PROLOUGE

Many years ago, a young child was seen walking the streets, never seeming to have anywhere to go. Nobody knew whom he was r where he came from. He was passed from place to place, never staying for long. He was a nobody. But he was to play a very important part in events to come, 
Let me introduce myself. I’mFranz Schulz, And I am going to tell you about the day my life changed forever. 

For most of my life, I had been an ordinary kid. I was completely normal. The only thing that gave me pause was my father. He had gone away before I was born, and I knew nothing about him. I was extremely curious, but my mother woulld tell me othing. And so our days went on. A year before that fateful night, my mother went out to do some grocery shopping. I waited and waited, but she never came back. Now I was scared and lost. What had happened to my mother? I finally decided to leave. May be I would have a better chance somewhere else. There was nothing left for me here. After wandering for many days, I came upon a group of boys. They instructed me to go to a town where I would find work. If I had known what was waiting for me, I never would have gone. As I walked in, I froze. The town was full of factories, belching black smoke into the gray sky. “Hey boy,” a man in the street called, “you want work?” I nodded. “Then come!” I worked there for weeks, toiling hour after hour, sleeping on a cot with sheets that smelled like sour milk. It was a pitch black October night.  The rain was pouring off people’s umbrellas and coats and into the storm drains, making music on the sidewalks. The wind whipped around in unfriendly gusts, and the cold seeped right through people’s jackets and into their bones. It was a dismal night.



The weather had been weird since March.  First came the cold, marching down his warpath, a steel wall of indomitable force. It was hard and harsh and sharp, wreaking havoc and desolation everywhere it went. The few people who dared to brave its hypothermic temperatures to obtain food and other necessities returned so numb with cold that they had to recover in bed for several weeks. Then, sometime in early May, everything changed. 
Whenever anyone went out, they ended up spending most of their time resting, sweating, and drinking long draughts of water. It was so hot that lemonade was selling for five dollars a glass. Some people got so thirsty that they nipped a few glasses. It was that hot.

Then, in August, it began to rain. And it rained. And rained. And rained. I mean, I like rain as a general thing, but this? This was miserable. The endless pittter-pattering on roofs and sidewalks, the sullen grey clouds—it all got unbearable after a while. And today was no different. On a day like today I would normally have found some shelter for the night inside. But I had come outside because I had noticed something that didn’t seem quite right. It made me interested me in the extreme. There was a man on the street who was different then the rest. He looked the same as everyone else, with his sodden raincoat and clomping rain boots, but there was something about him that seemed dark, primeval, and chaotic. It almost as if (though it may have been a trick of the light) that the storm outside came not from the sky, but from something deep within him. So I was curious about this fellow. Who was he? Where was he from? And why was he here, in my small hometown?
The man began to walk briskly down the street, and followed him, making sure to keep a safe distance. It was a mistake that almost cost me my life.

He trudged down the road for some time before turning the corner onto a dark side street. I hesitated for a moment, then shrugged off my fears and crept silently after him. I followed him as he twisted and turned down the shadowed alleyway and watched in silence as he stopped before a brick wall. Without warning, he whipped around and stared at me. His face (or what I could see of it) looked so horribly revolting that I wanted to look away. But I couldn’t. You know when something looks so horrible and disgusting that you can’t keep your eyes away from it? Well, that was how it was with me.  This man’s face was so hideous and ghastly that it mesmerised me. I was fascinated. I could feel his eyes burning right through me, deep-frying me, sizzling me to a crisp. The man stared at me with contempt in his eyes. “Die,” He hissed. The air began to crackle with electricity.  I felt like I was about to spontaneously combust. I closed my eyes, preparing for the end. 
Nothing happened. I opened my eyes. The wind was steadily picking up, and with it came lots and lots of leaves. They came from every nook and cranny, hundreds of thousands of them, surging toward the man. He gave a growl of frustration and and tried to swat them away, but they just kept coming. All of a sudden I felt a chilling breath of air waft over me. Something clicked. I took to my heels, sprinting down the sreet so swiftly you would’ve thought I was being chased by a rabid dog. The man sighted me and gave a bellow of rage. Lightning wrent the sky apart and thunder boomed. I ran even faster, but just as I reached the road a sharp pain sliced through my body and everything went black.

I awoke to the putrid stink of garbage and a repetitive drip, drip, drip. My first thought was, Where the heck am I?  I looked around and gathered that I was in some kind of sewer, though what kind of sewer is big enough to fit a human I have no idea. Then I remebered the storm and thought How did I get here? I heard a voice say, “Ah, you’re awake.” I turned around and beheld a giant rat. A giant talking rat in a giant sewer. Oh, boy. “My name,” said the rat, “Is Jonathan Van Dorf. I’m sorry I cannot explain myself further, but time is of the essence. If you’ll follow me.”  And he began to plod down the pipe. I stood, watching him. He turned and looked at me. “Are you coming?” I paused for a moment. Should I follow him?  After some thought, I made my decision.  “Wait for me!” I called before following him into the shadowy darkness.

We proceeded down the tunnel until we arrived at a dead end.

The rat muttered some words, and a door appeared in the wall. He turned the knob. It swung open, revealing a long corridor with a door on the other side. The rat walked through and beckoned me onward I tentatively followed him, and closed the door behind me.Instead I looked upon.  Beyond the door was a room that had the appearance of a sitting room. There was a marble fireplace with a warm fire crackling and hissing contently; there was a rug on the floor made of some extraordinarily soft material; and best of all, there were two comfortable armchairs and a small table with two cups of tea. Everything was warm and inviting.

