
ARESTANA

The Key Quest

Book I of the Arestana Series

Shawn P. B. Robinson

[image: brainSwell_01]

BrainSwell Publishing

Ingersoll, Ontario

Copyright © 2017, 2018, 2019 Shawn P. B. Robinson

All rights reserved. The use of any part of this publication reproduced, transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or stored in a retrieval system, without the prior written consent of the publisher is an infringement of the copyright law.

ISBN 978-1-7751903-1-8

Interior Map by Allan Jensen

Artwork copyright © Shawn Robinson

BrainSwell Publishing

Ingersoll, ON


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Arestana: The Key Quest (Arestana Series, #1)

Prologue

Liam and Harry

Ezra

Soup Lady

Jrasta

Arrested

The Quest

Preppin’ for the Questin’

The Trail

Booger Bullies

Harv

Rescue Journey

Lizard Men

The Aron Mountains

Mary

The Guards

The Dark Jungle

The Fortress

The Sandy Desert

Kenny

Kraken

Harv Again

Mushrooms

Lockdown

Revolution

Celebration

Harry

Book II: The Zoo

Pronunciation Guide

Check out these books by Shawn P. B. Robinson

Dedication and Thanks

To my wonderful wife who has tolerated my sense of humor along with my odd imagination. To my two sons, Liam and Ezra, after whom the two main characters are named. To all my editors and advisors who told me what I wanted to hear and who told me what I didn’t want to hear: Rob, Hannah, Lydia, Hollie, Karlie, Mom (of the birth variety), Mom (of the in-law variety), Allan, Nate, Aunt Elizabeth and Luke.

All of you helped in some way in the editing or the publishing aspect of getting this book to print! For those I missed, please remember that I had encephalitis. I’ve forgotten much in this last year.

I would also like to give a special thanks to Suzanne Anderson (although I’ve never actually met her) as her book on Self-Publishing in Canada was especially helpful to me.

I would also like to dedicate this book to everyone, everywhere on this planet, named Peter P. Peterson.

Now, for those of you who like allegory or deeper meaning in books, please understand that this book is intended not to have deeper meaning or allegory. Feel free to search for it, but don’t be disappointed if you come up with really insightful meanings for characters or experiences or places and in the end of the day... you’re just wrong. ☺ Characters/places/etc. do not represent anything else (even in the book). It’s a fun book.

Everything is fiction in this book.

Preface

The way this book came about was a bit of a surprise for me. I was doing well. I was exercising regularly, eating well and feeling great! And then I started to notice some problems.

Eight days after noticing some pain in my eye, I was lying in an isolation room in the hospital, vaguely aware of the fact that I could die from my diagnosis of encephalitis.

As I lay there, spending my time thinking, praying, wondering about life and death, I thought to myself that I would write a bedtime story for my two sons, Liam and Ezra. I used to tell them stories all the time before bed, and I thought it would be fun to type one up.

Perhaps it was because my brain wasn’t quite right (encephalitis is a problem with the brain), but the story ended up being really weird. It also ended up being huge, and after I finished, I was encouraged by one of my first readers to publish it.

Since then, those who have read this book (children and adults alike) have either really loved the book or have been too uncomfortable to tell me it stinks. On top of that, two more books have grown out of this story and have turned this whole adventure into a series!

I hope you enjoy Arestana. It’s been a blast for me to write and a joy for me to share!

Shawn P. B. Robinson

P.S. I expect you’re wondering if my middle names are Peanut Butter. I can see why you would wonder that.
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Prologue
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Kenny growled. There was no one in sight who could hear it, but it felt good. He hoped maybe it was loud enough to echo down the corridors of the castle and catch the ear of some poor, easily frightened guard or kitchen worker. He liked to scare people, and he was good at it.

He would have come during the day. That was his original plan. He had planned to come when the castle was full of people and scare everyone all at once. When they saw him, they would have been terrified! He was a scary guy.

He had just run into a bit of a problem. That morning he had awakened with a terrible cold. The cold itself wasn’t a problem. The cold lowered his voice which meant his growls were even scarier than normal. It was the way he sneezed. He was a bad sneezer. He couldn’t do it in a scary way. The sound of each “achoo” came out as a short, soft, high pitched sneeze. The kind of sneeze you’d hear from a kitten and then say, “Ahhh... wasn’t that adorable. Did you hear that sneeze? Maybe he’ll do it again.”

