier tail to drop first. It isn’t long before food is served, and neither of them have to lift a finger. Their plates are bombarded with fruit, cakes, meat, pork, and potatoes. The ogres have treated them better than Vela could have ever hoped, and she wondered if one day humans might be this kind to strangers. Carrick and the king instantly erupt in deep conversation, from rulers to kingdoms and ogres to magic. They seem to hit every single topic imaginable, and Vela can’t tell which one of them has seen more in their lifetime. The two are surely old souls, and many could learn a lot from their experience. They go on talking for what seems like an hour.
However, Carrick doesn’t bring up a rebellion in any way. It’s like he’s specifically avoiding talk of the princess altogether. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out his strategy, Vela thinks. He has to become friends with Allan before starting controversy. Maybe that way, the king will have more reason to say ‘yes,’ or at least have a harder time saying ‘no.’ Either way, Vela’s determined the best course of action is to let Carrick take the reins. He obviously knows what he’s doing, and she would probably just mess things up. So, she takes this time to get to know some of the townsfolk.  
One ogress actually has twenty-two children. Vela has no idea how to respond to this, almost starting to laugh thinking it was a joke. Apparently, any less than five children in Mearl per family unit is strange. They figure it’s their duty to populate as much as possible, otherwise ogres might become endangered. Based on the enemies carved into the doors, Vela thinks that could be a likely possibility. Only a couple of her kids were able to attend this coronation dinner, though. The other twenty must not be very happy.
She talks to a blacksmith about all he does throughout the day. Forging implements from iron with proper technique is surely interesting to hear about. Making something from nothing is one of the greatest things in the world, Vela believes. Crafting metal in such a way is nothing short of pure artistry. There’s so much about tools Vela knew nothing about, starting of course with their names. He’s the one people call whenever they need something repaired. Vela then speaks to a chamberlain, whose duty was to administer the ruler’s budget. The man collects revenues and even assists with expenses that need to be paid by the kingdom. 
A chaplain sat down next, explaining to Vela all the religious activities of the castle. She also was somewhat of a clerk and keeps accounts up to date. She almost served as a type of priestess for the men in the army. The clothier makes clothes for many townsfolk, having little time off dedicating most of his life to the craft. He knows all about fine and expensive materials only available to the wealthy. The ditcher was a ways down, who has in fact recently dug large foundations out front to make the place look more presentable. He had to be responsible for moving large equipment around, even though it was quite dangerous at times.
In the midst of all this conversation, Vela’s eyes have surely been opened. She never knew how many people it took to actually keep a palace running like this. There seems to be an entire community of workers involved just with maintaining it. There always was some new job done and it takes serious experts to do it. Suddenly, her eyes catch sight of Allan once more, and he had already apparently been trying to signal her. Her heart almost skips a beat. She had been so involved with the people and staff, she never even noticed. The king certainly doesn’t have a joyful look on his face anymore.
“Vela...” he whispers soft enough to not cause any urgency. His eyes move between her and Carrick. “We need to talk right now.” Vela gives a slight nod and takes a long breath. She knows this next conversation may determine everything.
The king rises from his seat, replacing the frown with a massive smile, showing his guests there’s nothing wrong in the world. The expression surely looks phony, but it’ll get the job done. It would, however, take an idiot to believe he isn’t hiding something.
“I’m showing our human and reptilian guest my private office,” he announces. “Please continue on without me for a bit, and we’ll rejoin you in a moment. Thank you all again for coming to my coronation dinner, and enjoy yourselves!”
Everyone gives a tiny round of applause, and then resumes their individual dinners and conversations. The silence is once again replaced with an uproar of talking and silverware banging plates. Vela glances back to Allan, seeing the serious expression from before return. He even looks angrier than a minute ago. This will certainly not be a friendly conversation.
“This way...” He motions to a hidden hallway next to the kitchen, seemingly designed for people avoiding any disturbance from outside. Vela carefully picks up Carrick, gathering his tail inside her forearms. He gives her a firm nod and looks into her eyes, offering a tiny burst of encouragement. All the townsfolk are sad to see her leave. She bids farewell to them and says she hopes she’ll return quickly. Eventually, they make it down the deserted corridor and begin following the king.
He, however, doesn’t say a word and continues walking in a straight line. They almost wonder if he still wants them to come with him. Whatever’s coming, Vela must summon up all of her courage. He takes out a tiny gold key, unlocking a giant wooden door in front of him. Elegant designs of some lion are carved on it, almost matching those on the castle entrance. This beast looks just as terrifying as that one had been. He walks inside and sits behind a large desk, motioning with his eyes for them to sit down too. Vela moves forward, feeling very uneasy and getting shaky. She sets Carrick in the chair, just the same as at the dinner table, and then she drops into her own. Vela takes a long breath, not yet ready to look the king in the eyes. The happy-go-lucky guy from before has vanished. 
“I had no idea the true nature of your visit,” the king says with a firm tone. He looks so enraged he might burst. “This is a very dark thing you ask of me, especially since I’ve just come into power. I could jeopardize everything here!”
“We’re very much aware,” Carrick says. 
“Of course, I know what’s going on. I know Chancellor Pilan treats the snakes like lowly servants; it’s despicable... but actually leaving my jurisdiction to do something is very, very dangerous. You have no idea the repercussions of doing so.”
“I know what we ask is difficult,” Carrick says. 
“Princess Lilias has always seemed far too rash. I wasn’t even sure she was ready to take over Tranthum. Her dad was much more calm, and level-headed. Now, she wants to free all the serpents under human control! Not only that, I have to get involved in her aspirations. Why should I have to do whatever that crazy woman is planning?”
“...because you can make a difference,” Vela says. Her eyes still remain on the floor; she has no idea where that response came from. She was planning on being silent throughout this whole thing. However, some little voice inside of her just couldn’t be kept quiet. “Not everyone has that power... and you do.” Carrick looks at Vela with confusion, almost as if he expected her to be silent too. She can’t tell if he’s proud of her statement or frightened of it. 




