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Wind howled through the mountain cleft and swirled around Lockvard in a chill blast as he approached a gaping cave mouth.  

A set of glowing slitted eyes appeared from the cave’s gloomy depths. The eyes seemed to grow bigger as they moved toward Lockvard. A snout appeared, drooling smoke between razor-sharp teeth, and then a long neck with spines emerged. The dragon reared its head and glared down at Lockvard. The last rays of the setting sun sparkled off a blue stone set on its forehead and glinted off the sapphire scales that covered its body. The dragon spread leathery wings the size of tree canopies, and lashed a long tail. A deep rumble emanated from its chest.

Lockvard reached over his shoulder, grasped a long spear from where it was fastened on his back, and leveled the iron point at the dragon. Now, was the time for him to slay this foul beast that had plagued his kingdom. He would earn the respect of his family, of his town, and of every person who had ever doubted him. He would prove himself to be a hero.

To his left, a cliff fell away, revealing a forest stretching to the horizon, but to his right, mountain cliffs hemmed the shelf in except for where a narrow corridor ran between the rock walls. Large boulders lay strewn over the shelf.

Lockvard and the dragon stood for a moment, watching each other. Then, Lockvard charged. He jabbed the spear at the base of the dragon’s neck.

The dragon roared and snapped at the wooden shaft as it dug into its scales. 

Lockvard dodged back and pulled the spear away before the dragon could snag it with its teeth.

The dragon grunted and spun. Its wing rammed into Lockvard, sweeping him aside, and jerking the spear out of his hand.

Lockvard scrambled back and reached for the sword at his side.

The dragon rumbled, turned its head toward Lockvard, and opened its maw—a glow formed in the back of its throat. 

Fire.

Lockvard dove behind a boulder and crouched as it released an inferno. Sweltering heat filled the air. Lockvard felt as if he’d stepped into an oven. 

The stream of fire ceased, and the dragon prodded the rock with its snout, sniffing. 

Lockvard unsheathed his sword and tensed. He waited as the sound of sniffing grew closer and closer, until he could feel the dragon’s warm breath on his head. He sprang to his feet and slashed at the dragon’s snout.

The dragon roared and staggered backward. 

Lockvard sprinted from behind the boulder and aimed a powerful two-handed stroke under the dragon’s left wing. 

The dragon swung around, and its tail crashed into Lockvard, slamming him against the rock wall. 

Lockvard’s sword clattered from his hand and skidded out of reach. The air left his lungs. He groaned.

Then, he rolled as the dragon’s jaws snapped at his torso. He dove for his sword, but the dragon knocked it out of reach and paced between him and his weapon. 

Lockvard retreated and found himself at the edge of the precipice. 

The dragon raised itself up and stretched its wings to their full length, blocking his escape. Its jaws opened, and molten fire shimmered behind its teeth. It was going to blast him right off the mountain, and there was nowhere to hide.

Lockvard gritted his teeth and pulled a dagger from his belt. The dragon had him, but its underbelly was exposed. Now or never. He ran and hurled himself at the dragon’s belly. He hit the dragon’s warm, hard scales and plunged the blade into its chest.

The dragon let out a roar that shook the mountains. It writhed and clawed, then, with a sudden shudder, toppled over.

Bleeding, battered, and burned, Lockvard jerked his dagger out and rolled off the dead beast. He staggered to his feet. Blood dripped freely from wounds on his arms and back. Had he really done it? He stared down at the dragon’s lifeless head and blank eyes. The beast looked less foul and fierce now that it lay dead.

On a whim, he knelt and used his dagger to cut the gem from the dragon’s head. He held the stone up to catch the light. It was transparent blue, round like a cocklebird’s egg, and its inside sparkled with many facets. Might it have power? If he lived, perhaps he would make it an heirloom, a sign for his household. The proof of his honor and heroism. 

If he lived. 

Lockvard sheathed his sword and stumbled away.
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“Warden, are you in here? Warden!”