I gave a start as I heard the door. I twisted around and saw a man in his 40’s, dressed in the style of a french swordsman, with a rapier at his belt. He had a thin black moustache and bore a certain resembelance to the rat who had brought me there I stepped back a pace, somewhat taken aback. “Who are you?” “Jonathan Van Dorf.”  I looked at him perplexedly. “But that’s the name of the rat.”  He gave me a knowing look. “Exactly.”  Suddenly it dawned on me what he meant. “No,” I whispered. “No. Impossible.”  He nodded. “It’s true.”  When I still looked disbeleiving, he sighed. “Fine. I’ll show you.”  I watched, enraptured, as he began to change. 
First his face began to stretch. It stretched and stretched until it was long and skinny. Small grey hairs began to sprout from all over his body. A pair of ears grew from the top of his head and he acquired ten nice sharp claws.    Finally, a lengthy tail burst forth. He was, for all means and purposes, a rat. I sat down in one of the chairs, a little disoriented from what had occured. The rat flicked his tail. “Good enough for you?” I nodded, somewhat shakily. “But sir,” I breathed out. “How-how do you do that?” “All in good time, all in good time. Now, I think it’s time I told you why you’re here.” I nodded.

“First things first. Do you know who your father is?”  I sat up in my chair, a little taken aback. “No. I never met him. Why?”

Mr. Van Dorf pressed on, ignoring my query. “Do you remember anything about him?’ “My mother told me he was an artist.”   He nodded. “Then my suspicions are correct. I know who your father is.” I stood up excitedly. “Who? Tell me!” “Your father is Autumn, or Fall.” I sat back down, dumbfounded. “I don’t understand.”                                    “Well…how should I explain this?...this may surprise you, but the seasons aren’t just different periods of heat and cold. They’re actually gods, divine beings, and entities--whatever you want to call them.”  As you could tell, I was somewhat shaken up by this information. “ Then my father was…a god? But why didn’t he tell me Why did he leave? I didn’t even know if he was alive!” I was screaming now, beating the arm of the chair as I vented all the pent up anger and frustration I had held back for so long. I stomped around the room until I finally collapsed in a chair, breathing heavily. Mr. Van Dorf put his head in his hands and sighed. “Franz,” he said quietly, “Your father left because he wanted to protect you.” “From what?” I asked, more inquisitive now than angry. “From your own identity.” When I loked at him questioningly, he continued: “If you knew who you were, then he would find you, and once he finds you, you don’t have a chance.” “Who’s ‘he?’” “The man with the glowing eyes. He’s called The Lord of Storms.”  The room darkened, and a chill went down my spine. I felt like I was being watched, but when I turned around, no one was there.

After a moment, everything went back to normal. I took a sip of my tea. “You know,” I said, “I’ve just realized something.” “What’s that?” “If he found me, why am I still alive?”  Mr. Van Dorf nodded. “That’s a very good question. You were very lucky. I happened to be in the area at the time. There’s something else, isn’t there?” he said, looking at me. “ Well, go on, out with it.” I paused. “It’s just that- well, there was another thing that helped me.” “Oh? What was it?” And so I told him about how the wind had picked up the leaves off the ground and diverted the man’s attention so that I could escape. “At first I thought it was just luck,” I admitted, “But after what you’ve told me, I don’t think so anymore.” “ You don’t, eh? Well, this is just a guess, but I would speculate that that was your father helping you out of a tight spot.” I brightened. “You really think so?” “As I said, it was just a guess, but yes, I suspect that that is what happened. But enough of that. I have to do with the Lord of Storms.” He paused. “First, a little background information.  Well, how to describe him… he is the herald of storms, the bringer of chaos. The seasons keep order, they make sure that everything goes the way it should be—a constant cycle of waking and slumbering. Without them, life would be disrupted. Woe and destruction would follow. As for me, well, I have formed a group, association..whatever  you want to call it. We’re called the Defenders. We help protect the seasons from the Lord of Storms.We have a messaging room wherewe are alerted of his plans. When we receive notice, we immediately send out a small group to intervene to make sure his plans don’t succed. ”
There is much we have to talk about. First of all, do you wish to stay here?”  “Do I have a choice?” “Yes. You can choose to stay with us-”  “I only see you.” “ Trust me, there are more- or you can choose to leave, as I know a well protected area where you will not be harmed. Your choice.”  “What do you think I should do?” “It’s not my place to say.” I considered for a moment. “Sounds good. I’m in.” Mr. Van Dorf smiled. “ Well chosen. Proceed.” Without hesitation, I walked resolutely to the door and yanked it wide.

For a moment I thought I was dreaming. But then, who wouldn’t have? I had stepped into what seemed to be a swordfighting arena. Eighteen or twenty kids my age were sparring with a wide variety of weapons, so fast sparks would fly as blows were exchanged. It was quite a riveting display. Mr. Van Dorf was

beside me so suddenly it was as if he had appeared out of thin air. “Well, how do you like it?” he asked. “I think it’s…good,”

I mumbled, somewhat at a loss for words. “ I’m glad you think that,” he replied, “Because this will comprise the first part of your training. Damian!” a short, stocky boy with jet-black hair sauntered towards us. “ Let’s get you a weapon and then I’ll show you the basics. Come on!” I followed him towards the weapon rack.

I Looked thought fully at the multitude of weapons availible to me. They came in all shapes and sizes, from battle-axes to javelins. The choices were overwhelming. Damian handed me a mace. “ Go on,” he encouraged me. “Try it out.”  I tried swinging it, but the mace was just too heavy and cumbersome. He handed me a dagger. It was too light. How do you like to fight?” he asked me. “What do you mean?” “Like, do you like to slice, jab, impale...” the list went on and on. I thought for a moment. “Jab, I think.”   “Then how about this one?” He handed me a sword about two feet long. As soon as I felt it, I knew it was the right one. It was nice and light, easily maneuverable, good for quick blows and jabs. I turned to Damian. “I like this one,” I told him. “I thought it would. It fits you. Now, let’s go and practice, shall we?”