He wasn’t going to rush into the middle of a crowded throne room full of nobles and Knights and Lords and Ladies and roar, “Give me the key!” followed by a little kitten sneeze, “achoo!” He would never live it down. The only solution was to come by night. The castle was pretty much deserted.

His scale covered body moved through the quiet corridors. His feet made very little sound on the stone floor. The only noise was his long, scaly tail scraping quietly across the floor, interrupted by the occasional kitten sneeze.

He growled again as movement caught his eye up ahead. A guard walked around the corner with sword drawn and a fierce look on his face.

They stood before one another for a long time. Kenny stared down his opponent. His opponent didn’t move.

The first one to speak was the guard. “Hark! Who goes there?”

Kenny thought it was pretty obvious. Kenny was big and hard to miss standing there in the corridor. Add to that the fact that there weren’t many of his kind around. The guard should be able to see Kenny and know immediately who he was, but it didn’t matter. Kenny did not want to talk. He wasn’t sure he wanted to fight either, not with his cold. He opened his mouth to let out a huge roar but sneezed instead. He could feel his face turning red.

The guard didn’t move as Kenny stepped closer. The sword in the guard’s hand held steady in front of him. He stood as if he was a skilled and experienced soldier. Kenny drew near to the man, ready to fight. It would be an easy battle.

He came in close to the soldier’s face. It was time to scare the soldier and teach him a lesson for getting in Kenny’s way.

He was about to attack when he noticed something. The guard’s eyes were closed.

Kenny leaned in close and listened. He could hear snoring. The guard was sleepwalking!

“Hark! Who goes there?” the guard yelled out again, causing Kenny to jump a little.

The snore grew louder.

Kenny was mad. All that to find the guy was sound asleep! He wanted to let out a roar and attack the man, but to do that would wake the man from his sleep. He couldn’t do that. That would be rude.

He took a step to the side and tried to squeeze around the guard. Kenny was big, and the corridor wasn’t huge. It was a tight squeeze, but he could make it. When he was nearly past the guard, the man started to stumble around, and Kenny had to jump and dance to avoid hitting the man and waking him. He could feel another kitten sneeze coming on and just barely managed to get past the man and around the corner before an adorable little sneeze came out again.

He shook his head and carried on. It was time to get the key and get out before someone awake heard him sneeze.
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Liam and Harry
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Liam ran for his life. If he couldn’t keep ahead of the footsteps behind him, he wasn’t sure he would live to see tomorrow. Harry was mad. Really mad.

Liam continued to run. Not only was Harry mad, but he was also fast. There wasn’t a kid at school who could outrun him once he was at full speed. He could move! Harry’s weakness, however, was his start. Harry would always start out slow. He would take a few steps and then begin to gain speed. Each step would carry him faster and faster. Once he was at full speed, there was no way to stop him.

The only hope anyone had was to change direction. Each time someone turned, Harry would have to take the time to pick up speed again.

Liam heard the pound of Harry’s feet close behind him and turned sharply to his left down a side street. He heard Harry fly past him. The big guy had narrowly missed his target. It would take Harry a moment to bring himself to a stop and then figure out where Liam had gone. Then Harry would need some time to pick up speed again.

Liam wasn’t far from home. He had run all the way from school, and he was exhausted. He never got used to those daily chases. If he could only make it home, he would be safe. Harry seemed to have a great deal of trouble figuring out which house was Liam’s. They lived right next door to each other, but Harry wasn’t the brightest guy in the world. Once Liam was out of sight, Harry struggled to remember where Liam lived. He had to get home.

Liam pushed his legs a little harder. He thought he could make it when he heard Harry’s footsteps approach again from behind. He must have managed to turn around quickly and start running after Liam again.

Liam turned sharply down a side path. He couldn’t remember where that path went but assumed it would come out somewhere, and he’d be able to find his way home from there.

As he ran down the path, something odd happened. He felt a strong pull. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it made him feel as though he needed to go somewhere. He pushed the thought out of his mind. Now wasn’t the time. He had more important things to worry about.