Warden snapped his head from the book, searching for the speaker. Around him, golden brown bookshelves ran from the floor to a vaulted stone ceiling. He scanned the shelves but saw no one. Gentle afternoon light shone from tall windows. Cushioned reading nooks were tucked between shelves throughout the spacious carpeted library, but all were empty except for the one he perched in. Finally, he spotted two brown eyes encircled by a tuft of ruffled brown hair, peeking through the library door on the far side of the room. 

Deft.

Why did his little brother Deft always interrupt at the most interesting parts of the story? Warden tried to stifle his irritation. “What is it?” 

Deft pushed into the library. He was eleven, only a year younger than Warden, and a mischievous gleam rarely left his brown eyes. He wove through the bookshelves. “Father sent me. He wants you.”

Warden closed the book. Its leather cover was worn, and the emblem of the Kingdom of Lockvard was indented on the front: a gem with a sword thrust behind it. The book’s tattered pages were a creamy yellow, and the smell of old leather and adventure hung about it. He sighed as he set it aside. “What does he want me for? Am I in trouble? I didn’t mean to give the cook that bruise, I was practicing a hunt and... ”

“It’s not that,” Deft interrupted. “Father’s doing a family meeting.” His gaze landed on the book Warden had been reading. “What’s that?”

Warden rose. “Just a book about Lockvard. Why a family meeting?”

Deft cocked an eyebrow. “Wait, is that the book about the dragon? Haven’t you already read that one like a hundred times?”

“So?” Warden said.

Deft trotted out of the library. “I’ll never understand how you could just sit and read.” 

Warden glanced at a tapestry map hanging over the library exit, a woven masterpiece of many colors the size of the dining hall table, displaying the continent in bright illustrations: The Mountains of Claw, the Arch Jungle, the Isles of Rorkrorn; so many places he had never visited. How else could he explore if not through the pages of a book? In all his twelve years, he had never even left his kingdom. But then a thought struck him, and he dashed after Deft. “Does he want to talk to us about the Carnival? Is that why he sent you?”

Deft paused, furrowing his brow. “He didn’t say.” 

“But you know something; don’t try to hide it.” Warden playfully punched Deft’s shoulder. He looked eagerly out of one of the arched windows lining the left side of the hallway. Beyond the high stone battlements of the castle walls, a cobbled road ran downhill through a tidy city of slate rooftops. The river Ribbon swooped around the hill, dividing the hillside dwellings from the rest of the town, but Warden’s eyes were drawn to the south, beyond the city, where a green field stretched out. Tents and wagons with orange and emerald flags flying in the breeze arrayed the field as if beckoning for him to take a closer look. 

The Carnival. The Carnival that would stay for less than a week. The Carnival with animal trappers from every corner of the continent. The Carnival, where Warden hoped to finally see something dragonish. 

“I think it’s bad news,” Deft said.

Warden glanced sharply at his brother. “We aren’t going?”

Deft fidgeted with his tunic. “I heard the servants say something about an attack. A big attack.” 

“An attack where? And by who?” Warden huffed as they entered a wide corridor paneled with rich oak and covered with a long blue carpet.

A servant woman dressed in a plain brown dress and a white apron bustled past, her arms carrying a mound of bedding. She gave the boys a quizzical glance.

“In Arvod,” Deft said.

“Oh... ” Warden frowned. “But rebels are always causing problems in their kingdom; that’s nothing new.” 

Deft shrugged. “I don’t know. This seems different somehow.”

“Different how?” Warden asked.

“Father looked worried, and the servants stopped speaking of it as soon as they saw me. Something’s up,” Deft said.

“Oh.” What did their father want to discuss with them? Family meetings only occurred for important reasons, like when his father was preparing for a Council among the kingdom stewards. But there was that time, he and Deft had snuck out to explore the King’s Wood and gotten caught by the rangers. Warden winced. That had been a stern meeting.

Deft jumped forward. “Sooner we get there, the sooner we find out. Race you!”

“Hey!” Warden sprinted after Deft.

The boys dashed up a twisting flight of wide stone steps, pushing and shoving and startling several servants as they ran. They barreled into the family chambers, panting and laughing. 