We headed over to a quiet corner to practice. Before we started, Damian told me some basic things to know about swordfighting. “First of all,” he began, “Swordfighting is fast. You’ve got to be ready for everything. Now, what would you do if your opponent had you backed against a wall?” “Jab at his legs to distract him.” “Very good. Now how do you back an opponent into a corner?”  I considered. “Jab at his head?” “Close. It’s actually better to jab at the lower torso, preventing your opponent to jump or duck. Now let’s sparr a little. We’ll only use the flats of our blades to restrict damage. Begin!” He drew his heavy sword from its belt, and we began. Because his sword was so large and bulky, I was at a great disadvantage. Each of his swings carried so much power that I was forced to move back a few paces. Every time I tried to jab  at him my blows were blocked.  Then I looked at how he swung his sword and I realized that his greatest advantage was also his greatest flaw.

When next he swung I feinted to the right.  He turned his swing towards me, and when I jumped away, as I had expected, the weight of his sword put him a little off-balance. As he wobbled around, trying to regain his footing, I jabbed at his feet. This seemed to do the trick. He tottered for a second, than fell and lay sprawling on the ground. I put my sword to his throat. “Give up?” I asked, grinning. He returned my smile. “Never!”  Too late, I realized that he was swinging his sword right towards my throat. I didn’t want to give up my hold on him, but I knew my sword wasn’t a match for his. In desperation, I threw my sword at it; It hit his sword, stopping its progress for a second, then bounced off. I was now totally defenseless. I backed off, cursing myself for such a foolish move. He swung again, pushing me back even farther. I racked my brains for a solution. Finally, I reached one. It wasn’t great but it would have to do. It required me to heave myself at Damian  just before he swung. With luck, it would work. I readied myself. I watched him pull it back…now! With a cry, I flung myself at him. I heard the impact and felt pain course through through my body before everything went black.

I woke up to the pungent odor of antiseptic and rubbing alcohol. For the first time I realized I was lying in a bed. I peered at my surroundings and noticed at once that I was in some sort of sickroom or hospital. A kind-looking doctor was examining me. “Ah,” he said, “You’re awake. That was a nasty injury you had.” “How long till I can fight again?” I asked him. “A week, tops.” I groaned. “Where am I to sleep?” I asked him. “You’ve been sleeping in the hospital since the injury, but if you want, I can ask Mr. Van Dorf to prepare a room for you.”  “That would be great. Thank you.” “My pleasure.”  He ambled out of the room to get  Mr. Van Dorf. I sat up in my bed and waited for him to return. Finally, he came back, and he brought Mr. Van Dorf with him. “Hello Franz,” he said genially, “How are you feeling?” “Splendid,”  I replied. “Good. I’ll take you to your room.” I got up off my bed, wincing a little, and followed him. He led me down a long corridor filled with sleeping rooms. The air was fresh and crisp, reminding me of cool autumn evenings spent lounging on the deck and drinking steaming hot mugs of apple cider. We stopped at room number 13. “This will be your room,” Mr. Van Dorf told me. “Step in and tell me what you think. I stepped in and was amazed at how wonderful it was. There was a painting of trees in fall, their vibrant colors brightening the canvas; There was a sleeping mat as well as a bed; and best of all, the floor was made of soil, so I could take off my shoes and socks and let the rich earth sink between my toes. “I love it!” I cried. “Very well. I’ll see you later.” He headed back down the corridor. I settled onto my mat and stared at the ceiling for a long time. Then I gave a sigh and drifted contentedly into an easy sleep.

I stayed in my room for a week. It was actually pretty great—I got a good breakfast every morning, and I explored around the the vast network of passageways and corridors that made up the camp in the afternoons. I ate in the dining hall every night. There were some really fascinating places: there was a library, and one day I even found a climbing wall! The only disasvantage was that I didn’t have any friends. Whenever I did anything, I was alone. Nobody sat with me, nobody sat with me, nobody talked to me. It was as if I didn’t exist.

One night I was eating alone in the dining hall, as usual, when a boy sauntered over to my table. He posessed a untidy mop of bright red hair, and he was smiling as if he thought everything he saw was incredibly funny. He gave me a wry grin. “Would you mind if I sit here?” he asked. “Not at all,” I replied. We sat in silence for some minutes. Then he asked me, “So, what’s your  name?” “Franz.What’s yours?” “Oliver. It’s nice to meet you, Franz. How did you get here?” I told him my story. When I had finished he stared at me wide eyed. “Wow! What a story!  “What about you? How did you get here?”  He paused. “Well, it began like this… I used to live in a big house, a fancy one, with my mom and my dad and my sister. Everything was perfect. Until…One day my mom was cooking.  I heard a hissing and cracling noise. Something on the stove had caught fire. The blaze spread to the rest of the house. Before I knew it, I could feel the flames tickling my heels. I managed to get out the door just as the house went up in flames.” He looked down sadly. After a moment, he straightened up. “After that, I did what I could. Worked long hours. Got food wherever I could find it. It wasn’t an easy life.” I sighed. “I can imagine.” He looked out past me at something I couldn’t see. Then he turned back to me. “Enough of that.How would you like to go exploring tommorow?” “Where?” “Well, there are some abandoned  sections of the camp that nobody goes into anymore. There’s probably some pretty cool things down there.” “Tomorrow, then. Good night, Oliver.” “Good night, Franz.”


The next morning, I woke up bright and early. I met Oliver and together we delved into the tunnels. We traversed the musty corridors for many hours. We found a few empty storage rooms and not much else. Just as we were about to head back up, I spied a door that was standing ajar. When I pointed it out to Oliver, he shrugged. “It’s worth a try.” We turned and peered inside. My mouth dropped open. “Wow,” Oliver whispered. The room was filled, from top to bottom, with machines. a jumbled array of all kinds of parts, from gears to wires to cranks, were stuffed randomly into every nook and cranny.
“Think what we could do with this,” Oliver whispered excitedly.  “We could build anything!” “Let’s bring some back to work on.” “Great idea!” We brought them back, almost every piece, leaving only a few behind. We set to work immediately, fitting pieces together with great eagerness.