Harry came upon the path Liam had turned down, but he didn’t quite make the turn. Liam heard him slam into the fence which lined the side of the path. Liam smiled to himself, but he knew he would pay for that one. He was sure of it.

The path continued past the two houses and opened up to a little park. It was a nice park. The grass was well cared for. There were swings, a slide and some climbing equipment. It was also safe for children to play there in the sense that a fence surrounded the entire park. The only way in or out was the path he had just come through.

This was not good for Liam.

Liam came to a stop and scanned the outer rim of the park again just to make sure. There was no way out. The wooden fence around the outside was tall. Liam might be able to climb it, but it would slow him down enough that Harry would be able to catch him.

Liam heard the footsteps behind him come to a stop. He turned around, and Harry stood in the entrance, blocking the only way in or out of the park. He walked up close enough for Liam to smell him. Harry normally smelled of onions or garlic. Today was garlic.

Harry stared at him for a moment. Liam had always been one of Harry’s favorite targets.

The bully stepped close and stood only a step or two away. He was about four inches taller than Liam and roughly forty pounds heavier. After that run, he didn’t even seem to be breathing heavy. Harry was a tank!

He bared his teeth and spoke up, “Hello, Ed.”

The first few months after Liam had met Harry, he had thought Harry was somehow trying to make fun of him by calling him “Ed.” Liam didn’t know what was funny about the name “Ed,” but assumed Harry meant it to be mean. In time, however, Liam came to believe Harry honestly thought Liam’s name was “Ed.” No amount of evidence seemed to convince Harry it could be anything else. From the first day they’d met, six years ago, when Liam had moved into his house and bumped into his next-door neighbor Harry, he had consistently called Liam, “Ed.”

“Hello, Harry. Nice day for a run.”

Harry growled. He looked at Liam as though he needed a moment to figure out how best to torture him.

Liam started to feel the same pull he had felt earlier. This time it felt like his whole body was being sucked somewhere. He put out a foot in the direction of the pull to steady himself and focused back on Harry. Whatever it was, he had more important things to deal with at the moment.

Liam had tried to stand up to Harry many times over the years. He had tried to fight back, but Harry was too strong. He had tried to outrun him, but Harry was too fast. Sometimes he found he could talk his way out of the situation. That was his plan this time. He had prepared something new for today.

Liam had learned the key to talking his way out of an encounter with Harry was to confuse him. If Harry could make sense of everything, he would get bored and turn back to his favorite activity: torturing Liam. If Liam could confuse him just a little bit, he might be able to get away.

“Did you hear about Liam?” Liam asked. There were few things Harry liked more than picking on other kids, but one of them was gossip.

Harry’s face lit up with excitement. He grabbed Liam by the shoulders and pulled him in close. Their noses almost touched as he yelled, “Tell me, Ed!”

The best way to confuse Harry was to talk about someone Harry didn’t think existed. The perfect person to talk about, then, was Liam. Harry didn’t appear to know a Liam, only an “Ed.”

“Liam broke his leg.”

Harry looked upset. Liam suspected it wasn’t out of concern for this “Liam,” but because Harry hadn’t been involved.

“How did he break his leg?”

“He fell up his basement stairs at home.”

Liam gave Harry a moment or two to absorb his answer. He could see confusion in Harry’s eyes as the larger boy tried to make sense of it all. Liam felt things were going well.

“He fell... up... the stairs?”

“Yah! Of course, not just one flight. That would be silly. He fell up from the basement, rolled all the way into the kitchen, down the hallway and up to the second floor. The poor guy looks terrible. He’s covered in bruises. The doctors think he won’t walk again for thousands of minutes.”

Liam had prepared all that a few days before. He hoped it would confuse Harry long enough to give him a chance to get away.

Harry looked upset again. His face dropped, and he looked down at the ground. Liam was pretty sure he saw a tear form in one of Harry’s eyes. He didn’t know what to do.

“Uh, Harry?”

“Yah, Ed?”

“You okay?”

“Well, I’m just kinda sad, you know? I had planned to meet up with Liam later on today. I was going to maybe beat him up or something.”

Liam was now confused. “You were going to meet up with him?”