“Ah! There they are,” the deep voice of Warden’s father rang through the vaulted stone chamber.

Warden looked around. The air smelled of the remnants of the wood fire from the evening before, and the skylight in the ceiling cast a glow on the room. His father, mother, and the rest of his siblings were gathered around a long wooden table in front of a fireplace big enough for Warden to stand in.

The blonde toddler twins, Sunny and Sky, played on a deerskin rug beside the table while the rest of the family sat. Warden’s father, King Lavingard, was in an armchair at the head of the table. He was a bold-faced, bearded man with a commanding, but kind presence.

Six-year-old Dorn, who looked like a younger version of Deft, turned his impatient brown eyes to Warden. “Finally! We’ve been waiting for ages.”

Fourteen-year-old Sildia, who was the oldest sibling, raised her eyebrows. “It hasn’t been that long.”

Lavingard waved Warden and Deft over. “Come, we have something important to discuss.”

Warden’s mother leaned back in a rocking chair beside Lavingard, her hands folded in her lap. Warden and Sildia had inherited her light brown hair and gray eyes. She smiled slightly at Warden and Deft, but her brow was furrowed, and her eyes held a concern that reminded Warden of when the Rorkrorns had threatened war.

Warden swallowed his laughter and slid onto the bench across from Sildia. Deft was right. Something was wrong. 

Deft took a seat beside Dorn. 

Warden looked at his father. “What is it?”

Lavingard placed his fists on the table, and the sleeves of his royal blue tunic draped off the edge. “I am afraid I have some grim news to share.”

Deft cast an “I-told-you-so” look at Warden.

Warden ignored him and studied his father, waiting for him to continue.

Lavingard looked each of them in the eye. “The night before last, rebels attacked the capital of Arvod, and after a brief and costly struggle... it fell into their hands.”

Warden sucked in a breath. “How could that happen? Arvod Palace Keep is the finest on the continent.”

“Yes,” Lavingard said, “but the rebels had allies who made it possible.”

Sildia twisted the hem of her blue dress. “Allies?”

Lavingard scrunched his brow. “Yes, and strange allies at that. Allies whom many have only vaguely heard of, let alone seen.”

Warden’s mind sped. Could it be the Rorkrorns? The mountain men?

“Repdrillian,” Lavingard said, “Repdrillian infiltrated the Arvod Castle, opened the gates, and allowed the rebels in. King Ruffren escaped, but his daughter, your cousin, Furria, was kidnapped by the repdrillian.”

Warden’s heart quickened. He had seen pictures of repdrillian in books, and they had always fascinated him.

“What are repdrillian?” Dorn asked with wide eyes.

Lavingard smiled grimly. “I believe Warden could show you a picture of one from a book in the castle library. They dwell in the depths of the Arch Jungle beyond the mountains that border our kingdom to the southwest, but they rarely venture outside of their domain. Some call them the half-dragon because, though from the waist up they appear to be human, they  possess  large  leathery  wings,  reptilian-scaled legs, and reptilian eyes. Not to mention they have tails.”

Dorn’s jaw dropped. “They have wings and tails?”

Warden straightened. “But why did they attack? What do repdrillian have to do with Arvod?”

Lavingard shook his head. “I wish I knew. All I know is that because of the repdrillian, in one night, the city fell and the government of Arvod was overthrown.”

The only sound in the room was the buzzing of a fly against the skylight and Deft shifting on the bench.

Warden only vaguely remembered his cousin, Furria, as a little girl with bright red hair who always seemed angry at him for no apparent reason; but he had been small the last time he had seen her. What would it be like to be kidnapped by a repdrillian? Some people had all the luck. Warden finally ventured, “Does this mean the repdrillian are ruling Arvod now?”

Lavingard stroked his beard. “No one is really ‘ruling’ Arvod right now. The rebels occupy the city while they raid and destroy the countryside. The repdrillian disappeared without a trace.”

“So... what does this have to do with us? Is there going to be an attack on Lockvard?” Warden asked.