Chapter 19
“You’re a human,” the king suddenly says after long, uncomfortable silence. He had been concentrating extremely hard, staring at Vela all the while. “Yet, you’re willing to do this? Against your own people, your own Chancellor... why? They’ll call you a traitor for the rest of your days.”
“I know,” Vela responds, “but that’s exactly why I have to. I know what he’s doing is wrong and humans need to change. If that means helping a rebellion, so be it.” She knows life after all this will certainly not be bearable, but if someone has to make that sacrifice, maybe it just has to be the Thompsons’ daughter. Would the world expect anything less, anyway? 
“I really admire that, Vela,” Allan states. The conviction in his voice shows that he truly means that statement. “What exactly do you, and the princess, wish of me? Mearl’s army isn’t exactly the largest in the land, but we ogres can certainly pack a punch.”
“She wants to start a mass exodus, freeing as many serpents as she possible can. We’ll storm the humans’ houses and all public areas, letting every snake loose.” Carrick never really explained this part to Vela, and she’s honestly a little scared to hear it. If it means saving the poor creatures from injustice, though, then she’s going to do what it takes. Besides, they’re in way too deep to turn back now. “With the ogres’ army and Princess Lilias working together, the Chancellor will have no choice but to give in.”
“I definitely see how this is possible,” Allan says. “I’m just not so sure I want to do it. There’s so much on the line here, and I’m not even sure the snakes have it so bad.”
“Don’t have it so bad?” Vela leaps out of her seat, absolutely horrified of what she just heard. “They’re completely at the mercy of horrible trainers, too afraid to even speak. They lock the poor things in cages their whole lives and whip them! How would you feel if that happened to you?” She’s never let her emotions take over this much before; this is completely uncharted territory. 
“Calm down, Vela,” Allan says. He keeps a peaceful demeanor and allows the mood to settle. She eventually sits back down after her tiny outburst is complete. Looks like there’s a lot of anger in her just waiting to bust out. “I know; I’ve definitely seen this myself. It’s absolutely awful.” Vela and Carrick can do nothing but wait for what he’ll say next. All the dinner guests are probably anxious for his return. 
“Can you help us?” Carrick asks, not only speaking of him and Vela but every helpless serpent. There’s several seconds of agonizing silence, but then the king speaks once more.
“Mearl’s troops will fight alongside Princess Lilias to do what is needed.” 
Vela’s jaw almost drops, and Carrick is absolutely floored. Neither of them knows what to do or how to react. She almost thinks she imagined that moment. Whatever either of them had said did the trick. They’ve actually accomplished what they set out to do; the battle is about to begin. 
***
“Odgar?” Princess Lilias asks. “What do you see? What’s happening to you?”
The tiny wizard appears to be in a deep state of pain, concentrating extremely hard on something. His entire body is shaking and his cheeks show a deep red hue. It’s like the little man is about to explode.
“I am getting something from Mearl...” he manages to choke out. A few coughs are let out as he begins to open his eyes. “...from Carrick...” Princess Lilias immediately leaps up from her seat, charging toward the wizard as fast as she can. She puts both of her hands on his shoulders. There’s no hiding the anticipating building within her. She looks him directly in the eye with her face almost touching his. 
“What is it? Are they making progress? Have they spoken to the king? Is Vela doing what she’s supposed to? Tell me this instant!”
The strange sensation in Odgar only grows, and he begins letting out groans of pain. This process seems like far too much for him to bear, even an experienced wizard such as he. After a few more seconds, the old man begins to relax as his shoulders droop. With his closed eyes, the princess almost thinks he’s fallen asleep. Without any warning whatsoever, a smile spreads across his face.
“Princess Lilias,” he whispers. “You’ve got your ogre army; they’re willing to fight for you.” She can barely comprehend the news straight off. Her shaky hands cup over her mouth and her eyebrows lower. 
“Odgar,” she says with skepticism. The woman’s obviously scared of getting her hopes up. “You’ve had doubtful visions in the past. How can I believe you for certain?” 
“PRINCESS LILIAS!” a voice blares out of Odgar’s mouth, but it’s certainly not his own this time. Some entity controls his body, and is using him as a vessel. His once closed eyes open to reveal shining white orbs. The princess has heard of this process, but never experienced it first hand before. She leaps back in surprise, knocking a chair over in the back of the room. The wizard’s mouth opens a bit wider, as if making sure the puppet will project a proper message.
“Who? What—are you?” 
“I AM ALLAN, KING OF MEARL, LAND OF OGRES.” 
“You’re... what?” This cannot be happening. Telepathy through a wizard is certainly possible, but almost too rare for a lifetime. Her father never even fully taught her how it worked. It’s something you just hear about in legends. 
“I’M OFFERING MY ARMIES’ SERVICE TO YOU TO CARRY OUT WHAT YOU DESIRE. A HUMAN AND SERPENT HAVE SHOWN ME YOUR INTENTIONS ARE PURE. I’VE SEEN THE HORRORS THE SERPENTS MUST FACE, AND THE ORGRES WILL HELP IN ANY WAY WE CAN.”
Princess Lilias can barely believe what’s happening. Vela and Carrick have actually succeeded, and so quickly too. She honestly thought it’d be weeks before they even got to sit down with him. They’ve actually gotten soldiers to fight with her own. This is all just too good to be true. 
“I... um...” she mumbles. “Thank you, King Allan. You have no idea how much I, Tranthum, and the serpents appreciate this action. You’re going to go down in history for the help you’re giving to me.”
“I CARE NOT FOR RECOGNITION, ONLY FOR JUSTICE,” King Allan blares, as if the thought of historic significance was evil. Odgar’s body still remains a motionless puppet, his shining white eyes gleaming in the darkness. The king gets right to the point. “WHEN DO YOU PLAN TO MOVE OUT?”