“Yah, I had him in my schedule.” He pulled out a little book and showed Liam his weekly planner. He noticed “Ed” was written on each page. Sure enough, later that day, Harry had the name “Leeum” written in for the evening with the words, “beet upp” scribbled underneath.

Liam started to suspect things were about to turn out poorly for him. It was easier to talk about someone Harry didn’t seem to know. Who was the other Liam?

He had forgotten all about the pull when it ramped up again. Liam thought he could feel himself slide a little bit on the ground. Things were getting weird.

Harry growled again, and it brought Liam’s thoughts back to the danger he faced. Harry’s jaw tightened, and he looked at Liam like he was mad. “Ed! You tell Liam I want to meet him right here at lunchtime today. I don’t care if he has a broken leg. He will meet me here or else!”

Things were starting to turn out poorly. Harry didn’t take kindly to people who didn’t do what he told them. Liam didn’t know if there even was another Liam. He certainly couldn’t bring him here. Even if he could find another Liam willing to come, that other Liam probably didn’t have a broken leg, and then the real Liam would have to explain that one. On top of it all, Harry wanted the “Liam” kid there at lunchtime. It was already about four in the afternoon. There was no way Liam could survive the whole thing.

Liam looked down to see his feet start to slide. The invisible force was dragging him toward the side of the park! He tried to plant his feet firmly on the ground and leaned off to the side away from the pull.

Harry didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary at first. He continued, “If you don’t get him here in time, Ed, I’ll fight you instead. Uh, Ed, what are you doing?”

Liam looked down. He was at a perfect forty-five-degree angle. He knew enough about gravity to know that he should fall right about then. Whatever was pulling him was strong.

Harry looked worried. He walked around beside Liam and stared at him on an angle. Harry was not good at things like angles or gravity or intelligent thought, but he knew enough to see that something wasn’t quite right.

Liam reached down and grabbed hold of a clump of grass on the ground to try to keep himself in place. The pull grew stronger. He started to slip, and Harry laughed as he watched Liam dragged by some unseen force over the grass of the park and toward one of the fences.

Liam hit the fence and came to a stop. The force which had taken hold of him couldn’t seem to pull him through the fence. Liam was happy about that.

“Harry, something weird is happening. Go get help!”

Harry looked at Liam for a moment before shaking his head. “No, Ed. I think this is for the best.”

“What? What are you talking about? What’s for the best? I’ve been pulled into a fence by an invisible force!”

“Whatever is holding you there is going to help me.” Harry smiled and charged at Liam.

Liam yelled. This was going to hurt. Harry ran as fast as he could toward him. He quickly closed the gap between them, and Liam couldn’t budge from his position.

Just as Harry was about to hit him, Liam felt the pull grow stronger, and he slid up the fence and over the top. He heard the crash where Harry had hit the boards, but he had more important things on his mind. He hit the ground and slid through someone’s backyard. He then slid between two houses and out toward the street. Once out front, the force pulling his body turned him, and he slid down the sidewalk. He could see he wasn’t far from home.

He rounded a corner and saw his house up ahead. Some of his neighbors were outside. He hollered for help, but most just took pictures with their phones and yelled that that was the coolest thing they had ever seen.

He slid across the front lawn of his house and up the front steps. He slammed against the front door. Whatever pulled him wanted him in the house. He reached for the handle and slowly turned it. The door flew open, and he tumbled in. The force pulled him down the hallway and into the kitchen.

His parents were both in the kitchen as usual, hard at work baking. Today Liam smelled chocolate chip cookies. There were what looked like fifty dozen cookies all piled up on the counter.

Liam grabbed the counter and held on for dear life. He looked over to see his parents staring at him with a look of curiosity on their faces. He realized it must have been quite the sight. He held onto the counter with both hands, his body and legs extended straight out about three feet above the floor.

His dad spoke up first, “Hmm... that’s unusual. You don’t normally suspend yourself above the floor like that, Liam, do you?”

“No, Dad, this is new for me,” Liam replied.

“How was school, dear?” Liam’s mom asked.

Liam couldn’t believe how relaxed they appeared to be about the whole, “Liam floating above the ground, held up by nothing but his two hands gripping the counter” thing. He would have thought they would find it all a little more unnerving.

“Help me! I’m being dragged somewhere by some unseen force!”

