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			Chapter 1

			A Boy Named Joe

		

	

  

		
			Joe the Fourth . . . Now, where shall I begin? This is the hardest and most important part about telling any story, you see. For I could begin this story when Joe was still a baby, and all was right in his world. But if I did that, several chapters would be filled with nothing but messy diapers, sleepless nights, and incoherent baby babblings, all of which I’m sure you have no desire to read about, and I have even less of a desire to write about. So, I suppose we shall not start there.  
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			If I wanted somewhere more exciting to start, I could tell you about the night Joe the Fourth was mysteriously removed from his own family and left in the care of another. This new family had four children of their own and had no intention of adopting another, especially not a mysterious one, when he was mysteriously left on their porch by a mysterious stranger one mysterious night. But if I knew more about that part of Joe’s life, I would not have called it mysterious, now would I?

			

			If I wanted somewhere sad to start, I could begin by telling you how Joe’s adopted family completely ignored everything the young boy did. They never sent him to school, bought him shoes that fit, or gave him his own toothbrush. However, to start the story there would be rather depressing. So, to avoid the most tears from my readers, perhaps the best place to start is by simply telling you who Joe the Fourth was, since I’m assuming you have not met him.

			When I first met Joe the Fourth, he seemed like every other eleven-year-old boy in Havencrest. If you’re not sure what an eleven-year-old boy from Havencrest is like, I assure you that they are very similar to eleven-year-old boys from wherever it is you’re from. Maybe you’re even an eleven-year-old boy yourself; in which case, Joe the Fourth was very much like you.

			Joe lived in the small village of Fargone on an even smaller farm. He had three older brothers: Joe the First, who was the oldest, Joe the Second, who was the second oldest, and Joe the Third, who was the fourth oldest but the third “Joe” because in between Joe the Second and Joe the Third, there was a sister. Her name, unlike her brothers, was Jo. Our Joe, being the youngest, was, of course, named Joe the Fourth. 

			

			Yes, yes, I know, their parents were not very creative when it came to naming their children. They, however, thought themselves rather clever. You see, with all of their children having the same name, they had never once called one of them by the wrong name, as other less clever parents often do. Giving the children the same name had its benefits, although it also caused a great deal of confusion, as you might well imagine. If their father wanted Joe the Second, for example, he would call out “Joe!” in his loud booming voice and all of his children would come running, even their sister Jo, who could never tell when their father called out “Joe!” or simply “Jo!” 

			Joe the Fourth, however, had learned long ago not to come when his father called. This was not because he was a disobedient boy, by any means, but because his father had never once called for him. In fact, none of his family had ever called Joe the Fourth for any reason. Because of this, Joe sometimes wondered if he even existed. He wondered about this, especially on the days when his family didn’t call him in for dinner (which happened every night) or forgot to sign him up for school (which happened every year). 

			But despite the many cold dinners he had eaten and the lack of schooling he had received, Joe the Fourth still grew and learned a great many things on his own. He even taught himself to read by listening to his siblings do their homework each night (for the school their parents did sign them up for). 

			

			Since learning this skill, Joe the Fourth had hardly gone a minute without a book in his hands. The books he liked most were about daring people having daring adventures, and as often happens when reading a good book, reading made Joe the Fourth long for an adventure of his own. He read about incredible places he could actually visit, like the Luna Sea, which (as everyone knows) is not made of water as seas often are, but is instead a sea of clouds. Those who sail it often see things that are not really there. He’d read about the towering Mount Taine in the north, which is always capped with snow and ice, even in the summer. And he’d read about the great Westernmoor Plains, which are miles and miles of golden grasslands that look like a rolling sea when the wind blows. It is inhabited mostly by wild wolves and those brave enough (or stupid enough) to live there. 

			Since he didn’t have to go to school, and since being ignored also meant he’d never been given any chores to do, Joe the Fourth often sat on the fence at the edge of his family’s farm. Here, he would gaze off down the dirt road that could take him far away, his mind lost in the imagination of where he might end up if he ever dared to venture forth. 

			

			On the day in which our story starts, Joe the Fourth was imagining himself taking this road and running all the way to the Luna Sea. He wouldn’t stop until he reached those cloudy beaches, and there he’d jump right into the white fluffy depths and hitch a ride on a skywhale. He was just imagining standing on the skywhale’s back as they traversed the sea when he spotted something unusual coming down the road towards him. 

			It was a man. 

			Now, nothing was particularly unusual about this man, except that he was not where he usually was, which was unusual in its own right. Some might call him a stranger, but Joe, having never left his family’s farm, had never met a stranger and therefore didn’t know what one was. 