Eventually my leg got better and I was ready to sparr again. I trained in the swordfighting arena for hours and didn’t get back to my book for a long time. I got better and better every day, I dodging and parrying more and more rapidly. Finally Mr. Van Dorf summoned me to his office. When I came in he was sitting in his usual chair. “Good afternoon, Franz!” He remarked as I sauntered in. “You asked for me, sir?” “That I did. I was wondering how your sparring was going.”  “Very well,” I answered truthfully. “Damian tells me you are performing admirably. I think it’s time you went on to the next level.” “What is the next level?” “I shall show you when we arrive.” “When are we leaving?” “Right now.” He transformed into a rat, which still disconcerted me, and we were off.

We plodded through the tunnels for a time until we came to a trapdoor. “This is the place,” Mr. Van Dorf announced. He climbed through the trapdoor and pulled me up after him. “Welcome to the Suur Metsa.” We were in a glade. Trees towered above us, each one hundreds oof feet tall. The air was still, except for the occaisonal breeze that stirred the treetops. Everything was calm and peaceful, as if nobody had come there for millenia.”Can you hear the trees whispering?” Mr. Van Dorf murmured. I nodded. The place felt sacred, isolated, a little isle of peace and serenity. Mr. Van Dorf had me  hide behind the trees. Can you see them?” he whispered. I felt lost for words. Insects poked their minute bodies out of the soil to examine their surroundings. Birds twittered to each other, warbling woodland melodies. Squirrels jumped from tree to tree, and even the plants seemed to be gently whispering. I could feel a gentle pulsing, a steady rhythm, as if the earth’s heart was beating. I was filled with joy. Soon I began to notice specific life forms in the clearing. realized that the clearing, which had seemed so tranquil before, was in fact very alive. The ants in particular interested me greatly. They did their various tasks with such an air of purpose that I began to wonder how their minds worked. I investigated a group of ants pulling a dead insect that was at least twice their size toward their burrow. It fascinated me how they worked together, each one helping the others to carry the heavy burden. Later, they helped feed the other ants, distributing the food with precise organisation and efficency. After studying the ants for a while, I explored further and discovered a squirrel. The squirrels mind was quick and clever; as it scented a bear coming through the undergrowth, it analyzed all the possible escape routes, chose one, and began to climb with nimble agility, its paws never losing their grip. It was out of sight by the time the bear reached the clearing. As I observed the squirrel, I      felt a change. I seemed to merge with the squirrel, moving as it moved, thinking as it thought. It was a peculiar turn of events, and one that was extremely puzzling. At once I heard a shout. “Franz! Franz!” I sat up, startled, not totally understanding what had just occurred. Mr. Van Dorf was looking at me withan agitated expression. “What just happened?” I asked him. “Franz, when you were observing that squirrel, your minds interlocked. For a moment you completely understood the squirrel. You became an extension of each other’s consciousnesses. Do you understand?” “Sort of. What does it mean?” “It means, Franz, that you have an extraordinary talent. But you must be careful. It’s possible that  you could never turn back into a human. Try it again.” I tried as hard as I could, but nothing happened. “I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I just can’t do it without a real squirrel.” “Try to picture one.”   I tried to imagine a squirrel; quick and light, always alert and ready to run at the slightest sign of danger. At once I felt the falmiliar transformation and, remembering what Mr. Van Dorf had said, I didn’t let myself become too much like a squirrel. I did climb a tree, though, because the sky was so blue and everything was so alive that I just had to be a part of it! I couldn’t describe it now, but oh, it was the most wonderful feeling in the world! After a while, I descended and reassumed my human form. “That was very pleasant,” I remarked. “Do you think you could fluently transform into any animal?” “Well…” I thought for a moment. “I’m not sure. Can I practice?” “Sure. How about I give you an animal, and you try to transform into that creature? If you don’t succeed we’ll try another one and come back to it later.” “Thanks, but I would prefer to work on my own, since this is a new concept that I’m not fully falmiliar with.” “Of course, of course.” And so I worked, transforming myself into animals from tiny to gigantic, from leaping to lumbering. Each animal was unique in its personality, and some were more difficult than others, but in the end I was succesful. I also noticed that after I had became an animal, I understood them, I knew them more fully, and as this happened again and again, I began to realize that their minds were much more complicated than I had ever imagined. That was the first time I began to grasp how complex life actually was. “Okay,” I told Mr. Van Dorf. “I’m ready. What do we do now?” “I’m going to give you a test. I’ll turn into an animal and attack you. You have to transform into another animal and escape.Oh, and one more thing. Try not to change directly from animal to animal. You can get discombobulated and forget where you are. Sound good?” I nodded. “Then let’s begin!” I watched his form ripple as he transformed into a lean, muscular wolf.  He bounded towards me. I made a quick change into a squirrel and nimblely clambered up a tree. It was lucky I morphed when I did. One more moment and Mr. Van Dorf/Wolf  would have caught me. He gave a growl of frustration. Then he transformed (Becoming a human first, of course)  into a black bear. Then he started jumping up the tree after me. If I was a human, I would have screamed. What could I do? Since he could climb, the squirrel wasn’t a good option. I needed to turn intto another animal; a bird maybe? But to become a bird I had to become a human first, and I needed to get to a sturdier branch. Mr. Van Dorf/Bear was very close now, and I didn’t have time to think. I just ran. I ran so quickly that soon I left Mr. Van Dorf/Bear behind. When I got far enough away I selected a branch and hastily turned back into a human. Now, which animal? I needed something that I could visualize easily. I decided to do an eagle. I transformed and lifted up into the sky with a flap of my vast wings. I could feel gentle air currents flowwing around me just as if I was in water. The air felt fresh and crisp on my feathers. Suddenly a repulsive smell hit me. It reeked of trash and gasoline and waste.