Lavingard inclined his head. “If such creatures could take Arvod Palace Keep in one night, every other kingdom is in danger, including ours.” He nodded to Warden’s mother.

Warden’s mother picked up Sky and pulled her close. “My sister, Fynian, and her husband, Ruffren, still don’t know where their daughter is, or even if she is alive. They have sent word. They should arrive this evening, and we will be here to welcome them.” She looked pointedly at each of the children. 

Lavingard nodded. “While Ruffren and I work to undo the damage, every member of the royal family is to remain in the castle under close watch.”

“What?” Warden protested.

Lavingard looked sternly at Warden. “I understand we had other arrangements. I am sorry, but given the circumstances, precautions must be taken. Regardless, you must honor your uncle and aunt with your presence.”

Warden opened his mouth and closed it. It was no use arguing, but an angry feeling bubbled up in his gut. “You really think the repdrillian might attack us?” he asked. 

His mother and father exchanged a worried glance.

“We do not know,” Lavingard said. “But until we do, we must keep you inside and safe.”

***
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Warden trudged back to the library. So many exciting things were afoot, and he was trapped in the castle. It was infuriating. He would not get to meet the great explorers at the Carnival or see wonders from distant lands; no fantastical creatures for him. And if repdrillian did attack, he might not even see them. An idea popped into his mind, and his breath quickened. He knew of an unguarded way out of the castle. The tunnel. Only his family and the rangers were aware of it. What if he were to use it to sneak out?
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Warden jumped as a trumpet blast resounded from the walls. 

Finally.

He had waited long enough, feeling stiff in his royal blue garb on the steps of the Castle courtyard. The cold metal of the Prince’s crown pressed against his forehead, and he fingered the stone set in its center. It was smooth and round, roughly the size of a cocklebird’s egg. The dragon gem, obtained by Lockvard, or so the story went, though few believed the old tale. At least there was something good about this uncomfortable affair. He was rarely allowed to wear the Crown of Heirship, and just seeing the ancient, gleaming gem made him proud to be the Crown Prince.

Torches cast light on the paved courtyard of pale stone. The gate—a sturdy ancient barrier of dark wood and iron swung open, and lightly armored horsemen cantered between the towers where trumpeters stood silhouetted against the indigo sky.

Warden’s stomach grumbled as the faint scent of roasted boar wafted out of the castle entrance behind him. 

The Arvod knights’ helmets sported a feathery red tuft while their chain mail bore the livery of a red dragon posed to strike. A carriage drawn by white horses and decorated with gold gilding trundled after them. Last, more horsemen garbed in green and brown hoods entered—Lockvard Rangers. The rangers were Lockvard’s special forces and the King’s most loyal and skilled servants.

He brightened as he spotted one ranger in particular. 

Horses snorted, armor clattered, and wheels creaked as the entourage halted in the courtyard.

King Lavingard strode forward and boomed across the courtyard. “Welcome to our abode. May you find shelter and safety here, and I hope some healing from the losses you have suffered. A feast is waiting!”

King Ruffren and Queen Fynian exited the carriage and approached with weary expressions. King Ruffren was a tall, thin man with coppery hair and a haughty expression, while Queen Fynian resembled Warden’s mother.

Ruffren inclined his head. “My deepest gratitude. But I am eager to convene. Your rangers said you would be willing to set to work at once restoring what has been lost.”

Lavingard nodded. “Surely, we will discuss that, but after your trek, you must desire refreshments.”

Ruffren straightened and frowned around the courtyard. “I desire only to discuss retribution for those who have destroyed my kingdom.”

Lavingard inclined his head. “I respect that. Very well then, let us convene. Rayrod?”

“Your Majesty?” One of the tall rangers stepped forward from among the horses. He had a stern face and graying hair.

“Come with us.” Lavingard turned to his wife. “Fynia, you may manage the feast without us.”

“Most certainly,” Warden’s mother said. “Everyone who is not needed may come in at once. We have plenty for all.” Fynia put an arm around her sister and said in a quieter voice, “You must be exhausted.” They mounted the steps to enter the castle. 