			Joe’s curiosity was piqued, and he stared—perhaps a bit rudely—at the man as he approached. 

			The stranger was a kindly-looking man with hair and beard that were almost entirely gray. He was walking fairly quickly despite the gigantic pack on his back. Perched at the very end of his round nose were a pair of spectacles. He peered over the top of them at a map that he constantly turned in various directions as though spinning it might help him figure out where he was. 

			It would do little good, Joe knew. Fargone was so small it hadn’t made it onto any maps. 

			

			The man stopped in the middle of the road. He squinted at his surroundings, then back at his map, his bushy eyebrows furrowed together as he spun the parchment around a few times more. He looked up again and just happened to spot Joe sitting on the fence a few paces away. His face lit up. 

			“Oh, hello there!” he said. 

			He hurried forward, his pack swaying precariously on his back. 
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“Do you happen to know which road will take me to the city of Dawnlor?” the man asked, holding up his map for Joe to see. 

			It was currently upside-down. 

			

			“No,” Joe said with a shake of his head. Although he had read a few geography books, it is hard to know how to get somewhere if you don’t know where to start. 

			“Oh, that is a shame,” the man said and went back to studying his upside-down map. 

			“Why are you going to Dawnlor?” Joe asked. Although he didn’t know where it was, he knew that Dawnlor was the capital city of Havencrest (the country in which he lived). The architecture there was supposed to be stunning. 

			“Hum, what? Oh, well, I’m going to Dawnlor to be a professor at the school there,” the man said. “Dawnlor Academy for Young Children Aspiring for a Realistic Education.”

			“A school!” Joe said, his eyes sparkling at the thought. Unlike most children, Joe the Fourth longed to go to school more than anything else in the world. 

			Now, before you judge Joe the Fourth too harshly for his love of something you probably find terribly boring, you must remember that Joe the Fourth had never been to school and therefore hadn’t experienced things like homework and studying, tests, or assignments. All he knew was that school was somewhere where he could learn about the places he longed to visit, and perhaps how to actually visit them one day.

			

			“Is Dawnlor Academy one of those schools where the children can live there and don’t have to go home every day?” Joe asked, a plan beginning to form in his mind. 

			“Why, yes, yes it is,” the man said.

			Joe was nearly squirming with excitement. There was a school in Dawnlor where he could learn and explore the city all at the same time. And all the while, he’d be away from a family who constantly ignored him, forgot all of his birthdays, and never bought him his own toothbrush. It sounded perfect in Joe’s imagination, but as I often say, imaginations can only take you to imaginary places, and when you actually get to the places you’ve imagined, they’re never quite how you’ve imagined them to be. 

			But I will stop saying “imagined” now, as a person without any imagination entered the conversation.

			“Can I help you?” Joe’s father asked, stepping up to the fence. Ignoring Joe, he exchanged pleasantries with the stranger before motioning down the road. He mentioned an inn about a day’s journey away where the man could get directions to Dawnlor, because he, like Joe the Fourth, was not well-traveled and had no idea how to get there. 

			The stranger thanked Joe’s father for this much-needed information and bid them both farewell before hiking up his pack, pushing up his glasses, and heading off on his way.

			

			With a deep sense of longing in his heart, Joe the Fourth watched the man as he disappeared among Fargone’s rolling hills. He wished he could jump up and follow him all the way to school in Dawnlor, and I’m actually a little surprised that he didn’t, knowing what I know of Joe today. 

			And that, my friends, was how I first met Joe the Fourth. Little did I know then, I had just spoken to one of the greatest people who would ever set foot in Dawnlor, although he had yet to set foot there himself. Even to this day, I don’t know how I stumbled onto that little farm in the small village of Fargone. Out of all the hundreds of farms in all the hundreds of villages across Havencrest, I found that one. I believe some unseen hand must have guided me, for even though I am not necessarily the main character of this story, my visit that day started something. There were new ideas in Joe’s head. These ideas would eventually lead to the overthrow of a rather inadequate and obnoxious king, as well as many other things that would take books and books to record. 

			But we shall speak more about that later. Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. 

		


		
			Chapter 2

			WARNING! 

			Do Not Run Away From Home!

		

	

		
			

			As I have mentioned before, Joe the Fourth loved to read, and as I haven’t mentioned before, his favorite place to read was up in the barn’s loft. He would burrow down in a pile of hay he had made into a kind of seat beneath the loft’s single window. On a warm spring day, he could sit up there and read for hours and hours. But the day in which this story takes place was different. That day, Joe the Fourth found that he was having trouble concentrating.