“That’s nice, Liam. Glad school went well today,” his mom responded before both parents turned back to the cookies. Liam lost his grip on the counter and continued through the kitchen. On his way, he managed to grab a handful of cookies. He didn’t know where he would end up but thought he would need to keep up his energy.

The pull dragged him up the stairs and around the corner. He slid down the hallway and grabbed the doorframe of his bedroom. He held on for a moment and peered inside the room. He was instantly hit by the smell of dirty clothes and poor ventilation. The room looked like someone had gone through everything he owned, dumped out his drawers and tossed everything around. He was comforted to know at least his room was the same as always.

He lost his grip and slid farther down the hallway toward the bathroom. The door was open, and he could see the toilet straight ahead. As he was dragged closer, he looked in horror as the toilet seat slowly raised. Somehow, he knew the pull was dragging him toward the toilet. He cried out in fear. He didn’t know what was going on, but he knew he did not want to be flushed. He wondered if he could even fit down the toilet drain. He suddenly had an image flash in his mind of a plumber explaining to his parents that there was a thirteen-year-old boy clogging their toilet drain.

As he entered the bathroom, he grabbed for the doorframe. The whole room turned into a windstorm, and he could see that inside the toilet was a swirl of colors. Liam began to scream for help. He hoped someone could hear him above the wind.

The wind grabbed his feet. It pulled one foot into the toilet. Liam imagined his obituary: “Liam, died thirteen years old, sucked into a toilet. Death by flushing. A fitting end for such a young life.”

By that time, both feet were well into the toilet. He called again for help, but no one seemed to hear. His fingers held on as long as they could, but his grip began to weaken. With one last yell, Liam went in. His whole body disappeared down the drain.

Liam had been flushed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Ezra


[image: ]


Liam held his breath... not just because of the water in the toilet, but because of how gross the thought was of having his mouth open while being sucked down a toilet. Oddly enough, the thought that went through his mind was, “Why do I have to die this way?” There was a sense of injustice to the whole thing. Liam felt no one should ever have to go that way.

Everything went dark for a moment, and he could feel only the rush of movement—a movement one would not expect to feel while using the toilet. The world was cold, and he felt confused. Liam realized not only was he not breathing, but he could not sense any of his limbs. He began to feel a new level of panic.

Light exploded all around him, and solid ground quickly came up to meet him. He wondered what he could do to make the crash into the ground hurt less. He continued to wonder that as his body crashed into the ground. It hurt a lot. He tumbled across the hard-packed dirt, each twist and turn adding to his pain. He came to a full stop, closed his eyes and laid there for a moment.

He wiggled his toes, then his fingers, content that they were still there and still worked. He wrinkled his nose. The smell was horrible, but not unexpected considering he had just been flushed down a toilet.

He decided to risk it. He would open his eyes to see where he was. There was no doubt about it, he would be in the sewer and have to live out the rest of his years with four goldfish and three sets of his dad’s keys, all of which he knew were down here somewhere. He hoped his parents would figure out where he was and start to flush edible snacks down the toilet for him.

He cracked open both eyes and stared up at the blue sky. A few clouds slowly floated by. He could feel a gentle, warm breeze on his skin. It appeared peaceful. A bird flew overhead, some kind of eagle or other majestic bird. It circled a couple of times, appeared to take aim and dropped a little present for Liam.

Liam rolled out of the way just in time to protect his head from the splat. He looked around and saw the source of the stink he had smelled. He had landed in the middle of a dirt road, in the middle of a town. He looked around to see horse-drawn carriages as they moved back and forth. The source of the smell was droppings left by the horses.

“Where am I?” Liam asked no one in particular as he got to his feet. “And what is this place?”

He turned to head over toward a group of men and women who stood off to the side of the road. He hoped to find some answers. As he walked, something crashed into him, and the world went sideways. Liam rolled head over heels about six times before he came to a stop in a tangled mess with another young man.

“Hi, I’m Ezra!” His new “friend” seemed happy to chat as they both lay on the ground. “If you don’t want to be associated with me, we’d better untangle ourselves, and you’d better stand far apart from me!”

“What? Associated with you? What are you talking about?” Liam stuttered.