Princess Lilias is filled to the brim with impatience. She can barely control herself, or the smile spreading across her face. Her army has been preparing for longer than ever, and is surely more than ready. They’re sick of all the waiting, too. There’s certainly no more time to waste. If this is actually taking place, she needs to move as soon as she can.
“Immediately,” she states with defiance. “We attack at dawn.” 
“SO BE IT, PRINCESS.” 













Chapter 20
Assembling Mearl’s army was much easier than Vela would have thought possible. It’s like they have an instant militia ready to fight at a moment’s notice. Apparently, according to Gareth, this is because ogres tend to not handle conflict well and rush right into fighting. That’s the reason most races aren’t exactly happy with them. It’s also why the kingdom remains so isolated from the rest of the world. Be that as it may, Allan has no trouble gathering troops to fight. Announcing it to the people, however, is a different story. In the darkness of the night, he organized an emergency kingdom council. 
“Based on recent events,” King Allan states. “We have it on good authority serpents are being treated unjustly by humans under Chancellor Pilan’s hand, and the matter must be dealt with. Sadly, the issue will be handled with force; there is no other option.”
As expected, everyone in the crowd is taken completely off guard. Each ogre and ogress looks positively mortified, begging for an explanation of this insanity. The once understanding and calm people erupt into a frenzy. Groans and wails of anger can be heard all around; Vela knew there was a dark side to these people. She and Gareth can do nothing but watch and hope his father can change their attitudes. 
“What’s he talking about?”
“Force?”
“He just got crowned, and we’re already going into battle?”
“Who does he think he is?”
“How dare he do such a thing?”
“He’s a lunatic!”
“Who picked him to be king, anyway?” 
“Vela,” Gareth whispers, “I really want to help the serpents too. You could’ve just told me that’s why you were here.”
“I was afraid,” Vela says. “I didn’t want to cause problems; looks like that ship has sailed.”
Allan blocks out their comments from his mind.
“If one has the power to make a difference,” he glances towards Vela, almost reciting her word for word, “then they would be a fool not to. A wise girl taught me that, and I believe it with all my heart. Since you have elected me ruler, I decide the fate of the kingdom. Our forces will march with Princess Lilias of Tranthum tomorrow, into the land of the humans.”
“Princess Lilias?”
“The witch woman of Tranthum?”
“That’s a dark place... why are we fighting with them?”
“Mearl’s never helped humans; why start now?”
“Why should we trust her? We know nothing about her!”
“She could be leading us to certain death.”
“Who even cares about snakes?” 
“They’ve never done anything for us!”
“I’ve spoken to the princess myself through ancient magic,” he ignores them once more, “and I can assure you she’s worthy of fighting for. She wishes to move as soon as possible, and I couldn’t agree more. We’ve let this torture go on long enough. Our army is assembling as I speak, and I believe hers is already prepared to invade.”
“What exactly are you planning to do?” a very tall purplish ogre yells. He appears a bit more sane and mature than the rest of the crowd. A large black beard overtakes his wrinkled face. A couple fangs poke out of the bottom of his lips. He looks scared to death by this whole affair, as well.
“We plan to release as many serpents as possible, and overthrow the Chancellor.” 
Vela starts to get a little woozy. Her mind and vision blurs, and she almost stumbles onto the ground. Carrick squeezes her arm with his body, pulling her back into reality. Gareth allows the two to have a private conversation.
“You okay, Vela?” he whispers. 
“Yeah... this is just getting really... real. We’re going to invade my own people. Chancellor Pilan has been in charge my whole life. They’re planning to take him down! Am I doing the right thing?” 
“Are your people in the wrong?”
“...yes.”
“Do they need to be stopped?”
She takes a deep sigh.
“They do.”
“Then, you’re doing the right thing. You must stay strong. Remember how they whipped us at Wralda Academy? The choosing ceremony was only the part you saw.” Carrick’s green eyes reflect the memory well and clear. “I actually got off easy. Most were not that lucky.” 
“Absolutely,” Vela states. The disturbing image will never leave her mind. Poor helpless creatures couldn’t even dream of fighting back. That type of submission is absolutely horrifying to her. The worst part was that nobody even cared. 
“Now, we’re going to make sure that never happens again.” 
“I’m ready, Carrick,” Vela says. The doubt just seems to slip away in an instant. If no one else will do anything, then it’s up to her. “We will stop this.”
“Change is scary, but that doesn’t mean you can run from it when someone needs you.”
The words sink into Vela’s heart as the king continues his speech. His voice seems to mesh into a sort of blur, along with each angry outburst from the townsfolk. 
“You’re a smart little snake, you know that?” Vela lets out a tiny giggle. “We would’ve made great police officers together.”
“I suppose you’re right,” he says. 
“The princess has already begun moving her serpents,” the king says. Vela’s mind moves back to his proclamation. “The woman wastes no time, and I don’t intend to either. Mearl’s forces will meet Tranthum’s on the Bridge Between the Mountains. Ogre and snake shall battle together for the first time in history.” 
The crowd bursts into another uproar. Everyone seems to gather even more rage than before.
“Maybe there’s a reason this hasn’t happened before?”
“Snakes aren’t meant to work with ogres.”
“What do we get out of this?”
“I don’t trust that witch princess!”
“She’ll murder us all!” 
“Think about what you’re doing!”
Despite most of Mearl uneasy about the decision, disagreeing with the monarchy would be considered treason. Therefore, whatever Allan decides goes, at least while he retains the kingship. The people do, in fact, trust him even if they’re not so sure about this course of action. It isn’t long before he gathers all the forces, calling the soldiers from their huts to join. Declining was certainly not an option for any able ogre.
Eventually, as the sun rises, the makeshift army is finally deemed fit to move, equipped with armor, thick boots, shields, and swords. Some have javelins while others wield axes. They aren’t exactly the strongest group in the world, but time is of the essence. Allan bids farewell to a waving crowd of ogresses and children, once again promising the mission would be a simple and successful task. There’s no way they could lose with both kingdoms working together. The people still can’t bring themselves to truly believe him. 