			He was trying to reread one of his favorite books, The Tales of Bartimer Boatswain, but the words kept blurring together on the page. Although Bartimer’s adventures on the Travist Sea were usually rather exciting, Joe found he couldn’t stop thinking about the school in Dawnlor and how he desperately wanted to attend. The thoughts kept piling up so that by the time Joe the Fourth finally put down his book after failing to read the same sentence five times, he had decided he was going to leave home and attend the school in Dawnlor, no matter what.

			

			It took Joe the Fourth a whole day to come to the decision, which I feel was a rather long time, though it may not seem like that long to you. Leaving home is a major commitment, and many people take twenty or thirty years to do the same.

			But once the decision was made, Joe the Fourth wanted to leave immediately. So, coming down from his lofty position, he headed to the house to pack up his belongings. This did not take long. Joe the Fourth didn’t own much, so packing mostly consisted of gathering a few things he thought might be helpful on his journey. He grabbed some leftover dinner, a loaf of dry bread, a couple of apples, an extra pair of socks he found lying around (they may have been Joe the Third’s), and his copy of The Tales of Bartimer Boatswain. 

			His things all packed in a ragged bag he thought no one would miss, Joe the Fourth headed for the door. He had planned on slipping out without anyone noticing, but then changed his mind as he passed by the small sitting room. His family had gathered there to enjoy the evening. It would be rude to sneak out of the house he had spent the last eleven years of his life in. He should at least mention that he was leaving. 

			He stepped into the room. 

			

			Joe the First, Joe the Second, and Joe the Third sat in a circle on the floor, laughing loudly together as they played a game of sticks. Jo sat in a chair watching them intently as she often did, though if asked, she would pretend she was uninterested in the game. Joe’s mother sat in her rocking chair rocking back and forth, back and forth, as her knitting needles clicked together in perfect rhythm with the creaking of the chair. Joe’s father sat in the large armchair nearest the lantern so that he could get the best light as he read his farmer’s manual.





			It was a cozy-looking scene, but a troubling thought crossed Joe’s mind as he looked at it. Usually, when one decides to leave home to start a life of their own, they feel a bit sad about the life they’re leaving behind. My own brother nearly cried because he knew he would miss our mother and me very much.

			

			But, as Joe the Fourth looked upon the scene of his own family, which was so nice it could have been painted and hung in art galleries across the land, he had no such feeling of remorse. His eyes were perfectly dry; in fact, tears were the last thing on his eye . . . I mean, mind. He had known this family for so long that he saw a much different scene from the one I have just painted for you.
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			I shall now paint the scene for you as Joe the Fourth saw it. 

			Joe’s three brothers were sitting on the floor enjoying a game Joe had never learned the rules for because they had never asked him to play. His sister Jo watched her brothers with a stern and prideful eye that had never once been turned in Joe the Fourth’s direction, thankfully, but that was only because she was so busy ignoring him. 
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			His mother was working tirelessly on a sweater for Joe the Third, who had outgrown two in just the past year. She had never once knitted anything for Joe the Fourth, not even a single sock. I don’t know what good a single sock would have done for Joe, as he had two feet, but he would have appreciated the effort. And the book which Joe’s father was reading was not anything like Bartimer Boatswain. It was thick and boring, containing only facts about farming, planting crops at the right time, and how warm you should keep your chickens to get the most eggs. It was also a book that Joe’s father had read through at least twenty times in Joe the Fourth’s lifetime, completely ignoring Joe the Fourth all the while.




			Yes, Joe the Fourth had seen enough of this family to know reality was not as nice as a painting of them would be. But it was only now, as he was about to leave, that Joe realized something he should have noticed long before. This was not his family. A family is supposed to care for you, love you, support you, and although family can sometimes be annoying, they are not supposed to ignore you all hours of the day.

			He had never belonged here. 

			As this thought took hold, Joe the Fourth found he was glad to be leaving. In fact, he was so excited that he had to stop himself from shouting as he told everyone the news.

			

			“I’m leaving,” he said.

			It felt good to say the words out loud. Or, at least he thought he had said them out loud. No one moved or even so much as twitched an ear in Joe’s direction. 

			“I’m leaving,” Joe said again, just in case he had imagined the first time—he did have an excellent imagination. “I’m heading to Dawnlor and I’m not coming back.”

			Two of Joe’s brothers let out a cheer, but not because of Joe’s announcement. Joe the Second had just been eliminated from the game of sticks because his stick had knocked over Joe the Third’s. (Don’t ask me how to play this game because I don’t have the slightest idea.) 