I fought the urge to fly far away to somewhere where I would never smell it again. “Franz!” I peered down and saw Mr. Van dorf, now in human form, staring at me with a look of deep melancholy. He beckoned for me to come down. I dove towards the ground and turned back ino a human at the last moment. I wobbled for a moment, than stood. “What’s the problem?” He sat down on the ground and sighed dejectedly. “I wasn’t planning to show you it so soon, but now it appears I have no choice.” “What is it?” “Follow me.” He led me to the clearing where we had started and back into the tunnels. We trudged down and down and down until we reached some of the deepest, darkest tunnels. The air smelled cold and miserable. “Sit down and close your eyes,” Mr. Van Dorf instructed me. “Do the same thing you did in the clearing.” I closed my eyes and listened. I heard a tiny pulse, so weak and feeble that sometimes I wondered if it even existed. It was like the heartbeat of a man who is on his deathbed. I opened my eyes. “What does it mean?” I asked Mr. Van Dorf. “It means,” said he, “That this is a place where almost nothing lives Now I have one more thing to show you.Close your eyes and I will show you a vision. I closed my eyes and waited. Pictures began to form in my head. I saw a forest, like the Suur Metsa. Everything was greeen and growing. Birds twittered and bugs burrowed. Everything was calm and peaceful. Suddenly I heard a great roar. Suddenly a giant machine crashed through the trees. It ripped up the trees. In moments the forest had an empty, lifeless wasteland. The birds were gone. The insects were gone. There was left but an empty wasteland. Slowly the images disapeared and I opened my eyes.I shivered. “It’s horrible! Why did you show it to me?” “to show you. The earth is dying. This is not a minor problem. If we don’t act quickly, it’ll all be gone.” “What can we do?” “We can fight. For you see, all of this is intertwined.The seasons, the earth; all connected. For without the earth, there are no seasons. When we first met, I told you we were fighting the Lord of Storms. And we are, for he incites these problems. He revels in chaos and destruction. Do you understand?” I nodded, somewhat slowly. “Yes. I do.” “Good.Now will you, after what I have shown you, defend the outside world, no matter what cost? Will you stop at nothing to protect it? I cannot impress on you its importance. It is at the same time the most valauble and vulnerable thing in existence.” I nodded.   “Then let’s get going.” We stopped one more time in the clearing, and I paused to look one more time. The dappled sunlight flowing over the ground, the undercurrent of life and energy-It could not be lost.  It must not be lost. We began to briskly stride down the tunnels back the way we had come. 


For a few weeks, I didn’t do much. I climbed, sparred, read a few books. I was completely content and at home. There was nothing to worry about. Little did I know how soon adventure was going to sneak up on me.When we arrived, Mr. Van Dorf said to me, “Tonight is game night. Would you like to participate?” I nodded. “It sounds fun.” “Well, Franz, you’ll soon see that the games we play involve being mauled, injured, and knocked unconscious.” I grinned. “I’m ready.” “Good. It starts at six tonight. I’ll see you then.” He walked off. 


 That night, I chatted with Oliver. “So,” I told him, “What do you think of the game night tonight?” “Well, he said, I think it’ll be pretty fun. It will be interesting to see how it plays out.” “What about the danger?” He shrugged. “I’m going to run into danger eventually anyways, so why should I slow it down? Besides, it’ll make it more exciting.’I nodded. “I like your thinking.”


At last, the time came. We assembled on a large court about the size of a football field. “Now,” Mr. Van Dorf instructed, “this is a very simple game. There are two teams, each with a flag. T he object of the game is to get the other teams flag onto your side. You will each be equipped with a sword and shield. Everything clear? Good. I’ll hand out your equipment, and then we’ll begin.”When we arrived there was a great commotion. Everyone was pacing about with such urgency I wondered what the matter was. Mr. Van Dorf went over and questioned a boy. Then he came back to me. “A boy working in our messaging room—That’s the room where we receive alerts and messages—received an urgent message from Finland.” “What does it say?” We’ll soon find out.” We wandered into some kind of big meeting room. Folding chairs had been set up, and everyone was talking and chattering to each other, trying to figure out what the message had actually said. “Silence!” Mr. Van Dorf shouted. Everybody went quiet. “Now, where is the person who received the message?” “I did, sir.” I directed my gaze towards a skinny boy with chestnut hair down to his shoulders. “And what did the message say?” Mr. Van Dorf queried. “ ‘Winter angered. Help needed immediately.’” “Right then. This calls for a quest. Who wants to go?” The boy who had received the message raised his hand. “All right, Nathan, you can lead—now choose one more person to go with you.” Nathan looked around. His gaze fell on me. “I want him to go,” he announced. “Are you ready, Franz?” Mr. Van Dorf asked me. “This could be a very dangerous mission.” “I am ready,” I replied. “You leave tomorrow. Go get some sleep. You’ll need it.” With that he trooped off. I retired to my room and lay in thought for a while, then slowly settled into a troubled sleep.  I awoke to see Mr. Van Dorf shaking me vigorously. “Come on, Franz,” he whispered urgently, “It’s time to go!” “Already?” I asked groggily. “Yes. You just have enough time to get dressed and go. Hurry!” Roused by his interjection, I began to get ready at once. Shirt, pants, coat, shoes—all done in a matter of minutes. As soon as I was ready we started striding  down the corridor at a brisk pace. We turned into his office where Nathan was waiting for us. “Are you ready?” Mr. Van Dorf asked. “Then let’s go! We walked down the tunnels, twisting and turning in all kinds of crazy directions. Afterwards, I could never remember which way, we went, and perhaps it was better that way. After hours of walking, we reached a grate. This is the place,” Mr. Van Dorf. Nathan and I climbed out of the tunnels and into the brisk New England air.  It felt sharp and invigorating, as if I had been doused over the head with a cold bucket of water. “Which way?” I asked Nathan. “We’ll need a boat, so let’s go to the docks.” “Where are we going?” I asked. He looked at me in surprise. “Finland, of course. That’s where Winter has his base.””Then to the docks it is!” I cried. “Where are they?” “Let’s ask that man over there.” When he heard our question he grinned. “Just follow your nose.” Then he turned off down one of the cobbled streets. I looked at Nathan. He shrugged. “Why not? We have nothing to lose.” I sighed. “Okay.” I sniffed, and immediately got a huge whiff of fish and salt. I inhaled, trying to place the scent.”This way,” I called to Nathan, and together we followed our noses towards the dock.