“Princess Lilias and I have studied those who lead before us, and we surely know how to handle conflict. Mearl or Tranthum, each of us was taught by the best. This action wouldn’t be taken if it weren’t absolutely necessary, and both of us are aware of that. Your men are in good hands.” 
Vela, and Carrick both know this might not be a conflict so easily resolved. The Chancellor isn’t just going to let a bunch of foreigners come and take their pets. On the other hand, ‘ignorance is bliss’ might work best since many of the crowd were in tears. Maybe giving them any hope possible is the best thing to do, whether it be true or not. 
A massive horn blares. The deep note is so loud that all the voices in the crowd silence. A tiny gust blows by in the eerie morning darkness. Some ogresses’ tears can still be heard. With the stomping of boots and spears in hand, an ogre army charges through the wind. 
King Allan stands by Vela, Gareth, and Carrick, giving them nothing but a firm stare. 
“I’m trusting you both,” he says. “Lilias better know what she’s doing.”
“I assure you, she does,” Carrick states. “I’ve served her for most of my life, and she’s never cared about something so much. She’ll give it her all that justice is served.”
“Then,” King Allan says. “We’ll surely do the same.”
“You can help them, Dad,” Gareth says while watching the soldiers march. “Beat that evil Chancellor!”






Chapter 21
Princess Lilias marches behind her army, talking with numerous generals and soldiers. Mila made sure every precaution is taken, and each and every serpent knows what is asked of them. They’ve been through a similar spiel as the ogres, only the snakes are far more willing to battle. It is for their own kind, after all. That’s a lot more incentive to barge into a land uninvited, especially when their people have been treated so poorly for so long.
“Release as many as you can!” she blares. “Humans are strong, but not enough to take down all of us at once. Anything and everything you do can make a difference. With Mearl’s ogres by our side, we’ll be unstoppable.” The snakes cheer and shoot out their curve tongues. It’s a completely opposite feel; they’re raring to go. “The snakes will be free once again! This oppression will finally end! Chancellor Pilan will torture them no more!”
“Freedom!”
“Justice!”
“Down with Pilan!”
“No more oppression!”
“Stop this evil!”
“We can save them!”
“Make a difference.”
Each and every snake seems ready to attack, nothing holding them back whatsoever. Their brethren have been tortured for so long, most didn’t even think change was possible. Now, the time is finally upon them; they couldn’t be more determined. 
With a few more words of encouragement from the princess, though they surely don’t need them, the serpents begin the march to the Bridge Between the Mountains. The land fills with the sounds of slithering serpents, most wearing armor as well. However, unlike the ogres, brute force is certainly not their strategy. Each and every snake has psychic powers, and that can mean telepathy, telekinesis, levitation, scrying, etc.  Not every serpent can do most of these, but many have mastered at least one of the techniques. 
The pyro-kinetic snakes’ duties are to start fires. With the proper thought and mental stimulation, they can actually cause buildings to start ablaze. It would just be tiny at first, but in time, the disaster could be catastrophic. Three scrying snakes can gaze into the immediate future. They can stop the princess from making an ill decision she’ll immediately regret.  This ability doesn’t often work though, only if something of great danger is about to occur. Levitating snakes can actually manage to not only hover, but fly for a short period of time. This will surely come in handy dodging the humans’ attempts to snatch them. 
Dowsing serpents are known for locating secret objects unknown to most. With the power of their minds, they can see things beyond the comprehension of any other creature. Apportation snakes are the most common, and have the power to teleport small objects at will. They’re kept towards the front of the lines, as knives, swords, and daggers may need to be hurled at a moment’s notice. The ability also enables them to be expert archers if they’re trained correctly. 
With her army before her, Princess Lilias feels a deep sense of pride. She’s done a great job with forming a massive battalion. Each and every one will give their all for the cause. It almost makes her choke up. She glances toward the sky, seeing massive mountains in the distance. Tranthum begins to disappear in the distance, giving way to the snowy landscape. A few birds soar across the sky in V-formation. Eventually, the serpents in front see something up ahead. 
“It’s them!”
“The ogres are here!”
“I didn’t think they’d actually show!”
“I can’t believe it.”
“It’s time.” 
“Let’s go!”
In the distance, a large group of ogres of all shapes and sizes arrives. All of their weapons seem quite ferocious, ranging from flails, spears, lances, swords, maces, to massive axes. It’s absolutely horrifying to gaze upon, and this may just strike fear into the humans altogether. The two armies seeing each other gives them each a burst of energy. They rush towards each other at an even faster pace than before. Snakes barrel through the gravel, and ogres slam their boots into dirty snow. It isn’t long before the two armies meet on a massive wooden structure; the Bridge Between the Mountains. It seems a bit ancient, and even shaky, with so many bodies on top of it, but it holds firm. Many ogres and serpents have never seen the other kind before, so all they do is stare in awe. 
“Halt, serpents!” the princess wails.
“Stop, ogres!” the king shouts. 
The two leaders rush to the head of their armies, eyeing each other up and down the whole way. 
“Princess Lilias,” Allan says. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person; I’ve certainly heard much about you over the years. You hold quite a reputation.”
“...and I have heard absolutely nothing of you, sir,” she says. “Then again, you did just come into power. I cannot express how grateful I am, you may lose your new title because of me.”
“If that’s what it takes for justice, then so be it.” 
“I’m glad to hear you say that, and I--” She stops in mid-sentence, seeing all too familiar faces come into view. A teenage girl strides up to the rulers, carrying a tiny black snake in her hands. He shoots out his tongue and bows to his princess with reverence.
“Carrick and Vela, my two brilliant diplomats. I don’t think this could’ve happened without you... I owe you my thanks.”
The princess then bows down to them, catching them completely off guard. A ruler should NEVER lower status to anyone like that, yet here she is doing just that. Vela is totally speechless, and even Carrick finds it difficult to come up with a response. This woman would’ve died sooner than bow to anyone before.