Deft grinned. “Finally! I’m famished.” He began to follow the rest, but paused as Warden turned away. “Aren’t you coming?”

Warden had spotted a ranger leading his horse toward the stables. His stomach demanded food, but he wanted news more. “You can go on without me.”

Deft shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Warden jogged after the cloaked figure. “Echo! Wait!”

The ranger paused and turned to reveal the face of a young man with bright blue eyes and brown hair. “Warden!”

Warden came up beside Echo’s brown horse. “It’s been ages since you’ve been at the castle. I didn’t know you were assigned to Arvod.” 

“It most certainly has been a long while. How goes the sword play?” Echo asked.

Warden grimaced. “Alright, but it’s not the same without you. My instructor won’t let me duel with a real sword.” 

Echo chuckled. “He doesn’t, does he? Well, I must say, I have missed our lessons.”

They entered a stable, and the smell of hay and horse manure filled the air. 

Warden stopped and stroked the soft nose of a black charger while Echo returned his horse to its own stall. “Did you get to see any repdrillian? Do you know what’s going on?” Warden asked.

Echo cocked his head as he removed the horse’s saddle and handed it to a stable boy. “Does the Crown Prince of Lockvard wish for classified information?”

“Classified? Is it classified?” Warden asked.

Echo stepped around his horse. “What has your father told you?”

Warden scowled. “Not much. I know Arvod fell, and I know the repdrillian were involved. But you were in Arvod when the attack came, weren’t you? What was it like?”

Echo hesitated. “Your father should be the one to decide what you are told, but you have been informed of the danger?”

Warden nodded eagerly.

“I saw the repdrillian.” Echo shuddered. “I was outside the city, about to return home with the other rangers after obtaining news for King Lavingard, when the attack came. At first, I thought they were birds, but as they flew overhead, I saw they had a human shape, almost like a boy and a lizard melded to dragon wings. It was then that I knew Arvod was in trouble.”

Warden leaned against the stall door, soaking in the description. “Have you learned anything new about why they attacked? Will King Ruffren march on the Arch Jungle?”

Echo raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps. But this isn’t a game, Warden.”

Warden kicked at a piece of straw lying on the floor. “I know, but nothing like it has ever happened, and I have to stay in the castle until it’s all settled.” 

Echo sighed, “I’ll tell you this, we have learned that there might be some real danger of attack here at Lockvard. We suspect the rebellion was more than it first appeared.”

“The repdrillian will come here?” Warden asked.

“If Arvod could collapse in one night, anything is possible.” Echo’s face went grim as he stepped out of the horse stall. “I understand your frustration, Warden, I really do, but the most heroic thing you can do right now is remain safe, wait, and obey the King. And don’t try anything foolish.” He gave Warden a knowing look. “Now, how about some dinner?”
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Warden tossed and turned in bed. He had learned little else from Echo. His father had still been in the Council when he had been ordered to bed, and as far as Warden knew, the kings were still there, talking late into the night about who knew what. The idea of an actual attack sent a cold shiver down his spine, but waiting for one while doing nothing felt like a worse fate.

He sat up. 

Usually, on nights like this, he would light the lamp and read, but tonight he didn’t feel like reading. Rising, he slipped across his room and pulled back the heavy curtains of his window. He sank onto the window seat and pressed his forehead against the cool glass of the wide, curving window. 

The moon shone bright in the starry, cloudless sky. He could see a flurry of lights from the Carnival in the City Green. Even at a late hour, people were out and about in the Carnival, and seeing it sparked Warden’s longing for adventure. The night was alive, and he needed to do something! 

He would be locked up in the castle for who knew how long, so why couldn’t he take one small trip outside? He could leave and be back before anyone noticed.

Letting out a breath, Warden turned away from the window.

This could be his dragon quest.

Going to the tall wardrobe across from his bed, he rummaged around for his simplest outfit, a brown woven tunic and sturdy trousers. He changed and put on leather boots. He grabbed a candle and, after a brief search, located a small dagger from the chest at the foot of his bed. It was somewhat dull and definitely not a sword, but it would have to do. 