I always thought of docks as noisy, bustling places, but this one was very quiet. There were only a few fisherman about, tying their boats up for the night. “Which one do you think we  should use?”Nathan inquired me. I looked a moment. “That one,” I said, pointing towards a sturdy, well-crafted sailboat being tied up by a man in his sixties. “Well, let’s see if we can bargain it out of him.” We sauntered over to the old fisherman. He looked up grumpily. “Wha’da you want?” “We were wondering if you could lend us your boat.” He put his arms protectively over the vessel. “No way. I’ll never give The Voyager away.” Nathan took a few bills out of his pocket. “Would some cash make you more generous?” The man looked at the bills suspiciously. “Is there a catch?” Nathan smiled. “No catch.” “Well then, she’s yours. But I’m warning you, make sure she comes back all in one piece!” he shouted as he walked off. Nathan jumped on. “Let ‘er go!” he called to me. I cut the rope with my sword and jumped on just as the wind pushed the boat out into the open ocean. We expected the journey to take a week. As it turned out, we were wrong

A few days into the journey, Dark clouds began to gather on the horizon.  Lightning crackled and thunder roared. The sea began to froth and boil, and the wind how led and screamed about the mast. The boat was tossed like a toy down into the waves and up again to the crest, turning and twisting like a roller coaster. Nathan was up at the top, taking down the sail. All at once, with a loud crack, the mast broke,  and Nathan was hurled into the churning waters. I called after him, but the storm swallowed my cries. I had one last glimpse of him before he disappeared from view. He was gone.

I was alone. Totally alone. I stared out to sea for a long time, then went below deck and settled into an uneasy sleep.

The next morning, I woke up feeling hungry. I ate some food, then went up on deck and looked out. There was nothing but the endless sea. I had not the faintest Idea which direction to go, but I couldn’t sit here and do nothing. I picked a course and opened the sail. The boat began to move, slowly at first, then faster. I smiled, just a little bit, then left the deck. It was going to be a long, long time.


The next few weeks were miserable. It was either scorching hot or pouring rain. Saltwater got in everything, from food to clothing. Every bone in my body ached. I was constantly weary. Storms came, too, pounding the boat, violently rocking it from side to side. No matter how brave I tried to be, I was afraid. I was afraid of the sea. I was always fearful that something would happen; the boat would be broken beyond repair, or a wave would come and sweep me off my feet, into the back murky depths of the sea. I tried not to think about it, but like I was being swallowed by the sea, that I  would never make it out. That maybe everything on land was just a dream.


Three miserable weeks later, I was tired, cold, and hungry. My food supplies were running low. I could feel the first chill of winter, and I knew that I hadn’t much time, but despite all my efforts, there was still no land in sight. I didn’t have the strength to move the boat another inch. I felt despair such as I had never felt before.. I collapsed, exhausted.

Suddenly I heard a cry. I looked up. It was that of a seagull, circling. There was only one thing that could mean. I looked out. Land! Before me lay the green slopes of ire land, the grasses waving gently, as if welcoming me. I couldn’t wait any longer. I dove out of the boat and swam to shore. When I reached it I knelt down on the beach and wept with  relief. I had finally, finally made it. I looked around me and froze. The land in front of me was walled and fenced. Within was a scene straight out of a nightmare. In front of me everything was gone; trees, grass, even the moss. Machines moved around like metal monsters of destruction. There was only dirt and rocks. It was like the end of the world. All at once I was filled with rage. How dare they? HOW COULD THEY! I felt a tug in my chest. Then something happened that I could not even begin to explain. The trees began to grow back. Slowly at first, then faster, until the once-empty wasteland was full of them. Then I heard a cry woke up in a small fisherman’s hut. The fisherman was standing over me with a satisfied expression. “That was a nasty bite you got there,” he told me, “But I fixed it up pretty well, I reckon.” I gave a start. “Where am I? How long have I been out?” “You’re in Ireland, lad. And as for the time, you’ve been here  two or three days. Why?” I searched for an explanation. “Well,uh—I have an important meeting soon, so I need to leave immediately.” He peered at me intently. “You do eh?” Then he smiled. “Well, go, then. And good luck to you.” Thank you, sir.” I got up and stood, getting my bearings. Then I walked out. It was raining outside. I gave a sob. Nathan had  betrayed us all. I had never felt so truly alone. I began to pad softly through the sodden green fields, my tears mingling with the gentle rhythm of the rain.


I woke up the next morning, feeling as if I had just closed my eyes. I yawned and stretched. Time to get moving. I started off, leaving no trace of my presence behind.


For several days, I meandered through the muddy pastures. The weather varied from warm to miserable. One night, I stopped t a farm on the side of the road. I knocked gently on the door. It was opened by kindly woman. “Why, hello,” she remarked. “What are you doing here?” “Please, I was wondering if I could have some food.” “Come in, come in.” She smiled. “We’ll be glad to have you as our guest. I walked in and saw a small, bare cottage. There was a soup bubbling and hissing, and it made my mouth water. There were children everywhere, laughing and shouting. After what I had been through, it made me smile. 

Finally dinner was ready. Though it wasn’t fancy, I had never tasted anything so delicious. All too soon it was time to leave. “Thank you for the dinner, mam,” I said politely. “It was a pleasure.” I stepped out and started walking again, my path lit by the silver moon.