“Please don’t, Your Majesty,” he says. “It was only our duty; I am nothing more than your servant.” 
“Me, as well,” Vela mumbles. “You actually gave me purpose. I never had that before.”
“Honestly, I don’t think I would’ve agreed if it weren’t for them,” King Allan states. “A human girl willing to battle her own kind just to give serpents a voice... it’s nothing short of inspiring.”
Vela’s never received a type of compliment like this. It’s so foreign that she can’t even comprehend it. Lazy, sleepy, disappointing, and not-as-good are more common descriptions for her, certainly not inspiring. A small tear starts to form out of the corner of her eye. 
“I... thank you, King Allan...”
“He’s right, Vela. You’re a hero for even trying to make a difference, and now you truly have.”
King Allan turns to both armies, announcing a proclamation to everyone at once. 
“This fight is not only for the serpents, but for those like this girl, Vela. She knew something was wrong, and stood up against her own kind to stop it. Not many would ever consider that, or even care that much to try. Show her you appreciate her bravery!”
“Vela!” a young ogre soldier wails. He raises his javelin for her.
“For Vela!” a serpent yells, concluding it with a short hiss. 
“She’s a hero!”
“Let’s do this for her!”
“For Vela!”
Vela is so overwhelmed, she can barely turn her attention to each new shout. It seems there’s a yell of admiration from every serpent and ogre on the bridge. She can’t even believe they’re shouting her name; does she really deserve this? Shouldn’t standing up to wrong treatment just be normal? Why is she so special? Nonetheless, she does her best to hold it together.
“Now!” Princess Lilias shouts at the top of her lungs. Both armies are rendered silent immediately. A few snow flurries blow through the freezing air. “We begin!”
She hums some deep chant to herself, moving her hands in a strange, triangular motion. Waves of black and violet circle each other, occasionally bursting with a flash of blue lightning. King Allan steps back, a little terrified of what she’s doing. Magic has always been a Tranthum type practice, certainly not something ogres deal with every day. 
The manifestation becomes so large it starts to overtake the whole bridge. The rickety structure creaks with the weight. Snow falls off the edge crashing onto the gravel. A few wood beams even break off and fall into some boulders. Without even an order, both snakes and ogres stampede into the portal, abandoning the mountains behind. 
“Here we go,” King Allan states. 
Gareth grabs onto Vela’s waist, showing fear for the first time. 








Chapter 22
Snowy mountains and murky skies are replaced with instant darkness, as if all perception of time has been altered. This in no way slows the troops down, as ogres and serpents charge out of the portal. They are no longer from Mearl or Tranthum, anymore, but just one army. In fact, a few ogres can be seen carrying some tiny serpents on their shoulders. Two races that never even thought to talk to each other now fight side by side. It’s truly a miraculous sight to see. 
The humans around have absolutely no idea what do. Each and every one erupts into a mass panic. Salesmen abandon their merchandise, dashing toward the first open door they see. A couple women grabs their children and rush into nearby houses. Screams of horror sound from all along the street. A little girl begins to wail with all her might until an adult grabs her.
“Ambush!” one yells.
“We’re being attacked!”
“Help!” 
“Invasion!”
“Stop them!” 
“Call the police, the army... someone!” 
“Ogres!”
“Snakes!”
Vela glances to her left, seeing a burly green ogre rush up to a tiny wooden house. He pulls his arm back for a massive punch to the door, slamming it into pieces. It breaks so easily it must not have taken any effort at all. The ogre strides into the house without hesitation, bringing his spear with him. He ignores a man’s pathetic attempts to stop him, shoving his massive green hand into the guy’s face. Without even a second thought, he throws him onto the floor with ease. Inside the house, a couple blue serpents slither inside a silver cage. They look up at the ogre with total confusion.
He obviously possesses superior strength, as he’s able to bend the bars easily. Within moments, he’s able to yank the two out of their prison. The ogre rushes back out the front door with the creatures. He sets them down onto the street, letting them slither away to freedom.
“Thank you,” one whispers.
“I can’t believe it,” the other says. “We’re free!”
“Run!” the ogre bellows with a massive, deep tone. The blue snakes waste no time arguing and rush away into the night. It isn’t long before they disappear out of sight completely. 
To her right, Vela sees two maroon serpents rush into a massive brick home. They appear quite large, and even have a bit of trouble getting their tails up the front steps. Suddenly, both of their eyes shine a bright yellow color as their bodies begin to shine. A burst of fire shoots out of their mouths, making the wooden door ignite in an instant. With a few slams into the structure, the two are able to break in. Some glass breaks, and massive cabinets fall inside shattering figurines and vases everywhere. The pyro-kinetic serpents soon emerge with four snakes following behind them. Just like that, a new batch is rescued. 
“You’re saving us?”
“Really?”
“I thought we’d be here forever.”
“Not if Princess Lilias has anything to say about it,” the maroon snake says. “You’re free! Get out of here!”
“Flee!” the other chimes in. “Flee!”
Like before, the snakes scurry off into the night, not wasting a second to look back. The two maroon ones move on to the next house. 
“It looks like things are going well,” Carrick says. “Vela, please place me down.” She obeys the request, gently placing his body on the gravel. With deep concentration, his molecules begin to shake and fade with the air. He almost starts to have a holographic appearance. After a few moments, his form begins to grow at a rapid pace. Vela backs up a bit, totally in awe at what’s happening. The once tiny shake becomes a massive monster once more. A few ogres appear so shocked they stumble back a few paces. 
“Good to see you back to your old self,” Vela says with a smirk, “...The Problem.”
“Ah, yes, that is what they called me isn’t it,” he says. Another group of freed snakes rush by him. “I think it’s time for me cause some more problems. Don’t you think?”
“I do,” Vela says. “Let’s save some snakes!” She yells a war cry of her own, rushing with her partner down the street. With Carrick now massive again, people waste no time getting out of his way. Humans, serpents, and ogres allow him a direct path anywhere he chooses. 