“HALT!” Everyone in the street, including the horses, instantly came to a stop and no one made a single noise. Liam looked and saw a group of guards dressed in dirty, ugly armor. They drew their swords as they moved toward Liam and Ezra from down the street. “There’s his accomplice. Arrest them both!”

“Too late! I guess they are now associating you with me. If you want to live, you’d better run.” Ezra jumped up, pulled Liam to his feet and started to run into an alley.

Liam stopped and tried to think through his situation for a moment. He wasn’t too keen on following this ‘Ezra’ down a dark alley, but those guards didn’t look like they cared whether or not Liam was a part of whatever Ezra had been up to. Add to that the fact that Liam really didn’t know what was going on and that he was pretty sure those guards were not people he wanted to meet, he felt he had no choice but to follow.

Liam bolted down the alleyway behind Ezra.

The alley led between a series of buildings, some of which were houses, others appeared to be stores. He ran down the alley, careful of his step. He didn’t want to land in one of the puddles on the ground as he wasn’t sure it was water they held. He jumped over each of these, dodged an elderly lady and skirted around the occasional rabid-looking dog or feral cat.

“Ezra! Wait! Why are they chasing you?” Liam called out.

Ezra came to a stop, and Liam slammed into him. His new friend turned around and looked Liam in the eye. “You should stop for a moment and think that question through. I think you want to ask, ‘Why are they chasing us?’.” With that, he turned and bolted around a corner into a busy street.

Liam ran after him. “Okay, why are they chasing us?”

Ezra hollered back, “Good job! Now you’re understanding the situation! They are chasing us because they want to catch us. I don’t think they would be able to catch us if they didn’t chase us. I think that should be pretty obvious.” He then swerved across the street and turned down another alley.

Liam turned the corner to follow Ezra and came to a dead end. Ezra was nowhere in sight. He looked around for a way out. He started to think he’d never see this Ezra again when two hands popped out from behind a pile of broken boards and pulled him through.

“Follow me!” whispered Ezra as he began crawling beneath what appeared to be a series of houses. “Keep your voice down, or the people who live in these houses will report us.”

Liam crawled. He occasionally glanced up through the rather large cracks between the floorboards. In one house, he witnessed a lady juggle three mangy cats. Two of the cats purred while the third cleaned itself. In another, a gentleman knit a sweater for what appeared to be a rather large horse. In a third, two children sat on the floor. They argued over whether or not carrots felt pain.

As he crawled and looked through the cracks, Liam missed the fact that Ezra had stopped crawling and had come to a halt. He ran headfirst into Ezra’s butt. “Hey, watch it!” Ezra whispered. He dropped down onto his belly and slithered out from under the building and stopped alongside a watering trough for horses.

Liam followed close behind and took in where they were. They looked out over a large marketplace. There were hundreds of booths spread out over just about every square inch of the place. There were even booths stacked on top of one another. For the two-level booths, buyers stood below the seller and threw money up as items such as cloth, vegetables, toys and more were dropped down to the buyers. There were also street performers such as jugglers and fire-breathers, puppet masters and acrobats.

Liam was filled with such awe at what he saw. He had never witnessed anything quite like it. It took a chicken trying to swallow his nose to pull him back.

“Wha??? Ezra, there’s a chicken trying to eat my nose.” He pulled at it for a moment before saying, “He won’t let go.”

Ezra calmly looked over at Liam as if that kind of thing happened all the time.

“Jep!” Ezra said to the chicken. “We’ve talked about this. You cannot eat people’s noses while they are attached to their face.”

Jep looked a little embarrassed but still did not release the firm hold his beak had on Liam’s nose. He squawked a reply to Ezra while he continued to clamp down.

Liam had never seen a chicken look embarrassed before. He had also never seen a chicken bite someone’s nose, let alone get nearly the entire nose between its beak. As uncomfortable as Liam was, he was somewhat impressed.

“Let him go, Jep!” Ezra sounded like he meant business and the chicken tried to release but seemed to have some trouble detaching.

Liam noticed the chicken was acting funny. It started to make a few odd noises. At first, he didn’t know what was happening, but then he figured it out.

“The chicken’s about to puke!” Liam hissed! “Get him off me now!”