Opening the chamber door, he gave one last look around his pleasant, airy bedchamber, shadowy in the moonlight from the window. Was he really about to do something so reckless? Sneak out of the castle in a time of war? Disobey his father’s direct command? But was leaving the castle just to go down to the City Green such a big adventure? His home would be in sight, and besides, he knew the people wouldn’t bother him. 

Closing the door, he crept into the dim, quiet hallway, padding past the rooms of his siblings and parents and making his way to the less-used stairwell. He paused outside of Deft’s doorway. Should he wake him? But no. It might pose too big a risk. He needed to complete his quest alone. 

He crept onward, descending a flight of stairs to enter one of the dark hallways on the first floor of the castle. The occasional alcoves of creamy candles created scattered pools of yellow light along the way. Distant sounds of moving servants and the sputtering of the candles accompanied the hollow tap of his boots on the stone floor. He dodged behind a rounded stone pillar to avoid a servant woman carrying a tray of food towards his father’s council chambers. 

Warden watched her disappear around a corner. They must still be planning some kind of attack.

He stopped at one of the alcoves and lit his candle before continuing down another flight of stairs to the castle cellar. 

The air was cool. His candle cast large shadows of the barrels standing upright in tidy rows on either side as he walked. He stopped at a section of wall clear of barrels. There were a few such spaces, but only one led to the tunnel. He held the candle up toward it and grimaced as he realized his hand was shaking. He had made it this far; he was going to do this. He could be brave like Lockvard from the story.

He scanned the wall. It was crisscrossed with crevices between the brickwork. He clearly remembered the time his father had escorted Sildia and him to the cellar and shown them how to open the secret door. He also remembered his father’s stern warning that it was only for the most dire emergencies.

If he recalled correctly, the latch was camouflaged in a crevice between the mortared stones. He ran a hand over them, the grainy stone grating against his palms. 

He pulled away. 

Where was it? 

Suddenly, he heard the gentle tap of footsteps on the top of the stairs outside the cellar. Someone was coming. 

He had to hurry.

He shoved his hand through a crack in the wall, scraping the skin on his knuckles as he felt around.

The sound of footsteps grew closer. 

He stepped back again. 

Tap Tap Tap

Whoever was coming was just around the corner.

His father had told them how to find it. It had been in a nook toward the edge of the wall, but which one? A cluster of barrels crowded around the wall to the right, which looked unfamiliar. Had those been there when his father had shown them the tunnel?

Warden squeezed behind one of the barrels and spotted a crevice that looked familiar. He slid his hand inside and felt a metal lever. He hooked his finger under it and tugged; something clicked and, with a low rumble, part of the wall swung inward.

As the sound of footsteps rounded the corner, Warden dashed through the opening, pulling the door closed behind him.

***
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Darkness pressed in around his circle of candlelight, and the air smelled musty. He cringed as cobwebs caught on his arms, and he tried not to imagine spiders scrawling down his back. The tunnel walls were made of rough-packed dirt, and the passage twisted and turned, sloping down as it crawled forward. He imagined himself traveling right under the homes of the Lockvard citizens.

Before long, he spotted the fingers of tree roots snaking over the ceiling. 

Getting close.

At last, he arrived in a chamber with a ladder leading to a square trapdoor in the ceiling. Balancing the candle in one hand so as not to spill the wax, he climbed the ladder, eased the trap door up, and surfaced in a cave with a ceiling so low he had to stoop. It was barely wide enough for him to crawl forward. 

The smell of grass and trees hit him, and, as he exited the cave, he found himself in a patch of forest. Shadows surrounded him, and a chill sank through his clothes. He shivered, trying to shake the feeling that he was being watched. What if that were a repdrillian perching in that tree? Was that the rustle of a rebel preparing to snatch him? The threat of kidnapping seemed all too real out in the dark.

He hurried to the edge of the copse of trees and found himself at the bottom of the hill outside the city. The river flowed not far from where he stood. 