Vela and Carrick see an unoccupied house up ahead, seemingly untouched by Lilias’s or Allan’s troops. They rush up the front rickety steps, charging across the porch. Inside, Vela sees a scared little boy and girl hunkered down by the fireplace. They look absolutely mortified at what’s going on. Their little bodies shake uncontrollably. She does her best to try and calm them down.
“Hey, it’s okay,” Vela says. “Just let us get this over with.” She motions to Carrick, who has already slithered into the kitchen. He seems to making quite a ruckus, as pots and pans fall onto the floor with massive banging. Drawers open and silverware clangs onto the tile floor. After a few minutes, he emerges with two orange serpents behind him. 
“He’s rescuing us!”
“We can leave!”
The little children look absolutely floored. 
“Our snakes can talk?” the little boy asks.
“Seriously?” his sister chimes in. She looks like she’s about to faint from shock.
“Yes,” Vela answers. “It’s a long story, but you’re going to have to trust us for now. They have to be set free.”
The two children nod, though it’s obvious they’re uneasy about the whole thing. Carrick guides the two out to freedom, allowing them to vanish into the night like the others. Everything seems to be going according to plan. Glancing along the block, Vela sees armed soldiers freeing snakes left and right. All sizes, shapes, and different colored serpents slither throughout the street, desperate for their chance at escape. The recurring ‘thank you,’ can be heard from all around. 
An alarm rings out through the land, blaring at an extremely loud decibel. If this mission was planned to go undetected, that hope is surely squashed now. Everyone in town must know about the ‘snake rebellion’ happening. Suddenly, a massive group of police officers charge through the street. Each has a ferocious serpent at his or her side, ready to attack anything... even their own kind. Vela even recognizes some of them from Wralda Academy. Princess Lilias and King Allan then lay eyes on the man ordering them. Vela’s only seen this monster at occasional public functions. The tall, black bearded leader whips several serpents as hard as he can. He has nothing but utter rage showing in his gritting teeth. Chancellor Pilan charges onto the scene.  
“How dare you invade human land!” he blares. His numerous wrinkles show the man is quite aged. “You’ll all be sentenced to death. You’ve declared war between our peoples!”
“...and you’ve tortured mine!” Princess Lilias wails right back at him, rushing at him head on. She points her finger right at him the whole time, not afraid of any oncoming officer. “All these years, my snakes have done nothing but bowed down. All they could do is submit.”
“If something is weaker than another,” Chancellor Pilan says, “then, yes, submitting is what’s going to happen, you witch. Their psychic powers are pivotal to our society; we cannot lose them. How would we catch criminals and keep order?”
“Without torching a race in the process!” the princess screams. Every bit of rage that she’s been holding in finally explodes. A young female officer charges at her. The princess flicks her finger, slamming the young woman with a burst of green energy. “You can’t just make living creatures do whatever you want! Every creature deserves freedom!” She shoots a white light beam at another male officer, bashing him and his serpent before they reach her. 
“That sounds like something called anarchy,” Pilan states, “...and I refuse to let idiots ruin proper structure. I’ve been in power a long time, you know, and I don’t think daddy’s princess knows what she’s talking about.” 
“You must be stopped,” King Allan says. Gareth has run to hide behind a nearby trash can. “I’ve only been king a short time, and I’m well aware you’re not fit to rule. We end this right here.” He motions to two of his strongest ogres to his left and right. These are a deep black color, with sharp silver nails and fangs. None of the others have come close to their size; he’s obviously been saving them. “Attack!”
The huge ogres let out a war cry, showing their strong muscles. They charge toward the dark man, not holding back anything whatsoever. 
“How pitiful,” Chancellor Pilan says, motioning to two purple serpents at his side. Each has a blue diamond design on their whole body. “Destroy them!” They leap into action, hissing with a fang show of their own. Their black eyes strike fear into each of their ogres, but neither stops their charge. Ogres are trained from birth to never give into any enemy, even when obvious defeat is the only outcome. Fighting ‘til the death is the highest honor a solider can have.
One serpent wraps its massive tail around an ogre before it has a chance to react. It constricts its victim with ease. The ogre can’t even move its arms to stop it. His eyes almost bulge out of his skull. The other has somewhat better luck, managing to grab the snake’s thick neck. Its black eyes, however, alter to a shimmering blue as the snake bashes the ogre with blue flames. The huge burst shoots out of its mouth, slamming right into the ogre’s chest. He bangs against the street with a massive thud. It appears their size didn’t do much for them at all.
Princess Lilias then sends her best serpents ahead, each controlling sharp daggers with their kinetic powers. She hopes their fates will turn out better than Allan’s soldiers. Pilan motions with a flick of his finger, and they alter their course. Lilias’ snakes swing the knives, but they miss by miles. Pilans’ are just too quick with far too much agility and cunning. Whatever training Lilias had done is turning out to be useless. His serpents overpower hers, biting their necks with their sharper fangs. It isn’t long before their minds give in and they drop their daggers to the ground, hitting asphalt with a clink.
“If you’re done playing games,” Chancellor Pilan says, “I can just take you both prisoner now and end all this. It would make things easier.”
A massive ball of light slams into Pilan’s head. He lets out a gasp, completely caught off guard. Vela, Carrick, Lilias, Gareth, Allan, and several ogres and snakes glance around looking for a source, but none can be found. It’s like it just came out of thin air. 
“Whoever’s responsible just ordered themselves an immediate death sentence!” Pilan yells, rotating in a circle. “Show yourself this instant--!”
Another ball of light shoots out from the opposite side, knocking Pilan completely onto the street. His body slams down within a second, rendering blood to flow out from his chest. He shouts obscenities as he tries to pull himself back up. Suddenly, the two responsible come into view. They dash out onto the scene, preparing more projectiles by the second. Vela’s jaw drops, and she’s unable to believe what’s going on; her parents, the famous Thompsons, are attacking their beloved Chancellor.