			“Well . . .” Joe the Fourth said, not sure what else to say. He hoisted his pack up onto his shoulder and turned towards the door. “Goodbye.”

			As the door shut behind him, Joe the Fourth was filled with the feeling that only a great adventure can give. I can’t really describe this feeling to you, even if I had pages and pages to waste on the description. You will just have to go on an adventure of your own sometime to feel it yourself. I can tell you it is one of the greatest and most terrifying feelings in the world. 

			Now, I would like to pause here for a moment to advise any of my young readers against running away from home. If you don’t believe me, just read the title of this chapter (as chapter titles never lie, even if they sometimes stretch the truth to make you excited about upcoming events). I must warn you that running away from home can not only be a dangerous thing to do, but also a terribly uncomfortable thing. Of course, if you happen to like sleeping out of doors every night with nothing but a rock for your pillow and the cold, hard ground for your mattress, then you might enjoy the experience. If so, then, by all means, run away from your home and your bed because you can’t take your bed with you. And don’t say I didn’t warn you! 

			

			As soon as Joe the Fourth stepped out of the house, he instantly realized what a terrible mistake he had made. It was not the mistake of leaving home (and his bed). It was more about when he had decided to go, and I don’t mean the day of the week, the month of the year, or the season. It was a Tuesday, which was a perfectly acceptable day to start a journey, and it was well into the spring, so the weather was perfectly fine. No, Joe’s mistake was in his time of day, for it was currently after dinner time and the sun had set almost a half-hour ago.

			To put it simply, it was dark.

			Joe wanted to smack himself for being so stupid, but then, smacking oneself is stupid, and he didn’t want to add to his stupidity by being more stupid, so he didn’t. Of course, it would have been wiser to start his journey in the morning, but in all of his excitement, he hadn’t thought of that, and now it was too late to do anything about it. Joe had already told his family he was leaving, even if they hadn’t listened to him, and he wasn’t about to go back inside.

			

			With nowhere else to go until morning, Joe the Fourth visited his hayloft one last time. It actually turned out to be a rather pleasant night. The hay he had piled up beneath the window was softer than the mat he was used to sleeping on in the house, and the sound of the night frogs chirping was peaceful and soon lulled him to sleep.

			He dreamed that night of all the adventures he was soon to have, as soon as it was light enough to travel. But dreams, much like imaginations, don’t always come true the way we wish. 

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Dreeble

		

	

  

		
			

			It had taken a lot of thought, but Joe the Fourth had decided to take Dreeble (the family’s old horse) with him on his journey to Dawnlor. Originally, he had planned to walk all the way there on his own two feet, but when he thought about how far away Dawnlor probably was, he decided to use four legs instead of two, especially since those four were not his own.

			Now, it is considered stealing by most people to run away from home on a horse that is not your own, but Joe the Fourth didn’t think of it like that. Dreeble was so old that he was of no use anymore on the farm. It had been a few years since he was able to pull a plow or a cart, so there he sat alone in the last stall of the barn, completely ignored, much like Joe the Fourth. There had even been days when Joe’s brothers had forgotten to feed Dreeble, so he was little more than skin and bone. This is why, instead of robbery, Joe the Fourth thought of it as more of a rescue. 

			

			Early in the morning, Joe the Fourth set out to saddle the old horse. He had never done this before, but he thought he did a fairly good job. (Dreeble might have told a different story, but I never got a chance to ask him.)

			Joe the Fourth led the elderly horse out of his stall and over to a wooden stool so that he could mount him. He confidently put his right foot into the stirrup and quickly swung his left foot up over the horse’s back like he had read about adventurers doing in their adventuring books.

			Now, mounting a horse might seem like a simple thing to do, especially if you, like Joe, have read a lot of books where people do it all the time and don’t have any issues. The trouble is that all of those people were not trying to mount Dreeble, because Dreeble is in this story and not other stories. 

			As soon as Joe sat himself down in the saddle, Dreeble bucked, throwing the unsuspecting Joe off his back. Joe landed with a thump on the dusty barn floor.  This was not how he had foreseen this part of his journey going. 

			But, thankfully, Joe the Fourth was not one to give up easily. 

			He rose and dusted himself off, then approached the horse once more. He stroked Dreeble’s gray nose until the old horse calmed down enough for him to try to mount him again. 

			The second attempt was more successful. 

			

			Joe smiled. Sitting in the saddle with a pack on his back, he imagined this is what Bartimer Boatswain must have felt like when he set out on his adventures. Soon, Joe would be riding off into the sunset, or, more correctly, the sunrise, as it was just starting to show its golden
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