Warden glanced back at the castle, silhouetted against the stars: a sturdy gray fortress of stout, rounded towers and blocky battlements, like a beast sitting guard over the city. He shoved down a feeling of guilt. He would be back behind its unyielding walls soon enough. For now, he had a quest to complete. 

He killed the flame of his lamp and hid it under a bush, then ran toward the river, crossing a wooden bridge to enter the city.

The cobblestone roads wound through homey two-story houses built with a mixture of wooden beams and stone. A faint smell of horses and chimney smoke mingled with the fresh night air. Through the quiet of the night, Warden heard the low humming of a farmer as he drove a wagon through the streets, accompanied by the gentle clop and snort of the old horse pulling it. The farmer squinted at Warden but didn’t ask any questions. Ahead, a brightly lit inn spilled light and boisterous laughter out into the night. A few people strolled through the streets. 

It was an entirely new experience to be out on the roads on his own; no guards, no family, no fanfare. He could go anywhere and do anything. Warden’s former feelings of foreboding evaporated, and he broke into a trot, weaving his way to the Carnival.

***
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As Warden wandered through the tents, the strange scents of spices and animals filled his nose. 

Lanterns with glass tinted red, orange, and green hung from stakes, casting a magical multi-colored glow on everything. Along with the villagers, men bedecked in fine furs and velvety capes sauntered in front of tents, calling people to see their wares. Stalls displayed food, jewelry, and instruments, but cages full of small scuttling things dominated most of the spaces. 

A group of boys gawked at a tank full of glowing creatures that swam and dove in circles. 

As Warden walked to join them, one of the caped men with a small furry creature perched on his shoulders approached. His face was dark, and his grin bright as he spoke down to Warden in a deep voice. “Hello, hello. Am I correct in assuming you are uncertain about where to go and what to do? I often act as a guide here. What would you most like to see?”

Warden straightened, looking around uncertainly. “Really? Well, I’d like to see something from the Arch Jungle.”

The man tapped his nose. “Excellent choice. But pardon! Where are my manners? I am Meridian, the finest explorer in all the north. I specialize in small critters, but I am more than happy to show large ones. What is your name, good sir?”

“My name is... ” Warden gulped. Why hadn’t he come up with a response to this question? “My name’s Den.” The lie tripped off his tongue hurriedly. But it was a nickname his family had given him once.

If Meridian noticed Warden’s pause, he gave no indication. “Wonderful to make your acquaintance. The wonders of the mysterious Arch Jungle are right this way.” With a flourish of his cape, Meridian turned and strode up a wide lane between the booths, heading toward the center of the Carnival where a crimson tent rose above the rest.

After a moment of hesitation, Warden followed. He had to stay on guard, but if the Carnival did have animals from the Arch Jungle, he wanted to see. 

They arrived at the entrance of the crimson tent, and Meridian waved Warden in. “Here you are! The finest collection of critters on display. During the day, you’ll find people lining up for hours to get a glimpse. Lucky for you, the hour is late.”

Slipping inside the opening ahead of Meridian, Warden halted to survey the scene before him. His mouth went slack, and his heart fairly danced with happiness. There were so many animals. 

Massive cages filled the tent. Inside one, four large fluffy white rabbits crouched with ears tipped with sharp, twitching stingers, while in another, a cat the size of a horse with tusks prowled, glaring hungrily at the people outside. Brilliantly colored spiders flitted about on butterfly wings in a netted enclosure, and five-headed snakes squirmed in a basket. A corral fenced in a large beast of burden with purple spots and zigzagging stripes all along its pelt. The creature sported five different horns: one pointing straight up from the center of its forehead like a sword, two twisting down under its ears like a ram’s horns, and one stubby gray horn on its nose.

Warden walked closer and peered at a carved label. It read: Ziggerspots.

Meridian approached from behind. “These ziggerspots run wild through the jungle, but once you tame them as we have, they are remarkably helpful and loyal beasts.” 

Warden turned, and as he did so, his eyes caught movement from dark wooden cages the size of horse stalls, hung from the tent’s roof. “What are those?” He pointed.

“Those?” Meridian followed his gaze. “Those are giant falcons from the
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