Chapter 23
“Mom!” she shouts at the top of her lungs. The two rush over to her as fast as they can manage, keeping Pilan in sight the whole way. “Dad!”
 It’s not long before they embrace their daughter in a much needed hug. They haven’t seen each other in quite some time, the last being a major fight at the dinner table. Vela would be distraught if that’s how they ended things.
“Don’t you ever leave us again!” she yells. “You had us worried sick. Do you how much danger you were in?”
“We’re just so glad you’re back,” her father chimes in. 
“Vela, people had been talking about an uprising somewhere. I just didn’t know it’d be so soon, or that you’d actually be a part of it!”
“She has done so much for our cause,” Princess Lilias states. “I don’t know how I can repay her.”
In the midst of their discussion, the Chancellor manages to pull himself off the ground with the serpents’ assistance. Both of the purple beasts are needed to lift his body up. He looks severely distraught by what just happened. 
“You two were the greatest police officers we had!” he shouts, wiping more blood from his cheeks. “You were an inspiration; everyone looked up to the Thompsons. Why would you turn your back on me now?”
“...because our daughter was right, Pilan,” Mr. Thompson says. “Every life is precious and deserves respect. You can’t just use creatures for what you want to do.”
“Pathetic... weak... babies...” Chancellor Pilan mumbles to himself. He wipes a fresh batch of blood off of his face. “I actually thought you two were tough once. Now, I have to kill you off like the rest. Attack!”
His trusty two serpents charge toward the Thompsons. Vela screams in panic; she just watched these two destroy the strongest ogres and snakes around. How will her parents be any different? Her mom attempts to shoot a ball of magic at its head, but the snake is far too savvy for that. It slithers under it and lunges for her, piercing her shoulder with its fangs. She lets out a massive moan of agony. 
“Help!” she wails at the top of her lungs. Vela feels utterly useless, and can do nothing but watch her mother tortured. Her dad, however, leaps into action shooting the snake with a ball of green flames. They hit head on. The blazing snake abandons Mrs. Thompson, shaking uncontrollably in pure insanity. An ogre takes advantage of this opportunity, slicing the serpent with its huge sword. Chancellor Pilan watches with horror as his beloved fighter is chopped into two halves. Both squirm and thrash for a few seconds. Eventually, they collapse onto the street as the flames fade with the air. 
Five of Princess Lilias’s strongest snakes latch onto the other, overpowering it completely. His may be larger, but the numbers lie on Tranthum’s side. It can’t shake all of them at once. One leaps onto its head, another its tail, with more going for the center. Eventually, a snake manages to pierce the monster’s neck. The serpent dies almost as quick as its partner. The Chancellor is fuming, screaming obscenities and stomping his feet. Mr. Thompson gets right back up and fires balls of light at the man once more. Vela’s mother has slowed down because of her injuries. He can dodge them at first, but both at once gets a bit too much to handle. 
Suddenly, a hand taps Vela’s shoulder. She turns around, seeing a face she can’t believe she’s forgotten about. The heavy glasses shine in the moonlight. Vela never really thought she was ever going to see her face again. 
“Olivia! It’s really you!” Vela grasps her mouth with her hands. “I can’t believe it.”
She dashes up to her, embracing her friend. These two have basically seen each other every day since they were five. 
“Vela, I’m so glad you’re okay,” she says. “Everyone thought you ran away for good. I... never thought you’d come back.”
“You too,” she says. “I missed you.”
“I’m so sorry I never listened to you,” Olivia says, shaking her head in disappointment. “Thanks goodness there’s people like you who actually care. That snake did really talk.”
Vela’s eyes move over to her parents locked in mid-battle. Even with the serpents gone, the Chancellor is still packing quite a punch. He’s parrying and dodging everything the Thompsons seem to throw at him. His long years of experience ruling the humans is starting to show. Olivia says six words that change absolutely everything.
“I think I can stop him.”
“What? How?” Vela looks shocked; the bookworm from Wralda Acadamy knows how to take down Pilan? 
“You know all those classes you slept through,” she says. “Some of them actually taught some very dark stuff. There is a secret killing spell, but we both need to take a part in it.”  
“They taught us that?”
“Mr. Blankin only touched on it,” Olivia says, “but I convinced him to teach me how it worked after class one day.”
“Okay,” she says. Vela always thought she was just doing clubs or extra credit; she had no idea what her friend was really messing with. “What do I have to do?”
“We both have to recite a spell with him in between us. I’ll be the head caster, and you’ll be the deflector. A black light will shine from me to you, taking away his soul in the process.” Olivia looks up, making sure Pilan isn’t spying on their conversation. Luckily, he remains in deep battle with Vela’s parents. “It has to be him in the middle, or someone else dies. Do you understand?”
“I guess so,” Vela says. This type of dark magic is completely illegal, and she’s well aware of it. They’ve both already committed a felony just by speaking of it. “What’s the spell?”
Olivia leans in, her blonde hair falling onto Vela’s shoulder. She whispers it into Vela’s ear a few times, making sure she’s memorized it completely. After a couple times, the words become infused in her brain.
“Got it?”
“Yes.”
“Then, let’s go.”
Olivia dashes away at full speed. She doesn’t even look back, doing her best to not be seen. Though a couple snakes and ogres glance her way, the girl generally remains undetected. She disappears amongst some serpents after a few seconds. Vela glances back to her parents; the Thompsons have gotten impatient. They’ve begun shooting energy balls at a much faster pace. It seems the Chancellor has absolutely no issue deflecting them; everything is up to these two girls now. The princess and King Allan watch from the sidelines along with Gareth, distraught their soldiers were so easily crushed. Suddenly, Vela catches Olivia signaling her from the other side of Pilan. Her bright blonde hair makes her visible. She sees her mouth the word ‘now!’
Both Vela and Olivia step out onto the battle scene, as everyone’s eyes now lie on them. 
“What is this?” Pilan says. “Do you honestly think you kids can touch me?”