The next days were wonderful. The weather was warm, and every morning I awoke to the musical chatter of the birds. There were other animals, too; squirrels and mice and insects, with the occasional bear lumbering along.  After walking for several hours, I stopped to rest. Just as I was about to get going again, I heard the sound of a hammer. I listened for a moment, and then padded softly toward the source. A cave appeared out of the fog. I crouched down and peered inside. I could just make out a man, hunched over with his back turned to me. I walked forward and into the cave. The man turned around, as suddenly as if he had known I was there all along. “Hello.” he smiled. “I’ve been waiting for you.” “You have?” “Uh-huh. I knew you would come.” “You did?” I’ve been watching you, you know. I know. I know what you’ve been through.” I just nodded, too dumbfounded to speak. “So,” he told me,”It’s time you got your sword.” “My sword?” “Yes, your sword. It’s here. That sword was yours from the moment it was forged. Not every sword is the right one, after all. But this one is just right for you. Try it. Pick it up. I did, and immediately knew that what he had said was true. This was my sword. It was more than just a weapon. It was a piece of me, and one that had been missing for a long time. I knew it like an old friend, my companion, always at my side. I felt suddenly whole, complete. I turned to the man. “Thank you.” “You’re welcome.” He turned back to his work. I turned and left the cave. When I looked for it the next day, it was gone.   I woke up to a pale, misty fog that turned every object into an indistinct outline. I must have fallen asleep, I realized. I sat up and tried to get an idea what my surroundings looked like. There were a few windblown shrubs scattered about in haphazard directions. I looked a little farther and noticed a figure trudging toward me. As it came closer, I realized it was a man, an old man with faded overalls. He was shaking his fist at me and shouting. “What the heck,” he yelled, “Are you doing in my yard!” “Well,” I stammered,  “You see--” “Tell me when we get inside. It’s a more appropriate place to have a conversation.” And so saying, he turned and walked toward a small hut. I, not knowing what else to do, followed him.

When we got inside, he sat down on a crudely fashioned chair. “So,” he said, “Explain.” “Well you see, sir,” I spoke hesitantly, “It’s somewhat of a long story.”  “I enjoy long stories. Go on, out with it. “And,” he added, “If you are who I think you are, you can trust me.” Could I trust him? I decided I could. So I told him my story, first hesitantly, but as I warmed up to the subject, the words began to flow out of my mouth like water. It was as if I had been waiting, since that rainy October night, to have somebody to tell all the woe and misfortune that had befallen me.

When I had finshed, he gave a quick, curt nod.“I see. It appears that you need a quick route to Finland. Well, it seems you’re in luck. I happen to know of just such a way. I need to get out of this hovel anyway. What do you say?” I beamed. “That sounds wonderful! When do we go?” “Now.” “One more question. Exactly who are you?” He gave a thin smile. “That, I’m afraid, must remain my secret. Now, shall we go?” I nodded eagerly, practically bouncing out the door in my eagerness to begin. “Which way?” I asked, straining to peer through the thick fog. “Up.” I looked at him in confusion. He merely nodded. “Hang on tight.” I grasped his hand tightly. Without warning, he began to shoot up, spiraling into the clouds. I tightened my grip in his. All at once we were out of the fog. I could see the green pastures of Ireland below us. I felt a touch of fear. But then I looked around and saw the eagles soaring below us, the bright blue of the sky, How perfect everything was, I almost wept with joy. I felt the pure thrill of flying aloft, so high I felt like I could touch the sun.It was an amazing feeling.

We flew on for several hours until at last I caught sight of the icy plains of Finland. The man (Whatever his name was) swoopped into a dive. We touched down softly on the ground. “This is where I leave you,” he told me. Then he disapeared. 


I scrutinized the landscape. 
Which way? I spotted a white turret way off in the distance. I began to dash toward it, sprinting with the speed and endurance of a cheetah. No matter how exhausted I felt, I kept going. Finally, un able to run any farther, I collapsed. I felt like I would never move again. I sat up and prepared to knock on the doors. . “Franz!Franz!”  I was Nahtan! Nathan!” I cried. “I’m so glad to see you! How did you make it?” “Well, long story short, I had some luck.. Now let’s get outt of here.” Suddenly I felt a mind pressing in on my own, cold and black and utterly terrifying. “What…” I whispered, shocked. My expression turned to horror as Nathan’s form melted and became The Lord of Storms. He laughed, a chilling laugh that prickled my spine. Then I was swallowed by darkness. I woke up. I was on a battleground. Bodys lay dead and dying around me. Suddnely noticed a body I thought I recognised. I hastened over to it. I screamed. It was Oliver.! Then the scene disappeared. I was tormented by many dreams, so real I almost believed them. I felt like the pain and despair would drive me mad. I trusted nobody and nothing. I could feel myself beginning to collapse inside myself, to give in. I felt like there was nothing worth living anymore. The only thing that kept me from dying inside myself was the hope that somehow, everything would turn out all right. I had no idea how much time had passed. It could have been days, it could have been months. Eventually, the Lord of Storms came to see me. He looked different, almost kindly. But there was something about him that chilled me.  “Franz,” he said to me, “I’ve come to make you an offer. I’m giving you the opportunity to join me. Let’s give up our differences and become friends, Franz.”He saw my hesitation and went on. This is a new opportunity, Franz. A new life for everyone. Think about it. You could be part of it.” For a moment I doubted myself. Maybe he was speaking the truth. I nearly considered joining him. But then a question came into my head that reinforced all my beleifs.I told myself what he said couldn’t be true. Finally, I voiced the question. “But what about the rest of the world, the animals and plants?” I asked. “What about them?” “What’ll happen to them? Will they just get pushed aside?Are their homes going to be obliterated to make room for this ‘new life’?”  I spoke so boldly I surprised myself. “This isn’t making things better, it’s making things worse!” He frowned. “Have it your way, then.” He began to w