Ezra didn’t seem to pick up on the urgency of the situation. Although it had never occurred to him to worry about such a thing, Liam was sure he did not want to experience a chicken barf up his nose. Ezra slowly started into action. He reached for Jep to try to get him off Liam before it was too late.

“Hurry before I...” Liam wasn’t sure what he would do, but he knew he needed the chicken off his nose immediately!

Ezra, unfortunately, seemed quite curious about what Liam might do. “You know, I’m willing to hurry, but you need to finish that sentence! Leaving a sentence half-finished is like...” Liam waited and then got the picture.

“Hurry before I get chicken puke up my nose!”

“Ahh, that makes sense. Why didn’t you just say that?” Ezra reached over and detached the gagging chicken from Liam’s face.

Liam looked down at the chicken. He was about the size of a normal rooster. “Why was he doing that?” Liam was sure the chicken smiled at him.

“Why was he doing that?” Ezra asked. “Wouldn’t you start to gag if you had someone’s nose in your mouth?”

“No, I mean why did he bite my nose?”

“No time for that now. We have to move.” Ezra appeared ready to take charge. “It seems to me that if we can make it across the market without being spotted by one of the guards, we should be okay. I think if we charge right through the market screaming as loud as we can that everyone should look the other way, we’ll get through without being seen.”

Liam wasn’t one to criticize a plan right away. He always liked to encourage other people and build them up for their ideas. He liked to emphasize the strengths of a suggestion and downplay the weaknesses. But this time there didn’t seem to be any way to be gentle.

“That plan stinks, Ezra.”

Ezra looked over at Liam with a look of confusion on his face. “You see some flaws in my plan?”

Liam decided to take another approach. “What if we kind of hide our faces and try to sneak across the market quietly. Maybe we will go unnoticed.”

“What’s your name?” Ezra asked.

“Liam.”

“Okay, Liam. Think this through. If we try to act like we don’t want to be seen, don’t you think we’re just going to draw attention to ourselves? YOUR plan stinks! I think someone who just recently couldn’t pull a chicken from his nose shouldn’t be so critical of another person’s plans. When we stand up and scream, “Look the other way,” everyone is going to look the other way! It’s the perfect plan. Don’t you know anything about people?”

With that, Ezra stood up in the market and screamed, “Don’t look at me! Look the other way!”

To Liam’s amazement, everyone looked away. Some even covered their eyes. There were even guards in the middle of the marketplace, and they put their hands over their eyes or held shields up so they couldn’t see.

Liam watched Ezra run. He screamed his way right through the market and into a doorway on the other side. These people were nuts! Wherever he was, it was an absolutely bizarre place. There was only one thing to do. Copy Ezra.

As Liam was about to stand up and scream for people to look the other way, Jep took advantage of the distraction and latched on again. There was no time to waste. The plan was in motion, and Liam refused to be stopped.

“Everyone look away; I have a chicken on my nose!” Everyone’s faces went red in embarrassment and turned away. He screamed again, “Look away, chicken-boy coming through!” As he ran, he could hear people saying, “Poor young man. How will he survive with a chicken on his nose?”

Liam zigzagged through the non-lookers and found his way to the same door Ezra had charged through. By that time his nose hurt a lot, but he decided to wait until he saw Ezra again to get his help in dealing with the nose-biter.

As he closed the door behind him, he could hear the crowds get back to buying and selling as though nothing at all out of the ordinary had happened. He looked around and took in the sights and sounds and smells of the new place.

The room was dark and small. The entire house (aside from a bathroom) seemed to be in that one room. There were two bunk beds built into the one wall to his right, one a total disaster as if it had just been used and another neat and tidy. Next to the bunks on the back wall was what appeared to be a small kitchen area with a stove that could clearly heat the place as well as cook food. Up against the left wall was a small table with three chairs set next to it.

In one of the chairs sat Ezra; in another sat a most disagreeable-looking creature. She had curly, matted hair which stuck out in every direction. Liam couldn’t see her eyes through the thick mess of tangled eyebrows. The hands were more claw than anything with sharp nails and hooked fingers. As the creature sized up Liam, it began to let out a terrifying cackle.

Liam stood there with the chicken still attached to his very sore nose. He was pretty sure Ezra had just led him to his death.
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