“Darkness lies within each heart, just waiting for the time to show...”
“No...” the Chancellor mumbles with horror. The two continue the chant with utter concentration, making sure Pilan stays in between them. 
“...for no one lacks the wicked want, to stop the demon’s inner glow.”
Vela and Olivia announce the forbidden curse word for word, creating a massive wave of black magic. The sensation overwhelms the two girls, filling their bodies with an evil possession. A dark beam shoots first from Olivia over to Vela, piercing through Pilan’s heart in the process. He erupts in a massive flash of white lightning. The man is utterly paralyzed, unable to even attempt to fight back. His eyes bulge from his head as each limb collapses. It isn’t long before the beam of darkness fades his body away. After a few lightning flashes, there’s nothing left at all. His two serpents glance left and right but can’t find anything; their leader is completely gone.
					***
“Vela!” 
“Huh? Wha--?”
“Vela,” Gareth says. She gets a hazy vision of the tiny ogre standing over her. Mini fangs peek out of his scaly mouth. “Guys, she’s getting up!”
“Gareth?” Vela mumbles. “What happened?”
“The Chancellor’s dead!” he shouts with a burst of joy. “You killed him; the curse worked... but...” His expression suddenly alters to total sadness. He rubs the back of his long ears, as if unsure how to break some depressing news. 
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Um...”
“Gareth, just tell me.”
“They can’t wake Olivia up.”









Chapter 24
“No...” Vela’s head still hurts, but she’s able to rise up off the street. Some blood flows down her check, but she wipes it away quickly. Everything around her is still a bit blurry. She can make out a couple ogres and snakes, but not much else. Everyone seems to be in silence, as several people look over an unconscious Olivia. “Gareth, do they think she’s alive?”
“My dad said she used very, very bad magic,” he says. “She took the lead on the spell so she took most of the hit.”
“She never told me this would happen.”
“I’m sorry,” Gareth mumbles. The little ogre is actually starting to cry. “He said this is probably it for her.”
Vela can’t stop the tears from forming. She can’t lose her best friend like this. They’ve been together for so long and it’ll all be over because of Pilan. She gave up her life fighting for what Vela believed in; to save her too. 
“Olivia!” she screams, leaning down to her best friend. Princess Lilias, King Allan, and her parents move over to give her some room. Several snakes bow their heads in respect. The girl’s eyes remain closed and her body feels cold. There are so many scratches and bruises it looks like’s she’s been in an explosion.
“Vela,” her father says. “I don’t think she can come back from that spell.”
“I’m so sorry,” her mother adds. She can’t stop crying as well, leaning on her husband for support. “I just don’t understand why she can’t wake up.” 
“Vela was the deflector,” an old man says. He rushes onto the scene as fast as his legs can carry him. Vela can’t believe it; her old Wralda Academy instructor Mr. Blankin bends down to the girls. She hasn’t seen him since the day she first got Carrick. “Being the deflector in the process allows Vela no harm. Olivia took the head caster role, meaning she wouldn’t make it through the process alive.”
“What?” Vela looks mortified. She can barely choke out her next sentence. “She never told me... she was going to die; I never... would’ve done it.” 
Mr. Blankin emits a deep sigh. 
“That’s probably why she didn’t tell you,” he says. “She knew you wouldn’t agree to it.”
A dark silence settles over the street. An ogre can be heard crying a few yards away. More snakes bow their heads. Nobody knows how to react, or the proper thing to say. Olivia gave up her life to save them all. How can you ever repay something like that? Vela just lost the best friend she’s ever had in her entire life. What in the world is she supposed to do?
“What happens now?” Vela asks. She’s not really sure who she’s addressing. The poor girl is completely lost in the world. 
“With the Chancellor gone,” Mr. Thompson says, “there’s going to need to be some elections for a new leader.”
“Yes, there will,” Vela’s mother adds, “...a sane leader, this time.”
“I think you two would do a fine job,” Princess Lilias says. “I see how much you care for serpents, and people. If I have any say when the time comes, you two have my full support.”
“I guess us getting married is out of the question?” Gareth asks with a tiny laugh through his tears. Vela lets out a grin.
	“I don’t know about marriage,” Vela says, “but you’re definitely staying my friend forever; that much I’m sure of.” She gives Gareth the biggest hug she can; crying even harder onto the little ogre. Without Olivia, this little dude may be all she has right now.
“You’re always welcome with us, Vela,” King Allan places a hand on her shoulder. “You can live in our palace for as long as you wish, no matter what.”
“...even forever!” Gareth chimes in, never willing to let this hug end. Vela’s not going to stop it either. 
“You can come back to Wralda Academy; maybe work with me somewhere?” Mr. Blankin offers. “I know you can be great; you did graduate after all. I’d hate to see that go to waste.”
“I think it’s best she go home with us,” Mr. Thompson declares. “She needs to be with her parents, at least for now.” 
“Yes, that’s what she should do,” Mrs. Thompson agrees. 
“Vela,” Princess Lilias steps up. “Don’t mind me being bold, but can I suggest living in Tranthum with me? I need a head officer in my kingdom. Controlling the entire land by myself has gotten time consuming, and quite lonely to be honest.” She motions toward the massive black snake with green eyes, “...and I don’t think someone’s ready to lose you just yet.”
Vela lets out a small smile, letting her eyes meet Carrick’s once more. 
“If you wish,” he adds, “I would love to fight alongside you again. We make a pretty good team.”
“Princess Lilias,” Vela says, finally letting go of Gareth. She suddenly gets a massive revelation. All her life she was just being told what to do and who she had to be. You have to be as good as your parents, you have to live up to these expectations, you have to go to Wralda Academy, you have to be a police officer... the list goes on and on. Now, someone’s actually allowing her to make a decision that’s her own, and it’s a path she truly does want to take. That’s one the Thompsons’ daughter is definitely not going to refuse. “I would be honored to be your head officer.”

The End
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