alk toward me,his steps like the monotone of an executioner’s drum.  Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.  I stood my ground. Even if I was going to die, I would never give in. Never. All at once, I  felt the air around me begin to vibrate. I began to glow gently. Words came into my mind and I spoke them. Then for a moment there was complete silence. Then a breeze began to blow. I smelled the slight scent of juniper berries. I straightened up and swept the hair out of my eyes. If I was going to die, I was going to die fighting. I transformed into a peregine falcon. Skreeeeeeee!I circled above the Lord of Storms, waiting for the right moment.Then I went into a dive. He swiped at me, and I screeched as pain shot through my wing. I retreated to a safe distance, more wary of him then before. I took a deep breath and plunged back into the fray, slashing with my sharp talons.For a moment, it seemed like I had the upper hand. Then  he pulverized me, wracking my body with pain. I lay on the floor, drifting in and out of consciousness. The Lord of Storms hovered over me, smiling in triumph. “Good-bye, Franz.” He took a step toward me. All at once I began to shake ucontrolablyMy whole body began to glow. I hd no control over the situation. Without warning, a bolt of pure energy shot out of my chest. The Lord of Storm’s roar echoing in the distance.My eyes opened. There he was. I looked up. Above us were towering cliffs f stone.  I took a deep breath. Then I began to climb. The holds were small, and I felt as if I could fall off at any moment. Sometimes I almost wanted to go down. But each time, I would remember what I was doing this for, and I would keep going. I had to keep going. 


At last, we reached the top.  I felt a surge of relief. We had made it! We had actually made it! “Wow,” I whispered. The fortress loomed before me, large and menacing. I gently knocked on the big double doors. The noise reverberated, making me shiver. They were opened by a slim girl dressed all in white. “ For what reason are you here?” She asked me. “I have come from the defenders.” She brightened. “Ah! Then you received my message. But is there not one more?” “He was a traitor.” She sighed. “It seems like bad things are everywhere these days. Well, let me explain.” She began to glide through the halls. “Winter is angry at the humans. He is so enraged that he refuses to let the snow come this year. Imagine that; a winter without snow. Barren, cold, biting. No exitement. No joy.” She spoke so well that I could already feel the wind on my back. “That,” She continued, “Is what threatens us at this moment. There is no way to speak of the disastrous implications of such an action. It must be prevented at all costs. If we cannot change Winter’s opinion, then things do not bode well for any of us. And so I depend on you to convince Winter otherwise. Our hopes rest upon you.” By this time we had reached a second pair of doors. “He awaits you,” she whispered. “I wish you luck.” With that she was gone. I stepped inside. In the center of the room was a massive throne. It was occupied by a giant man with a sharp, pointed nose spiky, close cut hair, and a white beard coated with a thin layer of frost. It was Winter. He noticed our presence for the first time. “Well, well,” he said. “What do we have here?” “I am Franz.” “Welcome, Franz. Now, I have heard that you wished to speak to me.” I nodded. “Fire away. Let me hear what you have to say.” “Well… A great philosopher once said: ‘Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster.’” “What does that have to do with me?” “Well…” I thought of a way to say what I wanted to say. “…I feel that you should be careful that your resentment doesn’t lead you on the wrong trail. If you make a cold, harsh winter, without any snow, how different will you be from the Lord of Storms?” Winter’s eyes flashed. “Are you saying I’m a villain, boy?!” I shook my head vigorously. “No, not at all!” “Well, then, do you have anything else to say, then?”  I nodded. “Fighting fire with fire only makes everything go up in smoke.” He sat and pondered. At last he got up. “I must say, you speak well,” he growled. “I will allow the snow this year. But if--” h paused—“The humans do not change their ways, they will be punished for it.” Then he vanished. The girl in the white dress entered the room. “You will need transportation, I assume?” She queried. I nodded. “Stand here.” I stood where she had pointed. She waved her hands once, twice—and everything disapeared in a flurry of white snow.

I got up. I was back by the dock. A flock of seagulls flew past, squawking loudly. So much had changed since I was last there. I located the grate and smiled. It was time to come home.

As soon as I walked in, I heard someone shout, “There he is! It’s Franz! Franz is back! They ran toward me, pestering me with questions, which I was happy to answer. Sometime in the comotion, I caught sight of Oliver. He gave me a grin and a thumbs up. I smiled back at him. After so long being alone, I finally had a home and friends Later that day, I went to find Oliver. I found him in our makeshift workshop. When he heard me he looked up. “Hi Franz,” he said to me. “Do you want to see what I‘ve built?” “Show me!” He beckoned to me. “Come over here.” I walked over and saw a man, about five feet tall, made completely out of parts from machines. “What can it do?” I asked. “Well, let me show you.” He pulled some levers. The machine man walked forward, picked up a gear, turned, and brought it back. “He can be our little mechanical helper,” he told me. “What do you say?” “That’s great! Let’s start working!” The next night was game night. I slept restlessly, wondering what tomorrow would bring.


That night, I prepared myself. When the time came, I was ready. We got our materials and got ready. “Go!” Mr. Van Dorf shouted. We held our swords steady and prepared for the onslaught. It came. My sword and I were everywhere, swinging and jabbing in a wild, dance. Every swing met its mark. I was focused on everything, anticipating every swing before it came.I got more and more and more tired, but I kept fighting. I looked up and saw that the offense was having a hard time of it. The enemy was fighting them with strength and determination, and they were getting nowhere.  Without help they wouldn’t have a chance. I got a few people to help me, and together we dived into enemy territorty, slashing like madmen. Finally one guy made it out. He rantowards the flag. Our opponents turned and began to race after him. I f they got him, all our effort would be for nought. We mustn’t let them get him.  We hit them with blow after glancing blow, but it wasn’t enough. They were gaining on him. Suddenly the offense sprang into action. One of them got into position. The guy who had the flag tossed it to him. Then he tossed itto another guy, and another,  and another.  


A few weeks later, I had a dream. I was standing on a vast empty plain.I could feel pain and despair, emanating all around me. Then I heard a voice that I remembered, calling to me.”Mom!” I shouted. Then I woke up. The dream still lingered in my mind. “I will find you,” I whispered. “Wherever you are.” 

